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Dedicated to my Prince Charming, who helped me find the brightest silver lining in the darkest of times.

      

    


This novel contains strong language, scenes of partying, and under-aged alcohol use.

Reader discretion is advised.
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Prologue
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Once upon a time, there was a girl named Ashley Puttel, who was blessed with both knowledge, and beauty. Her family was rarely deprived, although they were not prone to excess. Yet all that changed in the purple light of dawn early one morning, when a patch of November black ice caused Ashley’s mother, Hazel, to skid off the highway, and into a deep ditch. Despite being rushed to the hospital, there was nothing the doctors could do for Hazel. Ashley was shattered. It was like someone had taken the puzzle featuring a beautiful family scene, and swept it violently off the table.

The town's black widow, Ms. Spyder, was quick to recognize the vulnerability that loss brings and presented herself as a sympathetic shoulder to cry on at the funeral. Ashley’s father, Jonathon, didn't even try to resist the comforting wiles of an enchanting woman.

Coincidentally, around the same time Ms. Spyder moved in to their house with her two daughters, Hazel's considerate life insurance policy began to pay up. Suddenly they had enough funds for their instant family of five.

Not long after that, Ms. Spyder became Mrs. Puttel and Ashley was certain that her life could not become any stranger.

The honeymoon was short lived because Jonathon couldn’t put his work on hold. He was a father and a husband, and in order to maintain those roles he was also an appliance and electronics repairman.  He left that Monday, glowing with the warmth of having a family again, and waved goodbye as he pulled out of the driveway.

It was a week of waiting and worrying before the police found his car lodged in a muddy riverbank that ran underneath a bustling bridge. The widow was distraught by the thought of having another mouth to feed as a result of this hasty union. However, the money that Jonathon had been worth to the life insurance company made the widow a tad bit less bitter, and a cheery dash more conniving.

The widow took her grief and anger out on Ashley, turning the girl into a servant who adhered to her stepmother’s bidding until she was too exhausted to eat.  

I think Ashley can tell you the rest of the story better than I can.
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Chapter One
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Scurrying about the kitchen, preparing a low fat egg white scramble with whole wheat toast for my stepsisters, I panicked when I caught the clock on the wall in my peripheral and realized I was late. Breakfast was to be served promptly at seven o'clock, and to my dismay it was already seven o' two.

“Ash!” Delilah spat from the dining table, “Where’s my fucking breakfast?”

“Coming Delilah!” I panted.

“Delilah?” Her sister gasped, “Are you going to let her talk to you like that?”

Gesabell, being the oldest, was idolized by her sister, so Delilah did everything that Gesabell even insinuated to do.

Delilah cleared her throat before barking, “Ash?”

“My apologies Miss Delilah,” I replied meekly, setting their plates in front of them, “Miss Gesabell.”

Once the plates were on the table I retreated to the dining room corner, as Lillith had taught me to do. She enjoyed torturing me so much that she would rather have me stand and watch her “perfect little angels” eat than do something productive in the mean time. I vapidly stared over the top of their heads. The mere sight of their golden hair that spiraled to their shoulders, indigo eyes, peach lips, champagne  skin, and size zero frame instilled anger and anxiety in me, so it was better for everyone’s well being that I tune out my surroundings.

I couldn’t help but notice everyday that their outfits complemented each others’, Lillith wouldn’t have her “little angels” seen if they were sporting anything other than the newest, and best designer brands.

Without words, I retrieved their plates once they finished and lazily left the dishes in the sink. Lillith would chastise me when I got home, but I would have been in even worse trouble if Gesabell and Delilah weren’t on campus in time.

In the car both girls sat in the back. Gesabell immediately snatched up the auxiliary cord and plugged her phone in, choosing a pop station to serve as the day’s soundtrack. I stifled a sigh as I started the Cruise Choyce.

When we reached the campus, Gesabell gracefully yanked the cord out of her phone, abruptly ending the music as they got out in unison. I drove back to the house in silence, trying to calm down. It pissed me off that Lillith had used my dad and I wasn’t seeing any of his money, or even mom’s money for that matter. She had been very secretive about the fact that her other husbands had given their lives to build her a nest egg of millions of dollars. Mom, and then dad, had just been icing on her cold-blooded, greed-cake.

She had married lawyers, doctors, federal agents, and a governor. Lillith had attended a prestigious college and rubbed elbows with allegedly important people. Her blood was somehow better than mine because her daddy was the owner of a golf course somewhere. Add in the fact that I have hips and jiggle when I walk, and it's more than enough “reason” for her not to share her wealth with the simple TV repairman’s daughter. Every once in a while she’ll throw me a little pity money, but ninety-eight percent of the time its gas money for my Veinza Bunny so I can do her errands.

I walked into the manor and was greeted by a scowling Lillith, arms crossed and foot impatiently tapping the faux marble floor.

“Ash,” she demanded, “why am I angry?”

“Because,” I stated calmly, “I didn’t wash Miss Gesabell and Miss Delilah’s dishes, I’m late, and I haven’t drawn your morning bubble bath.”

A slight, snobbish smile briefly flicked across the woman’s narrow face. “You’re good, tell you what, after my bath you can go clothes shopping before you get the groceries.”

I forced a smile, “Thank you Miss Lillith,” I replied, with a half curtsy before bounding up the grand staircase to prepare her bubble bath.

I was so used to the routine that I could do everything without thinking about it. The water had to be the perfect temperature and the basin had to be filled to a precise level. There was an exact amount of organic, designer bubble bath that needed to be added, and her desired number of all natural bath beads was always three. I would turn on her favorite music and politely avert my eyes while Lillith disrobed and luxuriously entered the bath. Then I would wet her hair, apply an organic shampoo, scrub the scalp that was hidden by her sickeningly blonde locks, rinse the lather out, apply a luxurious natural conditioner, brush her hair, and wrap it in a hair towel. It was absolutely my least favorite part of the day.

As I left the bathroom to let Lillith relax, I retrieved her discarded clothes and dropped them in her hamper. The dishes were easy; they didn’t require me to think. Just the simple wash, rinse, towel dry, and put away. Lillith would never invest in a dishwasher; that would defeat the discipline she was trying to teach me. I was still slightly in awe of how lucky I was to have a washer and dryer in the house.

After dishes, I made Gesabell and Delilah’s beds and picked up the dirty clothes that littered their chamber floors. The mentality that someone would clean up for them annoyed me to no end. It left these people with no sense of self-responsibility.

I caught a glimpse of myself in Delilah’s three-paneled full-length mirror. My curly, ruby red hair was gently pulled out of my face in a hasty half ponytail, and flying every which way. My skin was a nice, deep golden color from hours of gardening and grounds keeping. I desperately needed a shower, and the bags under my eyes told the story of an overworked girl. I examined my dirty, barely maintained fingernails and sighed. Then I looked down past my baggy T-shirt clad bustline at my wide hips and thick thighs. Maybe Lillith could have looked past the red hair, the curls, and the dirty deep chocolate freckles, if I didn’t have the figure of a 1950s pinup model. My attention turned to my full reflection and I smiled. I was a stark contrast to the femme fatales, a blemish on the record of the faux-privileged.

“Ash you fat sow! Come rinse my hair.”

My smile fell as I scurried to the grand master bathroom, remembering a time when the vile creature’s glowing outward appearance hid the ugliness inside her.

I rinsed Lillith’s hair with cold water and combed through it again before facing a wall so she could get out of the tub. The sloshing of the water, and the pit-pat of her wet feet hitting the exquisite tile floor as she retrieved her robe, made me wince slightly.

“Ash!”

“Yes Miss Lillith?”

“The door.”

I quickly made my way around the tub and opened the bathroom door for her.

“Empty the tub and then come see me.”

The woman made my skin crawl. If I had the balls, I would lose it and slap her across the face before telling her to do her own damn chores, and leaving. Yet I was too timid to do so, and the night that he had married the hag, Daddy told me that we were family now. I never got to say goodbye to him, so I wasn’t about to break up the family that he had been so proud to put together.

Plunging my hand into the lukewarm water, I tried not to be repulsed. I pulled out the stopper and watched the dirty water swirl down the drain before chasing the left over bubbles with the detachable shower-head. I wanted to take a second to wash my hands, but Lillith despised waiting.

Quickly drying my hand on my pant leg, I strode from the bathroom to the luxurious master bedroom.

Lillith lay on her satin covered king sized bed, tapping her red talons impatiently on the end table.

“Yes Miss Lillith?” I inquired softly, hoping that she would give me some money and let me go.

“Come here,” she demanded.

I scurried to her bedside.

“Just like a mouse, aren’t you?” She asked spitefully. “A fat ass mouse always clumsily scurrying about.”

I said nothing, wishing that she would just assign me my next task.

“Here,” she spat, thrusting an envelope in my direction. “I’m giving you a break today,” she said in a sarcastic tone of mock frivolity. “Do my shopping, buy everything on this,” she accentuated the word by casting a piece of paper at me, “list. And buy yourself something nice.” She finished, throwing an extra fifty at me.

“Thank you Miss Lillith,” I replied frantically. “I’ll be sure to be quick.”

“Be sure that you do,” she lavishly yawned, “I want you back at
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