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  One

Avery


I should call the police. 
That’s what a normal person would do when they realized they were being followed. But that rule doesn’t apply to me because if I call the police, it will become front-page news by tomorrow morning. Even if it ends up being a false alarm and I’m not in danger, the media will have a field day with it.
I’m not famous in the traditional sense. I have accomplished nothing worthy of being in the spotlight. My fame stems from my father—Cormac Wallace, the former Georgia governor—and the people who either love him or hate him. Unfortunately for me, I’ve seen the darkest side of the latter.
The man, dressed in all black with a hoodie pulled up over his head, crosses the street when I do, and I pretend not to notice. He seems to maintain his distance on purpose—for now—and I want to keep it that way while I figure out what to do. 
I thought it would be safe to walk the short distance back from the restaurant where I had dinner with my best friend, Sophie Bronson, but that was a bad judgment call. Sophie had picked me up at my apartment and planned to drive me home as well, but during dinner, she received an unexpected call from work and had to head back to Atlanta tonight. In hindsight, I should’ve called a rideshare, but the restaurant is only a few blocks from my apartment, so I chose to walk. I’ve never felt unsafe here, in the college town of Athens, Georgia, but bad things can happen anywhere. I know that better than anyone.
Although I’m twenty-one years old, I’ve walked nowhere alone in years. Go figure—the one time I decide to take the risk and convince myself it will be okay, I end up being followed. 
I grip my phone tightly in my hand because it’s my only lifeline. The problem is, I don’t have anyone to call. Not a good option anyway. If this had happened two weeks ago, I would have called Royce, but there’s no way I’ll do that now.
Less than an hour ago, Sophie tried to persuade me to give Royce another chance. She encouraged me to call him and mend things, claiming he missed me, that he was miserable without me, but I found that hard to believe.
I trust Sophie. She’s been my best friend since preschool, and I know she has my best interests at heart, but I don’t think Royce does. Breaking up with him wasn’t a decision I made lightly, but I’m glad I did it. 
Just as my instinct told me to get Royce out of my life, it screams at me now, insisting something isn’t right. Without a doubt, this man is following me, and I suspect his intentions aren’t good.
With trembling hands, I swallow my pride, unlock my phone, and return the last missed call in my history.
“Took you long enough,” my older brother says the second the call connects. “Della texted you three times about your bridesmaid dress, and she wants to make sure you got it back from the tailor.” 
“Mason …” I try to keep my voice low despite the terror I’m feeling inside. 
Knowing me well, Mason senses my fear immediately. “What’s wrong?”
I take a shaky breath, wishing what I am about to say weren’t true. “I’m walking home, and I’m being followed.”
“Where are you?” If he thinks I’m being paranoid, he doesn’t show it. His tone is as urgent as I feel. 
“I’m five minutes from my apartment building.” 
“You know better than to walk alone,” he grumbles. “Call Royce to come get you.”
I cringe. “I can’t. We broke up.”
He huffs into the phone, and his reaction doesn’t surprise me. I knew he wouldn’t like the news, which was why I didn’t tell him sooner. What shocks me is that Royce hadn’t already contacted him. According to Sophie, Royce called her about a week ago to let her know, hoping she could change my mind. 
I steal a glance over my shoulder and shudder as I confirm the man is still behind me. He’s growing closer. 
“I don’t know what to do.”
“Are you sure it’s not just a reporter? Or maybe someone who lives in your building who’s just heading in the same direction as you?” 
I shake my head. Not that he can see it. “No. Definitely not.” 
Mason’s suggestion is feasible. I’d consider it a possibility if it wasn’t for the note I received three days ago. After opening it, I shook for two hours straight, but finally convinced myself it was nothing. I tricked myself into believing it was like the dozens of other letters I had received throughout the years. Now, I’m kicking myself for not taking it more seriously. If I had, I never would have walked home alone tonight. I might not have even let Sophie talk me into going to dinner. Heck, I’m not sure I would’ve ever left my apartment again.
“Is there anyone else around who can help you?” Mason asks. 
Two blocks ahead, I notice a couple walking toward me. They appear to be around my age and are walking a tiny dog—a Yorkie, I think. I don’t know them personally, but they look familiar. It’s possible they live in the area or in my building. 
“Yes.”
“Good. Now, go to them and pretend like you know them. Keep me on the phone.” 
“Okay.” I’m doubtful his plan will work, but it’s all I’ve got.
I pick up my pace and muster up the best smile I can under the circumstances. When the girl looks up in my direction, I give her a friendly wave. She seems puzzled at first, but then she smiles back, probably trying to figure out if she knows me from somewhere. Thankfully, they stop walking and allow me to approach them.
“Hey!” I say cheerfully as I close the distance between us. 
“Hi,” the woman says tentatively, tucking a golden curl behind her ear.
“It’s a great evening for a walk.” My small talk feels forced because it is. There isn’t anything particularly spectacular about this seventy-degree night in June.
I sneak another peek over my shoulder and observe my stalker crossing the street and heading in the opposite direction, back the way we came. A wave of relief flows through me, but I need to be smart and make sure he’s gone before I continue to my apartment. 
I need to stall. 
“Your dog is so precious. Do you mind if I pet him?”
“Sure,” the guy says, seeming more comfortable with my presence than his companion. “His name is Rocky.”
With my phone still pressed to my ear, I bend down and let Rocky sniff my hand. He pushes his cold nose against my palm, checking me out. As Rocky wags his tail, I give him a gentle scratch behind the ear. He responds by leaning his head into my hand. 
“He likes you,” the guy says as the woman continues to study me. 
The woman’s eyes grow big with realization, and she snaps her fingers. “Oh my gosh! You’re Avery Wallace, Georgia’s Sweetheart. I knew I recognized you from somewhere.” 
“Yep, that’s me,” I reply with a nervous laugh, trying to hide my unease about being called Georgia’s Sweetheart. 
When I was a little girl, the name was endearing. But then it was displayed on every news station, newspaper, and magazine across the country for months during the absolute worst time of my life, and I’ve tried to push the nickname from my mind ever since. 
“Is he gone?” Mason asks.
Desperate to end this awkward interaction, I look back one more time and let out an audible sigh when the man is no longer in sight. 
“Yes,” I reply to Mason.
“I’ll stay on the phone with you until you get home,” he says.
“Have a good night,” I tell the couple, but I don’t wait for their reply. As soon as the words leave my mouth, I’m hurrying toward my apartment, paranoid that the man might be waiting for me.
I just want to go home and feel safe; however, I don’t know if safe will ever exist for me again.
The ironic thing is, when I was younger, there was nothing I enjoyed more than traveling. My father’s job made it easy to do. By the time I turned sixteen, I had already been to twenty states and three countries. I used to fantasize about all the places I planned to explore after graduation despite my parents’ insistence that I follow the path they had already mapped out for me. Their dream was for me to go to college, then law school, before marrying into a prominent family like ours.
My heart pounds in rhythm with my tired feet as they slap the pavement. Aspirations of being a world traveler seem beyond my imagination. Right now, I’m just praying for the strength to power through the rest of the walk to my apartment before my anxiety gets the best of me.
By the time I round the corner and see my apartment building, I’m practically jogging. As badly as I want to sprint home, I can’t draw that kind of attention. A person passing by might simply think I’m in a hurry. If I run, people will suspect I’m in trouble. 
Georgia’s Sweetheart—in danger again? 
I can practically smell the dried ink on the morning paper as it boasts the headline. And I can’t even imagine how hateful the comments would be online. I remember them all too well from before. 
She brought it on herself.
Attention seeker. I bet she and her dad orchestrated the whole thing.
That spoiled brat got what she deserved.
Too bad they didn’t finish the job. 
Mason must hear my shortness of breath because he asks, “Are you good?” 
The closer I get to my apartment, the busier the street gets. It’s one reason I decided to live in this location. My apartment complex is a short distance from downtown Athens and the University of Georgia campus, so it’s filled with college students coming and going at all hours of the night. Plus, my complex has cameras everywhere and security alarms installed in every apartment. Right now though, it all feels like a false sense of security because I don’t feel safe at all. 
“Avery?” Mason presses. 
“I’m fine,” I lie as I force myself to slow down to a normal walking pace. 
I carefully scan my surroundings to make sure none of the students lingering outside my building look like the man who was following me. Normally, being surrounded by so many other people is comforting. Tonight, however, their presence feels ominous, as if any of these random strangers could pose a threat. It would be easy enough for my follower to shed his hoodie, and I’d never recognize him, even if he stood right in front of me. 
Mason stays on the phone with me while I enter my building, hop on the elevator, and go inside my apartment. I close the door behind me and lock the dead bolt before disabling the security alarm, just to reset it again. Then, I press my forehead against the door and shut my eyes.
“Now that you are home safe and sound, are you sure someone was following you?” Mason asks, his voice gentle and cautious. 
It’s reasonable for him to assume I overreacted because of my past trauma. It wouldn’t be the first time.
A single tear escapes my eye, and I bat it away, feeling vulnerable and alone. 
I want to tell Mason no, that I’m uncertain, but it’s only because I don’t want it to be true. I just want to go about my life like nothing horrible has ever happened to me.
The last thing I need is for Mason to tell our parents, which he might do if I tell him I’m positive I was being followed and about the note. If he tells them, what little freedom and independence I’ve recently regained in my life will be instantly gone. Without a doubt, they will insist I come home. 
It would be a massive step back, and I’m terrified I might never recover from it.
“I’m scared,” I reply, giving him an honest response without fully answering his question. 
“I know,” he replies quietly. “Would it help to have some company for a couple of days?”
I consider his offer as I look around my apartment, which suddenly feels too big for just me. Until a month ago, I had a roommate. Then, Marianna moved out of here and in with her boyfriend. I’ve been dragging my feet on finding a new roommate because I wanted to test the waters to see if I could bear living alone. Now, that decision feels like a massive mistake. Clearly, I’m not ready for that yet. 
“That would be great,” I reply. “Are you sure Della won’t mind?” 
They are in crunch time to prepare for their wedding, and I don’t want to make it more complicated for them. 
“Are you kidding? She’d kill me for leaving you alone at a time like this,” he assures me. “Try to get some sleep, and I’ll be there as early as I can tomorrow.” 
“Thanks, Mason,” I reply, attempting to hold it together and not get overemotional. 
After we hang up, I do a thorough walk-through of my apartment, turning on all the lights, checking in the closets, and looking behind every piece of furniture. I can’t remember the last time I did this, but now, it feels like an old habit.
Even though I’m on the top floor, I check all the windows to make sure they are locked. Then, I grab a butcher knife out of the kitchen drawer before retreating to my bedroom and locking the door behind me. I pull the curtains tight over the closed blinds before changing into a T-shirt and sweatpants.
I’m still shaky as I place the knife under my pillow before climbing into bed. All the lights are still on in my bedroom, and I plan to keep them on until morning. This isn’t unusual though. I’ve been unable to sleep with them off since I was seventeen. 
If I turn them off, I know I’ll wake up in the middle of the night, confused about where I am. The darkness will disorient me, preventing me from discerning the past from the present. Without a doubt, it will trigger a flashback—one that makes me believe I’m back in that musty, boarded-up, abandoned house, begging for my life. 






  
  Two

Avery


I jolt awake at the sound of a bang as it echoes throughout my apartment. 
A gunshot. 
I leap out of bed, unsure of where I am. A part of me expects to be in that shack, staring at a dead body on the floor. It takes me a minute to realize that I’m standing in my bedroom. I glance around, and based on the light pouring in from the two windows, I know it’s morning. At least I survived the night. 
Maybe I just imagined the noise?
As I push a strand of my strawberry-blonde hair off my face, there’s another bang, and I realize the sound is coming from the front door.
The knocking at the door becomes persistent, as if whoever is there has been trying to get my attention for some time. My heart thuds in my ears, and it’s just as urgent as the pounding on my door. 
What if it’s him? 
Logically, I know it’s probably Mason. He said he’d be here early, so he must have caught the first flight out of Boston. 
Still, I’m not taking any chances. I slip a trembling hand under my pillow, retrieve the knife that’s still stashed there, and take it with me. 
Whoever is at the door continues to knock as I unlock my bedroom. The sound persists as I make my way through my open-concept apartment, stepping through the living room and kitchen until I enter the foyer. 
As quietly as I can, I peer through the peephole. 
I’m half prepared to see Mason, half prepared to see my stalker from the night before, but I’m not at all prepared to see Reed Campbell standing on the other side of my front door. All six foot two inches of him, freshly shaven, and even from this tiny view, I can make out the hard muscle beneath his black T-shirt. 
Reed stops knocking, like he somehow knows I’m there, watching him. 
He leans closer, his chocolate-brown eyes searching the peephole, and I jump back. 
He can’t see me, can he? 
“Avery?” he calls out. “Open the door.” 
Crap. 
What is he doing here? How does he even know where I live? 
I set the knife on the entryway table and attempt to smooth out my hair. I’ve been contemplating buying a mirror to mount above the table, and I mentally kick myself for delaying that purchase. 
He pounds again. 
“Give me a sec!” I yell back as I punch numbers into the security keypad on the wall to disable the alarm.
He must have heard me because the knocking stops. 
I wipe the crust from my eyes and attempt to remove any remaining traces of mascara. In my panic last night, I didn’t bother taking off my makeup. As my fingers sweep over my unwashed face, I can feel the raised skin on my cheek, where I still have the faintest hint of a scar. 
I take a deep breath before unlocking the door and swinging it open. Reed pushes past me and into my apartment before I can even get a word out. He stomps to the kitchen, as if expecting to find danger in there.
“Come on in. Good to see you too,” I mumble under my breath. “Make yourself at home.”
Unfazed by my sarcasm, Reed proceeds to check the living room. I stand in the foyer and wait until he’s finished. When he returns, his eyes roam over me from head to toe and back up again. 
Thankfully, I threw on an oversize T-shirt and sweatpants to sleep in last night instead of the tiny shorts and cropped tank top that I normally wear in the summer. 
His eyes trail to the foyer table and the knife placed on top of it, and he frowns. “What happened?”
As he turns his attention back to me, I realize that although I’m covered up, I’m not wearing a bra. I fold my arms across my chest. 
“Someone followed me last night.” I stalk past him, through the apartment, and into my bedroom. I step behind the bedroom door and push it until it’s almost closed before yanking off my T-shirt. “What are you doing here? Where’s Mason?” I pluck my bra from the end of the bed and put it on. 
His heavy footsteps are close, indicating that he’s likely pacing around my living room. “Mason called me last night and said you were in trouble. We decided it would be better for me to come instead.” 
A little heads-up would’ve been nice, Mason. 
I tug my shirt back over my head and fling the bedroom door wide open. “Wait, how did you get here?”
His black boots tap against the wood floor as he continues to walk circles around the living room. “I drove.”
“From Reston?” I ask in disbelief. “But that’s, like, nine hours.” According to the clock hanging in my living room, it’s a little past eight here. That means he must have left Virginia by eleven and driven throughout the night. “Mason said he’d catch an early flight this morning.”
“Mason has a lot going on with the wedding.” He stops at the window in the living room, opens the curtains, and peers outside. 
It shouldn’t surprise me that Reed offered to come. Mason and Reed have been best friends since high school. Of course, Reed would travel through four states in one night to check on Mason’s hot mess of a little sister. He must be exhausted. 
“Do you want to take a nap?”
He steps away from the window and turns to me. “No. I want you to tell me what’s going on.” 
As freaked out as I was last night, I should jump up and down with gratitude that Reed is here. Reed will keep me safe—that I am certain of—but his presence is unexpected and has thrown me for a loop.
The last time I saw Reed was five months ago, when we all traveled back to Atlanta for Mason and Della’s engagement party. A few of us met for lunch to celebrate all being together in the same city. Although I’d been excited to see Reed, he spent the entire lunch glaring at me before abruptly leaving. Later that evening, at the engagement party, he ignored me altogether. Then, instead of meeting up with us for breakfast the next morning, he hauled ass back to Virginia.
As Reed stands in front of me, I can’t help but notice how he looks the same as he did then, except his dark brown hair is tousled, most likely from a long night on the road.
Still waiting for my response, Reed sits down on my beige mid-century modern couch. It’s low to the ground compared to his muscular frame, and it reminds me of an adult sitting on kid’s furniture. Royce is only an inch shorter than Reed, but not nearly as built. He didn’t clash so drastically against it. 
Reed stares up at me expectantly. Clearly, he wants reassurance that his long drive was worth it and that I’m not just being a major drama queen. 
“Sophie was in town, so she came and picked me up, and we went to dinner at this new sushi restaurant.” I climb into the armchair next to the couch and pull my knees up to my chest. “We were finishing dinner when she got a call from her boss—something about a caterer bailing on them for a charity luncheon they are hosting today. He needed her to return to Atlanta immediately and figure out a backup plan. So, I walked home.”
“Alone?”
I nod.
“And Sophie just let you go by yourself? After everything that’d happened?” He shakes his head with contempt. “Unbelievable.” 
“Don’t blame her,” I insist. “I told her it was okay. She really needed to get on the road, and the restaurant is only a few blocks from here, so I thought I would be fine. I could’ve called a rideshare, but it seemed silly to do that. It was my choice to walk.”
He flexes his jaw. “When did you notice someone following you?” 
“As soon as I turned onto a less populated street halfway between the restaurant and here.” I let out an involuntary shudder as I recall the instinctual feeling that came over me after that first glance at him, one that told me his intentions were sinister. 
The problem is, sometimes, I hyper-fixate on trying to anticipate danger before it happens. Mason once told me he thinks it’s a trauma response and to be expected, considering everything I’ve been through. Still, I’ve cried wolf unintentionally many times in the past, and now, I’m second-guessing if last night’s situation was as dangerous as I perceived it to be.
“At first, I thought I was overreacting, so I tested the waters by crossing over to the other side of the street,” I tell Reed, trying to persuade myself that I’m not just wasting his time. “When he crossed too, I got scared.” 
“What did he look like?” He leans forward, resting his forearms on his knees. 
“I didn’t get a good look because I was trying to keep as much distance between us as possible, and I also didn’t want to make it obvious that I knew what he was doing. But I’m confident that he was a man, based on his build. If I had to guess, I’d say he was an inch or two shorter than you.” I get flustered as I realize that my description probably isn’t helping Reed at all. “I couldn’t see his face. He had a hoodie pulled over his head and wore all black—sweatshirt, pants, and shoes.” 
“Did he say anything to you?” 
I shake my head. “No, I never gave him a chance. I crossed back to the other side of the street, and when he followed again, I panicked and called Mason.” 
“Why didn’t you call Royce?” There’s a bitterness to his tone, so he must be thinking about how selfish I was to bother my brother in Boston, days before his wedding, when Royce lives less than ten minutes away. 
Apparently, Mason didn’t fill him in on my relationship status when he spoke to him.
“We broke up,” I reply. “Just recently.” 
He furrows his brow. “Do you think Royce was following you?” 
I contemplate the possibility for a second before responding, “No. I don’t think so.” 
Royce isn’t a good person, but I also don’t think he’d stoop that low. 
Reed doesn’t seem convinced, but he doesn’t argue. “Mason said the guy left when you stopped to talk to some people on the street. Are you sure the man didn’t just go wait somewhere and follow you home anyway?” 
“I don’t know.” I can’t be certain of anything. Who knows if I was even being followed? I could be causing all this ruckus because of my paranoia. “I’m probably making a big deal about nothing—” 
“Don’t do that,” he interrupts. “The fact that the man kept pursuing you after you crossed the street multiple times is a red flag. You did the right thing, calling Mason. Is there anything else I should know?”
I bite my lip and glance over at the pile of mail on my kitchen counter, contemplating if I should tell Reed about the letter. I want to tell him, but if I do, this will all become real, and he’ll want to know more. He will demand answers I cannot, under any circumstances, provide to him. 
“Nothing else comes to mind,” I lie, avoiding eye contact, hoping he doesn’t detect my deception.
There’s a long pause, but finally, Reed stands up. “Okay. Don’t worry. I’ll get to the bottom of it.” 
I stand with him, confused by his comment. “What are you talking about?” 
Without further explanation, he walks back to the foyer and out the front door, leaving me perplexed. 
Is that it? Did he drive nine hours to briefly interrogate me and then head back home? If that’s the case, we could’ve just spoken over the phone.
Five minutes pass, and I’m about to go lock the front door behind him when he returns, carrying a brown leather duffel bag over his shoulder. 
“What are you doing?” I ask, although it’s clear that he plans to stay.
“I’m about to unpack. Mason said you have a guest room now that your roommate is gone.” He walks to the second bedroom door, pushes it open, and drops his duffel bag inside. 
Thankfully, the guest bedroom is fully furnished. I set it up after Marianna moved out, thinking Mason or Sophie would come visit before I got a new roommate. I never expected Reed to be the first one to use it, and I’m not sure how I feel about him staying here with me. We were close once, but we have spent no real time alone together since we were teenagers.
“You don’t have to,” I offer, letting him off the hook. Surely, this is awkward for him, too, and I doubt he wants to be here, babysitting me. “I’ll be fine.”
“Mason hired me to look after you until we’re sure there’s no threat, so that’s what I’m going to do.” 
Hired? That means Uncle Ray sent him, and now, my parents probably know about last night. I’m surprised my phone isn’t blowing up with demands that I pack up my stuff and move back home.
Reed must see the troubled expression on my face. “I took over Ray’s company when he retired.” 
My mouth drops open. I had no idea. 
Reed used to work for Uncle Ray during the summers when we were in high school and continued full-time after graduation. I knew he’d made a career out of it, but I didn’t know he was in line to take over the business. I wasn’t even aware Uncle Ray had retired. If I had known, I would’ve called and congratulated him.
The company Uncle Ray had started offers private security services, mostly to very high-profile clients. Uncle Ray had been a permanent fixture in my parents’ home as far back as I could remember. My dad was his very first client in Georgia, and even after Uncle Ray’s business continued to expand up the East Coast, he personally saw to it that our family was safe. He was always around. I was ten years old before I realized he wasn’t actually my uncle. Regardless, I still consider him family, and I feel terrible for being out of touch. 
I’m so proud of Reed for his success. In fact, I’m in awe of all that he’s accomplished in his twenty-two years. He’s exceptionally young to be running an entire company of that magnitude, but I also know he can do anything he sets his mind to.
But if Reed’s running the security company now, he’s probably in frequent contact with my parents. Not that he wasn’t close with them before. Reed has spent every holiday and summer vacation with my family since his sophomore year of high school.
“Did you tell my dad you were coming here?” I straighten my posture, prepared for the worst. “Does he know about what happened last night?”
He leans against the doorframe to the guest bedroom and crosses his arms over his chest. “Of course I didn’t. I don’t discuss my clients without their permission.”
My heart sinks at the word client and how impersonal it sounds, but I try not to let it show. Reed clearly resents being here, being forced to come to my rescue once again, even though I’m an adult now and I should be able to take care of myself. He must think I’m a total loser. 
I think back to all the careless decisions I made as an ignorant teenage girl and how Reed was the voice of reason. Reed was the responsible, rational one who tried to talk sense into me, to protect me from myself. But, no, I insisted on being stubborn and reckless, right up to that fateful night that changed my life forever.
Now, I’m reduced to nothing more than a client in Reed’s mind. I’m not his friend or even his best friend’s sister. I’m just a customer—someone he wouldn’t bother with unless he was being paid to do so. 
Fine.
I push my shoulders back, accepting this reality. If that’s how it’s going to be, I can oblige. Him staying here is nothing more than a business transaction, and despite our long-standing history, I can treat him like a professional. 
Really, I can. 






  
  Three

Reed


Seven Years Earlier
When Mason invited me to spend the summer at his family’s vacation home, I envisioned a quaint little bungalow near the coast. This home, however, is the complete opposite. In fact, it’s massive. Without a doubt, it’s the largest house I’ve ever stepped foot inside of. It blows my mind that it’s not even their primary home. 
Sure, the house has a coastal, cottage-like charm with painted white brick and blue-green shutters, but as Mason shows me around, I realize I might get lost inside of it if left to my own devices. It is a single-story house, but it seems to go on for days.
“This is my room,” Mason says, opening a door and rolling his suitcase inside. 
Over his shoulder, I notice his room looks professionally decorated in red, white, and blue. The decor is somewhere between nautical and patriotic, which is fitting since his father was a two-term governor of Georgia. It’s only been a couple of years since he vacated the position. 
“Yours is just down the hall.”
I step aside as Mason leads the way to the guest room I’ll be staying in for the summer. He pushes open another pristine white wooden door to reveal a room that is at least twice the size of the master bedroom in my aunt Linda’s single-wide trailer. 
The guest room has a king-size bed, decorated with a white comforter and accent pillows that remind me of the color of Georgia clay. There’s a pale blue accent wall behind the bed, adorned with a large painting of the beach. 
“You have your own bathroom, and you can put your clothes away in the closet and the dresser,” Mason explains.
I poke my head inside the bathroom because I’ve never been inside a house with an en suite bathroom, let alone a house that has one in the guest bedroom. Aunt Linda and I shared the one and only bathroom in her trailer. 
“Wow, this is awesome,” I tell him sincerely. “Thanks for letting me crash for the summer.”
I could’ve gone back to Aunt Linda’s for summer break, but her new boyfriend wasn’t exactly thrilled to see me when I showed up for Christmas. Aunt Linda, who is my mom’s younger sister, is in her early thirties. She doesn’t have children of her own, so I can see how having a fifteen-year-old boy hanging around might cramp her lifestyle.
Mason pushes his round glasses up his nose and grins. “Don’t sweat it. It’ll be fun.”
A door opens and closes somewhere in the house. 
“Mason?” A woman’s voice rings out.
“We’ll be right there,” Mason calls back before turning to me. “That’s my mom.” 
I’ve never met Mason’s family, but I know he is close to them, especially his sister, Avery, who is fourteen—a year younger than us. 
Mason’s family sent a car to pick us up from boarding school and drive us six hours across the state of Georgia —from Rome to St. Simons Island. I’d half expected Avery to ride with us since her boarding school is less than thirty minutes from ours, but apparently, she’s riding back with a friend, whose parents also have a summer house on the island. She told Mason she’ll be getting in later tonight, so she plans to stay at her friend’s house and come home in the morning. 
I follow Mason out of the guest bedroom and to the front of the house, where we find his mom standing in the kitchen, unloading groceries. I’ve never seen a picture of his mom, but it’s easy to see the relation. They have the same shade of copper-red hair and almond-shaped pale blue eyes. 
She pulls a head of lettuce out of a reusable grocery bag and places it on the counter when she notices us. “Welcome home, honey.” She walks over to Mason and gives him a warm hug.
When they part, she turns to me, extending her hand. “You must be Reed. I’ve heard so much about you, and we are excited to host you this summer.”
I shake her hand. “Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate you having me.” 
“Please call me Charlene,” she says, looking pleased before releasing me. 
“Yes, ma’am.”
She laughs, then gives me a nod. “We’ll work on it.” She turns her attention back to Mason. “Are you going to the beach party tonight?” 
“That’s the plan.” Mason peers into a grocery bag and pulls out a bag of barbeque potato chips.
Mason told me about the party on the drive here. It’s an annual tradition for all the high schoolers on the island to attend it on the first night of summer break. Our vacation schedule aligns with the locals’, so we’re here in time to join them.
Last year was Mason’s first time in attendance, but he said he didn’t stay long. He told me that Avery had pitched a fit about him going without her, but at the time, she was still in middle school, and that was against the rules. Too bad she’ll miss it again this year, even though she’s officially old enough to attend. 
Before Mason can open the chips, Charlene grabs the bag out of his hand. “Save room for dinner. And I want you both home by midnight. Understood?” 
“Yes, ma’am,” I reply on Mason’s behalf as he snatches a box of chocolate chip cookies from the grocery bag before Charlene can stop him.

      [image: ]I’ve never paid much attention to politicians, but Aunt Linda says you can’t trust any of them. 
“They’re all crooked liars,” she told me when I asked to spend the summer with the Wallaces and she realized who Mason’s dad was. “Cormac Wallace isn’t any different, and the apple rarely falls far from the tree, but if you want to go, I won’t stop you.” 
Her comment was almost comical because ninety percent of our family was currently in prison or had been at one point. If the apple didn’t fall far from the tree, I’d be sitting in a jail cell right now.
My father is a drug addict, who is in prison for robbing a convenience store at gunpoint—a crime he committed to get money to buy drugs. Prior to that, my mom had been arrested at least twice for drunk driving and drug possession. She didn’t serve long, but Dad will be there for at least another fifteen years. 
Once my father got convicted and sentenced, Mom moved to California with her drug dealer, leaving me behind on my grandma’s doorstep. I was eight years old.
Being at the Wallace home is like seeing life on another planet. Everything is so shiny, clean, and new. Their manners are impeccable, and I’m grateful that my grandma was diligent about making sure I had them, growing up.
The Wallaces are more than fine china and multiple-course meals though. I find them to be warm and inviting. Even Cormac is friendly and accepting of me, which I didn’t expect, based on Aunt Linda’s opinion. By the end of the evening, any apprehension I had about spending the summer with them is completely gone.
Despite their wealth and social status, the Wallaces seem like an average family—not perfect, but genuinely caring of one another. It is the kind of family I’ve always dreamed of having, but known I’d never belong to. My childhood wasn’t all bad though, thanks to my grandma. If it hadn’t been for her, I don’t know where I’d be today. I suspect it wouldn’t be here, on St. Simons Island, with my best friend and his family. 
After dinner, Mason and I leave for the party, which is expected to begin just after sunset. I’m amazed that Cormac trusts us to take his golf cart without supervision. Then again, Mason is one of the most trustworthy people I know. He’s fifteen, going on thirty-seven.
“I’ll introduce you to a few people and show you which ones to avoid this summer,” Mason offers as he pulls the golf cart up to the beach entrance just off the main road. 
He puts the golf cart in park, and we get out. Five other golf carts and four luxury cars are already on the side of the road as well, and I assume they belong to other people attending the party. 
I follow Mason to the walkway and down a short flight of wooden stairs to the beach. When my feet hit the sand, I take a second to appreciate the sensation of the soft but gritty texture as it slides through my flip-flops.
About forty people are gathered around the light of several blazing tiki torches scattered around the beach. Most are sipping from red plastic cups while music blares from a speaker set up on top of a cooler. 
From here, I don’t see any houses around, which is likely why they chose this spot for the party. Being away from residences lessens the likelihood of someone calling the cops. 
As Mason and I approach the party, a petite girl with shoulder-length mousy-brown hair runs up to us. 
She throws her arms around Mason. “You made it!”
“Of course. I wouldn’t miss this,” Mason replies, casually wrapping one arm around her back. 
The girl parts from Mason when she notices me standing there. She assesses me, and I know she’s probably deciding I don’t belong here. And she’s right; I don’t.
She eyes me curiously, but doesn’t introduce herself. Instead, she turns her attention back to Mason. “I was thinking of grabbing a beer from the cooler. Would you like one?” 
“Not right now,” Mason replies. “Maybe later.” 
I know he’s just being polite to the girl. He doesn’t drink, and neither do I. It’s actually the reason we became friends. The guys in our dorm were having a party, and we bonded over being the only two sober people there while everyone else got completely wasted.
The girl opens her mouth as if she’s going to say something else, but she’s interrupted by someone loudly whistling in the distance, trying to get our attention. Mason looks up, over to the water, and frowns. 
He shakes his head. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
The girl slinks off, but he doesn’t appear to mind. 
“What?” I follow Mason’s gaze and see a large boat anchored out in the water. It’s so big that I’m sure if it tried to come much closer, it would get stuck in the sand. 
The full moon casts a soft glow on the boat, providing just enough light to see that there are five people standing on the deck. One of them—a girl—climbs up onto the rim of the hull and begins walking across it as if it were a balance beam.
The other partygoers spot her and gather closer to the shore to watch, like they expect something noteworthy is about to happen.
“Don’t do it,” Mason mumbles under his breath. 
The girl standing on the rim of the hull spreads her arms wide and gestures upward. The people on the boat and the shore cheer her on. Now, I realize, she is the entertainment they are expecting. 
She stops walking, which only makes the people near her yell louder. I have no idea what they anticipate from her, but when Mason groans next to me, I assume he already knows what she’ll do, and whatever it is, he’s not happy about it. 
Fueled by the shouting partygoers, the girl takes a few quick steps before doing two perfect front walkovers in a row along the rim. Everyone cheers and hollers encouragement in response. Then, she turns her back toward the beach.
The people on the boat count down, as if privy to what she has planned next. When they get to three, the girl does a backflip off the boat and into the water.
Everyone on the beach roars, lifting their drinks high, toasting the girl for her performance. I stand there, watching them, in awe of it all.
Mason fumes beside me as the girl swims toward the shore. When she reaches land, she’s greeted with a series of high fives and a few hugs from people who were cheering her on. It’s clear they all know her and are big fans. I’ve never met her, but I think I’m a fan now as well.
Mason storms toward the girl, obviously not planning to give her as warm of a greeting as the other spectators. As I follow Mason and take note of the girl’s strawberry-blonde hair and dainty nose, I understand why he’s upset. The daredevil is his sister, Avery.
Although I’ve never met Avery, I recall seeing a photo of her and Mason once, and I’m confident that I’m now looking at her in the flesh.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Mason asks his sister as he jerks his head toward the boat she just vacated. “And who are you with?” 
Avery doesn’t seem fazed by Mason’s reaction at all. She shrugs before wringing out the bottom of her purple shirt. “Friends.”
Mason stares at her incredulously through his glasses. “You’re supposed to be staying the night at Sophie’s.” 
She flashes him a mischievous grin. “I am. After this.” 
I glance back at the large vessel and see a smaller inflatable boat approaching. Apparently, the other boaters didn’t want to swim to shore like Avery did. 
“Who’s this?” Avery asks, fixing her eyes on me as I turn to face her. 
Her eyes are blue, like Mason’s, but I remember from the picture that the color was more vibrant, like ocean water flowing over sea glass. I wish it weren’t dark now so I could see the pretty hue in person. 
“Hi. I’m Reed Campbell.” My greeting is stiff, almost professional, and I know it’s because I’m nervous.
“The Reed Campbell,” she muses before shooting me a wide, genuine smile. “I’m Avery. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. Mason says you’re some kind of genius.” 
“I don’t know about that …” I reply, feeling embarrassed because I’m not a genius at all. 
In fact, I work incredibly hard to do well in school. Perfect grades are a necessity to ensure I maintain my scholarship. Losing those funds would mean packing my bags, moving back to Aunt Linda’s full-time, and reenrolling in public school. I don’t have any other means to afford a private boarding school. 
“Well, you got a 1430 on your SATs as a sophomore,” Mason chimes in.
I want to remind him I had studied relentlessly for it, but decide to change the subject instead. “That was quite an entrance,” I tell Avery, gesturing at the boat. “Where did you learn how to do that?” 
“You could have hurt yourself,” Mason says before she can respond.
Avery rolls her eyes, but otherwise ignores his comment. “I did gymnastics for a few years when I was younger.” She glances over at Mason, who’s still fuming. “I’m sorry I didn’t give you a heads-up that I was coming.”
“Mom and Dad are going to be pissed if they find out you’re here, and they won’t just be mad at you,” he replies. 
“Why? I mean, she’s a freshman.” It’s none of my business, but I feel compelled to stand up for her because, technically, she was invited to the party now that she’s in high school. Besides, their parents didn’t seem to care about Mason’s attendance, so why would they mind Avery’s? 
“I know,” Avery agrees. “Unfair, right? It’s a total double standard.” She turns back to Mason, her face serious. “You’re not going to rat me out or force me to leave, are you?” 
He quietly contemplates it
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