
  
    [image: I Dare You]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Other Books by Monica James

      

      
        Trigger Warnings

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Stalk Me

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I DARE YOU

      

      

      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons living or dead, is coincidental. Any trademarks, service marks, product names or named features are assumed to be the property of their respective owners and are used only for reference.

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2026 by Monica James

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced, scanned or distributed in any printed or electronic form without the express, written consent of the author.

        No AI Training.

      

      

      

      
        
        Photographer: Michelle Lancaster

        Cover Model: Chase Cassels

        Artwork: Dave Ferreira

        Editing: Editing 4 Indies

        Proofreading: Rumi Khan

      

      

      

      
        
        Follow me on:

        authormonicajames.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      THE I SURRENDER SERIES

      I Surrender

      Surrender to Me

      Surrendered

      White

      

      SOMETHING LIKE NORMAL SERIES

      Something like Normal

      Something like Redemption

      Something like Love

      

      A HARD LOVE ROMANCE

      Dirty Dix

      Wicked Dix

      The Hunt

      

      MEMORIES FROM YESTERDAY DUET

      Forgetting You, Forgetting Me

      Forgetting You, Remembering Me

      

      SINS OF THE HEART DUET

      Absinthe of the Heart

      Defiance of the Heart

      

      ALL THE PRETTY THINGS TRILOGY

      Bad Saint

      Fallen Saint

      Forever My Saint

      The Devil’s Crown-Part One (Spin-Off)

      The Devil’s Crown-Part Two (Spin-Off)

      

      THE MONSTERS WITHIN DUET

      Bullseye

      Blowback

      

      DELIVER US FROM EVIL TRILOGY

      Thy Kingdom Come

      Into Temptation

      Deliver Us From Evil

      

      IN LOVE AND WAR

      North of the Stars

      Fall of the Stars

      Blood of the Stars

      

      REVENGE IS SWEET SERIES

      Crybaby

      

      HEART MEMORY TRANSFER DUET

      Heart Sick

      Love Sick

      

      KISS OR KILL SERIES

      Bad for You

      Die for You

      

      RUIN ME DUET

      I Dare You

      

      STANDALONE

      Mr. Write

      Chase the Butterflies

      Beyond the Roses

      Someone Else’s Shadow

      Love Hard

      Love Harder

      Like a Boss

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      This book is a dark psychological romance and contains disturbing themes that may be triggering to some readers, including graphic violence, murder, serial killer content, religious punishment, sexual assault, rape, bullying, obsessive behavior, psychological manipulation, unstable characters, and intense psychological themes. This story explores dark and confronting subject matter.

      Please read with care.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Is she dead?”

      “She looks fucking dead.”

      “I had economics with her y-y-yesterday. Who would want to”—sniffle—“hurt her?”

      “She was such a nice girl.”

      These whispered conversations are exchanged between classmates as they circle the bloodied corpse of Rebecca Bloom. She lies face up in her university gym. More people gather out of morbid curiosity rather than calling for help.

      One too many serial killer documentaries will do that, it seems, leaving us desensitized to real life. We all stand numbed to the reality that someone is fucking dead.

      I’ve never seen Rebecca look anything but perfect.

      Blonde.

      Blue-eyed.

      Cheerleader.

      She’s the epitome of every ’90s rom-com stereotype.

      She has the perfect boyfriend, Bobby Harris, who, of course, is the college star quarterback.

      They were crowned prom king and queen in high school, and their legacy, it seems, has carried through to college. However, they are the couple everyone secretly envies.

      It was disgusting that two people were that attractive.

      They made you feel bad about yourself because us normal folk knew we would never be like them, no matter how hard we tried.

      Some people are just born perfect.

      However, Rebecca is now anything but.

      Her pristine cheerleader outfit is soiled with ribbons of her dried blood. Her hands are folded across her chest, and her long hair is spread out with precision around her face. She still wears the promise ring Bobby gave her in the tenth grade.

      “Bobby, no!”

      But it’s too late.

      Bobby’s sneakers shriek against the vinyl as he runs to where we are, studying his very dead girlfriend.

      “Move out of the way!”

      “Bobby, man⁠—”

      But Bobby ignores the warnings and shoves aside anyone who stands in his way. He soon stops dead in his tracks, however, when he sees what we’ve been staring at for the past ten minutes.

      “Becca?” he gasps, turning a ghastly shade of white. “Becca…no.”

      He drops to his knees beside her, confirming he’s probably one of the only people not to watch The Crime Channel. He scoops Rebecca into his arms, which may seem like a romantic gesture, apart from the fact that her head flops backward with a wet squelch and hits the floor with a dull thud.

      The sound echoes off the walls.

      It seems the gash on her throat was deep enough to decapitate her.

      Everyone takes a moment to process what transpires before their eyes in a deafening silence.

      This isn’t a Netflix documentary. This is real fucking life.

      The gymnasium soon fills with terrified screams.

      Some vomit uncontrollably.

      A girl faints.

      The sight of Bobby cradling a headless corpse in a cheerleader’s outfit is apparently too much for some.

      The commotion finally alerts two teachers who wander in, about to query what the fuss is about, until they see Bobby and what’s left of Rebecca.

      Her decapitated head sits on her neck, eyes wide open, staring at us with her pink mouth agape. Whomever did this slashed her lips so her forever smile now resembles the Joker.

      “Oh my…GOD!” shrieks a female teacher, covering her mouth in horror.

      The gym erupts into pandemonium as more teachers and students enter, as word has spread that Rebecca Bloom is dead.

      The scene is pure bedlam.

      The fire alarm blares, and we’re drenched as water cascades from the overhead sprinklers.

      Reality kicks in, and we realize our behavior isn’t appropriate, but only after it’s already been livestreamed, of course.

      Students burst into tears, hugging their peers tight, sopping wet. Teachers attempt to mask their morbid curiosity and act as expected, but as with anything gruesome, no one can look away.

      The football coach gently coaxes Bobby to let go of Rebecca, but Bobby shakes his head, spittle running down his chin as he screams for everyone to stop looking at him.

      Somerset University will no longer be remembered as the perfect school, but rather as the place where Rebecca Bloom was murdered.

      So now, the question is, who killed her?

      A real-life whodunit.

      And in the sleepy little town of Hollow Banks, everyone will soon become a sleuth…and a suspect.

      This is the most exciting thing to happen since Mary Atkins claimed to have seen the face of Jesus Christ in her morning toast.

      Leaving the chaos behind, I wear a somber expression, mirroring the students’ sorrow as I wipe away unseen tears. Yet the instant I step outside, my frown transforms into a broad smile.

      Not as wide as Rebecca’s, though.

      I stifle a chuckle behind my hand.

      Rebecca’s death will be mourned, but not by me, and that’s because I’m glad she’s dead.

      I hated that fucking bitch.

      As I walk past the mourners, I’m ignored because I’m no one.

      But it’s the quiet ones, they say, to look out for.

      I mean, anyone could be the killer.

      Everyone is a suspect.

      Even me.

      So I guess let the sleuthing begin.

      Just who am I?

      I’m no one, remember.

      Happy hunting…
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        TEN YEARS AGO

      

      

      

      “You can’t sit with us.”

      I peer down at my pink corduroy dress and wonder what I did wrong.

      I overheard Robin mention that they wear pink on Fridays, so I dressed in the prettiest pink dress I own. I even threaded sparkly pink laces through my sneakers.

      But as Robin, Rachel, and Rebecca look at me like a piece of bubble gum on the bottom of their shoes, I realize that no matter how much pink I wear, I’ll never be one of them.

      They’re known as the triple thReats. The most popular girls at school whose names all start with the letter “R.”

      Everyone wants to be their friend.

      Everyone wants to be them.

      Robin, Rachel, and Rebecca are the untouchables—we can only look, not touch. But I thought that maybe if I followed their rule, then I could at least sit with them at lunch.

      I was wrong.

      Robin simply stares at me like I’m stupid, drumming her fingers along her folded arms.

      “I—”

      Rachel intervenes. “I don’t care. It’s embarrassing you’d think we would want to be your friend.”

      The girls giggle cruelly.

      “But I wore pink!” I say, in case they’ve missed it.

      Robin turns up her lip in disgust. “You’re pathetic and a stalker. Get up before I tell Principal Lombardi you’re stalking us.”

      “But I’m not!” I stand abruptly, begging they give me another chance. “Did I do something wrong? I can change.”

      This time, Rebecca is the one to step forward.

      “What’s your name?” she softly asks.

      I feel honored she’d even address me.

      “I’m—” I clear my throat as it’s hoarse. “I’m Hallie.” When she looks at me blankly, I add, “Hallie Holiday.”

      She blinks once, making it clear she has no idea who I am.

      But I don’t let that dishearten me because Rebecca Bloom is the most popular girl in school, and I can’t expect her to remember everyone. It must be hard trying to keep up.

      “My aunt and I found your dog, Hercules, down by the river. We brought him back to your house, and your mom made us her famous peach iced tea,” I say because there’s no way she’d forget that.

      But as she continues staring at me, it seems that she can and that she has.

      Our peers gather around us, curious about what’s going on.

      “How embarrassing,” someone whispers.

      “What a loser,” says another.

      Tears begin to gather, but I bite down on my tongue to stop them from falling. The last time I cried, something very bad happened, and I haven’t shed a tear since. I’m certain my tears are the reason I moved to this small town, Hollow Banks, in Texas and have been miserable ever since.

      So I refuse to cry ever again.

      I grab my lunch box and turn to leave, but abruptly stop. Perhaps my luck is changing after all.

      “Oh, golly, I’m so silly. I do know you,” Rebecca sweetly says.

      Happiness swells in my belly because I knew she hadn’t forgotten me. We had upside-down cake with Mrs. Bloom’s peach iced tea and spoke about how hot that summer was. We spent over an hour together. There’s no way someone could forget that.

      I turn around and smile, relieved.

      But that soon turns to dread when Rebecca’s mouth twists into a cruel pout. “You’re the girl I caught in my room going through my underwear drawer.”

      My mouth gapes open because that’s not true. “I was not! Your mom told me to pick a dress for the upcoming trivia night the parish was hosting to raise money for the local animal shelter. She said you’d outgrown a lot of them, and what you didn’t want, she was going to donate to charity.”

      Rebecca’s blue eyes grow cold. “Last I checked, my dresses weren’t in my underwear drawer. Did you try on my bras too?”

      “Did you sniff her panties?” Rachel goads while I turn a beet red.

      Rebecca steps forward while I immediately take one back. I dig my fingernails into my palms, the pain calming me somewhat. It’s a habit that confirms I am different from my peers. I was stupid to think I could be anything like them.

      “I doubt anything of mine would fit a flat-chested bitch like you.”

      Before I have a chance to defend myself, Rebecca pours her carton of milk over my head. It soaks my hair and trickles down my face. My dress is forever sullied. I decide then and there that I hate pink.

      Pupils burst into hysterical laughter, pointing their fingers at me. “LOSER! LOSER! LOSER!” they all chant.

      Robin rips open her milk carton, spilling it on the floor. Before I can react, Rebecca pulls my hair and forces me down. She then rubs my face into the puddle of milk. “Lick it up like the good little dog that you are.”

      I feel those familiar tears burn in my eyes.

      I struggle, but Rebecca isn’t satisfied until I do as she orders. I shakily lap at the milk puddle, and only then does she let me go.

      I need to leave, and I need to leave now.

      I jump up too fast, lose my balance, and slip, falling onto my ass.

      This simply has the school bursting into even louder laughter.

      Peering up from under my brown bangs, all I see are monsters.

      “She killed her mom and dad,” Rachel says, pointing her finger at me.

      Rebecca snickers. Her final blow. “They probably killed themselves, embarrassed to be her mom and dad. Look at her and her hand-me-down clothes. You’re white trash. You don’t belong here. You never will.”

      On hands and knees, I scamper away, slipping and sliding in the spilled milk until I finally find my feet and run from the cafeteria, leaving behind the cruel amusement of the students.

      I don’t stop.

      I keep running until I burst through the bathroom doors, seeking refuge in one of the stalls.

      I slam the door shut and lock it, resting my back against it and catching my breath. I bang my fist against the door, over and over, my heart beating wildly in my chest.

      “Stupid,” I berate myself, angry that I thought I was good enough to sit with the popular girls.

      This is my fault.

      I brought this upon myself.

      If only I had listened to my aunt Justina and hadn’t drawn any attention to myself, none of this would have happened.

      If only I had listened, my parents would be…

      A knock on the door interrupts my thoughts. “Are you okay?” asks a voice I don’t recognize.

      I don’t say a word because the voice belongs to a boy. Why is there a boy in the girls’ bathroom?

      “I know you’re in there. I can hear you breathing,” he says. “So come out. I promise, I won’t make fun of you.”

      Curiosity gets the better of me, and eventually, I unlock the door.

      When I open it, I see a boy standing before it, holding a spare change of clothes. I soon recognize him as Dandy Rivers. We’re in the same science class. He keeps to himself, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t subjected to ridicule because he’s different.

      He’s forever in T-shirts featuring something related to space or astronomy, and with his thick glasses, he’s been open to ridicule as the class “nerd.”

      But Dandy doesn’t seem to care.

      When kids call him a freak or a nerd, he simply holds his head high and pretends they’re not there.

      I wish I had his confidence.

      He doesn’t care what anyone thinks of him.

      He doesn’t care if he sits with the popular kids or not. And that takes guts.

      He juts the clothes out, reminding me that I’m staring at him like I’ve forgotten how to speak. I see there is a pair of bright orange gym shorts and a multicolored T-shirt with a unicorn eating a cupcake.

      Without choice, I accept the clothes and reenter the stall, locking the door behind me. I remove my soiled dress and wipe myself down with toilet paper. Once I dry myself as best I can, I step into the clothes.

      Peering down at myself, I chuckle because I resemble a rainbow.

      I can hear Dandy running the taps, so I know he’s waiting for me.

      With a deep breath, I open the door, and when Dandy turns over his shoulder to look at me, we both burst into laughter. That soon turns to uncontrollable fits of hysteria. We’re gasping for air, unable to talk. Words aren’t necessary because at this moment, laughter is all that we need.

      Dandy holds the sink to stop himself from falling, tears streaming down his cheeks. I lean against the wall, attempting to measure my breath, but each time we look at one another, more laughter ensues.

      This goes on for minutes.

      I’ve never laughed this much before.

      Dandy grips the sink with both hands and bends low, inhaling deeply. “Holy moly,” he says between breaths. “Lost and found clearly belonged to a clown.”

      His comment starts us off again.

      I don’t know how long we laugh for, but by the end of it, I barely remember why I’m wearing these hideous clothes. It suddenly doesn’t matter.

      “I’m Dandy Rivers,” he says, offering me his hand.

      I shake it. “I’m Hallie Holiday. We’ve got science class together, but we’ve never spoken. Sorry about that.”

      Dandy shakes his head. “Don’t be. If we had, we would have never experienced this.” He uses his finger to gesture back and forth between us, and I instantly know what he means.

      This is a memory we’ll never forget.

      “I think we’ve just become best friends.”

      His words touch me in ways he can never imagine because I’ve never had one of those.

      “Oh, Hallie Holiday, we’ve got a lot of catching up to do.” He links his arm through mine, and we walk out of the bathroom together.

      I have a feeling I’ll never be alone again.
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      We’re sitting in Dandy’s tree house, drinking tea from his mother’s best china.

      “This is pronounced oolong,” he explains, bringing the porcelain cup to his lips with his pinky extended. “Sip it. It’s the best way to enjoy it.”

      Dandy doesn’t speak like a ten-year-old. He’s so smart. But not in an obnoxious way. He’s book smart, judging by the mounds of books in the tree house. He has pictures of the galaxy taped to the walls.

      I mimic him with my pinky extended as we sip our oolong together.

      I am having so much fun. I enjoy being in Dandy’s company. I don’t feel judged, and I can be myself, something I haven’t been since moving here a year ago.

      “So, Hallie Holiday, tell me everything.”

      I swallow down my tea, suddenly nervous.

      I gently place down Dandy’s mother’s cup, not wanting to break it. He notices my nerves and kindly places his hand over mine.

      “No judgment here. You’re safe.”

      I believe him.

      “I was covered in milk today because I thought making friends with the popular girls would make me happy. How wrong I was. I was sick of being…invisible,” I confess, feeling pathetic. “I thought that if maybe I was like them, people would like me.”

      I wait for Dandy to turn his nose up at my confession and kick my miserable ass from his tree house.

      But he does nothing of the sort.

      “We’ve all been there,” he says instead, squeezing my hand. “You have to make mistakes to learn from them.”

      I nod because he’s right.

      “Do you have any siblings?”

      I shake my head.

      “Why did you move here?” he asks in horror because Hollow Banks is a stopover on the way to someplace else.

      You don’t stay here.

      But those who do seem to be desperate to leave.

      “I didn’t have a choice. I live with my aunt and uncle.”

      Dandy waits for me to continue, but when he reads between the lines, he doesn’t press.

      “Well, whatever the reason, I’m glad because I’ve been waiting for you.”

      I arch a brow, confused.

      He gestures toward the telescope, which points out the window toward the sky. “The universe told me something big was coming. And it’s you.”

      I lower my chin, hiding behind my long hair because this is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me, and I don’t know how to deal with it.

      Dandy shared with me that his father died, and it wasn’t an accident. He took his own life. He didn’t go into much detail after that. And I didn’t press because I have secrets of my own.

      “Dandy!” A woman’s voice reminds me that a world outside this tree house does exist.

      Dandy pokes his head out the window. “Yes, Mother?”

      “It’s almost dinnertime. Does your friend want to stay? We’re having meatloaf. She can call her mother and ask if it’s okay.”

      Grabbing Dandy’s wrist, I see the time on his digital watch reveals it’s after six.

      “Oh no! My aunt will be worried! I have to go.” I jump up and quickly collect my things.

      I don’t have a cell. My aunt won’t allow it, saying I’m too young. But it’s not my aunt I’m fearful of. It’s my uncle Leon.

      Dandy senses my panic. “My mom can drive you home.”

      “I hate to ask, but would that be okay? It will take me over an hour to walk home, and the bus doesn’t run this late. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have lost track of time.”

      Panic overwhelms me, just as it did when…

      “It’s all right. We’ll get you home.” The moment Dandy places his hand in mine, the panic subsides, and I calm down.

      We carefully climb down the tree house’s wooden ladder and race toward Dandy’s back door. When I enter the kitchen, I see that his mother, whom I met when I first arrived, wears a floral apron. She’s mashing potatoes while watching Jeopardy!

      “Mom, can you drive Hallie home?”

      His mom peers up at us, sensing my anxiety. “Oh, honey, I’m in the middle of dinner.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t want to be a bother. I’ll walk.” I feel awful putting her out.

      She washes her hands and dries them on a dishcloth. “I’ll call Matthew.” She reaches for her cell off the counter.

      “Who’s Matthew?” I ask, not wishing to sound ungrateful, but I can’t get into a car with a stranger.

      I’m afraid of cars, and riding in one with someone I don’t know is difficult for me.

      My anxiety shows.

      “He’s our neighbor, sweetie. I promise, you’ll be fine.”

      I nod and wait for her to call, but it’s clear there’s no answer.

      Just as I’m about to thank her for her hospitality, the loudest car I’ve ever heard in my life pulls into the drive.

      Dandy rolls his eyes, while his mom claps her hands together, as if our problem has been solved.

      “Kit can take you.”

      I look at Dandy, who explains, “My brother.”

      If I don’t get home before dark, I’m certain my aunt will call the police if she hasn’t already.

      So I nod animatedly. “Yes, thank you, that would be great.”

      However, the moment Kit Rivers enters the kitchen, I wish I had kept my mouth shut.

      I can’t stop staring.

      I’ve never seen someone so tall. With broad shoulders, ripped jeans, scuffed boots, and dark brown hair, he stands out, especially beside Dandy’s blond curls. His eyes are an intense hazel green with a streak of amber throughout. They remind me of a tiger’s eyes. He has a silver hoop in each nostril, and some ink on his arms and chest. I can’t make out what, however.

      He and Dandy look nothing alike.

      Kit looks at me, a strand of his messy hair falling over his eye. “Who’s the stray?”

      I instantly dislike him.

      “Kit!” his mom berates, looking at me with an apologetic smile. “This is Hallie. She lives over by Green Hills with her aunt and uncle. Can you please take her home?”

      It isn’t a question but rather a demand.

      Kit turns his lip in disgust, making clear he’d rather do anything than drive a “stray” home. But he doesn’t argue and heads back out the way he came, expecting me to follow.

      “It’s okay, sweetie. He’s a safe driver. Just make sure you buckle up.”

      Her words are hardly reassuring, but with daylight dwindling, I nod. “Thank you again, Mrs. Rivers.”

      “You’re welcome anytime, sweetie. It’s nice for Dandy to have a friend.”

      “Mom!” Dandy scolds, embarrassed.

      But he shouldn’t be.

      Dandy and I walk outside to Kit’s red car.

      I quash down that little voice inside that demands I stop being reckless and not get into a car, a car that looks like it belongs on a NASCAR track, with a stranger.

      When we get to the car, Kit places his arm across the top of the door, stopping Dandy from getting in.

      “Hey!” Dandy exclaims, glaring at Kit.

      “Since when do you ride in my car?”

      “Since you’re taking my friend home,” Dandy retorts, attempting to shove past Kit.

      He doesn’t budge.

      “Your girlfriend will be fine. Go back inside and look at your planets.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend!”

      Kit’s eyes sparkle in mischief.

      I look between the brothers, and although I appreciate Dandy’s nobility, he’s wasting time. “I’ll be okay, Dandy. I’ll see you tomorrow in class.”

      Dandy stands his ground, but eventually concedes, understanding the dire need for me to be home.

      Kit laughs as he rounds the car and opens the passenger door for me.

      I quickly hug Dandy before getting in. I toss my bag into the back seat.

      I do as Mrs. Rivers said and secure my seat belt, testing it to make sure it’s done up tight. Kit gets into the car, and the moment it revs to life, I grip the leather beneath me. Dandy waves at me through the window before we’re tearing down the street.

      This was a terrible idea.

      “Where to, Cupcake?”

      I turn my head to look at Kit, confused.

      His attention never wavers from the road. But I soon realize he’s using that nickname because of the clothes I still wear. Mrs. Rivers was kind enough to wash my dress, but I never got around to changing.

      I rattle off my address, not interested in talking.

      The clock on the dash just cements how late I am. I hate to think of the punishment that awaits me when I arrive home.

      “You got a curfew?” Kit asks when he notices me looking at the time.

      “Something like that,” I reply, digging my nails into my palms.

      I do this when things become too much. The pain balances me out. I don’t understand it, but it seems the more pain I feel, the less regret I have for what I did that night when everything changed.

      Screaming from the front seat.

      My parents argued about picking me up so late.

      My father assured my mother that it was all right. That it was good for me to make friends, and he didn’t mind.

      But my mom called me a spoiled brat.

      The road had frozen over. It was slippery.

      Suddenly, bright lights and a horn, then glass shattering as the world turned upside down.

      I don’t remember much after that.

      “Superman or Batman?” The question sucks me from the vortex I often get lost in.

      “Excuse me?”

      Kit casually slouches back in the seat, hands relaxed on the wheel.

      “Who do you like better? Superman or Batman?”

      “Oh, I haven’t given much thought to it. But I guess Superman because is Batman really a superhero? He’s just a regular guy with money.”

      Kit turns over his shoulder to look at me before bursting into laughter. “So true. So Superman it is. Favorite animal.”

      “That’s easy. Cats.”

      Kit turns up his lip. “Oh, you’re one of those people.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, unsure if I’m supposed to be offended.

      “It means you’re one of those crazy cat ladies.”

      “If having ten cats makes me crazy, I’m fine with it.” For some reason, Kit puts me at ease.

      He doesn’t seem phony like a lot of people.

      He seems like he doesn’t care what others think of him.

      “What grade are you in?”

      “Eleventh,” he replies, bored. “So you’re in school with Dandy.”

      I nod, realizing I am no longer digging my fingernails into my palms. Mundane talk, it seems, helps deal with my demons because that’s how I feel most of the time—like demons are clawing at my skin, trying to break free.

      “Why haven’t I seen you before?”

      “I moved from Florida about a year ago.”

      “Where are your parents?”

      “Dead.” The word slips out before I can stop myself, surprising me, as I’ve never said it aloud to anyone before.

      But it slipped out so naturally, I didn’t even think twice.

      “Oh shit, I’m sorry.”

      I shrug, not sure how to reply.

      We’re quiet for the rest of the drive, but it’s not uncomfortable. I peer out the window, observing things I missed riding the bus to school. When we pull up to my aunt and uncle’s house, it’s dark.

      The front porch light is on.

      The farmhouse has seen better days. It’s weather-worn and strips of paint fleck away in the punishing wind. I think it was painted yellow in its heyday. The white window shutters bang open and closed.

      I gulp, running my sweaty palms on my shorts.

      I expect Kit to kick me out of the car, but he turns off the engine. I watch in confusion as he gets out and opens the back door, grabbing my bag.

      “You coming?” he asks, peering at me from the back before closing the door.

      I quickly jump out of the car and reach for my bag, which he’s slung over his shoulder. “It’s okay. There’s no need for you to walk me to the door.”

      He ignores me and walks up the front stairs.

      “Kit!” I whisper-yell, not wishing to alert my family.

      However, it’s too late, as the front door opens.

      My aunt stands in the doorway, wearing a look of relief, anger, and confusion all rolled into one.

      “I’m sorry, Aunt Justina. I lost track of time,” I say quickly.

      “Who are you?” she asks Kit, before adding to me, “And what are you wearing?”

      I don’t have time to answer.

      “My name is Kit Rivers, and Hallie was at my family home. She and my brother, Dandy, are in the same class. It’s my fault she’s late. My mother asked me to take Hallie home, but I was working on my car.

      “It won’t happen again.”

      I simply stare, mouth parted in shock because I don’t understand why he would take the blame when I was the one who lost track of time.

      My aunt looks out of sorts because Kit is being polite, and no harm was really done. “Well, thank you for seeing Hallie home. She knows better, though.”

      “I know, sorry.” I bite my lower lip in remorse.

      Kit gives me my bag. “See you, squirt.”

      “Thanks for bringing me home.”

      He nods and looks at me closely. I don’t know why.

      I don’t question it, just watch as he walks down the porch steps, gets into his car without fuss, and takes off into the night. The moment he’s gone, I meet my aunt’s eyes.

      I recognize that look.

      “Go up and change, and then see your uncle. He’s in his study.”

      I gulp down my fear, but nod.

      The door closes behind me with a creak as I walk up the old wooden stairs.

      My aunt and uncle aren’t well off, but that means nothing to me. I was grateful they took me in after my parents died in a car accident. I had only seen my aunt and uncle a handful of times, so I know that my living here is something they’re doing to honor my dad, who was my uncle’s brother.

      They don’t want me here.

      So I try my best to stay out of trouble and out of their way.

      Tonight, however, I’ve done the complete opposite.

      I open my bedroom door and quickly change into leggings and a long-sleeved top. My single bed is made with precision. Nothing is out of place, and one wouldn’t be blamed if someone thought this was merely a spare room.

      There are no personal trinkets.

      No posters on the walls.

      Nothing in here reveals who I am. Or what I like.

      The minimal clothes I have are put away in the drawers and the small closet.

      I put on the small silver crucifix necklace and fix my hair in the mirror. My fear is reflected all over my pale face.

      I close the door behind me, my bare feet making little noise as I walk down the long, dark hallway toward my uncle’s study.

      One of the window shutters bangs so loudly against the wooden panes, I jump in fright. It’s just my nerves because I know what faces me.

      I gently knock on my uncle’s door.

      “Come in,” he says a moment later.

      I wet my lips nervously as I open the door and see my uncle sitting behind his desk. The light from his computer screen bounces off his large silver-framed glasses, almost giving him a chilling glow.

      I close the door behind me and wait in front of his desk with my head bowed and my arms behind me. I know better than to utter a word.

      “What time is curfew?” Uncle Leon asks.

      “Five o’clock,” I reply softly.

      “And what time is it now?”

      “After seven o’clock.”

      Silence.

      This torture is worse than the punishment. I know what looms. It’s the buildup he enjoys more than the actual abuse.

      I keep my eyes downcast and my chin lowered.

      The wheels on his chair roll back as he comes to a stand. The floorboards creak beneath his feet as he walks forward.

      “You enjoy worrying your aunt then?”

      “No,” I whisper.

      “I can’t hear you.”

      “No,” I repeat louder.

      “Have we protected you, fed you, schooled you, and kept a roof over your head?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes, what?”

      I dig my fingernails into my small palms. “Yes, sir.”

      “And this is how you repay us? After we took you in. You are the reason my brother isn’t here with us any longer. He spoiled you. Your mother could see what you were. But my compassionate brother was far too kind. Look where that got him.”

      His accusations are callous, but I can do nothing but stand here.

      “You must repent for your sins.”

      He unthreads his leather belt through the loops of his pants.

      I know what’s expected.

      I step forward and place my splayed hands on the edge of his desk.

      With my heart in my throat, my uncle runs his fingers through my hair, yanking my head backward. “You’re late because you were whoring yourself with that Rivers boy, weren’t you?”

      “No! I made a friend today,” I offer as an explanation, begging he sees reason.

      But I’ve learned there is none with my uncle.

      “Men and women cannot be friends. A woman’s role is to bear children of the Lord. That is their sole purpose. Get any other notions out of your head.”

      I nod quickly, eyes wide in fear as he lets go of my hair.

      He yanks down my leggings, and with a crack, he slaps my behind with his belt.

      I jolt upward with the force.

      But I don’t cry out.

      “You will say the Lord’s Prayer as I absolve you of your sins.”

      Crack.

      My behind is sore from the hiding my uncle gave me two days ago for forgetting to close the door to the chicken coop, which led to the chickens being lost.

      “I can’t hear you!”

      Thwack.

      “Our F-Father…” I commence with a falter as the pain from his belt striking me burns.

      “Louder!” my uncle orders, slapping me over and over.

      I then go on to recite the Lord’s Prayer, eyes glued to the large wooden crucifix hanging on the wall.

      I don’t feel any absolution.

      Or see the “light.”

      All I feel is numb.

      Ironic, isn’t it, that my uncle, the town’s beloved pastor, believes the way to redemption is to beat it into a child?

      All he is doing is proving that God doesn’t exist.

      How can He?

      Where was He when that truck veered onto the wrong side of the road, killing my parents but keeping me alive?

      I survived without a scratch.

      Where was He when I clung to my father’s cooling corpse, begging He bring my father back to me?

      He was nowhere to be found, and that’s because He does not exist.

      The only thing that does is the darkness, which is married with pain. These two factors embrace me tight and lull me into a quiet bubble because once my uncle drops his belt with a thud, I know what comes next.

      He spins me around, and I do as he instructed the first night I arrived—I drop to my knees.

      I begin reciting prayer after prayer, Uncle Leon stroking my hair as I do. Like I am his dog. It feels wrong, but I don’t fight it. This isn’t sexual. This is about control and servitude.

      With hands interlaced, I close my eyes, praying that God forgives me.

      One hour becomes two, and only when Uncle Leon says I am absolved of my sins am I pure again.

      However, I feel anything but.
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      Seated in the cafeteria, I tear off the stale crusts from my peanut butter sandwich. But I don’t have much of an appetite.

      My behind is sore from Uncle Leon’s beating yesterday. His cruelty is getting worse. And there’s nothing I can do about it.

      I don’t want to be here.

      But I have nowhere else to go.

      I wonder if things will get better, but as I see the triple thReats enter, I know this is as good as it gets.

      I immediately avoid eye contact, sinking into myself and wishing to be invisible. After yesterday, I never want to interact with them ever again.

      “They let anyone in here,” Rebecca mocks, clearly referring to me.

      My peers giggle.

      I’m about to leave, but Dandy sits across from me and grabs my hand to stop me. Instantly, I feel relieved.

      Rebecca turns up her lip, and her group changes direction and sits elsewhere. It seems she’s not that brave when I have someone on my side.

      I let out a sigh of relief. I don’t want a repeat performance of yesterday.

      Dandy calms me, then blurts out, “Eww, what are you eating?”

      And this is why I like Dandy. What you see is what you get.

      He slides his lunch tray between us. “Here, we can share.”

      I am extremely touched by his generosity. But I don’t want to make a fuss in case he thinks I’m weird.

      He opens his carton of milk and offers it to me. I feel bad, but he makes it clear he won’t take no for an answer. And his lunch looks far more appetizing than mine.

      “Sorry I left so suddenly last night,” I say, taking a sip of milk.

      Dandy takes a bite of a french fry. “Honestly, I should be apologizing to you for making you ride with my brother.”

      I almost choke on my milk. “He was fine. Nice, actually.”

      Dandy stops chewing and arches a brow. “Nice? I think you’ve mistaken my brother for someone else.”

      Dandy makes me smile. I don’t ever remember smiling this much.

      He sees me sitting askew.

      I attempt to shift, but it’s too late. “What happened? Why are you sitting funny?”

      My cheeks heat, and I cast my eyes downward, ashamed.

      Any other person may press, or excuse themselves, never to return. But Dandy does nothing of the sort.

      He splits his cheeseburger and gives me half. “Wanna have a sleepover?”

      Of course I do. But I won’t be able. My aunt and uncle would never allow it. Dandy senses my apprehension.

      “My mom can call your aunt and uncle. She can be persuasive when she wants to be, and I’m in the mood for Dirty Dancing.”

      I press my lips together, puzzled. “I don’t know how to dance.”

      Dandy laughs, but it isn’t at my expense. “After tonight, you’ll know how.”

      Who am I to argue?
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      Dandy was right. His mother is incredibly persuasive when she wants to be. Not only am I staying the night but I’m actually staying the weekend. This is incredible—I’ve never had someone ask me for a sleepover, and my family has never actually allowed me to do something fun.

      There’s a catch, and I’ll undoubtedly have to repent for my fun when I get home, but it’s worth it because I’m having a blast.

      When Dandy and I got home from school, I was touched beyond words to find his mom had gone to the shop and bought me a few things. I didn’t have a change of clothes, so Mrs. Rivers got me everything I needed.

      I can’t remember the last time I had something new. I’ve made do with everything I brought with me when I moved.

      So this was truly special.

      Mrs. Rivers cooked the best mac and cheese, which we ate in the tree house. Once we were done, Dandy set up the projector, and I was finally introduced to Dirty Dancing, which is actually a movie.

      I’d feel silly for my earlier comment, but nothing mattered except watching Baby and Johnny Castle fall in love and express that love through dance. I felt free viewing it. My aunt and uncle never let me watch this in their house, so it felt almost scandalous to be here seeing something they would have deemed sacrilegious.

      This is the best weekend ever. And it’s only just begun.

      “This is my favorite part!” Dandy jumps up from his sleeping bag to get into position.

      It’s the third time we’ve watched it back-to-back, but I don’t mind. I mute my laughter behind my palm, watching him mimic every move Johnny does. He curls his finger at me, hinting it’s my turn to join him.

      I shake my head, but Dandy yanks me up, and before I know it, we’re dancing in his tree house without a care in the world. I don’t know the steps, but it doesn’t matter. Dandy is the lead, twirling me around and dipping me while singing the infamous song.

      Dancing in his tree house is the most fun I’ve had in…forever.

      Watching a movie via a projector onto the tree house wall feels like we’re actually there. We dance and laugh for the entire scene, and when the credits roll, Dandy dips me dramatically.

      “One more time?” he asks, lifting me back up.

      “Is that even a question?”

      Dandy smiles, and before I know what he’s doing, he hugs me. “You’re my bestest friend, Hallie Holiday. Promise me we’ll leave this town together and be best friends forever.”

      I hug him tight, pressing my cheek into his shoulder. “I promise.”

      And I mean it.

      We break apart, and Dandy sets up the projector, ready for round four.

      “I need to use the bathroom.”

      Dandy nods. “My house is yours. Can you bring in some snacks? Mom has left some on the counter for us.”

      It’s a surreal yet wonderful feeling to be so welcomed. To feel like I belong.

      I carefully climb the stairs and make my way across the yard toward the house. The lawns are tidy and well-maintained. Dandy has mentioned his father only once. Apparently, it’s a sore spot for him, and like he did with me today, I won’t press unless he wants to share more.

      He sensed something was wrong at my aunt and uncle’s, so he invited me over to offer a safe space without asking questions. It’s the first time I’ve had somewhere to go where I feel wanted and not judged.

      If experiencing what I did with Rebecca was to find Dandy, then I would happily do it again and again because I can’t see my life without Dandy in it.

      I use the bathroom, and once I wash my hands, I make my way into the kitchen. I see the snacks on the counter like Dandy said. Grabbing what I can carry, with hands full, I turn around and yelp, dropping everything to the floor because Kit Rivers stands in front of the open fridge, his silver rings rapping against the door.

      I was so comfortable that I didn’t hear him.

      “Sorry, Cupcake,” he says casually, reaching for a can of Coke.

      And again, with the nickname. But I don’t mind. I’ve never had a nickname before.

      “It’s fine, this is your house.” I kneel to pick up what I dropped, and Kit unexpectedly does the same.

      I want to ask him why he took the blame for me yesterday, but I also don’t want to hear the reason. If he feels sorry for me, then I would never be able to face him again.

      So I remain silent.

      He hands me a bag of chips. “Glad Dandy has a friend.”

      The way he speaks, it’s apparent Dandy doesn’t have many of them. But that’s okay with me.

      “Thanks for dropping me off yesterday.” I wish I had the guts to say more.

      He nods, not making a big deal about it.

      The conversation ends, and I stand to leave, but he adds, “If you ever need help or want something, just ask. You’re good for Dandy, and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep him happy.”

      There’s a double meaning to his words, and I wonder if maybe it has something to do with their father.

      But I simply smile and walk back to the tree house, aware that meeting the Rivers brothers will change my life forever.
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