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CHAPTER ONE

“Hey, babe. Gimme another beer.”

One of the cheesy tourists from Tennessee has a leer on his somewhat handsome face that makes me want to roll my eyes, but I contain myself. He came into the bar with his friends to watch college football on a Saturday afternoon, and they’re loud. Obnoxious. They can’t stop checking me out, either. Why are they all like this—flirtatious to the point of unbearable?

I need every dollar I can get, so I flash him a smile. “Coming right up.”

I head toward the bar, where Doug, the owner of this fine establishment, has already placed a fresh bottle for my customer on the counter. I offer him a grateful smile, and he lifts a whiskered brown chin in acknowledgment.

I set the bottle on my tray before I head over to the table where the three pretty-faced college boys sit. Their focus is stuck on the big-screen TV playing the game, one of them shouting a string of curse words when the ball gets intercepted.

“Got a lot of money riding on this,” the one who ordered the beer mutters as he checks his phone. I can tell he’s on one of those online betting sites.

I deliver the beer in front of him, making sure I bend over the table as I do, flashing them a boob shot thanks to the deep V of my T-shirt. Anything to get tips.

Two out of the three notice, their gazes now glued to my chest. So typical.

“Thanks,” the other guy mumbles, finally giving me his attention.

“Need anything else?” I glance toward the TV and see the game is almost over. Meaning these customers are going to leave soon, and I hope they give me a decent tip. But they’re young and probably not big spenders, despite what their popped collars and chunky silver watches would have me believe.

“No thanks,” one of them tells me, his tone dismissive. I guess tits are less fun to ogle once the mouth above them starts talking.

I leave their table and head back to the bar, setting my tray on the counter with a too-loud clang. Doug joins me, sucking his teeth like he always does when he’s about to complain. “It’s slow today.”

Nodding, I glance about the space, noting the empty tables. A couple of regulars sit at the other end of the bar, continuously sipping from their drinks while also watching the game. Not that they care what’s on the TV. They’re here every single day, rain or shine, game or no game. I can’t imagine this sort of life. Shuffling into the same dingy bar day in and day out. Talk about depressing.

Despite the lackluster crowd, I’m still a bundle of nerves, trying to build up the courage to tell Doug this is my last shift. Most of the time, I feel like it’s a pity position anyway, but I don’t like the thought of leaving him high and dry. I’m a lot of not-nice things, but unreliable isn’t one of them. I’ve never had the luxury.

“How’s your mom?” The sympathy in Doug’s voice is obvious. Long ago, when I was a little kid, they used to date. Back then, she was a mostly functioning adult and not a complete mess like she is now. Doug came into our lives and paid attention to me, unlike Mom’s other boyfriends. Treated me like I was his own kid. Showered me with attention and gifts, but never in a creepy way. No, more like he actually cared.

Until Mom ruined everything and accused him of cheating on her. Doug’s not a cheater. His mistress is this bar. He has to work constantly to keep up with his bills and doesn’t employ much of a staff. When I came to him a year ago desperate for a job, he reluctantly gave me one, even though at seventeen, I’m not technically old enough to work in a bar.

He pays me under the table in cash, which I really appreciate as well.

“She’s doing okay,” I lie.

It’s easier than telling him the truth and admitting she’s in bad shape. That an opportunity arose for her to go back to rehab, and I don’t have the strength to turn it down, even if it means I have to drop everything and fly halfway around the world. Hard as I’ve tried, I can’t crush the hope that maybe this time it’ll stick. Maybe this time she’ll want to get better. Do better.

Doug’s gaze is assessing, never straying from mine. He sees too much—always has. It makes me want to squirm, but I keep still. “You sure about that?”

“Yeah, I’m sure.” My voice is firm, but he looks like he wants to argue. When the door slams, the tension breaks and we both glance toward the entrance. The college guys are gone, their table a mess, a couple of soggy dollars left behind.

I fight the disappointment that threatens to swallow me whole and turn back to Doug. But I guess if there’s enough disappointment to go around, I might as well share it. I paste on a bright smile and dive in. “Look, I don’t know how to tell you this, but … I’m leaving town for a few months. You’ll have to find someone to cover my shifts.”

He gives me a look, one that says he hopes I’ve finally decided to leave. He hates my life almost as much as I do. His voice rises with interest. “A few months? Where you going?”

If he was anyone else, I’d tell him it’s none of his damn business. “Um, I’m going to go see Peter.”

Doug’s eyebrows shoot up his forehead. “Really?”

I nod, knowing how absurd it sounds. Why would I suddenly cross an ocean to spend time with the sperm donor who abandoned me and Mom? Frankly, Doug’s been more of a father figure to me than Peter ever was. “He says he wants us to have a relationship.”

Lies. All lies.

The truth? Peter Vale has a problem, and he thinks I’m the only person who can solve it. In exchange for my help, I demanded he put Mom in rehab. It’s the one way I can justify giving anything to a man who has not only given me nothing—he’s actively stolen from me. Because if it weren’t for him, Mom would never have lost herself at the bottom of a bottle.

He owes her this.

He owes me this.

And he agreed, but with demands of his own. We traded terms back and forth like lawyers, not like blood relatives trying to mend fences. In the end, he agreed to my two non-negotiables: Mom in rehab and our rent paid for the next three months. He made all the arrangements. Now I have to leave. Tonight.

Glancing around the room, Doug pulls his not-so-secret pack of cigarettes from beneath the counter and lights up, taking a deep drag before blowing out the smoke. “You sure you’re not getting scammed?”

“By who? Peter?” Probably, but I’m scamming him, too. “Nah, he needs me this time.”

“Well, just take care of yourself. You came in last in the parent lottery.” Doug’s opinion of my parents isn’t the best, and I get why. “I always wanted something better for you, Billie. Leaving is probably best, you know? As long as you don’t end up somewhere worse than here.”

“Don’t worry about me.” My smile is weak. “I’ve got this. I’ll be fine.”

“Uh-huh.” He pulls out his ashtray and taps the cigarette against the edge, sullying the chipped white dish with a streak of ash. “Just—be careful, Billie. Feels like no one is watching out for you.”

No one is, I want to tell him, but instead I offer a shallow nod and reach around to untie the black apron I wear when I’m working. “I have to go.”

“You give me notice and then leave immediately?” The hurt in his voice almost undoes me. Doug doesn’t do feelings—he does sarcasm and bar tabs. He looks like he wants to say more but can’t figure out how.

I reach up, twist the thin silver hoop in my nose, and pretend not to notice. Pretending helps us both. “Not like you’re swamped.” I wave a hand at the near-empty bar, then head for the back and grab my bag, tossing my apron in the laundry bin for the last time. I nearly miss, and it hangs over the edge like I feel—half in, half out, not sure where I belong.

A minute later, Doug pushes his way through the swinging door.

“I need to pay you,” he says, voice gruff. He heads over to the small safe he keeps next to the rickety old desk and taps at the keypad, opening it with a click. Within seconds he’s standing in front of me, a fistful of cash clutched between his fingers.

“That looks like too much,” I start, but he shoves it in front of my face, cutting me off.

“Take it, Billie. Not like I’ve got anywhere to spend it.”

“Maybe on rent?” The temptation to grab the cash and run out of the building is strong. It’s definitely more than I’ve earned in the last week.

“I’ve got that covered. Just take the damn money. You’re the closest thing I’ve got to a kid, and—” There’s an odd shine in Doug’s eyes. “I just want you to be okay.” Before things get too deep, which will make both of us want to crawl out of our skin, I grab the money and stuff the wad in my backpack.

“Thank you.” I check my phone, and my chest tightens. I need to leave. “I gotta go. See ya around, Doug.”

For a second, we just stand there—both of us knowing this goodbye is more than it seems. I half-lift my hand, not sure if I should hug him or wave. He just nods, a quiet agreement that it’s better to keep it simple, and turns back to the safe.

I take the out, push through the swinging door, and don’t look back.

I make my way between the tables and chairs, pausing just long enough to scoop up the soggy dollars those jerks left as my tip. Only when I’m outside do I feel like I can breathe again, and I release a shuddery exhale, hating the dread settling over my skin like a heavy coat.

Then I remember I’m getting out of here, and the tiniest flicker of hope sparks to life in my chest. This is my chance to get away. To change my life for the better. That’s what I have to hold on to. A fresh start. Sounds like a cliché, but my life has been one long sequence of bad clichés: Child of a single mom too busy drinking her sorrows away to do much parenting. Absentee dad thriving with his new family an ocean away. Smart enough to go places, according to all my teachers, but too broke to travel. I’ve survived through all of this mess so far, because that’s what I do. That’s what I am.

A survivor.

I’ll probably never see Doug again, I think as I make my way down the sidewalk, headed toward my apartment building. There’s an uncomfortable pressure behind my eyes at the thought, and I decide to send him a text when I’m settled again. Just to let him know I’m okay. Nothing too mushy.

I sidestep a broken-open Styrofoam container spilling greasy noodles over the street as I take a left off Seventh Avenue. Wrinkling my nose at the scent of rancid garbage and piss, I wonder if other cities smell like wilted hot trash and bodily functions, or if it’s unique to this part of New York. It’s disgusting, but I know we’re lucky to have this apartment at all. We’re close to Penn Station, which on the plus side means I can sometimes hear strains of music from concerts at Madison Square Garden. On the minus side? Pretty much everything else.

It’s not glamorous, and it’s not fun, and it’s not even especially tolerable most days, but this is my life.

Or it was.

Until a certain someone came crashing back into my world and demanded I come see him. Help him. He must’ve been downright desperate to ask for my help. I wish I could take some pleasure in his pain, but even I’m not jaded enough for that. Not when his reason for reaching out ripped both our hearts in two.

I’m halfway down the block when one of my neighbors on the front stoop across the street shouts at me. “Hey yo, Billie! How much will it cost me for a smile today?”

“Oh I don’t know, Sammy,” I yell back, pretending to root around in my front pocket. “Can you make change for this?” I hold up my middle finger like it’s a five-dollar bill I just found. I’m barely able to contain the smile that wants to stretch across my lips. This is our love language, slinging insults at each other.

He just laughs, calling, “Aw, next time, Billie, next time! Get home safe, girl.”

I keep walking, spotting Mrs. Espinosa up ahead, struggling with two heavy bags of groceries she’s practically dragging along the sidewalk. I jog to catch up with her, take one of the bags and heft it in my arms, then run up the stairs to our building door and tap the code to unlock it before holding it open for her.

“Thank you, Billie dearest.” She lays the sarcasm on thick. She hates feeling like she can’t run her normal errands, and I know she never wants help, but I always worry she’s going to bust open one of those bags and spill her stuff everywhere. “You know I can handle it.”

“Oh I know, Mrs. Espinosa. I only wanted to see if you had any Cracker Jack in here.” I peek inside the bag and spot the familiar box. No one else I know eats it, and I’d never even heard of Cracker Jack until I found a box in another one of her bags a couple of years ago.

“Don’t you dare steal my only treat.” She slaps at my hand as I dig into the bag with what she calls my dirty little laugh.

“I would never.” Once I walk her to her door on the first floor, I offer her a quick wave and head up the stairs to the third floor, not bothering with the elevator. It’s old and rickety and hot as balls.

When I enter my apartment, I pause for a moment, taking it in. There’s Mom sprawled out on the couch, dead to the world. Either asleep or passed out drunk, I’m not sure. She better be easy to wake up, though, because we need to leave soon.

Walking over to the couch, I tighten my jaw. I shake her shoulder, and her hazel eyes flutter open on a soft groan.

“It’s time,” I tell her, my voice firm.

She lurches upward, running her fingers through her snarled hair as she watches me move about the room. I pick up the garbage littering the coffee table and shake my head. I won’t miss living in this chaos. I head to the kitchen and toss out the leftover fast-food wrappers and empty paper cups, then check the fridge, relieved to see it’s mostly empty. Nothing will spoil in there while we’re gone.

Mom yawns and stretches as I shuffle around, straightening shit and tossing out empty bottles before I stand back to take in the room again. This place is as clean as it’s going to get. Besides, we’ve only got about half an hour before we need to leave.

At my urging, Mom takes a quick shower while I grab a duffel bag and start packing for her, shoving stuff inside that she’ll probably need. She’s barely able to think straight and depends on me for way too much, and I know she’s not going to protest what happens next. Not really.

Hopefully.

Once I’m done with her bag, I go to my room and finish packing my own stuff, though I’m not taking much. Just enough to fill my black backpack. A few changes of clothes, a toiletry bag, and all the freaking money I’ve saved up over the years. I open my door, stopping short when I find my mom standing directly in front of me.

“Don’t forget this,” Mom says, her familiar British accent thick with emotion. Her mousy brown hair is dripping wet from the shower, and her skin is waxy and sallow, but at least she’s already got some clothes on. She’s holding that stupid photo of the four of us on a cliff, standing under a giant tree with smiles on our faces. It’s a moment in time I can’t recall, but that’s never stopped Mom from acting like this photo represents my most precious memory.

Her voice still sounds like London—smooth, proper, with a careful lilt I used to try and copy when I was a kid. I’d trail after her around the apartment, practicing my what-evers and bloody hells until she laughed and called me her little parrot. I wanted to be just like her. But then her world cracked apart, and I forced myself to be nothing like her—flattened my vowels, sharpened my rs, built myself an American accent thick enough to drown her out.

I even slashed the dull brown hair we share with thick blue streaks, as if color could erase the parts of her still hiding in me.

“You want to take it with you?” I reach for the chipped gold frame, to pack it with her things, but she shrinks back. She stares at the photo with that lost look in her eyes that she always has when she glimpses into the past, at a family that doesn’t exist anymore.

“No.” She firmly shakes her head. “You should take it with you.”

“I don’t want—”

Mom cuts me off by shoving the frame in my hands, and I have no choice but to take it. I stash the photo in my backpack. I’ll throw it away later—I don’t need the reminder. I don’t live in the past like my mother does. Besides, where I’m going, being her daughter is even more of a liability than usual.

“Ninety days,” I remind Mom. She makes a face but doesn’t say anything. “It’s only ninety days, and then everything will go back to normal.”

The lie falls easily from my lips. Not the ninety days part—that’s true, only because it’s all I could get Peter to agree to. No, it’s the “back to normal” line that I know is a lie. Nothing is going to be normal ever again.

Not if I can help it.

Taking one last, long glimpse at the too-small, too-dark apartment that we’ve lived in for years, I kick the door shut, thankful I had the foresight to demand Peter prepay the rent for the next three months. I might have agreed to let him blow up my life for the foreseeable future, but eventually, I’ll need somewhere to come home to.

Even if that means returning to this shithole.

But first, I gotta take my mom to rehab.

…

The woman sitting behind the check-in desk at Merciful Mary Rehabilitation Center taps away at her keyboard, her brows drawing together as she studies the computer screen. Nerves eat at my insides, making it hard to stay still. I want to run. Flee this sterile lobby and take my mom with me.

My father better not have backed out of our agreement. I don’t trust him, and why should I? He’s not a good man. If he was, he would’ve taken care of me. Would’ve tried to establish a relationship with me for my entire life, not just now, when he needs my help.

“It looks like your mom’s stay is prepaid in full,” the woman finally says, her gaze lifting to mine. The flood of relief turns my knees liquid. “We have a room reserved for her. Is she ready?”

“Let me go talk to her.” I push away from the counter and approach Mom with tentative steps, not wanting her to freak out. I settle onto the couch beside her, grab hold of her hands, and clutch them tight.

Mom frowns, and I offer her a reassuring smile. “I’ve got to go, and you’re staying here. They’re going to help you, Mom. Clean you up.”

A trembling sigh passes her lips, and she hangs her head, her fingers tightening around mine. “It won’t work, Billie. It never does.”

Her voice is small—the kind she used when I’d cry over a scraped knee. I can almost hear the old softness underneath the damage.

“It might,” I say, trying to sound steadier than I feel. “You just have to want it this time.”

Mom shakes her head, a wet laugh catching in her throat. “You don’t understand. The memories will come back.”

Her eyes search mine, pleading, but I don’t know what she means. “You mean Dad?” I ask, then pause before adding, “Or Isla?”

She flinches, like I’ve brushed against an open wound. We both rarely mention my sister’s name. At fifteen, she’s only fourteen months younger than me. Irish twins, Mom used to say. But Mom just shakes her head. “You don’t understand what happened,” she whispers. “What we did. If I could undo it all—”

“Mom.” I squeeze her hands, cutting her off before she can spiral. She’s never actually said what happened back in England, but honestly, who gives a fuck at this point. We’ve been in the States since I was six. Unless her and my dad killed somebody, I’d like to think I’d be able to get over anything if it meant being there for my own kid. That thought has my next words coming out a little harsher than I intend. “We all have shit we’d undo if we could. But you can’t keep drinking away the past. You have to deal.”

Tears spill over, quick and hot, and she turns her face away from me. “Just go then. Not like you care anyway.”

My throat burns, but I force my voice to stay calm. “That’s not true.”

My stomach cramps into angry knots. My mom loves to twist every word until you don’t know what’s real anymore. I know it’s not on purpose—it’s just how she survives. She clings to pain the way I cling to control. Maybe that’s our family inheritance—holding tight to the things that feel like help but only hurt us in the end.

I stand and let her fingers slip from mine. “I love you, Mom,” I say, meaning every word, even when it hurts to say it. To feel it. She doesn’t look at me. “Bye.”

After sending the woman behind the counter a meaningful look, I exit the building. I lean against the brick facade, heave a sigh, and close my eyes for a moment. The rush of city traffic goes whipping by, making the air stir, and I open my eyes, surprised my mom isn’t standing in front of me, begging me to take her back home.

I push away from the building and flag down a cab. Normally I’d take the subway, but I don’t have it in me to be underground right now—not when this might be the last time I see New York for who knows how long. When I’m settled into the back and the driver has the address of the private airfield entered into his GPS, I open the Notes app in my phone and start a new note titled PETER PAYBACK. If that asshole thinks I’m going to spend a single dime of my own hard-earned money pulling his ass out of the fire, he’s got another think coming. The way I see it, he could compensate me for every dollar I’ve ever spent and that wouldn’t even begin to cover the compensation I’m owed. After all, he’s responsible for Mom’s demise.

She’s never been able to get over him.

So I guess it’s true what they say—there’s no accounting for taste.

Me? I hate Peter Vale. It’s a burning fire that lives in my gut, always there, flickering to life whenever I think about him.

Like now.

I lean back against the cracked seat and put my earbuds in, a sign to my driver that I don’t want to engage in conversation. I open my phone and check my texts, but I don’t have any. Then check social media. I haven’t posted in months. I’m more of a lurker—a spy who checks out other people’s lives but never posts about her own. Not that anyone cares. I’ve been doing online school since I was a freshman and already got my high school degree an entire year early. It was easy. School is a joke. A racket.

One I’m going back to like an idiot, but sometimes we have to do things we hate to help the people we love. The people we let down.

Not Peter. That guy can go fuck himself.

But Isla? Isla I let down, and now my sister desperately needs my help. And by God, I’m going to help her, no matter what it takes.

When we finally arrive at the private airfield, I pay the driver in cash and record the amount on Peter’s tab. I climb out of the car, sling my backpack over my shoulder, and head into the small building, my voice monotone when I tell the woman sitting behind the desk my name.

“The plane has been waiting for you.” Her nose wrinkles like I stink as she studies me over her glasses. I’m wearing my typical uniform: black-and-burgundy-striped tank top and black jeans with knockoff Doc Martens, layers of silver necklaces I love to pile on, and bracelets in every material from leather to metal to string on both wrists. I flick my dark hair away from my eyes, frowning at her. Her disapproval is a sharp top note to her floral, overly sweet perfume.

Well fuck her.

I offer the woman a curt nod and stride outside like I own the place, running on pure instinct. The plane is waiting for me, just like she said it would be. The aircraft’s stairs are down, and a man stands by the base. His gaze narrows on mine as I draw closer, a fake smile slowly turning up the corners of his mouth.

“Miss Winters?” I stop short, the name catching me off guard.

For a heartbeat, I almost correct him—then I remember the deal I made with my dad. And just like that, Billie Vale no longer exists.

I’m Belinda Winters now.

The name feels awkward in my mouth, like I’ve just taken a too-big bite of ice cream and I have to wait for it to melt a little before I can chew or swallow or even breathe. I remind myself that Belinda is my legal name, though hardly anyone’s used it in my living memory. My grandmother’s maiden name on my mother’s side was Winters—a factoid Peter shared like he has any right to mine and Mom’s family history.

“Yup. That’s me.” I nod once, gripping the backpack strap extra tight, trying to hold steady against a sudden wave of nerves. I can do this. I haven’t let myself feel afraid for years, but that bravery only works in the face of all the old familiar terrors. Mom not waking up from a blackout. Getting evicted. Never finding a way out of the shitty circumstances that have defined my life so far.

This is new. Different. Foreign.

I’m going to need a new kind of bravery. And I’m going to have to fake it until I figure it out.

Starting right now.

“We’re ready for you to board.” He makes a sweeping gesture up to the open plane door. I practically run up the stairs, pausing as I enter to take in the luxurious interior of the private jet my estranged father arranged for me.

It reeks of wealth and power, and as much as I hate to admit it, wealth and power smell good. Expensive. The cream-colored leather interior and sleek lights are a far cry from the industrial-looking sardine can–sized planes I’ve seen on TV. Plush carpet squishes under my boots, and I have the unhinged urge to take them off and sink my toes in. I throw myself into a seat and drop my bag into the empty chair next to me. I strap in, politely refusing the offer of food and drink from the smiley flight attendant.

My chest tightens painfully, and I absently rub at the space above my heart. Peter Vale owns this plane. A plane that has its own private flight attendant and staff. A plane that’s at his disposal at any time, day or night. Meaning he could’ve come to see me any time he wanted to, but did he?

No. Never. Not once.

I only know what he looks like because of photos on the internet. His voice was totally unfamiliar to me until a couple of days ago, when I picked up a call from an unknown number. I need you, he said. I laughed when I heard those words.

Please. He doesn’t need me. He doesn’t even know me. He’s just using me, which is fine.

I’m using him, too.

The moment the pilot announces we’re preparing for takeoff, I tense up. I don’t remember the only other time in my life when I flew—back when I was six years old, and Mom couldn’t stop crying, and we were leaving England behind for our new life in America. Our new life … alone together. Without Peter. Without Isla. Clenching the armrests, I take a deep breath, telling myself I’m fine. The plane won’t crash. Thousands of planes are in the air right now. This is nothing.

But it feels like everything.

I’m a knot of nerves through takeoff, but when the flight attendant finally says it’s safe to move around the cabin, my grip loosens and my shoulders drop away from my ears. Maybe I’m still shaking inside, but I’m doing it—I’m moving forward. I’m committed now. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned from years of taking care of someone who only ever breaks promises, it’s how to keep mine.

I unbuckle, grab my backpack, and make for the bathroom at the back of the cabin.

I yank open the door and close it behind me with a metallic click.

Staring at my reflection in the mirror, I take a long last look at the old me. Billie Vale may have boarded this plane, but Belinda Winters is stepping off it. I can’t be me anymore if I’m going to have any hope of pulling this off. Might as well lean into being her.

I take out and unzip a tiny, satin-lined bag before I start removing my jewelry. The nose ring comes out first, then my rows of three tiny silver hoop earrings in each ear. Next, I peel off the necklaces, not bothering to untangle the chains before dumping them in. I shake off the bangles, then undo the tiny clasps of the smaller bracelets, dropping them in the bag with the necklaces. I straighten and stare at my reflection, taking in the heavy black eyeliner, thick mascara, and pale foundation I wear. I use the last of my makeup wipes to smear it off before I wash my face, scrubbing until my skin hurts and my cheeks glow pink.

There’s one more piece to this puzzle, and it might be the most important. I pull out the box of hair dye I bought at the Duane Reade closest to Doug’s bar, and follow the instructions, praying I don’t damage my hair so badly it all falls out. As I add the color, I stare in the mirror, repeating the same words over and over.

“Belinda Winters, Manhattan socialite.” I make a face. Like I’d ever say that to someone. “Yes, hello. I’m Belinda Winters. Belinda. Yes, from Manhattan.”

I keep repeating nonsense phrases until I find Belinda’s voice. “And then I said you have to stop, that’s not our yacht!” Higher, I think, and a little brighter. “I mean seriously, Malta is so 2022.” A touch more nasal. “Where’d I get this bag? I mean, it’s vintage Givenchy, so like … heaven, I guess?” Annnd there she is. Belinda’s laugh tinkles like a bell made of sunshine and generational wealth.

While waiting for the color to set, I pick up my phone and archive all my social media, wiping myself from existence with a few taps on a screen. I suppose Peter has a team of people who could vanish my online footprint, replacing it with the newly formed New York socialite I’m now supposed to be.

God, this all sounds like a nightmare, but one I’m determined to conquer.

Once the timer is up, I wash my hair by leaning into the tiny shower and using the handheld nozzle. The water pressure is shit, and it takes forever to rinse the color out. The water swirling down the drain runs dark and strange—like I’m watching the last version of me disappear. When it finally runs clear, I grab a towel and dry my hair as best I can. Then I turn toward the mirror, and my mouth drops open, my fair skin turning even paler when I see my new color.

Oh no. It looks freaking terrible.

Dear old Dad is going to kill me.




CHAPTER TWO

I jolt awake when the plane touches down, glancing around the interior in confusion. It takes me a minute to remember where I am and where I’m about to go, and my nerves flare up, my stomach churning. I can’t tell if it’s from hunger or nausea.

“The plane just landed,” the flight attendant says, appearing in front of me looking fresh and beautiful. Her simple charcoal gray uniform doesn’t have a wrinkle in sight, while I’m a rumpled mess, with the badly dyed hair. And I’m pretty sure I left a drool stain on the plain black T-shirt I changed into after my hair color fiasco. “We should be disembarking shortly.”

“Thank you,” I mumble, afraid to speak too loudly or I might blast her with my bad breath.

“Would you care for something to eat?” Her lilting British accent makes my chest ache, and I realize it’s because she reminds me of a version of my mother I knew a lifetime ago. “Some fruit? A croissant, maybe?”

“Do you have any coffee?” When she nods, I go on. “I’d love some. And yeah, croissant, please.”

The flight attendant beams. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll bring it to you. You should be able to eat before we finish taxiing.”

My stomach growls the moment she mentions eating. I will most definitely be able to get it down before we finish taxiing.

Once I get caffeine coursing through my veins and some carbs in my gut, I feel a little more alert. By the time the door opens and the flight attendant leads me out of the plane, I’m almost able to convince myself this whole charade isn’t going to be an abject disaster.

A sleek black car sits on the tarmac, the engine purring and the windows tinted so dark, I can’t see who’s inside. My pulse races and my hands start to shake as I wonder if Peter is waiting for me in the back seat. I haven’t seen him in almost twelve years, and I’ll admit—I’m not looking forward to a reunion. As I head for the car, the wind whips my hideous hair across my face, and I peel it away from my eyes, shivering from the chill in the air. I come to a stop when the driver’s side door opens and a tall, lanky man in a black suit climbs out.

My shoulders sag with relief.

“Miss Belinda Winters?” His voice is deep, and his accent is different from the flight attendant’s. More polished somehow.

“Yes.” I nod. My backpack nearly slips off my shoulder, and I readjust it, ignoring the way he’s staring at me. Well, staring at my hair. It must look atrocious. “That’s me.”

“We have a stop to make first.” His smile is pleasant, though it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Before we head to Wickham Academy.”

I frown. “Where are we going?”

He doesn’t say a word, just holds his hand out for my backpack. I shake my head, because no way am I letting Lurch abscond with all my worldly goods. He nods, somehow managing to convey both acceptance and judgment at the same time. He holds the back passenger door open for me, and I slide inside. During the thirty seconds it takes him to round the front of the limo and get behind the wheel, I entertain a fantasy about sneaking back on the plane, barricading myself in the bathroom, and refusing to come out until we touch down again in the States. But with the press of a button, the engine roars to life and the opportunity to escape fades like exhaust from a rusty tailpipe.

We slog through city streets crowded with cars, all of them driving on the wrong side of the road, and I can’t get over how weird it looks. There are classic red double-decker buses and black taxicabs, and I feel like a little kid with my face pressed to the window, watching it all go by. At one point, I spot the giant London Eye wheel, Big Ben not too far past it, and I stare unabashedly. It’s almost surreal, being here. Like something from a movie. When I catch the driver watching me in the rearview mirror with amusement in his eyes, I pull away from the window, pretending I’m too cool to act like such a tourist.

The drive is long because of traffic, and it feels like it takes us forever to get anywhere. Eventually the gentle rocking of the car makes me sleepy. I only fell asleep the last hour on the plane, unable to get comfortable enough in my chair to doze off. Though I noticed later there was a whole-ass bed in the back of the plane. I missed out.

Although honestly, I doubt I could have slept much, even in the bed. Seeing Peter has always been the least interesting part of this arrangement, but the prospect of coming face-to-face with the man who separated me from my baby sister and left me stranded halfway around the world with a mom struggling with addiction started to feel too real at thirty thousand feet up. I hate myself for wondering what he’ll think of me. Probably not much.

By the time the car comes to a stop, I’m exhausted and my thoughts are fuzzy. The driver once again opens the door for me, and I step outside to find we’re in front of a large hospital. This is when it hits me and my hands start to really shake.

He brought me here to see Isla.

My baby sister—who I haven’t seen outside a phone screen since our parents split us down the middle like property in a divorce when I was six.

I follow the driver from the car through the sliding glass doors of the hospital, grateful he knows where to go because I don’t have a clue. He stops to talk to the woman behind the reception desk, speaking in low tones I can’t decipher. Within minutes, I’m being whisked down several narrow hallways and into an elevator, a nurse as my guide.

“We’re taking the service elevator,” she explains, talking slowly, like I might have trouble understanding her. “We’re keeping her whereabouts private, as her father requested.”

It takes everything inside me not to grimace in disgust at the words “her father.”

“The media has been unrelenting since the news broke. The scandal surrounding what really happened on that cliff is just …” She clamps her lips shut and shakes her head. I’m getting more and more pissed with every word she says. I can’t believe this woman is practically gossiping about my little sister to me.

Time to take Belinda Winters for a spin.

“Your discretion must be such a comfort to the family.” My voice is sharp as I try to contain my anger. But my words are a reprimand, and the woman realizes it. She stands a little straighter, averting her gaze.

We don’t say another word to each other. When the elevator comes to a stop and the doors slide open, I stride forward like I own the place.

“She’s in room twenty-six,” the nurse calls after me.

Still simmering with annoyance, I don’t so much as acknowledge her. I keep my chin up, though my nerves want me to hunch my shoulders and cower. I can’t remember the last time I was in the same room as Isla. Though whenever it was, at least she was conscious.

We’ve drifted apart over the last year—missed calls, half-written texts I never sent. My chest aches for all the almosts between us. Somewhere along the line, it got too hard to pretend my life was holding steady while hers kept shining. And yeah, I’ll admit it—jealousy crept in. Dad fought to keep her. No one fought for me.

Now I’m on my way to see her again, and the irony burns. After all this time, I finally get to be reunited with my sister … and she won’t even know I’m there.

And that just about breaks my heart.

I pull up short at the sight of the police officer standing outside Isla’s room. For a second, I let myself believe this is just Peter being overprotective of the daughter he actually cares about. But the truth rushes in like a tidal wave, destroying all my illusions.

The officer isn’t here to protect her.

He’s here to arrest her if she ever wakes up.

I approach warily, but after checking my name—Belinda’s name—against a list on a clipboard tucked into a holder on the door, he lets me in.

I creep into the cold, silent room, coming to a stop when I see Isla lying in the bed. She looks like an angel, her blond hair spread across the pillow, her lips softly parted. The blankets are tucked around her, and it feels like she could wake up at any moment. Could laugh and smile and greet me in that sunny way of hers, the one I ignored far too many times.

She’s hooked up to a monitor, the subtle beep keeping time with the steady beat of her heart. My baby sister is in a coma, and the guilt nearly causes my knees to buckle.

Grabbing a nearby chair, I pull it close to her bedside and settle in so I can watch her, staring at her face like I could make her wake up with my thoughts. She doesn’t move. She’s like a perfect wax statue, a sleeping beauty unaware of all the trouble that surrounds her. The rumors and the lies and the accusations. Does she remember what happened? Who did this to her?

The sight of Isla so defenseless makes my heart crack, and I reach for her hand, cradling it between both of mine.

“Isla. I’m here. And I’m going to help you. I promise.”

No response. Just the steady beep of the monitor. Her hand is frail, her skin chilled, and I clutch it tighter, desperate to warm her up.

“I know we haven’t talked much and that was—that
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