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PROLOGUE
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JENNY – 14 YEARS OLD

I move through the school hallway, passing over wandering students, careful not to run into anyone. Loud music is blaring through my headphones, and I heave a sigh of relief as I exit the building. However, that feeling is short-lived when I sense a little tap on my shoulder. For a second, I consider ignoring it, but it’s not like I’m in a rush to get home.

Without removing my headphones, I turn my head to the side and am not surprised to find the new girl, Claire, standing close, her weight shifting from side to side as she nervously bites her lip. She starts to babble something, gesturing wildly with her hands, almost smacking me in the face in the process. Then she waits for my answer with a hopeful expression on her face.

Trying to look bored, I slowly get one of my headphones out and ask, “Did you say something?”

Not looking even slightly deterred by my rude behavior, Claire repeats as if rehearsed, “Hi, Jenny. I’m sorry to bother you again. But I heard about a party happening today at the Mill, and I wondered if you could take me with you. Of course, assuming you are going.”

“I am,” I respond noncommittally, as I am already putting the earpiece back into my ear and turning to walk away. Before I can take even two steps, I feel another tap on my shoulder. With a sigh, I look up to the heavens. God, give me patience.

The Mill is what we call an abandoned place on the outskirts of Bell Ridge, a small town my family moved to after my father was discharged from the army. The place used to be a farm belonging to Old Man Sturgis, who was a mean, old fart. But after he moved to Florida to retire, the place got turned into a party spot for horny teenagers and a safe space for questionable characters to enjoy their illegal activities.

I have no idea why everyone is calling it the Mill, as there’s no fucking mill on-site, but whatever. The point is, I have no clue why a girl like Claire even wants to go there with me. It’s a dump.

I go there almost every Friday, sure, but I’m not what people would call a respectable kind of girl.

Beautiful little girls like Claire never want to be anywhere near me, however, since she moved here from fuck-knows-where, the girl made it her mission to befriend me. She spotted me last week on the first day of school, while I was eating my lunch alone in blissful silence. I don’t know what gave her the indication that I would like some company, what’s with me wearing the usual “don’t fuck with me” mask on my face, but she decided to join anyway.

Even though I didn’t show any signs of being interested in making her my new best friend, she started to follow me around like a puppy after that.

What irritates me the most is the fact that I’m starting to find her presence oddly comforting, and I hate getting comfortable around people. That’s when the ugly side of them unveils, and that’s when they can strike out. Better to keep my guard up.

With that in mind, I stop again and this time Claire goes around me, blocking my way. She looks up at me with an eager smile, and I remove both of my headphones before crossing my arms. I give her a hard stare, hoping for her to run, but she only stares back at me, unblinking.

Jesus Christ, she’s impossible.

When her intense stare starts to freak me out a little bit, despite myself, I break and finally ask, “Why do you even want to go to the Mill? The place is terrible, and I’m not good at babysitting.”

She laughs, like I’m hilarious, and replies with questions of her own. “Why wouldn’t I go? You’re going. And a babysitter? We’re the same age, dummy.”

“Maybe so. But it isn’t exactly a place for a girl like you.”

“A girl like me?” Claire asks, genuinely confused, with a hand on her chest.

I scoff and put my hands on my hips. “Oh, come on. For one, you’re sweet and nice, so I’m sure you wouldn’t want to be seen with a mean skank like me in a place like that. Maybe go find some cute little friends, I don’t know, in a library or something, and leave me be.”

“So you think I’m sweet?” She grins adoringly as she rests her chin on her clasped hands, thoroughly ignoring the part where I said to leave me alone.

“Where the fuck did you come from? I’ve never met a person like you.” I mutter in disbelief, but feel my lips twitching a little with an involuntary smile.

“I’m originally from Riverwalk, Alaska. I was actually homeschooled before moving here. Can you believe it?” She doesn’t even wait for an answer as she continues in a conversational tone, her head tilting to the side. “And I don’t think you’re mean or a skank. I think you are sad and lonely. Most times I feel sad and lonely too, so the moment I saw you I thought we could be less miserable together.”

“You? Miserable?” I snort mockingly and try to hide how uncomfortable Claire’s personal assessment made me.

“You better believe it. This is just one of my faces.” Claire gestures at her overly happy, borderline creepy, smile. “I’ve got others hidden but if we become friends, I can show you more,” she whispers conspiratorially.

My mouth hangs right open, when she backs away from me, her friendly smile back in place. “So, what time will you pick me up?”

I scratch at my neck, completely at a loss. “Shit. Fine. I guess, give me your number and I will text you the details.”

All of a sudden, a loud shriek almost bursts my eardrum as two surprisingly strong little arms squeeze my middle, making me almost scream in agony as Claire unknowingly puts pressure on my bruised back. I wince, but quickly compose myself when I notice that we have eyes on us from people still hanging around the parking lot in front of our school. I quickly pat Claire on the back and then remove her arms from around me.

“Rule number one, Claire. If you really want to be friends with me and go places together – keep your hands to yourself.”

She throws her hands up in a sorry gesture and backs away. “Sure thing, Jenny.”

I shake my head with a sigh and take my phone out of my back pocket. “Give me your number then.”

Claire recites it giddily, bouncing on her feet like a child who’s about to go on her first ride at an amusement park. After I install her number on my phone under the name “weird girl”, I measure her with an unimpressed look. “Rule number two – curb your enthusiasm and keep it cool. There’s only so much of your energy I can take on a daily basis.”

Claire stops her bouncing at once and with a fake uninterested face looks at her nails and shrugs. “Yeah, sure, I can be cool.”

I snort and move around her before throwing off my shoulder, “See ya later, weird girl!”

“Bye, bestie!” She yells after me and causes everyone to look in my direction as I walk away.

I turn back the music on my headphones and cover the distance from school to my street in no time. The whole way, I’ve been fantasizing about what my life would look like if I had someone fighting in the same corner as me. Someone I could depend on. Someone I could trust.

Could Claire be that person? 

The fantasy ends abruptly when I reach my house and see that damn car in the driveway. A sense of doom envelops me, making me lose that extra bounce in my step.

There’s no way someone could carry all that burden with me. It’s too heavy, and no one deserves to be touched by my shitty life.

But maybe I could keep a friend like Claire, and still keep the shit from spilling out.

Yes, that’s what I’ll do.
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JENNY – 16 YEARS OLD

A silent thank-you leaves my lips when I see there’s no police car parked in front of my house. My home is completely silent as I enter, so I drop my backpack on my bed and go through the back into the garden, knowing I will probably find my mom working on her flowerbeds.

I spot her kneeling between gardenias, digging in the dirt with her bare hands. She’s half-turned toward me, so I don’t see her face fully, but I can assume what she’s hiding under the big straw hat and giant sunglasses.

The sounds of breaking glass and her whines still resonate in my brain from this morning’s fight taking place in our kitchen. Some people would probably call me a coward for it, but I slipped through the back door before my father noticed my presence – I already missed enough school because of that asshole. There will be other opportunities for him to get his frustrations out on me.

When the gravel crunches under my feet, my mom flinches slightly, but relaxes when she sees that it’s only me approaching her.

She graces me with a smile and motions for me to join her.

“Hi Jenny, how was school?”

I kneel in the dirt next to her and start weeding. The smell of fresh soil instantly brings me comfort. “School was a stupid waste of time, as usual. But Claire and I started to hang out with a new group of people, so you could say I’m making new friends.”

“Oh, please do tell me more. Does there happen to be a boy that you like in said group?” my mom teases.

I scoff and roll my eyes at her. “Boys are fucking useless. They’re only good for one thing.”  

“First of all, language. And second of all, that’s not true. I’m sure one day you’ll meet a nice young man. Just like I met your father,” she replies with a dreamy sigh.

“Like hell I am,” I respond sarcastically, not even commenting on how delusional my mother always is when it comes to her husband.

We work in silence for some time, and when I can feel my mother’s eyes on me, I look at her quizzically.

“Jenny, you should probably go clean up before David gets home. I don’t know what mood he’ll be in. We had a disagreement this morning and I wouldn’t want you to get in his way,” Mom states matter-of-factly and in moments like this, I hate her even more than him.

I nod and after giving her a barely there kiss on her tender cheek, I get up and get in the house. After helping around the garden, I’m all sweaty and feel my stomach rumbling, notifying me of how unhappy it is with me forgetting to eat again. I take a quick shower and then make a sandwich, listening for the approaching car the whole time.

When I'm safely hidden in my room behind locked doors, I finally relax on my bed and grab a book to pass the time.

––––––––
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AT SOME POINT, I MUST’VE nodded off because I startle suddenly when I hear rhythmic tapping on my window. The sun is already setting, the beams creating moving shadows in my room. I grab my phone and am surprised when I see it’s almost seven. My attention shifts back to the window as the tapping continues. When I get up, my mattress squeaks loudly, and I freeze glancing at my door, but when I don’t hear any movements in the house, I rush to check it out.

I curse when I see Claire’s eager face plastered to my window.

“Bitch, what the fuck? You know, I’m not allowed any guests,” I hiss as I open the window.

Claire climbs through the gap and gracefully lands on the carpet, no sound made.

“Calm down, Jenny. You said yourself that your stuck-up daddy never comes to check on you. And I just saw him pull away, so don’t get your panties in a twist,” she mutters.

“I don’t...” I scratch my forehead and breath out, trying to calm my racing heart. “You should’ve called, is all. You surprised me.”

“Well, I did try calling you when I was close to your house. You didn’t pick up, so when I saw your dad driving away, I decided to see what was taking you so long.” Claire throws her hands up, like she’s got enough of my bullshit. “I don’t understand why it’s always such a big deal about me coming here anyway. Our dads know each other and on paper I’m the one being reputable out of us two. So, it should be my dad worrying about hanging out with you. Not the other way around.”

“Fuck off. And don’t come here unannounced again, I could get grounded again,” I say faking annoyance, when in reality Claire just scared the shit out of me.

Claire jumps on my bed and crosses her arms. “Fine. Jesus. Can you get a move on now? We were supposed to be there thirty minutes ago. You wouldn’t want to keep Marcus waiting,” she teases and wiggles her eyebrows.

I scoff but turn around to reach into my closet. “Marcus can wait. I don’t give a damn, honestly. I just hope he got us some weed.”

“You still haven’t told me what happened last week when you two went upstairs.”

“What do you think happened?” I mutter distractedly as I take out one of my long-sleeved shirts from the closet. “We talked a bit, and then we fucked.”

Claire snorts from behind me. “Shit, Jenny. First, you lose your virginity to...” She snaps her fingers, trying to remember.

I glance at her and throw, “Derek?”

“Yes! Derek, whatever. And now you’re sleeping with guys after talking for five minutes?”

I shrug, not really bothered by it. Like I said before, those dumbasses are only good for one thing.

“So, what? I’ve been called a slut even before I touched a guy in my life. Might as well live up to it. And Marcus is nice on the eyes, polite and can provide me with the good stuff. What’s the big deal?”

Claire hums in her throat but doesn’t answer as I change into the new set of clothes.

I glance critically at my reflection and sigh. I’m probably not the ugliest person in the world, but I’m far from good-looking. I’m tall for a girl and skinny as all hell with untamable frizzy dark brown hair always flowing wildly around my head. My big eyes complete my whole appearance, overall making me look like a malnourished scarecrow. But I guess my weirdness is not off-putting to most of the idiots at school, since I never had a problem finding someone interested.

Giving up on taming my hair and not bothering with makeup, I quickly put on my tennis shoes before jumping on the bed next to Claire, who looks troubled.

“Are you really that disgusted with me? If you’re embarrassed to be my friend, I can be more discreet. Or I could even stop seeing those guys. I don’t really care about them, Claire...”

She shakes her head and concentrates on me. “What happened to your back?”

“What?” I ask, caught completely off guard and then make big eyes at Claire, when I realize I just changed in front of her and completely forgot about the bruises marring my shoulder blades. How could I be so fucking careless?

I try to swallow down my panic when Claire takes a hold of my hand. “Babe, is someone hurting you?” When I automatically shake my head in negation, she adds forcefully, “You know, you can tell me, Jenny. I won’t judge you.”

Still shaking my head, I laugh awkwardly and try to play it off with a wave of my hand. “No! I mean, thanks for the concern, Claire, but I totally forgot about slipping and falling on the track today during the P.E. class. I’m fine though.”

She eyes me suspiciously and bites the inside of her cheek, but after looking into my eyes for what feels like an eternity, she nods. “All right, if you say so...”

“That’s what happened,” I press. “So, are we going or what?” I pull up Claire with me as I stand up.

“Yeah, come on.”

––––––––
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WHEN WE REACH THE MILL, the party is already in full swing, and it’s completely dark out. The place is crawling with drunk idiots and half-naked girls shaking their asses to some horrible bouncy music that I could only describe as torture. Still, I act as if this is exactly the place I want to be on a Friday night. I grab at Claire’s hand, so we don’t get separated in the sea of strangers, and drag her toward the familiar group I got a glimpse of in the crowd. 

From that point on, everything goes on as usual: we sit around, smoke pot, talk about dumb stuff, and I refrain from rolling my eyes listening to the moronic pick-up lines that Claire has to put up with from every male in the group.

The upside of letting Marcus follow me around is that at least I have a break from those horny vultures, who would say just about anything to get a girl.

The downside is that I have to smile and pretend to listen to him, knowing that he doesn't give a damn about my personality, and that he's just waiting for the moment when I spread my legs for him. This pretense is terribly tiring. Fortunately, Marcus is always eager to share the goods at Friday parties. In general, I'm not a fan of alcohol or drugs, but I'll never deny myself some pot. It makes the company surrounding me seem less annoying, and I even feel like I'm having a good time.

However, after an hour or so, I feel a change in the atmosphere. Something is off. When I look around, I notice it’s not just the usual crowd of high school students milling around like before. There’s a group of bikers I have never seen around here, and I swear some are wearing some kind of gang symbols. I could be wrong, though. It’s Bell Ridge, not Miami, after all.

Looking around, I notice I’m not the only one feeling uneasy with the newcomers. There’s a visible gap between the teens and the dangerous-looking men. People cast intrigued or worried glances around and talk in hushed voices.

“Hey, what got you so spooked?” Marcus leans over with an easy smile and nudges my leg with his.

Still eyeing the older men, I respond with a nod in their direction, “What’s up with those guys? I’ve never seen them before. They’re giving me the creeps.”

Marcus looks up in the direction of the men and shrugs, but there’s a small frown between his eyebrows. “Who cares? They’re just chilling.” He nudges my leg once again to get my attention and when I peer at him with lifted eyebrows, he smiles suggestively, before tilting his head in the direction of the house.

I make eye contact with Claire, who’s already watching me like a hawk. When I gesture with my hand where I’m going, she nods and then shows me a thumb down, indicating that she gets where I’m going, and she doesn’t approve. Well, that’s her problem.

I smile at Marcus and grab his extended hand before we both march into the abandoned building. 

––––––––
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“ARE YOU STAYING AT the party or heading home? I could give you a ride,” Marcus offers as he lightens a cigarette. I pluck it out of his mouth and take a drag before returning it.

“Thanks, but no, thanks. I have to find Claire,” I say distractedly as I slip on my jacket and move to unlock the door.

“No goodbye kiss?” Marcus calls after me, but I don’t bother answering as I exit in a haste.

This moment after sex is the worst. For me, it’s only about physicality and making myself feel good. About my body experiencing positive touch. Staying after seems very intimate, and I don’t think I can open up to someone enough for them to look at my naked body full of unwanted marks and imperfections. Maybe I just don’t want that with Marcus. I don’t know. What I do know is that I always have to flee, or I’ll start to freak out.

I almost reach the first step of the staircase when I hear someone downstairs yelling “Cops!” before the music stops abruptly and a stampede of running feet echoes through the building.

“Fuck!” I whisper as I start to descend hurriedly, taking two steps at a time. I pass by a window and try to search for Claire, but it’s too dark out to make out anything apart from some moving silhouettes.

I’m running through the corridors trying to get to the backdoor when I’m halted by a loud voice, “Jennifer?”

I whirl around and see the sheriff standing in a big room to my left, surrounded by officers wandering around and trying to wake those who were too wasted to run from the police. The expression my father wears is stricken as he summons me with a wave of his hand.

Real fear washes over me, squeezing me by the throat, and making me feel like I’m drowning when my eyes meet his cold ones. The malicious glint in my father’s eyes is promising me punishment in the near future. But not yet. Now we both have a role to play, and it’s a well-rehearsed one. We’ve been here many times. Our masks are now so well crafted, that sometimes even I feel like clapping in astonishment at my father’s acting skills.

“Oh, hi Dad. I know this looks bad, but I wasn’t drinking, I swear. I only came here with a few of my trusted friends. Please don’t be mad.” I babble and bite my lip anxiously.

My father sighs heavily, as if he’s truly disappointed in me. “Jennifer, you’re going to be the death of me, I swear. What are you doing? Your mother was sick with worry. Did you think about that? Now, I will have to tell her you’re sneaking out again. And to a place like this one at that.” He shakes his head with a frown, and motions around the house.

“No, please don’t tell Mom,” I whine. “She’ll be lecturing me for a month straight again. Pleeease.” As I come closer, I clasp my hands in a begging gesture and bat my eyelashes at him with the smile of an angel.

My father puts his hands on his hips and frowns as if he’s considering it, when in reality he’s probably fantasizing about all the ways he can make me suffer.

One of Dad’s officers, I think his name is Rick, steps forward and claps him on the back with an amused expression. “Come on, Sheriff, don’t be too hard on your girl. I can’t count all the times my kids went behind my back when they were teenagers, it comes with the stupid age. And it doesn’t look like she’s been drinking.”

I smile with a hopeful expression at the man and then focus back on my father. “Yeah, Dad. I promise it won’t happen again. I was being stupid. I’ll apologize to Mom for scaring her.”

My dad tilts his head, pretending to battle with himself on how to parent me properly. Man, he’s good at this. Sometimes, even I’m convinced that we’re normal.

The officer speaks again. “Tell you what, boss. You drive your daughter home, so you can make sure she’s safe, and the rest of the guys and I will wrap it up here.”

After a short dramatic pause, my father agrees and commands how to proceed to the uniformed men, then grabs me by the shoulder. “Come on, we can continue this conversation at home, young lady.”

He steers me to the door and then straight to his car, his grip getting tighter with each step to the point of pain, but I reign in my wince and relax my posture.

When I get in the passenger seat, I quickly take out my phone and text Claire.

Hey, it’s me. Did you get away from the cops? Where r u?

My father gets behind the wheel and slams his door, making the car shake, but I don’t lift my head from the phone screen, swallowing nervously. I know I’m safe until we reach the house because the sheriff wouldn’t risk someone seeing or hearing something they shouldn’t. So, I use the time I have to worry about my friend.

My phone pings with a message and I exhale in relief when I read it.

One of the guys drove me home after the police showed up. Don’t worry, I’m safe.

Before I get to reply, another text comes through.

Can I come over? We need to talk.

Shit, what is up with her lately? I quickly respond before Claire gets any ideas.

Claire, no! Don’t come over, I got busted. They're probably gonna ground my ass. I’ll text you tomorrow.

I silence my phone and tuck it safely into my backpack as we park in the driveway. As soon as the car stops, I get out and head to the house. My father walks behind me, breathing down my neck like an angry bull.

No sooner than the doors close behind us when I feel a hand snatching me by the hair and dragging me to a living room before slamming my face hard into the small coffee table. I cry out in pain and my sight gets blurry for a second. I turn, trying to get out of the way of the next oncoming blow, but my movements are too sluggish after the first hit. A giant fist lands in my mid-section, making me wheeze and fall to my knees. I hear hurried footsteps before my mother runs into the room, tears already streaming down her face. When she catches sight of me, she gasps loudly and steps closer. I shake my head for her to not get involved. She hesitates just for a fraction of a second, but when my father slaps me, she covers her mouth with her hands and quickly moves out of the way, cowering in the corner.

I try to move again but this time a sharp kick throws me off my balance and I roll between the table and the couch squealing in pain.

“This is what I fucking fight for, huh? This is what I have to get back to after risking my life each day?! A fucking useless wife and a whore of a daughter spreading her legs for some drug dealers in a fucking dump!” My father roars above me, his spittle raining down on my face.

He bends over my trembling form and grabs my face in one of his hands, his fingers digging into my cheeks, making me flinch.

“Do you have any idea how much you fucking embarrass me with each one of your stunts? Do you want me to turn into a fucking laughingstock at the station? Is that it?”

“No, sir,” I try to say, but it comes out muffled because of my father’s grip.

He shoves my face away as if touching me is disgusting, and then spits on me before getting up from the floor. “You are a fucking disgrace. Go wash your fucking face and don’t let me see you looking like shit again.”

My father turns away only to realize that my mother is here in the room with us. He starts toward her with a clenched fist and when she shrinks away with a cry, he stops his flying hand right in front of her face, not making contact, and laughs with contempt.

“Look at the fucking both of you.” Dad glances at me as I scramble shakily to my feet, and then focuses on his wife again. “Like mother, like daughter. You’re both fucking pathetic. Both always behave like ungrateful whores. You better clean everything up, Marissa.” He then kisses my mom on the cheek almost fondly and leaves the room as if he doesn’t have a care in the world.

My mom continues to cry, but I ignore her as she tries to straighten everything in the living room with shaking hands. I do as I was told and head straight to the bathroom, hissing when I turn on the light and am greeted by my reflection. My hair is mussed, making me look like I lost a fight with an electric socket. A giant bruise already starts forming on my forehead where my head met the table, and a smeared trickle of blood runs from my split lip. I don’t even bother with lifting my shirt up, already knowing sitting straight at school will be a bitch.

I have no idea how long I stay in there, but when I step out of the bathroom, the house is already dark and silent. Without turning the lights on, I move through the hallway in a desperate need of water, but draw to a halt when the sound of a doorbell resonates through the walls. 

I see the light switching on in my parents’ bedroom and in a panic, I dive into the closest room, which is the kitchen, to take cover. My father marches to the door grumbling threats under his nose, but as soon as the doors open I can hear his tone changing to a politely surprised one.

“Officer Owens? What do I owe the pleasure? It’s quite late. Is everything all right at the station?”

I hear a man clearing his throat before an uncertain voice replies. “Sheriff Wallace, I thought this was your address. I’m sorry to bother you so late, sir, but we got a call from a concerned neighbor about some disturbing noises coming out of your house.”

I’m so surprised that someone called the police that I chance a peek into the hallway to see what’s going on. My father stands in a relaxed pose in front of two police officers. I get a clear view of the one standing closer, but the other one stays in the shadow, a large silhouette towering over the two other men. And my father is not a short guy by any means.

My dad scratches his cheek in puzzlement. “After I came back from the Sturgis’ farm with my daughter, we went to sleep. I honestly haven’t heard anything happening in the neighborhood. Who placed the call?”

“We don’t know, they didn’t leave any kind of information. Probably a stupid prank or something. I’m sorry we disturbed you, sir. We’ll be on our way.”

“It’s good that you checked the call, Owens. Better safe than sorry. Now, if that’s all, gentlemen.”

My father makes a move to close the door, but before he gets the chance, the other person steps into the light and asks in a deep masculine voice, looking straight at me. “Miss, are you all right?”

I jump in surprise that I’m being called out, and then my jaw immediately drops because right there at my front door stands the biggest and most handsome man I’ve ever seen. He looks like a combination of the Terminator and a GQ model. Hot damn. I don’t know if I should be scared or awed.

The deceivingly sweet voice of my father snaps me out of my daze, reminding me of the seriousness of my predicament.

“Jennifer, honey, why aren’t you sleeping?” My father’s eyes are like lasers in the half-lit corridor, completely at odds with his nice smile.

Shit. Not only was I eavesdropping, but I also showed my busted face to someone. Police officers at that. And here I am staring at some stranger like a complete idiot as my father is probably just plotting the easiest way to bury my body in the backyard. How hard did my head hit the table? Maybe I have a concussion.

“I’m sorry, Dad, I was just getting some water before bed,” I say meekly and start to back away.

The big man stops me from leaving when he presses with concern. “Miss, what happened to your face?”

“Oh. This? I’m clumsy. It’s nothing,” I respond immediately, waving my hand in a dismissive gesture as if it’s a small inconvenience happening to all of us daily. But the man’s gaze drills into me, straight through my eyes and right into my soul. His expression tells me that he’s not fooled. 

“Yeah, that’s my daughter, all right. Always gets into some messy situations and hurts herself in the process,” my father chirps with a jovial smile, but I can tell he doesn’t like the man questioning him and paying attention to me.

“Now, I didn’t catch your name, officer...?”

“Brody, sir. I’m new in town.” The big guy tears his eyes away, and I can finally take a deep breath.

“Oh, yeah, our newest asset. The ex-Marine, right?” my father questions.

“Yes, sir,” he responds and then tries again. “May I have a word with your daughter, sheriff? Just to make sure everything is fine.”

This time, my father doesn’t hide his sneer behind a smile. “You definitely may not.” When both officers lift their eyebrows at the sudden change in their boss’s demeanor, he schools his features and changes his tone to a more professional one. “Look, Officer Brody. I appreciate your concern and wanting to do everything by the book, but I will not be undermined by some newbie trying to prove himself at my own damn house. You will soon learn how things work around here, but until then, keep in line and stay out of my way. Do you understand me?”

I can say that Brody wants to snap back at my father by the way he stares at him, breathing through his nose harshly, but after the one named Owens jabs him
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