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            Dead Girls Don’t Lie

          

          ~or do they?

        

      

    

    
      Seventeen-year-old Janie Davis was found wandering a Maine beach with second-degree burns and no memory of what happened. An accident on a yacht caused it to sink, taking her parents and best friend down with it. Recovering, Janie returns home under the watchful gaze of her new guardian—an aunt who had been ostracized by Janie’s family.

      

      Snooping uncovers the accident report. She’s horrified to learn the deaths could be murder and is determined to solve the crime. Selective breaking and entering leads her to two suspects: her father’s shady business partner who profited from Dad’s death and her aunt, a woman with a sketchy past she’s eager to hide. Unsure where to turn next, Janie enlists the help of Emanuel Sancini, a fellow high school senior who thinks doing community service in the library means he can call himself a librarian.

      

      Their investigation leads them to crash a party where they uncover more evidence in the homeowner’s office. Discovered in the act, they’re forced to conceal their crime by pretending—sort of—that they snuck into the room to make out. Then Janie’s brake lines are cut and only a quick plunge to the tile floor keeps an overhead lamp from impaling her in the school library. This, and the warning, You’re Next, proves Janie’s getting closer. With Janie targeted, she and Emanuel must race to expose the murderer. Or Janie could wind up dead.
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      Aunt Kristy insisted I was strong enough to go to school today, but my heart, a tiny bird trapped in my chest, disagreed. I climbed from her SUV and pushed the door shut, steeling my expression as pain shot up my arms.

      My aunt came around the hood and thrust out her hand. “Give me your backpack, Janine. I’ll take it inside for you.”

      “It’s Janie,” I said.

      “What?”

      “I told you before. Everyone calls me Janie.” I tightened my hand on the strap looped over my shoulder. “And I can carry my own bag, thanks.”

      “Well. Okay. If you’re sure. Janie.” She worried her necklace, releasing a sigh, then pivoted on her heel and hurried up the walkway. I imagined she was dying to get to the teacher’s lounge to put away her things. Gulp down a cup of coffee before she had to convince a bunch of teenagers that chemistry was fun. Or maybe she just wanted to get away from me.

      Two months ago, Aunt Kristy moved into my home and applied for a job at my high school. She’d done her best to be a parent since. Few people would take on raising a niece they barely knew. Considering she and Dad hadn’t been close since before I was born, that said something.

      “Hey, there you are,” someone said from behind me.

      Turning, I hugged Sean, my remaining best friend from before.

      “Whoa, aren’t you a rebel? I like it,” he said, taking in my dark green skirt and white tee. At Finley Cove High School, we were expected to wear white collared shirts and khakis, and ‘keep our appearances tidy’. Sean could be a poster child for the school dress code.

      “That’s me, living dangerously.” I’d tucked my shirt into a skirt that landed above rather than below the knee. While my outfit would challenge the school board rules, it still felt awesome wearing something other than ratty shorts and a tee. “I, well, you know, lost weight. Nothing else fits. Think I can get away with it until I hit the mall?”

      “I won’t tell.” His gaze fell away from mine. “You ready to hit the gauntlet?” At my tight nod, he shoved his backpack strap higher on his shoulder and held out his arm. A few months ago, he would’ve held out both arms. One for me and one for his girlfriend. Brianna. 

      The doctors said I should be grateful because I’d only received second-degree burns. Third-degree would’ve been worse because the nerves would be shot and I’d never regain sensation. Those doctors didn’t know a damn thing. Pain could be swatted away like a pesky fly. Losing the people I loved had gutted me.

      We caught up with a bunch of girls who stalled and grew silent when they saw me. I’d known most of them since elementary school, hanging out together more times than I could count to talk about hot guys, TV shows, and make-up. Frivolous stuff, but I’d been frivolous back then.

      Marley’s lips twitched as she took in the red patches on my pale skin and the puckers from my grafts. Another girl pretended to gag, not realizing that while my arms and hands might’ve been burned, my eyes worked just fine, thank you very much. Back home, I’d convinced myself my scars were battle wounds proving I’d survived when everyone else hadn’t. Seen through the eyes of these girls, I was repulsive, a thing that should be hidden. I yanked my sleeves down around my wrists, wishing I could pull the material over my fingertips, as well. 

      “So, Janie. You still have—” Marley made air quotes. “—amnesia?”

      “I don’t remember much about what happened that night if that’s what you’re asking.” The doctors said my memory might never return.

      “But, but…” Marley’s mouth dropped open. “What if you caused the accident?”

      The other girls released muted giggles, savoring the drama.

      “I didn’t.” My heartbeat pulsed in my throat.

      Like my personal Pitbull straining against his leash, Sean bared his teeth and snarled.

      “Kinda hard to say if you’re to blame or not, now isn’t it?” Marley smirked. “Considering you don’t actually remember.”

      Anger slammed through me like a semi hitting a paper-thin wall. “I wouldn’t hurt my parents or Brianna.”

      Sean elbowed himself between us. “Get lost, Marley, would you?”

      With a huff, she spun and continued toward school with the other girls clustering around her feverishly whispering.

      “Thank you,” I said, grateful all over again I still had Sean in my life.

      “Any time.” We continued toward school. “Umm, about swimming. I thought about it a lot over the past few weeks.” His footsteps paused before picking up speed. “Decided I’m going.”

      Sean, Brianna and I had been on the swim team together and had made a game out of competing for the best times. While Sean could literally swim laps around us due to his male body structure, Brianna also beat me at every meet. A foster kid, she’d worked twice as hard as me to get ahead. If only I’d appreciated that fact sooner.

      “Swimming?” A shiver went through me. “How could you—I just can’t.”

      “Going to the pool will be one of the hardest things I'll ever do but it’s what she would’ve wanted. Yeah, I mourn her.” His eyes squeezed shut. When he opened them, they glistened. “I’m going to miss her forever. But she would’ve wanted us to keep going.”

      My aunt had been after me to jump back into ‘activities you used to do before the accident,' but I didn’t see how I could. Going to classes without Brianna would be tough but it would ruin me to do anything else we used to share.

      “I’ll feel closer to her when I swim. Like she’s still with me,” he said.

      Whenever I thought about getting into the water, my brain flashed to memories of me struggling in the sea…my head going under…our boat lighting up the night as it was consumed by flames.

      “Hey.” Sean peered down at me. “You look pale. You still up for this? ‘Cause, we can bail, if you want.”

      Like that would do me any good? My grades were skating too close to the edge already. I pushed for a smile. “I’m okay. Let's go.”

      Crossing the lobby, we walked down the hall to the wing lined with lockers where I ditched my backpack and pulled out a notebook.

      Sean slouched against the wall. “Are you starting to remember what happened that night?” The hope in his voice tugged my insides sideways. If only I could give him one more memory of Brianna, a tiny speck he could hold on to.

      “Some.” I fiddled with a pen before stuffing it inside my pocket. “It’s sporadic. Which is frustrating.” Fear came through in my words. “Do you think I’m blocking it out because…”

      “Janie. You weren’t responsible. Forget what Marley said.”

      A worm of doubt kept wiggling through me, spreading its poison.

      “Fireworks caused the fire. That’s what the police said.” He pulled out his phone and glanced at it. “Damn. I’ve gotta get to AP Chem.” Not that Sean needed to worry about angering my aunt by being late to her class. With our school’s highest GPA, he was the top candidate for the Upstanding Citizen Award, which came with a full college scholarship. If I knew Sean, he’d finish with the best grade in the class.

      Unlike me. I’d be thrilled if I got a C in basic chem.

      I went in the other direction, toward calc. Inside, I took my usual seat—front right and next to the window so I could look outside if I got bored.

      The teacher clapped her hands. “Okay, everyone. Let’s get settled.”

      Since I couldn’t start school with everyone else in September, Sean had brought me my assignments, but I was barely squeaking by in some of my classes. It was time to get to work. I opened my notebook and clicked my pen.

      When I looked down, my heart stopped. I stared at the top corner of the white laminate desk surface where someone had drawn a tiny hummingbird in dark blue ink.

      My hand flew to my right hip, and I traced the identical pattern. Brianna and I had used fake IDs to get matching tattoos earlier this summer. The fact that this one looked exactly like mine was just a coincidence. It couldn’t mean anything.

      An intense longing for my friend rushed through me, and tears swam in my eyes all over again. Jeez, I was hopeless.

      The teacher’s sympathetic gaze sliding my way only made things worse. She nudged her head toward the hall and lifted her eyebrows.

      Running from the classroom, I went to my locker and dumped my stuff. I pressed my forehead against the cold metal until my ragged breathing eased.

      This…wasn’t going to work. Not today, anyway.

      Slamming my locker closed, I ran.
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        * * *

      

       

      I shouldn’t be afraid to go downstairs. This was my house now that my parents had died.

      The creak of my bedroom door sent a quiver down my spine. Old houses have rusty hinges, plumbing that sputters, and wooden floorboards that protest whenever you walk across them. History, my dad used to say. No, it felt creepy. Out on the landing, I peered down. My aunt had left a light on in the dining room, and a yellow beam bled across the carpet covering the entryway and glinted on the table where my parents had always dropped their car keys. Where Aunt Kristy dropped her car keys, now.

      Somewhere deeper in the house, a man spoke, but I couldn’t make out his words.

      Barefoot, I tiptoed down the staircase to the first floor. While I could poke my head into the study—where I’d determined the voices came from—and tell my aunt what I was doing, why bother? I could dart into the kitchen, drink fast, and scoot back to my room without her knowing I’d been near.

      “…haven’t told her?” the man said.

      Abandoning my thirst, I slipped through the living room and hovered against the wall beside the almost-closed study door.

      “… need to know…” my aunt said. “I…best if she never knows. Janie’s…fragile.”

      Great. She was talking about me with some man.

      Nothing good ever came from eavesdropping, especially when you were the subject of the conversation. Part of me wanted to run back upstairs and jump under my blankets. Hide.

      Curiosity only killed cats, not teenage girls.

      I leaned forward, tilting my head to place my ear closer to the opening.

      The hardwood floor groaned as the man shifted. “I think you—”

      “This is a closed subject,” Aunt Kristy said crisply. “Are we clear?”

      A long moment passed. “You are her guardian.” She’d applied for that honor a day after the police called her.

      “Legally,” the man added, “It’s up to you to tell her or withhold the information.”

      “Exactly,” Aunt Kristy grated out. “Is there anything else we need to discuss before you leave?” A chair screeched across the floor as if she’d shoved it back to stand.

      “No,” the man said. “Just doing my duty, delivering the report as requested, now that—”

      “Thank you. I appreciate your efforts on our behalf.”

      “Anytime, Ma’am.”

      “Let me walk you out.” Footsteps approached, and my heart leaped against my ribcage. Pivoting, I raced into the living room and stared around frantically before diving behind the sofa. I landed on the carpet, jarring my hip against the wall. Breathing fast, I lay still, listening. As my aunt and the man crossed the living room, my hands grew clammy with sweat.

      “Thank you for coming,” Aunt Kristy said. “I know you’re busy at the station.”

      Station? I crept forward to peer around the end of the sofa.

      Aunt Kristy unlocked and pulled open the front door.

      A cop stood with her in the entryway. After dropping his hat onto his head, he grunted. “Let me know if there’s anything else we can do.”

      “Thanks.” My aunt’s hands twitched as he stepped out onto the porch. His footsteps retreated, and a car door slammed. The engine fired.

      Aunt Kristy shut the front door and slumped against it. She swiped her dark hair off her face with trembling hands. “Just what I needed,” she growled. The click of her heels echoed as she strode into the study.

      Because I didn’t want to get caught snooping, I waited until she went upstairs, shutting the lights off behind her. Rising, I crept to my father’s study and clicked on my phone light. Dad’s oak desk sat sentry on the opposite side of the room with two windows overlooking the inky backyard behind. My heart pinching, I crossed to the back of his desk where I pulled out his chair and sat.

      This chair had hosted my pretend rocket launches to Mars. My buggy rides down shady lanes. And Dad used to spin me around in it until I laughed and got dizzy.

      When I closed my eyes, I could almost feel him.

      Nothing lay on the scarred wooden surface except a green blotter and a few pens. I pulled open a drawer and pawed through pencils, a stapler, a billion paper clips, and a small framed picture of me taken when I was ten. Bank statements, a few thumb drives, and a folder with copies of letters Dad had sent to various businesses and the government. Nothing worth bringing a cop to the house at night.

      The bottom drawer wouldn’t budge, but I wasn’t stopping now. When I wiggled a letter opener in the lock, it clicked open.

      “Bingo.” Inside the drawer, I found a green folder containing a letter from Dad’s lawyer dated July 18, a week before the accident. Two pages of tiny print ended with Dad’s printed name—he hadn’t signed it yet.

      My breath caught. He’d never sign it, now.

      Mr. Somerfield’s name jumped out at me. If I read this correctly, Dad had been planning to dissolve their business partnership, which was odd, because we’d gone boating to celebrate the upcoming release of an app Dad had designed for the company. But they had argued a lot.

      Had Mr. Somerfield known about this?

      Stuffed in the back of the drawer, I found a yellow envelope with Davis Accident Report scrolled across the front.

      Ah. This was what my aunt was talking about.

      I stared down at it for a long time. Did I dare look? Going through the details would make my grief fresh all over again, but looking might also drag my memories closer to the surface. I wanted to remember what happened that night, didn’t I?

      Raking my teeth across my lower lip, I separated the top of the envelope and reeled back when I found pictures.

      They’re not people you love. 

      The whimpering part of me insisted they were nothing different than photos I’d see on TV, but I couldn’t stop the tears from filling my eyes.

      When I upended the envelope, the images slid out onto the desk. Black and white and with the bodies carefully posed, the photos looked like graphic art. A gruesome nightmare played out before my eyes because they were the people I loved. No use pretending otherwise.

      I traced my fingertip along the burned arm of the person in one photo. Long limbs. Gutted belly. Face a blackened skeleton. Horror rushed through me, making me weak.

      Leaning closer, I squinted at the writing along the bottom. Male, approximate age early-twenties. Burned beyond recognition. One of the crewmen of the rented yacht?

      Another photo: Male, approximate age mid-forties. Burned beyond recognition.

      Dad.

      My keen echoed in the room. This charred carcass with bits of flesh clinging to its bones wasn’t my dad. This…this thing wasn’t the man who’d rocked me to sleep when I was little and read me stories when I was sick.

      If I was wise, I’d go upstairs, take a sleeping pill, and sink into a medication-induced coma. In the morning, I’d convince myself this had all been a dream.

      Next picture. Female, approximate age forty. Burned.

      Mom.

      A whiff of Chanel No 5 drifted through the room. If I closed my eyes, could I pretend she was still with me or would I see flames?

      Clumping the pictures together, I shoved them back into the folder then pulled out and skimmed through the accident report.

      Approximate time of death of the passengers: 23:00. Four hours after we left Finley Cove, where Dad had rented the boat.

      If only I hadn’t talked my best friend, Brianna, into coming with us. But it had been her birthday. I’d wanted to celebrate it someplace special. I couldn’t have known she’d die.

      Cupping my face, I peeked through my fingers at the report.

      Location of the wreck: ten miles offshore, due east of Big Berry Island. They’d found me wandering the beach after I escaped the boat and swam to shore.

      A witness, Andrew Smythe, reported seeing a bright light at sea he dismissed as boaters setting off fireworks. He eventually became concerned about ongoing flashes and called 9-1-1.

      The Coast Guard rushed to the scene but found nothing. It took divers and a thorough search to drag up the final evidence.

      Highly combustible fuel source suspected. The heat of the flames killed the victims almost immediately. And, the yacht burned through to the outer hull before sinking underwater, taking everyone down with it.

      I wiped my eyes, but they kept tearing. Bringing my phone closer, I stared at the last bit of information in the file.

      My harsh cry rose from deep in my belly and burst into the room.

      Possible homicide. Investigation is ongoing.

      No, no. This couldn’t be true.

      Homicide?

      Mom, Dad, and Brianna had been murdered.
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      “No,” I hissed.

      I stood so fast the world spun. My limp fingers dropped the report, and it smacked on the desk. I gulped, and my wet gasps rang out in the room. Backing up, my legs hit the chair, sending it flying into the windowsill, creating a loud bang.

      I stared at the report with blurry eyes, unable to comprehend what I’d just read.

      Murdered? How was that possible? The fire was started by cooking oil. No, it was caused by fireworks.

      Someone had not killed them.

      It was an accident!

      I stumbled around Dad’s desk and fled toward the hall. Coming to a shuddering halt in the doorway, I turned. Rage fueled my strides, driving me back across the room. I stuffed the report back into the envelope along with the photos and sealed it up. The drawer clunked when I yanked it open. I shoved the envelope back where I’d found it. There was nothing I could do about the lock, but I didn’t care.

      My aunt had seen this, and she hadn’t told me.

      I wanted to storm up the stairs and confront her about what I’d discovered. Even more, I wanted to jump into my car and rush to the police station and make them they tell me what they were doing about this crime.

      No, I wanted to start investigating myself. Letting this go would never be an option.

      I raced back up to my room, where I slammed my door for good measure and dropped onto my bed.

      What was I going to do?
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        * * *

      

       

      How did anyone ride in a car with someone who thought it was okay to hide murder?

      At least fifteen times as my aunt’s SUV sped through town to school the next morning, I opened my mouth to demand she tell me why she wanted to keep the accident report from me. But each time, something stilled my tongue.

      Did she think I wouldn’t find out? If the police thought it was a homicide, it would be online. In the local paper. Why leave me to find out like that?

      “You’re quiet,” she said as she turned into the school’s entrance. “Feeling okay?”

      “I’m fine. I don’t have much to say.” Except, why are you lying? And how was I going to make sure the murderer paid?

      “Teenagers,” she whispered.

      My ears had not been burned, only my arms.

      She parked and shut off the engine. Her fingers beat a furious rhythm on the wheel. “You left school early yesterday but didn’t tell me.”

      I stared through the windshield, pretending to be fascinated by people striding up the walkway toward the main entrance. “I walked home.”

      “Janine.” Her sharp exhale filled the small space. “I can’t—”

      Her harping me on what happened yesterday—when my only concerns had been catching up at school and dealing with the emotional impact of the deaths of my family and Brianna—seemed frivolous. “I’m okay, all right?” The words charged from me.

      She flinched. “Sure, honey.” From her tightening lips, it was clear she didn’t believe me but had decided to let it go. “Next time, tell me and I’ll give you a ride home.” Reaching out, she slid my hair off my face, tucking it behind my ear like a parent would do with a toddler.

      “I will.” Wrenching away from her, I fumbled with the latch then shoved the door open.

      It was past time I started driving Dad’s car to school.

      I left her and rushed up the walkway. I ran into Sean in the lobby.

      The need to tell him what I’d discovered rose up inside me, a beast gnashing its teeth, but I pinned my lips together. This was not the place. I couldn’t tell him by text message, either. That would be worse than how I’d learned the information.

      “I’m off to AP seminar,” he said, nudging his head toward the south hall. “See ya at lunch?”

      “Sure.” I headed toward my locker.

      Lunch felt like light years away when I had three classes to get through first.

      But the tension eased from my spine. Sean and I could meet up at our usual table with Brianna and…My footsteps slowed. An ache I couldn’t control filled me. While I stood stunned all over again by what had been stolen from me, kids grumbled and rushed around the pillar I’d turned into. Someone knocked into me, and my bag fell on the floor. Papers dumped out.

      “Watch out.” I grimaced at the person who continued down the hall. Wiping my eyes, I wished I’d kept my mouth shut, because I’d recognize those broad shoulders and thick, wavy blond hair anywhere.

      Brandon Somerfield. The boy I’d dated for two years. The only guy I’d slept with. The jerk who’d said things had changed between us within days of the accident while he stood beside my hospital bed staring down at my bandages.

      “Hey, sorry.” His eyes grew big. “Uh…Janie. I heard you were back. Didn’t see you around yesterday, though.”

      I refused to believe I heard hints of vulnerability in his voice. Stooping down, I started picking up my things. He knelt with me, but I snatched up the last sheet of paper before he could grab it.

      “How you been?” His gaze drifted from my face to my neck and then to my chest—a move that used to make my knees turn to jelly. Now, they were made of lead.

      I forced myself to stand. “I’m fine. But you’d know that if you’d stayed around long enough to see for yourself.”

      He stared up at me, blinking his killer lashes. They went with his killer everything else.

      My skin prickled. Why was he still kneeling? This wasn’t a promposal.

      “I wanted to come by and see you.”

      “You knew where to find me.” He’d been over to my house enough times Mom kept his favorite cookies in the jar.

      “Dad said I had to help out in the office. His secretary quit after…”

      After my father, his business partner, was murdered. Anger slammed through me all over again.

      Rising, Brandon lifted a hand toward me, but I backed away until I hit the wall. “So, did you work a thousand hours a week?”

      “Just fifteen.” He scratched his neck, and that pleading tone I used to love slid into his voice. “I thought about sending you flowers. Maybe seeing if you wanted to go for a walk, but those things felt lame after what happened. And I was scared.”

      “Of what?” My shoulders sagged. This run-in with my ex wasn’t making my morning any better. Why couldn’t he ignore me like I’d planned to do with him?

      His gaze darted to my arms, and he stepped forward and lifted my hand. He stroked my palm as if the scars no longer mattered, but the twitch of his lips said they did. Flipping my hand over, he studied it. “They don’t look that bad.” His hazel eyes softened to mossy green, the color they used to take on when he wanted to kiss me.

      Hell, no.

      I snatched my hand away from his. It was too late to discover if there was anything left between us. That ship had sailed two months ago. No, it had sunk after someone sabotaged my parents’ boat in the Atlantic.

      “Hey,” he said softly. “I’m having a party next Saturday. I’d love it if you came.”

      “Why?”

      “To, uh, hang out together? Sean said he might go.”

      Hard to believe Sean was up for a party. “I don’t think so.” The last thing I wanted to do was spend more time with Brandon. “Look, I can’t be late for class.”

       “Walk you there?” Memories of him escorting me down the hall with his arm curling around the back of my waist, followed by a kiss outside the classroom, made my limbs shake.

      A wreck after he ditched me, I refused to melt for him all over again. “No, thanks.”

      The flash of rage on his face made my muscles tense as if I needed to flee, but he had no reason to be pissed off. He was the one who’d ruined things between us.

      I brushed past him and walked to my locker. When I reached inside to retrieve my textbook, something lying on the top shelf caught my eye. A sheet of lined paper had been wrapped around a solid object and dark, sooty flecks drifted onto my skirt as I unwrapped the charred…thing.

      A tiny doll nearly devoured by fire.

      Releasing a shudder, I tossed it into a trash can and feverishly brushed off my hands and skirt.

      I’d started to crumple the paper, intending to throw it away as well, when I paused. My belly coiled tight, and I gaped down at the blocky letters written in black ink on the paper.

       

      
        
        WATCH OUT OR YOU’LL GET BURNED

         AGAIN

      

      

       

      My teeth gritting together, I stuffed the note it into the trash can.

      Who would do something like this to me?

      Staring forward at nothing, I counted to ten. Make that twenty. Because I wanted to shriek and that never went over well with school administration. Sure, the counselor would pat my shoulder and tell me everything was going to be okay. But then she’d hustle to her office and call my aunt in for a little chat, which would result in an increase in my counseling sessions right after I’d switched from three times a week to one.

      Bet this note was from Marley. Damn mean girl. Couldn’t she just leave me alone?

      I slammed my locker door closed with a bang.

      My first class was torture. Whispers abounded. Eyes watched me. Judged me? I wanted to shout that I didn’t do it.

      But someone else had.

      By the end of English Lit, I needed to escape but didn’t dare draw my aunt’s attention again by leaving school. Skipping my next class, I slunk past the main office window, making sure the secretary didn’t see me. Outside, I jogged around the side of the building where I settled in the grass beneath a maple tree. At this point, I didn’t care if the principal yelled at me to come back inside, if they ripped into me for violating the dress code a second day in a row, or even if I wound up in detention.

      Pulling out my phone, I Googled my parents and murder but found nothing.

      Then I flipped through social media. Something I’d done too often over the past few months, first in the hospital and then in my bedroom at home. Peering into everyone’s lives from afar while trying to forget my own.

      I jumped when Sean dropped down onto the grass beside me.

      As I sniffed and mopped my eyes, he stretched out his legs and leaned back on his hands. After I’d finished pretending I needed an inordinate amount of time to return my phone to my pocket, I realized he’d been squinting at the branches above us, not watching me, as I’d feared.

      “Free period?” I asked.

      “Sorta.” He’d escaped like me, then. “I saw you sitting out here through the window.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Sometimes, I just need to get away, too.” Sitting up, his hands streaked down his face, making it even redder than it already was. When he looked at me, the stark look in his eyes made my chest ache.

      I had to tell him. “Last—”

      “Did you know I’d been planning one of those big fancy invites to the Fall Fling for Brianna?”

      Sean and Brianna had been together since junior high, and Brianna told me a billion times how much she adored him. Talked about someday marrying him. If she’d lived…That throbbing feeling swept through me again. If she’d lived, I knew they would’ve been together forever.

      My soft smile resulted in one from him, but it was just pretend.

      I wanted to tell him what I’d found in the accident report but how could I ask him to share this burden?

      “What did you plan?” I eventually said. “A sky banner? An ad during the local news?”

      “We kissed for the first time ever near the fountains in Marvel Square.”

      My heart clenching, I nudged his shoulder. “More like in the fountains from what I heard.”

      Color filled his face. “How was I supposed to remember they’d randomly shoot water everywhere?”

      “Because they’re fountains? She got soaked through.”

      “Hmm.” His gaze lowered. “It was the best kiss I’ve ever had.”

      “That’s what Brianna said, too.”

      “Really?” His grin took over his face before his lips fell. “Anyway, I was going to hook up with a band I know, get them to play our favorite song, and kiss her again in the fountains—soak her through on purpose this time. Then ask her.”

      “She would’ve said yes.”

      “She would’ve.” Staring down, he shook his head. “Damn. I think about her. All the time.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me, too. For both of us.”

      I broke off a blade of grass and stroked it along my scars as if tracing the patterns could cast a spell that would make them disappear. Or make my recent discovery disappear. Because I really didn’t know what to do and now wasn’t the time to ask Sean.

      “You goin’ to the Fall Fling?” he asked.

      “Doubtful.”

      “We could go together.” His face screwed up, but I already knew what he meant. “Just friends.”

      I’d never assume anything else. Our group had been a two plus one that somehow never got awkward, but Brianna and Sean had been the original two.

      “Mr. Cassidy.” Mr. Henke’s head stuck out an open classroom window. “Last I knew, a pass was for the hallway only, not the lawn outside. And you, Ms.…Ah, h—heck. Ms. Davis. Do you have a hall pass as well?”

      “Not quite.”

      He nodded slowly. “I think we can excuse you this, ah, time.” From his cringe, I got the feeling he might be willing to excuse me for the rest of the year. “You take all the time you need. But please, don’t stay outside long.” He fanned his face. “It’s hotter out here than a jalapeño enema.”

      The window banged closed as we stood.

      “Guess we should get back inside,” Sean said.

      “Yeah.” I snorted. “Want to avoid that enema.” Stepping forward, I hugged him, and nothing felt better than when he hugged me back. We stood together for a long time. Two friends missing our third, the part of us we’d never be able to leave behind. Talking about Brianna had helped my heart feel a bit less raw.

      Sean walked toward the school but turned and pistol-pointed his finger at me. “Think about the Fling.”

      “I will.”

      My poor friend was barely limping along since he’d lost Brianna. Without more information, it would be wrong for me to bring his hurt to the surface all over again.

      The report had said possible homicide.

      As much as I was tempted to challenge my aunt about what I’d discovered, I had a feeling she’d refuse to share a single detail. After all, she’d told the cop I was fragile.

      Dad always said I’d been forged from steel like his mother. Maybe it was time I proved his words true. There was no harm in looking into this. Once the facts were clear, I could confront Aunt Kristy and share what I’d found with Sean.

      My last period of the day was a free study hall. I headed to the library, the only place where no one expected me to be social. Rather than return to my locker for the textbook I’d need to prep for a test next week, I decided to use a school copy.

      I approached the desk, where a guy I hadn’t seen before sat studying. He stood, and I blinked, because man. Tall. I was average height, but I had to lift my chin to look him in the eye. At least six-two, he was wiry in that whipcord way some guys are after doing back-breaking labor. Like hauling rocks or shoveling dirt. Not in the beefy way they became after downing protein drinks and lifting weights. This was more of an overall definition.

      “Help you?” he asked in a deep, smooth voice as if his mouth cupped the words.

      “Where’s Ms. Peterson?” I asked.

      His shrug tightened his shirt across his chest. “I guess she’s around here somewhere.” His black hair was cut close on the sides, leaving a strategic mop on the top that half-hid his deep brown eyes—until he flipped the locks back with a jerk of his head.

      “I’ve never seen anyone but her sitting at this desk before.” The librarian had become such a fixture, I’d begun to believe she slept here.

      “I’m sure she’ll be back soon.”

      “Why are you here?” Nosy question, but I couldn’t help myself.

      “I’m, uh, doing community service.” His gaze darted sideways. “Working in the library.”

      “Oh.” Awkward. I glanced around, hoping the textbook I needed would miraculously appear in front of me.

      His gaze landed on my scars. Color me thankful, but I didn’t see pity in his expression. Or worse, revulsion.

      “I’m sorry.” I took in a deep breath and puffed it out. “It’s none of my business.”

      One corner of his lips quirked up. “I got in trouble for punching someone.”

      “With your fist.”

      A wry look crossed his face as he rubbed his knuckles. “Best way to do it, don’t you think?”

      I propped my thigh against the desk. “Just laid back and socked him?”

      “Exactly.”

      More eye twinkling on his part sent dragonflies racing through my belly. I didn’t like how this guy made me feel. As if I wanted to spend time making sure that satisfied look remained on his face. Retreat sounded like a good idea. Still struggling after my loss, I wasn’t ready to jump into a relationship, let alone with a guy who settled arguments with his fists.

      He cleared his throat. “Did you need anything, Ma’am?”

      Ma’am? I grimaced, but when I caught the humor gleaming in his eyes, I rolled mine.

      “I’m taking American Government,” I said. “I heard you keep a few textbooks here?”

      “We do.” He came around from behind the desk. “This way.” With a wave, he led me across the open expanse filled with long wooden tables capped with lamps suspended on wires. Around us, kids shuffled papers. Read. We strode into the section housing long stacks of books.

      “Name’s Emanuel Sancini, by the way,” he said over his shoulder. Casual-like. As if I’d come right out and asked him.

      “Okay.”

      “In case you were wondering.”

      Actually, I’d only been speculating about whether he was a senior or one of the underclassmen.

      Stopping partway down the row of books, he turned and leaned against the metal framing. “I’m Emanuel to my parents. Manuel to my friends. And Manu to my little sister. The name’s Italian.”

      Cute. Did his girlfriends call him Manly? Wait. Had I actually said that?

      “No girlfriend, but—”

      Speaking before thinking was going to be my downfall.

      Color filled his cheeks, but he recovered quickly and chuckled. “I guess you could call me Manly if you wanted.”

      I snorted, a silly sound I hadn’t made in far too long.

      In another life, I would’ve flirted, giving it back as fast as he fed it my way. But how could I laugh—let alone flirt—when my parents and Brianna couldn’t laugh along with me?

      Grief sunk its claws back into my belly.

      “It’s always good to have options,” he said. When I stood mutely, struggling to hold back my tears, his shoulders slumped. “About that textbook.” He turned and traced his fingertip along a row of books before pulling one out. “Here you go. American Gov.”

      I took it from him, holding it close to my chest. “Thanks.”

      “Any time.” Striding around me, he moved down the aisle. “Will that be all, Ma’am?”

      “Yes.”

      He turned and winked, before strolling past the end of the row, where he slipped from view.

      As he returned to the main desk, I made my way through the open room and found an empty table in the middle. I dropped the book onto the smooth wooden surface, and the chair screeched on the tiles when I pulled it out to sit. Notepad open and pen in hand, I flipped through the textbook pages until I reached the section I’d need to cover for my test.

      But while I tried to focus on my work, I couldn’t stop from peeking through my lashes at Manly. Despite the fact that I didn’t deserve to feel joy, it kept hopping around inside me. Whenever I slid my gaze in his direction, his eyes met mine. Eventually, he pushed his papers away, tipped back in his chair, and linked his hands across his belly, outright staring.

      If Brianna was here, I’d turn and we’d barely hold back our laughter. Because, cute guy. With a simple look, we’d both know that one, he was interested, and two, that I shouldn’t let on (yet) that I might be open to feeling the same, and three…I nibbled on my pen. What would three be? If Brianna was here, she’d…

      Brianna. Who was dead. Like my parents. Victims of a possible homicide.

      Rage and sadness dueled inside me and I couldn’t swallow, let alone breathe. How could I forget even for a second that someone had taken them from me forever?

      I set aside my reading and pulled my phone to do some research.

      I did not look up at Emanuel again.

      A Google search of how to investigate a murder brought up 62,600,000 hits. One site had steps.

      Take advanced investigative classes. Not happening in the foreseeable future.

      Communicate with your D.A.’s office. Sure, I could stride into the office and demand answers and they’d fill me in on the case. Ha.

      Create a Murder List with the details related to the crime. I could do that.

      Shoving my hair behind my ears, I wrote Murder List and underneath, Timeline, Follow Leads, Treat Everything as Evidence, and Persevere.

      Nothing would stop me from the last.

      The timeline was set. Leads…I didn’t have many, but they’d come as my investigation developed. Evidence. Hmm. Other than the accident report and…Wait. That letter Dad planned to send to Mr. Somerfield could be considered evidence, right? I’d steal it from Dad’s desk and study it further.

      Suspects. Only one was obvious. I wrote:

      Mr. Somerfield. 

      I couldn't think of anyone else.

      Motive: He must've discovered Dad planned to end their partnership. Plenty of people killed for money and the app Dad had developed would bring in a sizable chunk of change. Everything I'd ever seen of Mr. Somerfield suggested he was sneaky. But he’d have to be clever to pull this off.

      I'd need to be careful or he'd discover I was on to him. If he could kill my dad for money, he'd have no problem eliminating me to ensure he got away with the crime.

      How was I going to pin the murders on him? That was a biggie. 

      He might've left something incriminating around. If I could find it, I could bring it to the police and demand they arrest him.

      While this sounded a bit too much like a Saturday night cop show, I couldn't think of anything better.

      I went back to my schoolwork.

      Sometime later, a tickle between my shoulder blades made me drop my pen and glance around. Seeing nothing unusual among the book stacks, I stretched my arms overhead, wincing at the pinch in my wrists and palms. Strangely enough, while I’d been attempting to cram details about the constitutional underpinnings of the U.S. Government onto paper, the study area had emptied.

      No Manuel, around, either. He’d left the desk…unmanned.

      A low shifting sound like shoes creeping closer drifted from the stacks, followed by endless silence. My heart dropped to the floor, and I shifted sideways, nearly tipping my chair backward. The screech of metal sliced through me, and the noise echoed in the empty room.

      “Hello?” My voice shook. “Anyone there?”

      The sound had to be kids hanging out in the stacks. Someone looking for a book. Or maybe a couple making out in the back corner.

      Someone whispered, but the voice was too low for me to understand.

      I stood, my breath coming sharp. “Manuel?”

      The whisper halted but was followed by laughter. Not the light, teasing kind that made you grin before joining in. This was a cackle you ran from. One made by a masked man wielding an ax. A pointy-nosed witch riding a broom. Or a blood-covered clown.

      I’d always hated clowns.

      “Who’s there?” They must be pulling an early Halloween prank. Why would anyone do that to a girl who’d just had her life ripped to shreds? It wasn’t funny.

      I grabbed my papers and crammed them into my notebook, then clutched the binder to my chest. Pepper spray retrieved from my pocket, I backed toward the door. Maybe this would show whoever it was that I stuck up for myself.

      My heart a phantom drum in my chest, I slammed my hip against the bar to make the door open.

      I pivoted to rush down the hall but smacked into someone…

      He grabbed me.
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      I screamed.

      “Whoa. Wait.”

      I spun to see Manuel backing away.

      He lifted his palms. “I’m sorry. You ran right into me.”

      “It’s not you.” I raked my hand through my hair. “Well, I guess it is you. A little. Since you sorta jumped me.”

      “I didn’t exactly jump you.”

      “Startled me, then.”

      He grunted and waved for me to continue.

      “Someone was laughing inside the library.” I was blabbering again, but it was all I could do not to cry. “It was scary laughter.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Like a clown.”

      Only concern filled his face, which made me feel grateful all over again. I didn’t need him thinking I’d completely lost it.

      Pulling open the glass door, he strode inside. “Wait here.”

      No way. I crept close behind him, my pepper spray armed and ready. We moved lightly around the tables and on toward the long row of stacks.

      “Didn’t want to wait in the hall?” he whispered over his shoulder.

      “Would you?”

      His face tightened. “Probably not.”

      “That’s when girls who wait for manly guys to investigate find themselves chopped into tiny pieces,” I said. “With an ax.”

      “You watch a lot of horror movies?”

      Only lately. “I maxed out on romantic comedies, mysteries, and cartoons, then dove into the scary stuff. Horror felt seasonal.”

      “You must like movies, then.” Finding no one in the stacks, he crossed the room again, aiming for the main desk, and I hurried to keep up. Rounding it, he approached Ms. Peterson’s office. After creeping along the wall by the door—a la special agent—Manuel wrapped his hand around the knob. With a nod, which encouraged me to lift my pepper spray to handgun level, he swung open the door.

      Nothing inside but a desk with piles of papers, some cabinets, and an empty office chair. No Ms. Peterson.

      “Maybe whoever you heard is gone,” he said.

      “Maybe.” Returning to the main room, I sagged against the wall, and he joined me. “Or whoever it was is hiding.”

      “Hopefully without an ax.”

      I grimaced and shoved my hair off my face.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Other than feeling like I need to stop watching TV, yeah.”

      “Time to ax horror movies?”

      My lips twisted, and I socked his arm.

      He chuckled and nudged his head toward the entrance. “Come on.”

      Leaving the library, I picked up my notebook from where I’d dropped it on the hallway floor and clutched it to my chest.

      I’d heard someone in the stacks, hadn’t I? Or had I just been dreaming? Sleep was a precious commodity lately. I’d even resorted to popping the sleeping pills my doctor prescribed. But I hadn’t felt sleepy while working on my investigation.

      There was nothing I hated more than doubting myself.

      “Thanks for checking things out for me,” I said.

      A quick jerk flipped Manuel’s hair back, revealing his warm eyes. “Thanks for playing back-up.” He smiled down at my hand still gripping my pepper spray.

      Face overheating, I slipped it back into my pocket

      Down the hall, my aunt called out, “Janine? Is that you?”

      I cringed and darted my gaze up to Manuel’s. “I really prefer Janie.”

      “Sure beats Ma’am.”

      “Always.” After waving, I scooted down the hall to join my aunt standing outside the front office, chatting with our principal.

      When I peeked over my shoulder, he grinned.
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      The doctors had suggested we wait to go through my parent’s will until I felt better. While I wasn’t sure I truly felt better, it was time.

      My aunt drove to the lawyer’s and we were ushered into a big office with windows overlooking Marvel Square. I’d played on the grass out there when I was a kid. After, my parents would take me for an ice cream cone. Butter pecan for Mom, mint chocolate chip for Dad, and pistachio for me.

      “Ladies.” Justin Trudale, my parents’ lawyer, stood. Dressed in a snug suit, he spoke with a slight accent that reminded me of how people talked when my parents took me to Québec. He flicked his hand forward. “Please, take a seat.” After putting reading glasses on his broad nose, he opened a manila folder lying on his green blotter. He sorted through the paperwork. “This won’t take long.”

      Aunt Kristy shifted her hips, probably trying to find a comfy position. Hard wooden seats didn’t invite lingering. Reaching over the chair arm, she took my hand.

      “It’s going to be all right,” she said, as if the squeeze wasn’t enough. “Don’t worry.”

      “Everything appears to be in order,” Mr. Trudale said. “Your parents made out their will after you were born, Ms. Davis.” His intent gaze made me realize I’d been fidgeting. “If something happened to one of them, the other would’ve inherited.” He coughed, obviously realizing the awkwardness of his phrasing. Like it was inconvenient my parents died together.

      I shuddered and nodded for him to continue.

      “They added a codicil in the event that neither of them outlived you. Since they predeceased you in the…” His rheumy eyes flicked to Aunt Kristy, before returning to me. “The accident, that is, you inherit everything.” He ran his pen down a column as he spoke. “The home without a mortgage. Two cars that are also paid off.”

      I struggled to hold back tears. My parents’ lives, reduced to a few objects. It wasn’t fair. I needed them. Didn’t anyone know that? I couldn’t care less about what they’d left behind.

      “Yes, yes,” he said. “Decent bank accounts, a small stock portfolio, plus your father’s share in his company, which was their biggest asset.” He lifted one eyebrow as if he speculated about what I’d do with all this surprising wealth. I hadn’t realized my parents had much. “Everything will be held in a trust until you turn twenty-one. Until then, all bills will be paid by the estate for your upkeep.”

      Estate? I should be grateful I didn’t have to worry about money, but for some reason, this conversation felt slimy.

      “A certain percentage of it can, of course, be released on an annual basis under the discretion of me, your trustee.” His lips twitched. “For example, to help pay for college. Or buy you a car. Kristine will notify me of any requests you may have.” Squinting over his glasses, he studied Aunt Kristy. “As you already know, the court granted your petition for full guardianship over Janine. You’re her only surviving relative; no one contested.” He coughed. “I suppose, if something were to happen to her, you’d now be her sole heir.”

      The bright gleam in his eyes came across slick. I glanced back and forth between them, trying to ignore the suspicion forming inside me. What if Mr. Somerfield wasn’t the only suspect?

      No. My aunt wouldn’t do something like that. Neither would their lawyer.

      “As Janine’s guardian, you’ll collect a salary from the estate,” Mr. Trudale said.

      “I don’t need money to take care of my niece.” She sniffed, and her chin trembled. I suspected she might cry. While she and my father hadn’t been close, she’d been his little sister. That must mean something to her now. Maybe lost opportunities.

      “You should take a salary,” I said. “I don’t mind.” The fact that she resisted eased my concern. If she’d been after Dad’s money, she would’ve been all over this chance to make some right away.

      “I have my income from teaching,” she said firmly. Which was a fraction of what teachers should make.

      I tightened my hand over hers. Despite her keeping the accident report from me, I didn’t want her feeling uncomfortable about this. “Take it.”

      Pink filled her cheeks. Her tears dried, and her tone softened. “I still don’t feel right about this. You know I’m glad to care for you even if money isn’t involved.”

      “It’s the least I can do.”

      “Okay.” She nodded, like the gesture was needed to solidify the argument in her mind.

      “Anything else?” My voice shook. How much more of this could I take? The horror of it soured my belly. I swallowed, but my stomach continued to roll.

      “As your estate manager,” Mr. Trudale said. “I’ll make investments, decide if any property should be sold. Taking guidance from your aunt, naturally. She’ll serve on the board at your father’s company until you’re able to assume that role.”

      In three-and-a-half years, I’d be twenty-one. Not that the timeframe mattered. I only wanted my parents. I couldn’t hug a house. Money from selling a car couldn’t cheer for me at a swim meet. And a stock portfolio wouldn’t walk me down the aisle if I ever got married.

      My emotions a mess, I zoned out while they chatted until Mr. Trudale spoke directly to me. “Any questions?”

      I shrugged, wishing I could escape. My belly spun again, and I wanted to curl up on my bed and pretend it was June, when my biggest worry was if I should quit piano lessons.

      “There are a few more details you need to know about your father’s company,” Mr. Trudale said. “In which, until now, he held an equal share.”

      I’d slumped lower in my chair and started tapping my shoe on the front of his desk but equal share until now made me sit up higher.

      Before I could speak, my aunt stole the words from my mouth. “The equal share is changing?” She sounded shocked. The fact that she took an interest in this was good since she’d manage everything.

      Mr. Trudale’s eyebrows lifted. “When they went public a year ago, Mr. Davis and his partner each retained an equal amount of stock to maintain a majority. But their agreement had a codicil.” He lifted the paper and squinted at it in the late day sunlight pouring through the windows. “If one of the partners passed on before the other, the surviving partner could exercise his option to purchase half of the other’s stock, so that he would then hold a shareholder majority.”

      Aunty Kristy wrangled her necklace. “A majority?”

      “Indeed,” he said. “They did specify that the purchase price must be at a fraction of the current stock market value. I actually advised them to do something like this. Not necessarily the reduction in the purchase price, because they agreed on that after discussion, but I encouraged them to set things up to ensure no one lost the opportunity to obtain a majority if something… happened.”

      A majority of Dad’s company sounded ominous. If I had my Murder List on me, I’d add this underneath Mr. Somerfield’s name.

      “My word.” Aunt Kristy leaned forward. “I mean, this is…interesting.”

      “Ironic, actually,” Mr. Trudale said dryly. He directed the next to me. “Your father’s partner executed his option the day your father’s remains were identified and he was declared deceased.”

      Deceased. Remains. My throat tightened to a chokehold.

      “Why is this ironic?” I asked quietly, utterly subdued.

      “You’re a child, so I don’t imagine your father would’ve bothered you with business details like this. But, since it is of interest to your aunt, I will note that the company was about to release an app that guaranteed a double or even triple of the current stock price. In fact, the stock’s value increased almost six-hundred percent when the app released. Which was a month ago.”

      Dad had been the computer genius. And while Mr. Somerfield might be as good with computers, my father once called him a business shark.

      Dad always had shot straight.

      Aunt Kristy gaped at Mr. Trudale. “He couldn’t have known he’d make a fortune.”

      “Of course, he would’ve known.” I couldn’t hide the bitterness in my voice. This had always been about the money. For Mr. Somerfield, at least.

      Assuming my aunt didn’t make a string of poor decisions, I had more than I’d ever need. But ‘ironic’ fit this situation perfectly.

      Dad’s partner had visited our house a billion times. For dinner. To deliver papers. Or to pick up his son—Brandon.

      Mr. Somerfield had not only been a shark, he’d also been greedy. By exercising his right to buy the stock, he hadn’t exactly been stealing from me. When they set up the codicil, he couldn’t have known my father would die. Or could he?

      The realization sunk through my bones. Of course, he’d known. He’d set this all up.

      No need to look into anyone else. I’d found my parents’ and Brianna’s murderer. Now, to prove he’d done it.

      “Damn him.” I clapped my hand over my mouth. Speaking out of turn had become a habit for me today. My aunt clicked her tongue. I couldn’t tell if she was angry or if she agreed with what I’d said, but I’d been taught to act respectfully with my elders since birth. My mom always said, ‘the madder you act, the less you look like a lady’. As if feminism and anger shouldn’t cross the same threshold.

      “Is there anything else?” From the way Aunt Kristy braced her palms on her knees, I doubted she could take much more. She had to be stressed. Upset, too. This wasn’t just about me. She’d lost her brother.

      “I imagine that’ll do for now.” Mr. Trudale dropped the last paper onto the pile, a bomb that had already exploded. He leaned back in his chair, making the leather squeak.

      The residual of my parents’ lives, condensed into just under thirty minutes. I stood, unsettled by how all this had made me feel.

      Bitter tears filled my eyes. Spinning, I ran from the office. I kept running until my wind came in tight gasps, tears wet my shirt, and my pulse slammed in my chest. I dropped to my knees in the grass, realizing I’d come full circle. Marvel Square.

      Why couldn’t wonderful days from my childhood last forever? Life snatched them away before they could be fully enjoyed.

      I cupped my face in my hands and rocked.

      Instead of the flames I saw whenever I closed my eyes, laughter swirled around me. That sound.

      My mind flashed backward…

      Brianna. Me. We stood together in the yacht’s main cabin.

      I’d given her something she now held in her hands. Something…

      Something I’d given her. I struggled to see but couldn’t, and I groaned when the image left as quickly as it came.

      My breath whooshed from me, and I leaned back on my heels, slapping my hands on my thighs.

      Had this been a memory from our shared past?

      Or one from that night on the yacht?
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      My aunt found me sitting on a bench in the park and dropped down beside me, putting her arm around my shoulders. She patted me and murmured soothing words. She couldn’t know that I was upset not just about my parents, but because I’d been unable to hold onto that elusive memory. Would I ever remember what happened that night?

      Memories could give me clues.

      As it started to get dark, we headed home in her SUV.

      “About Dad’s car,” I said. “I’d like to start using it. I can take it to school, wherever.” The doctors had suggested I hold off driving after the accident but that had been months ago.

      Aunt Kristy’s attention flashed to me before re-focusing to the road. She put the blinker on and turned down Cranberry Drive. “I’ve given this a lot of thought, and I think that’s a good idea. But I have a few conditions.”

      Of course, she did. “Shoot.”

      “You can have your car if you agree to drive five miles under the speed limit at all times.”

      I grimaced. “Okay.”

      We passed a house with three little kids tossing a ball in their front yard. A puppy leaped and barked, trying to catch it. The scene reminded me that while I had no brother or sister to play with, I’d always had Brianna. Who would I study with, hang out with, share a dorm room with if not her? With her loss, a big part of me had been sucked away.

      “Promise you’ll never text while you drive,” Aunt Kristy said.

      “Check.” Let this be the end of her conditions, please.

      “And I don’t want you staying out past ten at night.”

      “Ten? Really? What about weekends?” This would sink my social life into the deepest lagoon. I’d have to talk her out of this condition or hope she’d accept silence as my answer.

      “Janine?”

      I pursed my lips as that hope went soaring out the window. “Yup.”

      “And my final condition.” She continued when I nodded. Like I had any choice but to agree? As my guardian and only surviving family member, she ruled. “I want you to attend the support group your counselor recommended.”

      Grief Group. Good grief was more like it.

      “I can’t imagine how it could help.” The prospect of sitting in a room with a bunch of people I didn’t know and sharing my feelings about what happened was daunting. My scars twinged as if they needed to remind me of how painful they’d been two months ago.

      “I don’t suppose you’ll know if it’s helpful or not until you go, now will you?” Aunt Kristy said.

      “I suppose not.”

      “You’ll do it?”

      I sighed. “Okay.”

      “Good.” My aunt pulled into the lot outside a convenience store. After shifting into park, she turned to face me. “It’ll do you good to talk about it.” Her voice shook. “I know it’s hard for you to share your feelings with me.”

      It shouldn’t be that way. She was family, my support system now that my parents were gone. But she was right. Whenever she brought up the subject, I went silent. Maybe talking about this with anonymous people would make it easier for me to do that ‘putting it into perspective’ bit my counselor had recommended. Assuming there was any perspective to be found in murder.

      While I waited in the car, she went into the store and returned with a bag holding bottles of wine. After, we drove home and parked in the driveway. Our front porch light was on, but the invitation it offered was hollow.

      “This has been a tough time for us both,” Aunt Kristy said. “I lost family, but you’ve lost your parents. Your best friend. Then a stranger—me—moved in with you.” When she faced me, her eyes glistened in the low light. “Many changes to absorb all at once.”

      Nodding, I reached for the door.

      She exhaled sharply but really, couldn’t she see I didn’t want to talk about this? Talking and talking and talking. That’s all everyone wanted to do. It accomplished nothing.

      It was past time for action.

      “Would you get that briefcase Mr. Trudale gave me?” Her head nudged to where it sat on the back seat. She grabbed the wine and her tote, and we got out of the car.

      My mom always said there wasn’t anything much better in life than digging in the soil. Her hollyhocks swayed in the breeze, in full bloom in the circular bed beside the walkway. I skimmed my fingers along the plants, hating to see the flowerbeds overgrown with weeds. As if nature was trying to steal this memory of my mother away, too.

      At the door, I keyed in the code to unlock it, and we stepped into the front hall. My fluffy black cat, Chloe, paced forward. With a soft meow, she wove around my legs, and I stooped down to rub her neck, making her hallmark purr rumble in her chest. When I straightened, she strolled into the living room, probably hoping I’d join her on the sofa.

      Aunt Kristy had set her purse and keys on the small table near the door. She stood beside it, her hands clasped tightly together at her waist, as if she couldn’t figure out what to do with herself. Her body trembled. Did she see herself as a guest, waiting for an invitation to step inside? If so, I couldn’t understand why. After two months, she should feel at home here.

      My actions could’ve contributed to her feeling unwelcome. Grief stole your enthusiasm for everything. And I was peeved she’d decided not to tell me about the accident report when maybe she’d only been trying to protect me.

      Half the time, I walked around in a trance and the rest of the time I relived a nightmare, hoping I’d wake up and find none of this had happened. Through it all, I hadn’t exactly given her the impression I was glad she was here.

      I walked over and hugged her. Mom had been a hugger, always showing affection with touch. She’d rubbed the top of my head until I’d outgrown her and then jumping up with a laugh to do it after that.

      I needed my aunt more than she needed me, but I wanted her to feel as if she belonged here, too.

      She’d recently started wearing a new scent, Chanel No 5. Mom’s favorite. With my eyes closed, I could pretend my mother still held me. It hurt, but the notion beat back the flames.

      We drifted apart, me staring at the carpet, her looking toward the kitchen. “The neighbors keep bringing food even though I told them we don’t need it. If you want, we could dig around in the fridge and pick something for dinner.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      Aunt Kristy’s face tightened. “You’ve skipped too many meals already.”

      Arguing with my aunt was like trying to convince a cop you hadn’t been drinking while you stood in front of him with an open beer bottle in your hand. “I could try, I guess.”

      “Good.” She rubbed her hands together and pressed for a smile. “What do you think we should have tonight?”

      “Chicken nuggets and french fries?” Greasy food might actually spark my appetite.

      She chuckled. “I imagine we’ll find casseroles.”

      We walked to the kitchen. Inside the doorway, I clicked on the island lights, and the stainless-steel appliances gleamed. I crossed the room and pulled the fridge open, peering at the labeled storage containers. “Shrimp with rice and vegetables. Chicken with rice and vegetables.” I sensed a sad pattern here. “Turkey meatloaf with, you guessed it. Rice and vegetables.” Ugh. Meatloaf. No lonely containers hid in the back with more exciting choices.

      “Whatever sounds good to you.” Aunt Kristy seemed more focused on the swirling patterns in the island countertop than on the conversation.

      Randomly choosing, I vented the container and stuffed it into the microwave to heat.

      “Water?” I filled a glass for myself.

      “I’ll just have wine, thanks.” She left one bottle on the counter and put the other three in the fridge.

      The microwave dinged, and I scooped up supper, dropping the plates on the island then adding forks and napkins while my aunt unscrewed the bottle of wine and filled a huge glass.

      “Hard day?” I tried to keep my eyes from bugging out at the quantity she’d poured.

      Her hand froze and she shot me a look I couldn’t understand because it was either anger, resignation, or disgust. With a sniff, she lifted and drained half the glass.

      Maybe more than a hard day. Knowing that handling things for me, plus handling me, was adding to her already substantial workload, I realized I’d need to help her. Share the burden.

      We sat and ate. Well, I mostly ate. My aunt drank her supper, polishing off one bottle before opening another. They weren’t those giant jugs of wine, but still.

      “You have homework?” she said after I’d finished, staring into her nearly-empty glass.

      “I’ll go do it in my room.” Even if I didn’t have any, I’d pretend I did to leave behind the awkwardness that had overrun the kitchen. Rising, I put my plate in the dishwasher.

      Over the last six weeks since I’d left the hospital, most of our evenings had consisted of me hiding out in my room while my aunt watched TV in the living room. Anything to avoid conversation that might deviate into unpleasant topics like death or burns. From what I’d seen, Aunt Kristy rarely drank. It made me uncomfortable to think she was upset enough to get drunk.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow?” I asked at the doorway.

      She grunted and reached for the bottle.

      Okay. Inside my room, I flopped on my bed and stared at the ceiling.

      While there was no way I’d ever feel completely whole again without Brianna or my parents, I’d started to trust in the solidness of my aunt. Now? She’d rocked my new foundation. It wasn’t just the accident report or my suspicion that Mr. Somerfield murdered them. This entire situation with my aunt was messing with my head because I couldn’t figure out what had changed. I hoped whatever was bothering her would un-bother her soon.

      I got up, sat at my desk, and started an English paper that was due soon. After, I logged into the school website and worked on my calc assignment.

      “Hey, B,” I said over my shoulder, frowning at my computer screen. “What did you get for that last problem?”

      A long silence was followed by a punch in my gut. Cupping my face with my palms, I struggled to breathe.

      Because she was a foster kid, Brianna had stayed over at my place all the time. I’d been happy to share my parents, who’d loved Brianna as much as they did me. She’d lie on my bed, a textbook open in front of her, chewing a pencil while tapping her heels to the music streaming through the room. We’d ditch our homework whenever a particularly excellent tune came on and dance around together, singing at the top of our lungs.

      Never again.

      No singing. No dancing. No Brianna.

      Staring blindly out the window, I gulped back my tears. How could I go on without her? I sniffed, wishing I could go back in time and redo that night. I’d tell her to stay home, insist my parents find a different way to celebrate. And tell Dad to end he and Mr. Somerfield’s business partnership immediately.

      Then they’d still be alive.

      A glance at my phone told me it was past ten. Only one class left to study for. Then I could climb into bed and try to get some sleep. I reached for my backpack… I’d left it in my aunt’s car.

      I ran downstairs and tiptoed past the living room. The TV blared, indicating my aunt was still awake. After retrieving my backpack, I stepped inside the room and found her asleep on the sofa, her neck cricked sideways. Mouth open, she released a puffy snore. Should I leave her here or wake her so she could go upstairs?

      “Auntie,” I whispered.

      She didn’t stir, so I said it louder. Mumbling, she shifted onto her side, which at least looked more comfortable.

      Shoving aside the empty wine bottle on the rug, I knelt down and grabbed her shoulders, shaking her. “Aunt Kristy. Wake up. You need to go to bed.”

      Great. I was the kid and she was the adult, yet I’d somehow turned into the responsible one. Who would’ve thought I’d need to play guardian to her?

      I shook her harder, which made her eyes pop open.

      “Oh, Janine, honey. What are you doing here?” With all the slurring, only half of her words made sense. She blinked around, swiping her hair off her face. “Wow. I musta been tuckered out if I fell asleep on the sofa.”

      Tuckered out. Right.

      “Time to sit up,” I said like I would to a little kid. Not much difference at the moment. With considerable urging, I got her onto her butt with her feet planted solidly on the floor. “Come on, Aunt Kristy. You need to stand.”

      “Stand?” Her eyes widened.

      I scooped underneath her arms and leaned backward, putting my thighs into the motion. “Up you go.”

      Her legs wobbled, and she flailed her arms as she straightened. “Whoa, Janine.” Petite like my mom, she smiled up at me, patting my shoulders. “Baby girl, you’re strong.”

      Not strong enough.

      “Come on, Aunt Kristy. Let’s go upstairs.” With my arm around her back, I helped her up to the guest room, where she’d slept since she moved in. She flopped onto the bed and belched.

      Sighing, I took her shoes off but she’d have to handle the rest on her own, because my ward duty did not include pulling off clothing. Out in the hall, I shut the door and leaned against it, shaking my head. Wasn’t this just awesome?

      I started down the hall but halted outside my parents’ room. Avoidance had become my norm here; I hadn’t been inside since before the accident.

      Reaching out with a trembling hand, I wrapped my fingers around the knob and shuddered. Why had I expected it to be warm as if one of my parents had recently touched it?

      It was colder than the death they’d found in the ebony sea.

      Something told me to leave this alone. Opening their door would widen the crack in my heart when it had only recently started to seal. If I asked, my aunt could clean out the room, but pieces of Mom and Dad lived here, the only bits of them I could still cling to.

      Opening the door, I stepped inside. I cupped my face with my hands, closed my eyes, and inhaled the lingering essence of Chanel No 5.

      Mom.

      I walked around the bed, trailing my fingertips on the bedspread, a bright floral pattern she’d loved. Framed cross stitch pictures hung on the wall—Mom had made them. The watch I’d given Dad for Christmas sat on the lacy cloth covering his bedside table. I slid it on my wrist. Even though it wanted to slip back over my hand, I’d wear it.

      Climbing up onto their bed, I stretched out, resting my head on Mom’s pillow. Eyes closed, I imagined for one second that my parents were here with me. Lying on either side, protecting me.

      My eyes shed tears that seeped down my face. Losing them was worse than having my heart ripped from my chest. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye.

      “I’m going to find out what happened and who did this to you,” I whispered. “I promise.”

      The temptation to stay here all night surrounded by their possessions filled me. Being wrapped in their essence wouldn’t bring them back. Whatever hollow comfort I found here would disappear come morning.

      Sitting up, I wiped my eyes and slid off the bed. Mom’s open closet doors beckoned me, and I walked over and slid my fingers along her dresses, making them sway as if they were alive. Left like she’d stepped out after dressing for a party, I could almost pretend she’d return and joke about me trying them on.

      Dad’s closet next, filled with suits and dress shirts. His golf clubs. A rifle. And, on the shelf suspended above the clothes rod, a small metal box. I carried it over and dropped it on the bed.

      Locked.

      “Key,” I whispered, peering around. Where would Dad leave it? It wasn’t on his or Mom’s side table. I pawed through each bureau drawer then stood back and stared around the room, frowning. Crawling on the carpet, I slid my hand between the mattress and box spring, but found nothing.

      This mystery might take some time to solve, but I was determined to figure it out.

      I left their room with the metal box and dropped it in my room.
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      I was contemplating finding a hammer to break the box open when my phone chimed.

      A text from Sean. Swim meet tomorrow. You coming?

      I…can’t. I’m sorry. The water. I keep seeing flames.

      I’m glad you’re starting to remember.

      Just a few things. It’s skimpy. A fire and me swimming to shore. Nothing concrete. Except me and Brianna laughing, but that might not be related to that night. I’d remembered nothing that would help me understand what happened or give him comfort.

      Tell me if you remember more, okay? he texted. As much as it hurts, I need to know.

      Of course. Once it all made sense. No, once I’d discovered who’d murdered them.

      I worry about you, he texted.

      And I worried about him. The comfort I’d found in my parents’ room disappeared, replaced by the urge to cry. If only Sean was here so I could hug him and have him hug me back. There was nothing worse than feeling alone. Where would I be without my friend?

      Let me know how the swim meet goes. I texted.

      Will do.

      By the next morning, I still hadn’t decided what I could do next. I’d taken the letter from Dad’s office, read through it again without discovering any more facts, and gone through my Murder List.

      This investigation was going nowhere.

      Should I have brought it up at Mr. Trudale’s office yesterday? My parents trusted him. He could’ve given me insight but then my aunt would know what I’d found.

      While eating breakfast, I couldn’t hold myself back. “Why didn’t you want me to know about the accident report?”

      Coffee cup halfway toward her mouth, Aunt Kristy stared at me, stunned. “You…read it?” Her trembling hand lowered the cup to the table. “Oh, honey. You shouldn’t have.”

      “It says it was a homicide. Everyone was murdered!”

      Tears filled her eyes. “My big brother meant everything to me.” She lifted her napkin off her lap and blotted her face. “Did you know? He used to walk me to the bus stop. Wait with me to keep the bigger kids from picking on me. I was skinny. Nervous all the time. What today you would call socially awkward. He never made fun of me like they did.”

      How could I know that? She’d never been a part of my life.

      “Talking about this.” The breath rushed from her lungs. “About him. Well, it kills me. I can’t bear to remember it. Don’t you understand?”

      I huffed. I did understand. It was all I could do not to break down whenever I thought about my loss. But she’d hid this from me.

      “Can’t we leave it to the police?” she said.

      “But we have to do something about it.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Question the police?”

      She threw her napkin onto her half-finished breakfast and rose to her feet, bracing herself against the table when her body shook. “I just…I can’t.”

      I gaped after her as she fled from the room.

      There went my attempt to get answers.

      She might want to let it go, but I couldn’t. My parents…Brianna. They deserved justice.

      Two days later, I still hadn’t figured out how I’d investigate this further. It wasn’t like I could stroll into the police station and demand they let me review their own Murder List.

      By then, Aunt Kristy had polished off the rest of the wine bottles she’d purchased and the ones Mom and Dad left in the kitchen cupboard, proving that reminding her about the accident had not been my wisest decision. Sure, it was the weekend when people relaxed and had a few drinks, but really. Getting drunk all the time wasn’t helping the situation.

      I hated that she couldn’t be strong for both of us.

      Worried about what this meant for our future, I’d spent most of the weekend playing guardian. Which meant on Monday morning, I overslept and showed up late to English.

      The only true benefit in slipping inside after the last bell meant I could avoid Brandon.

      My teacher frowned. “Ms. Davis. You’re late.”

      I slunk between the desks, seeking a place to sit. “Sorry.” If I kept this up, I’d break through everyone’s good graces and sink all the way to the mud-encrusted bottom.

      “Here, Janie.” Brandon pointed, lifting his textbook off the chair beside him.

      Thanks, but no thanks.

      Manuel’s eyes met mine, and he nudged the guy sitting beside him with his elbow. The guy got up and strolled over to take the seat next to Brandon, who proceeded to kick the chair in front of him until the girl with dreads sitting there turned and hissed. Kudos to her. Brandon deserved hissing.

      I slid into the now-empty place beside Manuel. “Thanks.” Maybe. While I’d progressed beyond Emanuel, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to proceed further with Manuel. But that skip in my heart and Brianna’s little voice whispering in my ear, go for it! suggested things could be progressing despite my best intentions.

      His eyes met mine. Dark brown with particularly nice lashes. They went with his nice everything else. I shouldn’t be noticing things like this. I should be shutting him down, tuning him out. My heart had atrophied from pain.

      I didn’t have time for boys. Discovering who’d murdered my parents and friend was my sole priority.

      “I saved that seat for you,” he said. His confidence made him highly appealing, but I couldn’t let him in on that fact. Even if I wasn’t interested, guys needed to be managed. Another suggestion from Mom.

      I lifted my eyebrows. “You didn’t even know I was in this class.”

      “Sure did. Saw you the other day.”

      “I—”

      “Excuse me,” our teacher said. I squirmed under her white-hot gaze. “I’d like to start class now?”

      Color had to be creeping up my neck to overload in my face because it sure burned. Grunting, I pulled out my notebook and pen and leaned over them.

      Scratching notes, I ignored Manly. But I couldn’t keep my smile from lifting.

      That afternoon found me back in the library during free study hall. After staking out a table, I grabbed the AP Gov textbook from the shelf all on my own and sat in my now-usual location, determined to finish collecting notes for my test.

      A girl with long, wavy dark blonde hair sat at a table close to the wall, her back facing me. I swore she kept twisting around to peer in my direction but whenever I glanced up, she spun forward, so I couldn’t see who she was. Since I’d gotten used to people gawking at my arms, I decided to ignore her.

      It wasn’t as easy to ignore Manuel sitting at the front desk. While he wasn’t lounging back with a grin on his face, he’d lifted his eyebrows when I walked in. And deployed an eye twinkle that made my knees twitch.

      Ignore him.

      I was working on my second page of notes when Manuel strolled over and sat across from me.

      “Shouldn’t you be manning your desk, Manly?” I asked.

      He tipped back in his chair and grinned. “I like that you’ve adopted that nickname. Made it your own.”

      “I haven’t adopted that name or made it my own.” I struggled to keep my words from sounding snippy like I was some eighty-year-old virgin because, please. I could handle this. Handle Manly.

      He clunked his chair back on to the tiles, placed his forearms on the table, and whispered, “I think you have.”

      “There must be something you need to do for the library.” I flipped my hand around the general area. “Like, put away books, help someone find research materials, or locate Ms. Peterson.” Who’d disappeared. Again.

      A guy a few tables over cleared his throat, reminding me I was speaking too loudly, that this was a library, where silence was golden. On cue, Ms. Peterson strode out of her office and retook control of her desk. As if she knew I was the abandoned-textbook-perpetrator from the other day, she glared in my direction.

      I ducked my head to show her I’d behave.

      “I’m off duty for the rest of the day,” Manuel said softly, sweeping his arms wide. “My afternoon is yours.”

      “I need to study.” And the second I was done with this assignment, I was going to do a more thorough search online about Mr. Somerfield, my dad, and the app my father had developed. “And do some research.”

      “How about a little help with that? I’m a librarian. As you just pointed out, we’re good at finding resources.”

      Do not smile. “I think I can manage.”

      “What are you doing after study hall, then? Want to get a pizza?”

      “You can’t really be a librarian. That takes a college degree.”

      He shrugged. “Ms. Peterson calls me an honorary librarian.”

      I’d never thought librarians could be this…intriguing.

      “How much community service do you have to do, anyway?” I asked.

      “Not much.” He glanced downward, to where I’d laid my arms on the table. “What happened to you?”

      Cringing, I slid my sleeves back down and hid my hands under the table, on my thighs. My scowl came out easier. “Not much.”

      “Through October.”

      Two months of community service? That must’ve been quite a punch. With my eyes directed to my papers, I whispered, “Burns. A boat accident in July.”

      Actually, the incident involved murder, but I wasn’t going there.

      “I don’t mind,” he said.

      “What? Doing community service?”

      “Your scars.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, but it sent my head spinning. I liked that my scars didn’t bother him though I’d never believed I was solely made up of my surface. It shouldn’t matter what my skin looked like; I should be liked for what was underneath. “That’s kind of you.”

      “Crap. That’s not what I meant at all.” His face darkened.

      This conversation came across a tad too much like my hallway interaction with Brandon. Kids scraping back chairs around me suggested study hall was ending. I stood and started gathering up my papers. “I don’t need your pity.”

      Also standing, he looped his arms across his chest. “That’s good because you’re not getting it.”

      None of this made sense. “What do you want, Manuel?”

      He shrugged, but his posture drooped. “Whatever you want to give me, I guess.”

      “Friendship?”

      “That works.”

      Wait. Had I misread this entire situation?

      Every time I ran into this boy, my resolve to avoid getting involved with him disappeared. I needed to remember what truly mattered. Finding out who’d killed my family and friend. Getting good grades. Avoiding cute boys.

      “Friends it is.” He strolled away from me and out through the library door.

      Of course, I stared after him.
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      Without more clues, I’d never figure out what happened that night. If I could remember, I’d know what to do, but waiting for my memories to randomly come through was pointless. I needed to force them to the surface.

      While I wasn’t ready to take on the ocean, I felt up for the challenge of the Finley Cove High pool. Since I wasn’t sure how my memory-jarring plan would go, I waited until everyone else had left school in the afternoon and the pool was empty.

      I changed in the locker room, gulped back my fear, and strode out into the large, high-ceilinged room that housed the pool. Fluorescent lights suspended on cables hung from the particleboard ceiling. Water swished against the unnaturally-blue surround, creating flickering shadows along the walls, and my sinuses stung with the sharp tang of chlorine.

      After dropping my towel on the bench spanning the back wall, I squinted around, grateful to find myself alone. The door had been locked. I knew a secret way in, but that didn’t mean someone else hadn’t figured it out and arrived before me.

      Striding closer to the pool, I stood staring down at the bright blue water that should appear welcoming. I’d swum competitively here for years. Gone to innumerable pool parties here throughout my life, splashing in the shallow end or venturing out deep. Water volleyball, Marco Polo. I shouldn’t be afraid of what had always been my happy place.

      Do it.

      My breathing ragged, I inched closer until I could perch my toes on the lip of the pool. One leap and I’d be submerged in the water…deep and dark. It would suck me down like a vortex.

      My heart raced, and I worried it would explode. Everything inside me told me to flee, but if I ran back to the locker room, I’d never find the courage to try again.

      Today was perfect for a swim. I could do fifteen, twenty slow laps then float and hope my memories came back.

      Stooping down, I skimmed my fingers along the surface, and I was pulled back in time instantly.

      His face etched with fear, Dad pushed me toward the yacht’s deck rail. “I can’t get the lifeboat to drop. Jump. Swim for shore. It’s not far. You can make it.”

      “Come with me,” I wailed.

      “I’ve got to get everybody.” He peered over his shoulder. “They’re still inside.”

      Smoke poured from the open hatch leading to the lower level.

      “I’ll help.” I strained to break free from his hold. I had to save my mom, Brianna.

      “I mean it. Jump, Janie. Please!”

      I grabbed the rail while he ran back to the hatch and disappeared down the stairs to the main cabin.

      My legs dangling over the side, I stared down, but couldn’t do it. I hauled myself back up on deck and rushed for the hatch, tumbling down the stairs and landing in a heap at the bottom.

      Groaning, my palms and knees stinging, I stared around in horror. The main cabin had become an inferno.

      A body—Brianna—lay by the far wall, her clothing on fire. Scrambling over to her, I put out the flames with my hands, screaming in pain while I did it. She moaned and…the agony in her eyes…it ripped me wide open.

      Dad entered from the hall with Mom in his arms. She wasn’t moving! No, please don’t let her be dead.

      “Go,” he shouted. “Get out of here, Janie.”

      “Brianna. Mom.”

      “I’ll get them.” He pushed me back up the stairs and onto the deck. He kept at me until I reached the rail again.

      I clambered up and over, clinging to the cold metal. The water swirled around the yacht below, dark and forbidding. Fear clawed up my back and the sharp pain in my hands and arms made me shriek.

      “Now.” Dad pushed me, and the boat fell away. I plunged into the sea, and it hauled me down, down into its icy depths. Kicking my legs, I bobbed to the surface. Waves splashed over my head, threatening to shove me back under. Above, the ship exploded, shuddering as if it had taken a lethal blow.

      “Mom! Dad! Brianna!”

      Dad made me promise, but I couldn’t leave. Even when the current pulled me away from the boat, I stared while it burned.

      The ocean won, sucking the boat under and dragging me deeper out to sea, away from everyone I loved.

      Night enveloped everything, even me.

      I couldn’t stop sobbing. Kicking my feet, I aimed for shore.

      I jolted back into myself, and the memory flashed away as fast as it had arrived.

      Goosebumps rippled along my arms as awareness of my surroundings sunk through me. Just touching the water with my fingers had worked, but it scared me out of my mind. Imagine what immersing my entire body would do. I wanted to remember what happened that night, but each flashback I triggered swallowed another piece of my soul.

      My legs trembling, I sat on the edge of the pool and lowered my feet into the water. My skin curled as if I’d stepped into a pit of snakes.

      No wonder I feared this.

      But nothing. No flashback, no clues.

      I already knew the boat burned. The memory I’d just revealed hadn’t given me anything new to work with. Frustration surged through me.

      Maybe I needed to—

      A sound, like the stomp of a foot, echoed through the room. Inhaling sharply, I pivoted, straining to see where the noise might’ve come from.

      Another sound, this time from my right, pulled my gaze toward the long row of bleachers. Darkness peered through the open spots between the steps.

      Someone could be watching from underneath.

      “It’s nothing,” I whispered. I wasn’t scared of being alone. And there was no reason to fear the water. I missed it. Not as much as I missed swimming with Brianna, but enough I needed to find a way to recapture that joy.

      Another scrape, like somebody shifting sideways.

      I scrambled to my feet.

      “Who’s there?” My voice slapped back at me in a sharp echo. I hated how uncertain I sounded. “This is stupid. Stop it.”

      A thump.

      Reeling back, I slipped and fell into the pool, plunging down until my hands slammed against the bottom. Shock replaced surprise, and my body stiffened. The weight of a billion gallons of water pressed on my lungs. My brain. Only an urgent demand to breathe made me thrash up to the surface. I gasped when I broke through, sucking in air. My hands jerky, I shoved my sopping hair off my face.

      Heart shoving itself against my ribcage, I latched onto the side and pulled myself out. As if the water was somehow capable of dragging me back in, I scrambled backward on my butt until my back hit the bench.

      Tiny waves lapped and slurped against the sides of the pool.

      Rising to my feet, I snatched up my towel. I rubbed my body, the rough fabric doing nothing to warm my cold, clammy skin. Clinging to the towel, I skittered to the locker room, my bare feet slapping the tiles.

      I stumbled inside and slammed the door. Leaning against it, I struggled to regain control of my breathing, feeling sillier by the minute.

      Someone moved deeper inside the room.

      My heart flipped, and I slunk down, peering in that direction. On the other end of the long stretch of lockers, a girl stood with her back facing me, pulling up the straps of a one-piece bathing suit. A few fluorescent bulbs had burned out overhead, making the room as dimly-lit as a cave. Shadows glided across her bare skin when she moved.

      “Be careful,” she said in a thick, scratchy voice, without turning around. She pulled a towel from the locker and wrapped it around her lower body.

      “Was that you out there?” My words came out frantic. Defensive. “Or in the library the other day, laughing?”

      A big stretch on my part to equate what happened then with today, but someone was responsible.

      She snorted. “Don’t have much to laugh about lately.”

      Why wouldn’t she turn around? I wanted to stride over and make her face me. Demand she tell me if she was the one taunting me.

      But a stranger would have no reason to scare me.

      “I meant—” I waved my hand toward the exit to the pool. “Was that you out there a few minutes ago?”

      “Doing what?”

      No matter what I said, it would come out sounding stupid.

      It couldn’t have been her. My brain was screwing with me. Again. Afraid of the water following a flashback, I must’ve mistaken the sounds of someone moving behind the bleachers.

      Belly flopping into the pool hadn’t helped my nerves much, either.

      “I just got here,” she said. “You were in the pool when I arrived. Thought I could wait for you to finish. I like to come here when there’s no one else around.”

      Shivers wracked my frame, but I was only cold inside. I wrapped my arms around my waist. “Why did you just tell me to be careful?”

      “The floor. It’s wet. Makes it slippery. You could fall.”

      “I did fall. Into the water.” Shimmying out of my suit, I finished toweling dry. My skin quivered as I yanked on my clothing.

      “Why didn’t you swim longer?” she asked.

      “I couldn’t make myself. Not today. I…I’ve been having a hard time lately. I’m afraid of the water.”

      “There are worse things in life than water.”

      I shoved my wet suit and towel into my bag. “True.”

      “You’re done with the pool, then?”

      “Yeah.” Part of me insisted I should put my suit on again and march back out there. With this girl here, I wouldn’t be alone. But the fear rising inside me suggested I wouldn’t be able to make myself do it.

      And it was clear she’d rather I’d leave. She didn’t even want to turn and look at me as she spoke.

      “I’ll see you around then.” She exited through the second door on the opposite end of the room.

      Bag in hand, I left. As I strode toward the main entrance, I glanced over my shoulder. The girl sat with her feet dangling in the water, her back still facing me.

      She didn’t turn.
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      As the week progressed, my aunt spent every evening draining one wine bottle after another. I was seriously considering buying stock in a vineyard.

      I wanted to heat up my investigation, but guardian-sitting and lack of sleep were putting a serious crimp on my free time.

      Searching the Internet again hadn’t given me any leads. It did reveal a few photos of my parents when they’d attended a local charity event. I stared at the pictures, tracing my mom’s face with my finger. She wore a black dress that hugged her frame, plus the pearl earrings from her mother. Dad stood with his arm around her, a big smile on his face.

      Unable to look at them without crying, I shut down my computer.

      On Tuesday morning, after my aunt spent the night passed out on the sofa, it was time to ask Mr. Trudale how I could become an emancipated adult.

      Sitting at the kitchen island, I dumped cereal in the bowl, skipped the milk, and picked at the sugary flakes.

      My aunt sat at the small table nursing her hangover while staring into her coffee cup. Disgusted with her, I said nothing.

      As I was leaving the kitchen, she stood and grabbed my arm. “You have a moment?”

      I shrugged, and she led me into the living room where we dropped down together onto the sofa. Borrowing a habit from the girl in the pool, I didn’t face her.

      “I want to apologize.” She rubbed her eyes with both hands and groaned. “My behavior has been inexcusable lately.”

      Couldn’t deny that. I crossed my arms and tapped my sneaker on the floor.

      She’d gone heavy with the make-up today, but even so, there was no hiding her bloodshot, red-rimmed eyes. An unhealthy sallow color had taken over her face. If she kept this up, she’d have to worry about her liver.

      “I’ve been under a lot of stress lately, but I know that’s no excuse.”

      “I’ve basically cared for myself for days,” I said harshly. “There isn’t anything worse than poking your fork at one of the neighbor’s reheated meals while sitting alone in the kitchen.” I’d told myself I didn’t need my aunt; I’d survive this part of my life all on my own. But, through it all, I’d also been wallowing in hurt. “I thought…well, I’d thought we could be friends. Family.”

      “We are family.”

      “Not as far as I can tell.” The fact that I needed her made me feel vulnerable. What if she died like Brianna and my parents? Then I’d truly be alone. “I guess I thought you needed me like I need you. I don’t like being proven wrong.”

      “Ah, Janine. Again. I’m sorry.” Her hands flopped on her lap and trembled. “I’ve had a lot on my mind. Adult issues.”

      “Yeah sure. Because a teenager’s issues don’t matter? Jeez.” My best friend and parents had been murdered and it sure didn’t seem like anyone was doing a damn thing about it. Meanwhile, my aunt fussed about who knows what. It wasn’t like she was sharing. “What I’m dealing with isn’t childish, but no one’s watching me get drunk every night to help me forget. Maybe you need to see a counselor, too.” The words came out brittle, but really. If she wasn’t capable of womaning up to be the parent I needed right now, we’d both be sunk.

      Great. Tears dripped off her face. I growled out my frustration.

      “I just don’t get it,” I said, finally facing her. “Things were going so well.” I’d started to trust her. Now, I couldn’t trust anyone.

      “This…” Her gaze shifted toward the wall filled with my school pictures. One for each year until I begged my parents to stop, hung in a line parallel to the staircase. “This isn’t the first time I’ve had problems.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You don’t know what it’s like growing up in a household where your dad thinks only men matter.”

      “You mean, like he expected you to get married, have babies, and skip a career?”

      “Men inherit wealth from their families, but women are expected to marry into it.”

      “That sounds like the dark ages. What’s wrong with everyone making their own way in the world on an equal basis?”

      “I haven’t lucked out and snagged a wealthy husband.” She sniffed and blotted at her eyes with a tissue. “I’m not sure I want to, either. I like my independence.”

      I had nothing to say about that, because I enjoyed my independence, too. I couldn’t imagine having to marry to be financially secure. Maybe that was why my dad had wanted me to go to college, so I wouldn’t be dependent on a man. Instead, I’d inherited wealth. Not a ton but enough I wouldn’t have to worry about how I’d pay for Internet.

      “You may not know this, but I ran away from home when I was fifteen.” She fiddled with the top button on her blouse, sliding it in out of the hole. “I got mixed up with the wrong people, and I…I did things I shouldn’t have.”

      “Like what? You get a bunch of tattoos? Did you do drugs?”

      Wait. That time we’d run into her at the fair…I’d been ten. And, well, Dad hadn’t exactly introduced her around, but Mom told me who she was. My aunt had smiled up at Dad, her face filled with what I now knew was hope, an ache to be accepted by someone she cared about. But he’d taken her arm and led her around to the back of a booth selling doughboys, as if he was afraid someone would see them together.

      I hadn’t known more than her name, but I’d cringed in sympathy. I couldn’t imagine how I’d feel if Dad treated me as if I was an embarrassment. While I hadn’t understood why, I’d found it incredibly sad that my father had cut her from his life.

      “What’s she doing here?” Mom whispered. Her sigh went on forever. “We’ve…She just doesn’t get it.”

      “Get what?”

      “That we can’t keep bailing her out. She needs to learn to stand on her own two feet.”

      Something on my aunt’s face—wistful and resigned—made me want to rush over and tell her I’d be her friend. Because she was family, even if Dad didn’t want to acknowledge her. And families stuck together.

      Growing up, I’d heard about Dad’s much younger sister, but I’d assumed she lived far away and that was why she never visited. She didn’t look like my dad. More like me since we shared the same hair color and deep blue eyes.

      To think I’d had an aunt who was over thirty, and I’d never met her. Families could be weird sometimes.

      “We should go talk to her,” I told Mom.

      “It won’t do any good. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

      “What does that mean?” I knew of the expression but not how it applied to my aunt.

      “Never mind.”

      “Dad’s from the same tree, isn’t he?”

      “Let it go, Janie. Please.” Her worried eyes remained on Dad and my aunt. “Forget you’re related to her. That’s what your father’s been trying to do for years. If only his partner hadn’t—”

      My aunt coughed. She smoothed her hair, which needed a good combing. “No tattoos.” She snorted. “Though I’ve thought of getting…Well, I’ll talk about that another time. Anyway, some things are so unforgivable, you can’t even get over them yourself.”

      “What did you do?” I asked, beyond curious. I tried to think of what would upset my family enough to shove her from their lives, but nothing outside putting a gun to someone’s head and pulling the trigger came to mind.

      “Let’s just say I didn’t make my family proud.”

      Did anyonw? Life was about making choices even if they resulted in mistakes. “But you got a college degree, you’re a teacher.”

      Her spine ramrodded, and she gave me a pert nod. “I straightened my life around by the time I turned eighteen. Got my GED, applied for loans to go to school, and graduated with honors.”

      “None of this explains why you drank all that wine.”

      “Something Mr. Trudale said upset me.” As if this settled our argument, she laughed and hugged me. When she leaned back, her lips quivered. “I’m glad we’ve had this talk. I feel better already.”

      I didn’t. Something Mr. Trudale said had driven her to drink until she passed out, over and over. I had a good suspicion but I wanted her to name it. Then we could deal with this together. “Tell me.”

      Steel edged into her voice. “It’s no longer a problem. Don’t worry your head about it. I promise I’m not touching another drop of alcohol ever again. I like my new life here with you.” Her hand flicked toward the room in general. “In this lovely house. Lord. There’s security here I’ve never found on my own. A sense of belonging. I won’t do a thing to endanger it.” Her narrowed gaze found my face. “You understand that, don’t you?”

      Not really, but I got the feeling she wouldn’t tell me if I asked her to explain.

      My brain led me down a path better not taken. Mr. Trudale had said my aunt was my guardian since I had no other family. She was my sole heir. I didn’t have much but some people would kill for your last dollar.

      Yeah, I didn’t like walking down that dark alley at the moment.

      She was my aunt, and it was important we got along. She’d loved my dad. She’d never hurt him, let alone Mom. “As long as you go back to being the Aunt Kristy who’s been supportive and kind for the past two months and take that other Aunt Kristy out with the garbage, I can live with a few secrets.”

      “I appreciate that, Janine.” Her lips rose in a tremulous smile. “Janie, that is.”

      I decided to let this go as she’d asked.

      Something that happened years ago couldn’t hurt me now.
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      It was time for a little breaking and entering.

      Immediately after school the next afternoon, I sat in the parking lot outside the high-rise where my father had once had an office.

      I’d hit the mailbox before school to drop off a note and set my investigation into motion. Of course, I had a key to the mailbox. Or, Dad had possessed the key, attached to his car ring still sitting in the bowl on the table in the front hall.

      My knees quivered, and every time someone walked near my car, I jumped. But, damn, I was warming up to this espionage stuff. I should consider a career as a spy.

      While brushing my teeth this morning, I’d figured out a plan. In block letters cut from a magazine, I’d written:

      
        
         

        MEET ME TODAY AT 3:00 AT HADLEY’S COFFEE.

        I KNOW WHAT YOU DID.

      

      

       

      I’d driven to Mr. Somerfield’s office and left the note in his office mailbox.

      After all, a scary note in my locker had worked well for me.

      My words were ominous and vague, but bad guys fell for this sort of thing on TV all the time. The big question was: would it work in real life?

      If he was guilty, yes.

      Everything was ready, except for one tiny detail. Mr. Somerfield needed to act.

      By two-thirty-three, I was a wreck. It wasn’t going to work. He was going to ignore the message. I’d have to crawl home and—

      At two-forty-five, a car a few rows away from mine beeped when someone unlocked it. I slunk lower in my seat as Mr. Somerfield rushed across the parking lot toward his car. He got inside, the engine roared, and he peeled out of his space. Without even buckling.

      I watched as his car flew out onto the main road and zipped north.

      Showtime.

      Dad’s badge let me inside the back door and gave me access to the private elevator on the opposite side of the lobby.

      Thank you, Brandon, for letting me know that Mr. Somerfield’s secretary had quit. The office suite should be empty.

      While the tiny elevator lifted me toward the fifth floor, I hummed and fidgeted back and forth on my toes. Solving mysteries was fun when you sat on the sofa munching through a bowl of popcorn on your lap, cheering for the spunky detective on TV. In reality, this sort of behavior was going to fray my nerves raw.

      The elevator arrived at Dad’s office suite. I stepped forward and—

      “Oh, crap,” I hissed. Brandon sat at the secretary’s desk down the hall, fortunately not looking this way. What was he doing here? Didn’t he have homework or sports or shopping or anything better to do than play secretary after school? He’d implied he’d only filled in at his father’s office over the summer, that it wasn’t an ongoing thing. Or, that’s what I thought I’d heard.

      Before his head started turning this way, I darted around the corner and yanked open the janitor’s closet door and leaped inside. Good thing I’d spent multiple Saturdays exploring Dad’s office space when I was younger and thus knew my way around.

      “Hello?” Brandon called out. “Anyone there?”

      No. No one here. I hugged a broom and prayed he wouldn’t look into this further.

      The pad of his shoes on the carpet crept closer. My pulse kicked into overdrive, and sweat broke out on my forehead. If he came any nearer, I’d pee myself. Which would be worse than being caught sneaking into Dad’s office.

      “Weird,” he said. “Freakin’ security system. I hate it when shit doesn’t work like it’s supposed to.” His feet padded away, and his chair creaked when he sat in it.

      Brandon’s lack of curiosity was working in my favor.

      I wiped my brow and told my breathing to slow down, but my hands kept trembling like they hadn’t gotten the message. I nearly dropped the broom.

      What would I have said if he’d yanked open the closet door and met my bugged-out eyes? ‘Hey, fancy meeting you here?’ No, we probably both would’ve screamed because that boy had never liked being startled.

      The phone rang, and he answered it. I liked that he was busy. It was time for me to get busy, too. Busy finding a way out of this situation.

      Releasing the broom, I crept out of the closet. As I leaned against the wall and listened to him chat on the phone, my pulse thumped in my ears, overpowering his words.

      Mr. Somerfield’s office was on this side of the secretary’s desk, almost across from the elevator. Close, but yet so far. Dad’s was further down the hall and around the corner, but I didn’t need to go there.

      How was I going to distract Brandon long enough for me to sneak into Mr. Somerfield’s office?

      Pushing away from the wall, I slunk back into the closet to strategize. Because the tight space made my heart rate double, I pushed a mop bucket to the side and sat on the floor.

      I could hit Brandon over the head with the broom, but he’d remember I’d done it and complain. Besides, he had a thick skull. He might just ask me what the hell I was doing then call the police. Because, how could I explain doing something like that?

      Assault charges wouldn’t look good on my college applications.

      It was a given I’d dislike Brandon for the rest of my life, but I didn’t want to go to jail for something as stupid as smacking him with a broom.

      Rising, I scoured the janitor’s closet. I was about to give up and find a way back to the elevator when I discovered something that gave me an idea. A stupid one but sometimes the simple things in life worked best. After grabbing what I’d need for my covert operation, I said goodbye to the broom and slunk back out into the hall.

      Knowing I was in danger of being discovered made my palms sweaty.

      I tip-toed along the carpet to the corner and peered around.

      Brandon had tilted back in his chair and plunked his heels on the desk. He had his phone out and was scrolling through something, smiling. Distracted was good but he wasn’t distracted enough. I had a feeling he’d notice if I slunk down the hall and opened the office door beside him.

      To center myself, I gulped in a few deep breaths and shook out my arms.

      Hauling my hand back, I released the first phase of Operation Get-Into-Mr. Somerfield’s-Office.

      I was never more thankful for all the Sundays Dad and I spent at the bowling alley. It was almost worth wearing those gross bowling shoes that a billion people had stuffed their feet into.

      My tennis ball tumbled across the floor, hit the leg of Brandon’s chair, and zipped underneath his desk.

      “What the…?” Brandon smacked his feet on the floor. Leaning forward, he grunted and reached underneath for the ball.

      I released phases two and three in rapid succession.

      The first ball hit the painting hanging on the wall in the corner beyond Brandon, shattering the glass. The second ball knocked the painting off the wall. It crashed onto the floor, making even me jump.

      Brandon leaped to his feet, sending his chair sailing backward to hit the wall with a bang. He rushed around the desk and down the hall toward the painting, his shoes thudding on the carpet.

      I ran to his dad’s office and slipped inside.

      Getting out of here might prove a challenge, but I’d worry about that later. At least Brandon would be occupied a few minutes cleaning up the glass.

      It should take Mr. Somerfield fifteen minutes to drive to the coffee place where he’d wait for a potential blackmailer who’d never appear, before driving back here. A quick glance at my phone told me I only had ten minutes. I’d spent too much time hugging the broom in the janitor’s closet. Ten minutes was better than nothing.

      Creeping over to the desk, I rounded it, putting my back to the windows. I pawed through the desk drawers, which were all unlocked, but I found nothing exciting. Stacks of papers teetered on the top of the desk, but a quick search didn’t reveal anything incriminating. He would be stupid to leave evidence lying around. If he had anything tying him to my dad’s death, it would be hidden away. Well, I’d hide it away.

      I expanded my search but none of his paintings had hidden compartments behind them. That would be too simple. The sideboard held bottles of alcohol and glasses, plus a vase full of silk flowers. Searching them revealed nothing. I flopped down in the desk chair, realizing espionage might not be my best career choice.

      Frustrated, I pawed around some more but struck out again.

      The papers. I sorted through them, trying to leave them looking untouched after glancing at each one.

      Nothing stuck out except correspondence with a caterer, his wife, and letters from the government about apps my dad and Mr. Somerfield had been developing. I wasn’t sure if or how this last detail tied into the murder, but I took pictures of everything with my phone before tucking it back into my pocket.

      After making sure everything appeared the way it had before, I checked the time. Beyond gone.

      A quick glance out the window showed Mr. Somerfield crossing the parking lot.

      Crappity crap. I had to get out of here. But freaking Brandon Somerfield must’ve returned to his desk by now. Grating my lower lip with my teeth, I tried to figure out what to do.

      I sent Brandon a text. Hey, could you meet me in the lobby?

      His reply came through in seconds. Janie? Where are you?

      Here. Oops. I backspaced and typed instead, I’m downstairs, in the lobby. Where else would I be?

      Wait. You’re at Dad’s office? How did you know I’d be here?

      You told me you were filling in for your dad’s secretary.

      I did?

      I wanted to growl. Come on! He needed to get with the picture. Time was of the essence. You must’ve, since I’m here, right? Duh.

      Oh, yeah.

      I smacked my forehead and rolled my eyes. You coming down?

      Be right there.

      With the door cracked, I watched as he strode over to the elevator. He was soon zooming away from this level.

      I crept from Mr. Somerfield’s office and, after counting to twenty, pushed the button for the elevator. When it returned empty, I stepped inside and pressed G. The doors soon swept open to a bewildered Brandon standing in the lobby, typing on his phone.

      Mine soon chimed. Where are you?

      “I’m right here.”

      He turned, scowling. “You said you were waiting in the lobby.”

      “I meant I was waiting upstairs. But I got tired of waiting for you up there and came down here.” And that sounded lame, but I’d never been the best liar.

      “I didn’t see you up there.”

      I shrugged and pressed for a smile. “You must’ve missed me.” When I was hiding in the janitor’s closet.

      He frowned. “Was that you messing around with the tennis balls?”

      “Tennis balls? Nope.”

      “Someone was. But you’re right. I have missed you.” He strode forward.

      I backed up until I ran into the wall. “Actually, I didn’t come here for that reason.”

      He grinned. Reaching out, he stroked my hair back over my shoulder. “I’ve thought about you a lot, Janie. I like that you came here to see me today.”

      Ugh. Unwelcome feelings. I darted underneath his arm. “I came by because wanted to go up to my dad’s office.”

      He frowned and advanced on me again. “Funny, because you just said you were up there. Besides, you know they cleaned everything out already. My dad dropped your father’s stuff off at your house weeks ago. Dad had to clean out the office since he’s looking for a new partner.”

      He was? Interesting. I hadn’t heard that, but then, I’d gone to my room when Mr. Somerfield showed up. My aunt must’ve put Dad’s things somewhere. I’d have to locate them and give them a thorough search.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said. “I forgot.”

      “I think I understand,” he said. He wiggled his eyebrows and sashayed closer.

      I backed up, lifting my palms. “You do?”

      “That was just an excuse, wasn’t it? You really came here to see me.”

      Yuck, no. “I did?”

      “You know you did. You’ve been missing me, too. I know it.”

      What an ego. “I did not miss you.” I had at first, when I was in pain and I’d needed him to hold me and tell me everything would be okay. But that feeling had faded when he never appeared.

      “It’s okay. I get it. You still like me. Which is good because I’ve decided I still like you, too.”

      Decided?

      He stroked my face. Strangely enough, my knees no longer trembled. I had no urge to jump into his arms.

      “Gotta go,” I said, ducking away from him again.

      He lifted his hand toward me. “But you just got here. Come upstairs. Dad’s not here, so we can hang out. Or whatever.”

      No more whatever.

      The door opened behind me, and a hot breeze rushed through the room.

      “Brandon?” someone said, and higher pitched. “Janine?”

      I gulped, and my pulse thumped in my throat. Caught.

      “Hey, Mr. Somerfield. I was just leaving.” I zipped outside before the door had finished closing.

      “Janie!” Brandon’s voice rang out behind me. “Wait.”

      Breath chugging, I raced across the parking lot, beeping the fob to unlock Dad’s car. I scrambled with the door latch, breaking a nail in my hurry. Finally getting it open, I leaped onto the seat, slammed the door shut, and locked it fast. Air rasped in my throat. I shoved in the key, ignited the engine, and spun the car from the lot. Behind me, Brandon yelled, “Come back.”

      No way.

      My car bumped out of the lot and onto the main road where I slowed and peered into the rearview mirror. I doubted Brandon would continue his pursuit, but a girl could never be too careful.

      I watched as he threw his hands up into the air then turned and stomped toward the office.

      He might turn into a problem in the future, but for now, I was safe.

      I pulled up to a red light and tapped my fingers on the wheel, wishing green would hurry. Cars streamed through the intersection from the other directions.

      Something fluttering on my windshield caught my eye.

      A white piece of paper had been pinned underneath my passenger wiper blade, words facing inward.

      

      
        
        Stop snooping. Or else.
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      My heart slammed up into my throat.

      With shaky hands, I pulled the car over to the side of the road. I jumped out and yanked the paper off the windshield. Scrambling back into my seat, I panted while sweat ran down my spine and goosebumps peppered my skin.

      Plain white paper. Printed on what looked like a standard printer. No way to trace something like that.

      Crap. I crumpled it and stuffed it into the trash bag.

      But my body still shook.

      Had Mr. Somerfield realized I suspected him? He could’ve done this before coming inside the office building.

      I’d have to be careful. If he knew I was on to him, he could end this permanently.

      The next afternoon found me skittered into the library. Unsettled by the note, I’d spent the rest of the day hiding in my room with my shades drawn.

      Maybe I wasn’t up to investigative work.

      The thought that someone had followed me, watched me, that they could be watching me this very moment, kept me on edge and ready to leap out of my skin at any unexpected sound.

      Standing inside the doorway of the library, I peered around. If anyone was spying on me, trying to get me, they weren’t making it obvious. Everyone hunched over books or phones, ignoring me frozen in the entry.

      It was my damp palms and the sweat trickling down my back that brought me to my senses. If I was going to let fear rule my actions, I’d be useless in my investigation. I needed to remain strong.

      One day of cowering was enough. I refused to hide any longer.

      I’d come to the library to study and do more research, and that was what I was going to do.

      The main desk sat empty as I passed it on the way to the cabinets on the left wall where newspapers were stored. I’d heard Ms. Peterson was having them scanned into files so we could access them on computers, but she hadn’t finished yet.

      Online, the local paper required a paid subscription to read prior articles. No thanks.

      A quick search and I’d located the weekend edition following the accident in July. With it clutched in my hand, I crossed the room and settled in the chair I’d taken all week. Funny how a bit of comfort could be found by keeping the same routine. It was one of the few things in my life lately that remained consistent.

      A creaking sound made me peer around, but I saw nothing that could’ve created it. Other kids sat at tables, their heads bent over their books. The girl with long, blonde hair I’d seen here before had taken her usual spot in the corner, facing the wall. Perhaps she also found comfort in keeping the same routine.

      Breaking her pattern, she rose and drifted into the long row of stacks.

      I focused on the newspaper and, on page three, I found a short article about the accident.

      Reading about them dying in generic, reporter terms, dragged my pain up to the surface, making it raw all over again, like the accident happened seconds ago. Taking a shuddering breath, I forced myself to finish reading, but I learned nothing. They didn’t even mention it could be a homicide.

      What had I hoped to find? A finger pointing at Mr. Somerfield?

      I slumped back in my chair, trying not to let defeat get to me.

      I was a teenager trying to investigate a murder that was well-thought-out and planned in advance. Mr. Somerfield wouldn’t have been stupid enough to leave evidence behind.

      Another creak. I frowned and peered over my shoulder. What was that sound?

      Grumbling because I couldn’t figure it out, I pushed the newspaper away and focused on my English paper. Time passed, and the only noises breaking the silence was the scratch of my pen, the turning of pages, and a few kids coming and going in the library that generated a light breeze each time the door opened.

      The creaking continued, but I ignored it. Maintenance must be working on something in the ceiling because that was where the sound seemed to be coming from.

      I also ignored the tickle on my back that suggested someone was watching me.

      Thumps rang out behind me, and I turned in my chair.

      “Watch out,” a girl shouted in a deep, hoarse voice.

      Startled, I stood and shoved back my chair, making it screech across the floor tiles.

      “Get out of the way!” She barreled into me, knocking me sideways. Arms flailing, I tumbled to the floor, my hands and knees skidding on the unforgiving surface.

      My gasp was drowned out by a huge crash. Turning to sit on my butt, I shoved my hair out of my eyes.

      Holy… The lamp that had been suspended above the chair I’d sat in now lay shattered on the floor.

      A black-haired girl ran over and helped me stand. “You all right? That was crazy!”

      Other kids gathered around, whispering, pointing.

      Who pushed me? I hadn’t seen her face. She could be anyone standing nearby.

      Ms. Peterson burst from her office and charged in our direction. Her face florid, she tucked her hands onto her broad hips. “What is going on here? What was that loud…Oh my, Lordy, Lordy. The lamp.” She tipped her head back and blinked at the ceiling. “What…? Was anyone hurt?” Her intent gaze assessed all of us for wounds.

      “I was sitting underneath it,” I said. My legs shook, and my heart flailed like a rabbit pinned in my chest. “Someone yelled and then pushed me out of the way before the lamp fell on me.”

      “I’m truly sorry, Janie,” Ms. Peterson said. “I can’t imagine what happened. Maintenance has been replacing the fixtures in the ceiling over the past few nights.” She waved toward where a ladder leaned against the back wall. “They were going to finish up tonight.”

      “Why replace them?”

      “They’re old,” she said, tipping her head back to stare upward again. “The cords supporting them had started to fray. That’s what Maintenance told me.”

      While most of the kids drifted back to wherever they were doing before the uproar, I approached the busted lamp, my sneakers crunching on broken glass.

      “Be careful, dear,” Ms. Peterson said. “Let’s leave this for the janitor.”

      “I just want to look at one thing.”

      The lamps had been suspended on cables that looked strong enough to make it through a category five hurrican. But Ms. Peterson said they were frayed. I stooped down beside the fallen lamp. Each shade consisted of a half circle about two or three feet wide, made up of milky glass. The inside held three light bulbs.

      Both the shade and the bulbs were broken, of course. But it was the cable I was most interested in. Approximately eight feet long, it had hung from a round plate that had pulled away from the ceiling when the lamp fell.

      With my pen, I shoved the long, white glass shards to the side to expose the cable. I leaned closer, but there was no need to study what was completely obvious. This cable wasn’t frayed.

      It had been cut.

      Warren, one of the maintenance men, hurried into the library. A burly guy, he bustled over to where I’d straightened beside the remains of the lamp.

      My pale face must’ve given me away.

      “You hurt?” he asked, darting his attention between me and the shattered pieces on the floor. “Were you hit?”

      “I’m fine. Someone pushed me to the side before the lamp hit me.” I pointed a trembling finger at the cable. “That looks cut.”

      “Cut? That’s not possible.” A frown bloomed on his stubbly face. “Who’d do a thing like that?”

      Who indeed? Discovering who’d written the threat I’d found on my car might point me in the right direction. It implied I needed to leave my investigation alone or I could start measuring coffins.

      As if. I’d barely gotten started.

      Warren squatted down beside the fixture and poked around. “The cable looks worn through like the ones I’ve already replaced over the past few nights.”

      “This one doesn’t look frayed to me,” I said, pointing. “It looks like someone took wire cutters to it; fraying would create finer fragments, like splayed-out threads, not a straight, clean mark passing nearly through the cable.”

      “That’s impossible.” He scratched his bald head. “I can’t believe something like that would happen.”

      I could.

      “We get a lot of traffic in here.” He straightened and brushed his hands on his blue work pants. “Students come and go all the time. The doors open and shut, all day long. That’s all it is. The lamps sway in the breeze created by the movement, and the cables wear out. That’s why we’re replacing all the lamps with something that’ll last. Crazy, artsy folk suggested these when we built the place.”

      I stooped down to study the cable again. It sure looked cut to me, but spouting off about notes left on my car, let alone the fact that I’d illegally entered Mr. Somerfield’s office to search for clues because I suspected he’d murdered my parents and friend, might not go over well with Warren. Let alone Ms. Peterson.

      “See right here?” He nudged the cable where, to me, it appeared cut. “This part connects to the plate on the ceiling. It’s the section that gets the most wear when it sways.”

      “Maybe.” This was getting me nowhere. “Are the library doors locked overnight?” Who else might be able to get in here during off hours?

      Warren narrowed his brow and rocked on his heels. “Ms. Peterson locks it up herself.”

      “Our library is busy, even after school,” she offered. “It’s a quiet place and many kids find they can’t get their studying done at home. I’m frequently here until seven. But I always lock up after that.”

      “Who else has a key?”

      Pulling off his ball cap, Warren scratched his head again then tucked the cap back in place. “I just told you the cables are all frayed. Besides, it’s a stretch to think you’d be underneath it when it fell. This is just a random event. A scary one, but random.”

      How could I explain that I was adding two plus two but coming up with five when I could barely explain it to myself? “Okay, so maybe it was an accident.” I truly did not believe that.

      “Random or not, we can’t have anything like this happening again,” Ms. Peterson said. “You do intend to replace the rest of the lamps tonight, I presume.”

      “Sure will,” he said, and to me, “To answer your question, the only other key outside maintenance and Ms. Peterson would be the one in the front office. That’s locked up.”

      How well locked up? As in, could someone who knew the keys were there steal them long enough to access the library? No matter how they’d gotten them, I was no closer to figuring this out than I’d been before.

      My gaze took in Ms. Peterson. “This was scary, and I’m a wreck. Can I leave?”

      “Of course, dear. I’m sorry this happened. It’s quite startling, in fact. And you, right underneath it, doing your schoolwork.” She frowned up at a nearby lamp, one of the older ones. “I can’t imagine how something like this could happen.”

      I had a good idea.

      It was an ‘isolated incident’. 

      One brought on by snooping.
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      It was time to bare my soul to the world.

      I didn’t like it. Not one bit. But I’d promised.

      That night, I drove to the Land of Hope Methodist Church for my first Grief Group session.

      Frankly, I wanted to hide in my room again. The thought that someone meant me harm was unnerving. Intimidating. 

      I didn’t like being scared, but what could I do? I needed to get to the bottom of this, and evidence wouldn’t be found if I lurked behind my locked bedroom door all the time.

      My aunt had called the counselor to let her know I was coming and to ask for directions to the church. She’d offered to give me a ride, but I’d refused. This wasn’t only about savoring my right to drive Dad’s car wherever I pleased, I also wanted time alone to think about what happened in the library and come up with some way to prove Mr. Somerfield was responsible for the murders. Circumstantial evidence would not result in a conviction. I needed solid proof.

      But that didn’t stop me from peering into my rearview mirror every two seconds. No one appeared to be following me but with all the traffic, it was hard to be sure.

      When nothing unusual occurred, I started to relax. I’d remain vigilant because I had to, but I was going to keep pressing this.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t dream up any new ideas before I pulled into the parking lot.

      After making sure no one was around, I got out of my car and rushed into the church.

      I stood in the doorway to the public room, cringing. Because, old people. Three of them, anyway, plus a girl I could only see in partial profile.

      I had nothing against old people. But, jeez. How was I supposed to talk about losing Mom, Dad, and Brianna with strangers?

      My counselor, Frances, looked over and pinned me in the doorway with her gaze before I could escape. “Lovely. Janie. Glad you could make it.”

      Had she thought I’d blow this off?

      “Why don’t you come in and have a seat?” Frances gestured to the sole empty folding chair, the one beside the girl, and stood. “Some of us were about to go down the hall and scrounge up some coffee. Want some?”

      I was no coffee snob, but coffee from a church breakroom didn’t sound very appealing to me. “No thanks.”

      While the two old ladies rose, I dropped into the empty chair. The ladies joined the sole man in the group, who rolled his walker toward the door, the bright yellow tennis balls on the bottom of the walker legs making it slide along the linoleum. They soon left the room.

      Lifting a smile, I turned toward the girl sitting beside me, my hand extended. “I’m Janie.” I looked up and gasped.

      Her glossy light brown hair had to be a wig because the pressure garment covering her face extended underneath.

      When they found me wandering Big Berry Island, my hands and arms had been burned. They’d life-flighted me to a burn center, and I’d remained there for treatment for more days than I wanted to remember. I’d seen people with worse burns while I walked the halls for exercise, and those with facial burns wore snug garments like this girl. The garments had been designed to control scarring by letting the scars mature—my physical therapist’s words, not mine—which helped improve the skin’s appearance. If there was much that could be done to improve the appearance after severe facial burns.

      The stretchy garment resembled one of those masks people wore skiing. Or the kind guys put on before they robbed banks. Light tan in color, it extended part way down her neck. It must be uncomfortable to get in and out of. There were holes for her nose and lips, and she wore glasses with tinted lenses, making it difficult to see her eyes. Maybe they also hid scars?

      “Not pretty, is it?” the girl said in a deep, raspy voice. She spoke slowly, as if she had a hard time getting the words out. She waved to her head with a hand covered in a rippled pink network. Much like mine, except she’d had more skin grafts. “If you could see underneath, you’d really be shocked. But I rarely share.” Her giggle chilled me, because it implied she’d been to darker places than I had and hadn’t fully returned.

      Endless pain made you primal, savage even. It shaved the surface off your sanity. That’s why they drugged you for the first few weeks. No one could live through that kind of agony without it carving away a big part of who they were.

      “I’m sorry.” I held up my exposed arms. “I’m the last to criticize anyone’s appearance.”

      To think I’d bitched about my pain, let alone my scars that might never fade on my arms and hands. This poor girl had more to deal with than I ever would. At least I looked out at the world from my same face.

      “I don’t care, really.”

      How could she not? I shuddered in remembrance of what I’d lived through.

      Her shrug shifted her orange tee. She also wore denim shorts, plus tennis shoes on her feet. “Unlike my father and little brothers, I’m lucky to be alive.”

      Hence her reason for being part of Grief Group.

      “House fire,” she said casually. Like she was commenting on rain falling outside. “Killed everyone except me and my mom. So hot, they could barely find, let alone identify, the remains.”

      Her mom lived.

      Heat burst through me, followed by embarrassment. It was wrong of me to resent that she still had a family to hug. Shame was a sour word because it filled you with enough acid to make you explode. I needed to remember that I still had my aunt. She was family.

      “My burns were caused by a yacht…accident,” I said. Until I got more details, I wasn’t discussing murder with strangers.

      “Like a cruise ship?”

      “A rental.” A sixty-foot, ocean-going motor craft. When Dad went all out, he went big.

      Even though I couldn’t see it, the girl’s gaze felt heavy, like she studied every inch of my face intently. “And your reason for grief counseling?”

      “I lost my parents.”

      Her breath caught. “Ah, I see. Your parents.”

      “And my best friend.” Which felt worse than losing my arm.

      “You miss them?”

      I blinked. “How could I not?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” She tugged on a loose thread hanging off her shorts, twisting it around her finger until it cut off the circulation and the tip darkened. “Sometimes, people don’t always get along with their families or their friends.”

      “That’s not the case at all.” I gulped in air and struggled to hold back my overwhelming anguish. “I miss my family.” More than anything.

      “And your best friend?”

      Before I could answer, the rest of the group filed in through the doorway with coffees in hand. They shuffled over and dropped onto their seats.

      “Perfect,” Frances said. She bumped my arm and nearly spilled her coffee. “Oops, sorry.” After setting her cup on the floor, she clapped her hands. “Now that we’re all here, we can get started.”

      I wasn’t sure I was ready for this. Talking about my parents and Brianna would only make things worse. Life was much easier when I tried to forget.

      Frances took a sip of her coffee. “How about we go around and introduce ourselves to our new member? We want Janie to feel at home.”

      The old man cleared his throat and smiled at the women sitting on either side of him. “Howdy. I’m Charles Poindexter, as you well know. I live here in Finley Cove. As I’ve told all of you before, I lost my wife six months ago.” He gulped and his eyes glistened. “Still miss her. But talking about how I feel, how I cope, with all of you, makes it a little easier on my soul. Too many times, I’m lonely. Lacking purpose.”

      One of the women nodded.

      He sighed and continued. “I’ve learned it’s okay to grieve for my wife.” His eyes centered on me. “They all know this, but I took care of her for over a year. MS took her from me. Well, just saying. Without this group, I’d be home with my daughters, who’d be patting my shoulder and telling me it was time I got over it.” He shook his head. “Get over it after nearly sixty years with the same woman? Not going to happen. Not in just six months.”

      “Of course not, Charles,” Frances said. “That’s why we’re here tonight. To talk about our experiences and to help each other work through them.” She delivered a bright look to all of us. “Who would like to go next?”

      The women spoke. One had lost a husband, another a son overseas. Each told a story different from Charles’ but also the same in that they’d lost someone they loved. Or, three someones in my case since I also shared the same experience. This made me more like them than I’d originally thought.

      “And you, Alex?” my counselor asked the girl beside me.

      “The rest of you already know me better than my own mother,” she said.

      The others chuckled. In many ways, they acted like a family, each comfortable with the others’ stories and jokes. Did I want to fit in with them?

      “But…” Alex turned her head toward me. “I like having someone here who’s my own age.”

      She must be about seventeen like me, then. Due to her bandages, it was difficult to gauge her age. Did she go to my school or somewhere else?

      Then I remembered. The girl in the library I’d thought was watching me. The girl I’d talked to in the pool locker room. And the girl one who’d pushed me out of the way before the lamp hit me. I recognized her voice. Why hadn’t she stayed around that day so I could thank her?

      “Anyway,” Alex said. “It was a house fire. My little twin brothers were playing with matches.” She hung her head and her breath shuddered in and out for a long moment. “Sorry.” Her chin rose, and she shoved her glasses up higher on her nose. “Mom and me. We got out in time. But not my dad. He and my brothers…they died in the fire.”

      Flames. Burning up my arms. Melting my skin. I slumped in my chair, aching all over again.

      If we went to the same school, how had I not heard about this fire?

      “Thank you for sharing,” Frances said. “Is there anyone else who’d like to speak?”

      Anyone? I was the only one left. The others stared at me.

      “I’m Janie,” I blurted out.

      A long pause followed. I wasn’t ready. Would they be okay with that?

      Frances nodded. “All right, then. Let’s continue. We all experience good days and bad. Times when we’d rather stay in bed all day rather than go out into the world. How about we all share some of the coping strategies we’ve learned to get over our sadness. Charles, would you like to start?”

      Charles spoke about how he’d found comfort at his church.

      “Praise the Lord,” one of the old ladies said. She bobbed her head. “My great-grandbabies are balls of energy. I rarely have even a minute to mourn when they’re around, so I offered to take them after school three days a week.”

      “Perfect idea,” Frances said.

      “Uh-huh,” the other lady said. “Ain’t that the truth.” Her pale blue gaze swept across us. “I go for walks. Anything that’s good for the body is good for the soul, I always say.” She patted her hip. “Helps me keep my figure, too.”

      The old people chuckled. Alex just snorted.

      “How about you, Janie?” Frances asked, nodding encouragement.

      “I watch TV.”

      “Oh, I did a lot of that at first, too.” Charles leaned forward, bracing his hands on his walker. “It’s the best companion ever, especially if you turn it up loud enough to drown out your thoughts. It’s mindless.”

      I liked mindless because thinking only made the loss worsen.

      “Alex,” Frances asked. “How about you?”

      “I haven’t been out of the hospital very long,” she said. “So, much of my time hasn’t been my own.”

      My small skin grafts had been painful. I couldn’t imagine what Alex had endured with burns on her face, neck, arms, and hands. Were other parts of her burned, as well? I couldn’t tell because of her t-shirt, but her legs were smooth and burn-free.

      Alex took a drink from her water bottle, then recapped it and dropped it on the floor. “My mom was with me throughout it all. I guess we clung together since we were all the other had.” She ran her finger along the edge of her shorts. “When I started to get better.” Her breathing grew ragged. “When it was clear I’d live, well, then we had to figure out what we were going to do after that. And where we were going to live. We had insurance and Mom and Dad had great jobs, so we’ve got plenty of money. Not that money replaces a dad or little brothers. We’ve been looking at houses together, trying to decide where we want to live. We were near the ocean before, so I imagine we’ll find another house where we can, as Mom says, smell the sea.” Her attention cut to me. “Right now, we’re staying in a hotel.”

      What if I’d not only lost my parents and friend but my home, as well? While I’d hesitated before entering their bedroom, at least I had the choice. I could still wander among their things.

      “I’ve been reading a lot to pass time and to help me put this into perspective,” Alex said. “I guess reading’s a way of escaping, more than a way of coping, though. Because I don’t have to think when I’m living someone else’s life. Mom got me a new Kindle. When I read, I pretend none of this happened.” Shifting around, she faced me. “But you probably already know that you never truly get over something like this, you just get better at forgetting.”

      Those moments when happiness came into your life, like when you saw a perfect flower or watched your cat chase a ball. That was when you could forget. But then the moment would end and the pain would crash back into you again and you’d be right back where you started.

      Did those happy times grow longer? Is that what they meant by ‘moving on’?

      One of the old ladies smiled and flapped her hands at me. “Go ahead, dear. You’re next.”

      Dropping my gaze, I kept my mouth shut. Sharing felt too much like exposing my soul, and I wasn’t ready. I might never be ready.

      Frances watched me for a long moment, then glanced at her watch. “It appears our time is up.”

      “Oh, darn,” Charles said. The old ladies murmured agreement.

      “Will you join us next week, Janie?” Frances asked.

      I shrugged, unable to make a decision at this time.

      “Our door is always open,” she added.

      Everyone rose.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Frances said. She leaned close to me and whispered, “I’ll see you for your regular appointment next week?”

      I nodded.

      While Frances spoke to the old people, I scooted out into the hall and found a bathroom. When I’d finished and went outside, Alex stood on the lawn beside a tree.

      “My mom will be here soon,” she said, gazing intently at the road. “We only have one car since the other burned in the garage.”

      I dropped down onto the front steps of the church, and she joined me.

      “I know who you are,” I said.

      Her hands stilled on her thighs. “You do?”

      “I saw you at Finley Cove High in the library, and you’re the one who saved me before that lamp hit my head.”

      “Oh. Yeah.”

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem.”

      “I don’t know how or why you were there at the right time, but I’m grateful.” I rubbed my forehead. “I have a feeling I’d be in bad shape right now if you hadn’t been.”

      “I’m glad I could help.”

      “You go to the library much?”

      “A lot. It’s quiet, which is great for reading. And if I face the wall, no one stares. Or, I don’t notice if they’re staring.” She stroked her hair with her slightly contracted fingers. Third degree burns, then. There might not be enough PT or surgery to make them fully functional again. Sometimes, they had to rework the tendons to release the scars. “I have a straight blonde wig, too, plus one in red for fun, but this one is the most like my original hair. And I’ve got a ton of cute glasses.” She tapped the light blue frames. “Chemical burns to my eyes and eyelids. I was super light-sensitive at first but then Mom got me these and a bunch of others.”

      “The glasses and hair look good.” Actually, the hair looked like what it was, a wig, but she seemed happy to have it. I doubted many people told her she looked good lately.

      “I don’t think anyone knows what it’s like to live like this.” Her fingertips ran down her pressure garment. “Except, to some extent, you do.”

      Gnawing on my lower lips, I nodded.

      “I keep a picture of how I used to look. My mom had it in her purse when she escaped the fire. I thought I was an ugly kid back then.” Her laugh came out hollow. “But now, I guess I was pretty. Gorgeous even in comparison.”

      I couldn’t think of a thing to say. Funny how, when you’re growing up, you believe your life is one big self-pity party. Sure, I’d had it bad after the accident, but never like this. Alex dealt with more than I ever had on a daily basis. We’d both lost family, putting us on an equal level in that respect. But I could hide my arms and use distractions so few people noticed my hands.

      No one could miss Alex’s face.

      She shook her head, making her hair skim across her back. “Do you think the doctors will be able to do enough plastic surgery so I can look in the mirror and smile at what I see?”

      “I bet they will. They can do a lot nowadays.” Not miracles, but something. They had to try because the alternative was not an option. Skin grafts and plastic surgery could only do so much.

      Alex shrugged. “I guess I’ll have to wait and see. I’ve got more surgery coming up in a few weeks. After that, I might get this thing off.” She dabbed at the material covering her face, and I imagined it must still hurt underneath.

      A car drew up to the church, and a woman got out of the driver’s seat. “You ready to go, Alex?” Her gaze skimmed to me, and her brow narrowed.

      “She doesn’t come to the Grief Group?” I whispered.

      “She doesn’t like to talk about it, not even to me. It does no good if you can’t talk. Honestly, you should share next week. You’d be surprised how it makes everything feel just a little better.”

      “I might talk about my parents and my friend, but I’m not going to talk about what happened that night.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t remember.” Other than one memory of laughter, plus Dad pushing me off the yacht. “Frances said it’s from the trauma. That my memories may never come back to me.”

      “You’re lucky, then.” I could feel her gaze penetrating me. “Sometimes, it’s better to forget. I’d sure like to forget what happened to me.” She stood.

      Her mom walked over. After waving to me, she hugged Alex.

      “Mom,” Alex said, her voice grinding even deeper. But her lips twitched into something like a smile.

      “What?” She rubbed Alex’s back. “I just love you.”

      Alex’s lips rose higher. “Love you too, Mom.”

      A fist reached inside my chest and squeezed my heart tight. I’d never get to tell my mom I loved her again, and that realization stabbed deep. But I was happy for Alex.

      Maybe, if I worked through this some more, I could be happy for myself.

      Alex leaned around her mom’s shoulder. “Come next week? Please?”

      There was no mistaking the pleading in her voice or how tightly she held her body, waiting for my answer.
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      I ducked before a knife hit me in the temple.

      It flew across the tile floor and skidded into the wall with a sharp clang.

      Yeah, I love you too.

      So much for coming to the school cafeteria on Friday. What was this, kindergarten?

      Ignoring the knife as well the even sharper snickers around me, I made my way through the food line and then stood holding my tray, wondering where I should sit. Hopefully not by myself, let alone with my knife-throwing peers.

      Kids crowded tables, a few pushing each other around and laughing. Wanderers, like me, drifted through the room, seeking acceptance. Some kids called out to their friends, waving them over to tables. Others threw food around like freakin’ ten-year-olds.

      A dark-haired head—no, a dark-wigged person—sat on the far side of the room beyond the long row of windows. She’d taken a small table by herself, and she faced the wall. Alex.

      I wove around the crowded tables and stopped beside her. “Can I sit?”

      “The true benefits of democracy are free speech and—”

      “Free will.” I dropped my tray onto the table and took the seat opposite her.

      While I couldn’t see her eyes because of her tinted glasses—pink-rimmed today—I could feel the weight of her gaze. “No better offers?”

      “Maybe I want to sit with you.” I kept my face neutral but cringed inside, because I hadn’t really sought her out. I hadn’t wanted to sit alone.

      But that wasn’t quite true, because I was happy to see her.

      I bit into my pizza and talked around it. “I looked for you in my classes but only saw you in AP Gov.” Since everyone faced forward, she must’ve felt hidden in the back. The way the room was arranged with a closet along most of the back wall, there was only one seat in that row. I had looked for her, and I would’ve sat with her in my AP class if it had been possible. But the only empty spots had been in the front.

      “You looked for me?” She sounded so eager, I smiled.

      I held up my arms. “We torch girls need to stick together.”

      Alex snorted. “I like that. Torch girls. It sounds…sophisticated. Like we could wear matching black dresses and form a club. You should’ve seen my hair that night. Talk about torches. It went up faster than…” She tried to snap her fingers, but the scars snagged on each other. “Anyway. You know what I mean. And the smell. There’s nothing worse than burning hair. Well, maybe the smell of burning flesh is worse. But you know about that one, too.”

      I tried not to remember all the time, but yeah.

      Losing my appetite, I dropped my pizza. I stared down at my tray and without any prompting, my mind flashed to a different scene.

      I beat at the flames, screaming.

      The main cabin was on fire. My shirt was on fire. My skin. The pain…

      I gasped.

      “Sorry,” Alex said. “You were eating. Not the best time to talk about burning flesh. If there’s ever a time to talk about something like that.”

      My bite of pizza felt lodged in my throat. Gulping, I swallowed hard, forcing it down. “It’s okay. If you don’t laugh—”

      “You cry.” Alex nibbled on her sandwich. “I do more than my share of that already.”

      “Me, too.”

      After chewing for a long time, she coughed and drank some water. “I have a hard time with food. My throat was burned from the smoke, plus the heat of the flames.”

      Forget eating. The subject matter was turning my stomach. Usually, if I didn’t finish lunch, it was because the cafeteria food was crap. Today, I’d actually been hungry.

      “I’m sure my voice gives it away,” she said. “They said I was lucky my vocal cords were only lightly damaged. But it hurts to talk sometimes.”

      Which could explain why she spoke as if she had to force out each word.

      Her hand paused before she picked up her sandwich. “I tell myself my new voice makes me sound sexy. Maybe I’ll get a job with one of those phone sex companies.” She lifted her arms, exposed to the world—unlike mine, which remained covered by my long-sleeve shirt. I couldn’t imagine not giving a damn what anyone thought.

      “Oh, yeah, baby,” Alex said. “Do it to me, do it.” Her arms flopped back down, onto her thighs. “At least the caller won’t be able to see my face.”

      “A lot of people see past scars.” Like Manuel, who’d said my arms didn’t bother him, that he didn’t pity me. I kept remembering his words.

      “Ya think? I just don’t know.” Her lips pursed, outlined by her mask. “I’m not ready to try it out yet. Going somewhere with a guy, that is.”

      “I’m not sure I am, either.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Sean joined us at the table, dropping his tray beside mine and sitting.

      Alex gaped at him. To some extent, I did, too.

      “Alex, Sean,” I said. “Sean, Alex.”

      She dropped her sandwich and coughed again. Her shoulders curled forward, and she linked her arms across her belly.

      “Shit,” Sean said, glaring down at his tray. “I forgot ketchup.” Rising, he rushed toward the lunch line.

      “You okay?” I asked Alex. Should I do something for her like, call the nurse?

      She drank some water, before setting down her glass. “Ketchup?”

      “For his pizza,” I said. Alex winced. “Gross, I know.”

      The holes for Alex’s nose and mouth highlighted those features. Probably because the rest of her face was hidden from view. It wasn’t easy reading someone’s mood solely from a slash of a mouth or the way they held their body. But, at the moment, her tight shoulders and stiff spine implied anger. Why?

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Is Sean your boyfriend?” No missing the irritation in her voice. “Thought you weren’t up for that?”

      So, that was it. “He’s just a friend.” Why should it matter?

      Alex stood and lifted her tray off the table. “I’ve gotta go.”

      She’d barely eaten half her sandwich. Not that I was doing any better with my pizza but if either of us needed nutrition to heal, it was Alex.

      “Sean won’t judge you. He’s the best. One of the few friends who stood by me during the past few months.”

      “Must be nice.”

      I winced. Had her friends ghosted her like most of mine?

      “I’ve got to go to my locker, the bathroom,” she said. “It’s not Sean.”

      Maybe not, but it sure felt like it. It was obvious Alex barely felt comfortable with me. Our shared burn experience may be the only reason we kept connecting. And Sean was cute in a cute-friend way to me, but a lot of girls said he was hot. Within hours of returning to school, a few had asked me if I thought he might be ready to date again. I’d barely held back snapping at them. Brianna hadn’t been gone long, and he’d loved her. It would be a while before he was ready to go out with someone new.

      Since Alex was edging away from the table, I wouldn’t hold her back. Far be it for me to suggest someone push themselves outside their comfort zone. “I’ll see you around sometime, then?”

      “Sure.”

      I watched her take her tray up to the window and dump it then stride across the cafeteria, head held high, seemingly oblivious to the feverish whispers erupting around her.

      “Was it something I said?” Sean dropped a handful of ketchup packets onto his tray and sat.

      I shrugged and picked up my pizza. “I think she’s shy. She’s been burned in more ways than one.”

      “What happened to her, anyway? You know.” He touched his face.

      “House fire. She lost her dad and little brothers.”

      “That aweful. I feel bad for her.” He squirted packet after packet onto his pizza, smeared it around with a knife, then lifted it and took a big bite. He spoke around his bloody-appearing food. “You need any help with your classes?”

      Sean was the reason I’d gotten a B instead of a C in English last year. And the reason I currently had an A in Calc. He’d not only brought home my schoolwork, but he’d also tutored me, especially when my doctor and PT appointments made me fall behind.

      “I’m doing okay, actually,” I said. Not straight As but all solid Bs.

      “Excellent. Remember, you need help?” He tapped his chest, smearing a dab of ketchup on it. “You come to me. I mean it.”

      “Okay.”

      He polished off his last piece of crust and wiped his hands on his thighs. “You know I’m not a prayin’ kind of guy. But when they found you and life-flighted you to that burn center, I ditched the science fair and drove a million miles an hour to get there. And after I saw you—” His hands stilled on his thighs, and his eyes watered. “I went to the hospital chapel, got down on my knees, and begged for you to live. Brianna was gone. I would have died if I’d lost you, too.”

      Seeing his eyes wet made mine fill. The rest of my pizza smacked onto my tray. There was no way I could finish it now.

      Sean nudged his chin toward it and I waved. “Have at it.” Soon smothered in ketchup, he consumed it.

      He stared toward the cafeteria entrance after. “Alex is a little different, isn’t she?”

      Maybe more than a little different. But what she’d gone through would scar anyone on the inside, not just on the surface. She covered well with a brave front, which I needed to copy. Too often, I let my hurt shine through. “You’d be different if you’d experienced what she did.”

      He nodded slowly, his eyes returning to me. “You’re right. She seemed okay, I guess. Just quiet.”

      “I’m also different.” No reason not to name what he’d seen from the moment he rushed into my hospital room.

      “Not that much.” Reaching across the table, he nudged my shoulder. “You’re still my best friend.”

      Brianna was gone and there was no bringing her back. but at least I wasn’t facing life without her alone.
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      Time to heat up my investigation.

      Talking it out with Sean wasn’t an option. I couldn’t hurt him by sharing the scant details I already knew, let alone my speculations. And I refused to endanger him by involving him in whatever I did next.

      But after finding almost nothing in Mr. Somerfield’s office, I had no clue where to turn. I needed to know what resources were available to me, and one particular person might be able to help. There wasn’t anyone else I could think of to ask.

      During my late study hall, I walked up to the library desk. It was manned, of course, but that was the idea.

      “Can we talk?” I asked.

      “Sure thing.” Manuel sat there, staring up at me as if he expected me to unburden myself where anyone could overhear me.

      “It’s private.”

      Manuel’s eyebrows rose. He got up and strolled back to the main office and told Ms. Peterson he’d be away from the desk for a few minutes. When he returned, I nudged my head toward the main room and led the way.

      “What’s up?” he asked as he followed me around the tables.

      “Shhh!” a girl said, shooting spears with her eyes.

      Manuel grinned when we entered the stack area with rows of books stretching ahead of us. “This must be really important.”

      I rolled my eyes and took him to the end where the library had set up a small out-of-the-way sitting area with comfy chairs and a sofa. All empty, thankfully. I stopped beside the wooden coffee table and turned to face him.

      “You know,” he said. “If you wanted to get me alone, you just had to say so.”

      So much for friends. “Jeez, Manly. This isn’t about anything like that.”

      He waved toward the sofa. “Not even hankering for a little kiss?”

      My heart skipped. Even a fire alarm couldn’t have kept me from staring at his lips. Nice, like everything else about him. Of course.

      “No kissing,” I said. “I want to talk about murder.”

      He blinked but his smile held. “While I’ve got a decent right hook, I’m not the best guy for a hit on someone.”

      My face flamed. Being near this guy sent me into an emotional yo-yo. Flip me one way then flip me the other. My shoulders drooped. Why had I thought he could help me? “Could you be serious for once?”

      “I’m always serious with the women in my life.”

      Steam must’ve been coming from my ears because he snickered.

      “Women, huh?” I cocked my hand on my hip. “How many women are we talking about here?” Hell. Why was I even going in this direction? I didn’t care if he had fifty girlfriends clinging to him with another fifty on the side.

      Tilting his head, he studied my face. “Do you really want to know?”

      “I don’t.” I tugged him over to the sofa and sat, pulling him down beside me.

      “Now, that’s more like it.” He laid his arm along my shoulders, and his fingers played with my hair.

      I shifted away. “I didn’t come here for that.” I would’ve taken a chair instead, but this was a library. It wasn’t only about disturbing those sitting nearby. I didn’t want anyone overhearing what I said. “If you wanted to investigate a murder, how would you go about doing it?”

      “Wait.” He leaned back, his brow narrowed. “You weren’t joking?”

      “Nope.”

      “You didn’t bring me to make-out corner for its usual activity.”

      “Double nope.”

      “I’m sorry.” His face softened. “I guess I thought you were playing around, that this was…well, obviously, it’s not.” After dropping his arm back to his side, he frowned. “Tell me what’s going on. You mentioned murder.”

      I explained everything that had happened, including what I’d found in the report.

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah.”

      “If it was me, I’d leave it to the police. They must be investigating already.”

      “I intend to.” I wasn’t stupid enough to think I could handle the investigation all on my own. That only happened on TV. But I wanted to help them along by providing facts about Mr. Somerfield, assuming I could find any.

      “If I was you, I’d locate the officer in charge of the case and ask a few questions.” Pausing, he studied my face. “You don’t remember anything about that night, you said.”

      “I’ve had a few flashbacks.” I shared my memory of Brianna holding something in the galley and me trying to rescue them. “You’d really leave this to the police?”

      “The potential murder of my family and best friend? Hell, no.”

      “Then why should I?”

      He glanced away. “Certainly not because you’re a girl.”

      I huffed. “Right answer.”

      “What can you do?” His hands spread wide. “It’s not like you can dive into the sea and find the wreck. Or question the coroner.”

      Ideas I’d already considered, but dismissed. I’d been scuba diving once, but I didn’t own equipment. I wouldn’t know where to begin looking, even if I did. The report had mentioned a nautical location but I’d need a boat, dive equipment, plus who knows what else.

      As for the coroner, I’d already tried to set up an appointment but had been shot down. Something about being too busy, but I suspected coroners did not enjoy discussing possible murder with the victims’ relatives, let alone teenage girls.

      “I’ll do whatever I have to do.” My voice cracked. “Don’t you understand? It’s my family. My best friend.” I lifted my arms then flopped them on my thighs. “I can’t sleep until I know what happened.”

      He scratched the back of his neck. “Then your next step is to go to the police department and talk to the officer in charge of the case.”

      “I’ll go there this afternoon, after school.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “You will?”

      “I have an in.”

      “You do?” What had he been up to besides punching someone?

      He grinned. “Who else can play Sherlock to your Watson?”

      He did make a pretty decent Sherlock, but I’d never seen myself as the side-kick. I’d lead this case.

      “What time do you end your librarian shift today?” I asked.

      “Last bell.”

      “Let’s do it, then.” I scooted to the edge of the sofa. “I’ll meet you in the student parking lot after school.”

      He glanced at his phone. “Since we’ve got, ah, fifteen minutes.” Grinning, he patted the scant inches of cushion between us. “You sure you don’t want to try things out?”

      Make-out corner had a reputation for drawing groping freshmen. As a senior, I should be beyond that.

      I didn’t want to kiss Manuel, did I?

      Flustered, I stood up fast and scurried to the first row of stacks where I paused and glanced over my shoulder. Such an odd look on his face, as if he was disappointed. Manuel was the king of joking around. He’d only been teasing about kisses, hadn’t he?

      After retrieving my stuff from my locker, I walked toward the front of the building and found Alex sitting on the bench outside the main office.

      With still a few minutes left before school ended, I approached and sat beside her. “How are things?”

      She shrugged and shifted her feet back and forth, skipping the soles on the tiled floor. “Decent all around, I suppose.” Her voice lightened. “I’m waiting for my mom.” Her lips twisted. “Riding the bus is not an option.”

      “Can’t blame you there.” Half the time, it smelled like vomit, and the rest of the time, it overflowed with sticky little kids.

      “My surgery date is set. In two weeks, the plastic surgeon will work a miracle on my face. After that, I’m done. Outside of healing. Then, finally, I’ll get to take this crappy thing off.” Her fingertips stroked her jawline through the pressure garment. “I hate it so much.”

      I couldn’t blame her for being excited to be finished. While my grafts had been minor, I’d looked forward to my last surgery, too.

      “Hey,” I said. “Want to get together with me and Sean sometime? We could go to a movie. Make cookies.”

      Since she faced forward, it was hard to tell what she was thinking, but I could swear she flinched. “I don’t think so.”

      “He’s a good guy. We’ve been friends for years.”

      “Yeah?” she whispered. “You sure you don’t like him as more than a friend?”

      “No way. I already told you. To me, Sean will never be boyfriend material.”

      “He’s cute.” The sigh she released shouted yearning.

      Is that what this was about? She must have a crush on Sean and was scared to let him know because of her burns. Her attitude made sense, now. I could tell her that he’d never been superficial. If he liked someone, he wouldn’t care what they looked like. But I wouldn’t play matchmaker when he was still mourning Brianna.

      “He and Brianna, my best friend who died, were crazy about each other.” I said it to give her an idea of what she was up against.

      “Yeah?”

      “He misses her, maybe even more than I do.”

      She grunted. “He doesn’t miss her much if he can go to the movies or make cookies.”

      “Sitting home alone is torture for him. Me, too. All I do is think. If he’s like me, I know he wants to hang out with friends. Forget it ever happened, if only for a few hours.”

      “Forget.” Turning, her attention fell on my face. “Will you be able to forget it happened while you’re at the movies?”

      No. “I can try.”

      “I doubt Sean’s going to try. He’s going to do.”

      “Maybe.” Sean had proven persistence if nothing else. “Why are you so hard on him?”

      “I don’t know.” Tilting her head back, she puffed out a breath. “It could be because I don’t think anyone will ever look past what’s on my outside to find out who I truly am on the inside.”

      “Give him a chance. Then you’ll see what a nice guy he is.”

      “I’ll try.” Her lips curled. “How about we got to a Halloween party together? I’m already in costume.”

      “Don’t do that.”

      “What?”

      “Act like this is all about pity, that I don’t want to be friends with you.”

      “We can be friends during Grief Group.”

      I leaned away from her, frowning. “Why not all the time?”

      She didn’t say anything for a long while, just stared toward the glass trophy case mounted on the opposite wall. “Do you believe in fate?”

      This had nothing to do with my offer of friendship. “In the past, no. But now? I think it was fate that you were in the library at the right time, so you could push me out of the way before the lamp hit me. Without you there, my fate would’ve changed. I could’ve been killed.” I shuddered at the memory, still not convinced the cord had frayed all on its own.

      “Hmm.” She reached up and stroked her fingertips along her cheek. “That night of the fire? I was at a friend’s house.”

      How had she been burned, then?

      “I forgot something and went home to get it. My friend’s place was only a few houses down from ours.” A soft keening came from her lips. She tucked her legs up on the bench and wrapped her arms around them. “When I got there, the place was an inferno. The police had arrived but the fire trucks hadn’t come, yet. I tried to run past the police, but they held me back.” She dropped her chin onto her knees and shoved up her glasses. “I went around to the back door. The flames weren’t as bad there, and I got inside. Mom was lying on the kitchen floor, passed out from the smoke, but I dragged her out. I went back in for Dad and my brothers, but I couldn’t get to them. They were upstairs. The fire. It was so hot. And I made things worse. With the back door open, the fire could breathe and grow.”

      Fire. My mind flashed backward.

      “Think my parents would miss this?” I asked Brianna, holding up a bottle of champagne.

      Brianna snickered. “Champagne is worth the risk.”

      “Let’s drink it up on the deck where my parents won’t see.”

      “I can have one glass. A small one.”

      “What, you on a no alcohol diet?”

      She rubbed her temple. “My head hurts.”

      “All the more reason to drink.”

      “Not tonight.”

      “Okay,” I grumbled. “See you upstairs.” Champagne bottle and plastic cups in hand, I left the main cabin and walked up the narrow stairs to the second level of the yacht.

      Behind me—

      Alex sighed, and I jolted back to the present. “I heard them screaming but I couldn’t do anything except let them die.” Dropping her legs to the floor, she lowered her face into her hands. “Why did this happen to me? If I’d been there instead of at my friend’s house, I might’ve been able to save all of them.”

      I rubbed her shoulder, wishing I could give her comfort somehow. “Fate’s a bitch.”

      She snorted and blotted tears from her eyes with the end of her tee. “Sure is.”

      Kids streamed past us, heading for busses. Behind, in the principal’s office, a phone rang and the secretary picked it up.

      I needed to leave soon if I was going to meet up with Manuel.

      But I didn’t want to let this go. “You want to get together sometime for iced coffee, then?”

      “I don’t like being on display. I’m so tired of everyone staring.” Her hand flipped toward kids around us. “Here, I kind of fit in because they’re used to me, but outside?” She shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, though.”

      “If you change your mind…”

      “Tell you what,” she said. “Let’s exchange numbers. I’ll think about it.”
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      A short time later, I sat in my car, drumming my fingers on the dash while the AC cranked out the good stuff.

      Because I didn’t want her to worry, I texted my aunt. I’m going to be late, so don’t hold supper.

      Going out with a boy?

      How could she get that from ‘being late’? Not really.

      A boy!!!

      Please. We’re just friends.

      But…a boy!!!!! I’m glad for you.

      Had she dipped into the alcohol again? I’d seen her drive away from the school not ten minutes ago and it was only two-thirty. Jeez. This was too giddy. Grumbling, I shoved the sticky hair off my face.

      Is this like a practice date? she texted. To see if you like each other first?

      I groaned. No.

      My aunt was a decent enough person and outside of the alcohol that she’d promised to avoid from now on, I was okay with her filling in as a parent. But I was not going to share details about my love life. Not that I had a love life, but still.

      Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.

      I refused to ask what that might be. I’ll be home later.

      Before 10!

      Yay, before ten.

      With a groan, I tucked my phone away.

      Sean strolled over, and I lowered my window. He knelt to eye level. “Why are you sitting in the lot?”

      “I’m waiting for Manuel, then we’re…” Since I hadn’t told him about the suspected murder, I couldn’t exactly tell him that Manuel and I were going to the police station to look into said murder. “We’re investigating something.”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “Like, for a school project?”

      “Yeah, for school.” Not a complete lie. Well, okay, it was a complete lie, but I had no choice.

      “Sounds fun.” He grinned. “You and Manuel, huh?”

      Why did everyone think I was getting together with a boy? “It’s not like that.”

      “No need to share.” He rubbed my shoulder hard enough I rocked in my seat. “It’s your free time.”

      “We’re looking into something about the yacht.” I could say that much.

      “What in particular?”

      “Just basic stuff. Um…details about the insurance.”

      Sean’s face smoothed. “Oh, is he going to the lawyer’s with you?”

      “Yeah. The lawyer’s office. My, uh, aunt can’t make it today.” My lies were piling onto each other. If I wasn’t careful, I wouldn’t be able to keep them straight.

      “I would’ve gone with you, you know. I imagine it’s tough going through that shit without a friend to hold your hand.”

      I could barely hold back my cringe. But I might as well keep on digging myself deeper. “Sure is.”

      Manuel stepped off the path into the student lot and looked around. I beeped my horn and got out, adding a wave for good measure. “I’ve gotta go,” I said to Sean.

      “Sure thing. Talk to you later.” Whistling, he strode across the lot, aiming for the busses, calling over his shoulder, “Have fun!”

      I smiled because Alex was right. Sean was cute. Just not boyfriend-material cute.

      “Hey, there you are,” Manuel said when he approached, and we climbed inside my car. He tossed his backpack on the floor and tilted the vents so the AC blew on his face. “This feels awesome.”

      “Will you have to come back here for your car after?” I asked, buckling up. I shifted into reverse and started easing out of the spot.

      “My father took my car after the punching incident.” He deepened his voice. “Got to set an example, son. You know your fists are never the right way to solve a problem. But he said I could have it back next week.”

      “That’s harsh.” I drove from the school lot and turned onto the main road. “Not just what he said but, really, community service plus losing your car?”

      “Dad’s…dad. He’s all about appearances. Since he married my stepmom—she’s wealthy—he’s been trying to meet her standards. He seems to think my sister and I need to meet them, too.”

      That would be tough.

      “Do you like your stepmother?”

      He shrugged. “She’s okay.” A smile rose on his face. “I do like the new car she bought me.”

      I laughed. A new car would go a long way toward winning anyone’s affection. “Are you from around here? I haven’t seen you before the other day.”

      “I went to a school in Brighton before my stepmom and Dad bought a new house here in town. I transferred to Finley Cove.”

      Clicking on my blinker, I turned right. “Where’s your birth mom?”

      “Died when my little sister was born early.”

      “I’m sorry.” Pulling up to a stop sign, I shot him a look filled with sympathy.

      “I was seven.” He stared forward, and a tic pulsed in his temple. “She was special.”

      “Mine was, too. I miss her.” My voice broke. “A lot.”

      “I understand.” Reaching across the console, he took my hand.

      He didn’t let go until we pulled into the police station.

      After shutting off the engine, I studied the brick building. Each window had a little red arch over the top for decoration, and there was a matching red awning over the entrance. A female officer with a gun strapped to her belt strode up to the door and went inside.

      “We just walk in there and ask to speak to whoever’s in charge of my parents’ case, and then grill them for details?” I asked.

      “Sounds about right.”

      “You’re awfully confident about this.” About everything, actually. It looked good on him. Even better than his khakis and white shirt.

      “I’m also magic.”

      That brought out my laugh. “They’re going to throw us out of the police station.”

      “Or arrest us.”

      My laugh choked off. While I knew he was only teasing, the idea wasn’t beyond belief. Shuddering, I popped open my door. “I’m not sure I’m ready to start a life of crime yet.” Well, outside that bit of snooping in Mr. Somerfield’s office.

      “I can put in a good word for you if they arrest you. Maybe get you community service.”

      “Only if it’s at the library.”

      “Where else?”

      My smile slipped when I stared toward the station. What good could come from this? We’d probably walk up to the desk, be IDed as two troublesome teenagers—which we were—and then be escorted off the premises.

      As I walked around to the front of the car, Manuel cracked his knuckles and rolled his shoulders. “Just watch me in action.”

      This should be interesting.

      We crossed the lot and approached the door. “We’re not going commando on them, are we? Guns blazing, SWAT team at our backs?” I paused for a moment, realizing I was actually joking. Laughing. For one of the first times since the accident. It felt sad, but okay.

      “Commando?” He snorted. “I refuse to say if I’m wearing boxers or not until at least our second date.”

      “This isn’t even a first date.”

      “You’ve got a point.” He held open the door to the police station and waved for me to enter ahead of him. “The ambiance is way off.”

      Inside he marched up to the desk. Bold as day.

      “What can I do for you?” asked the woman sitting behind the desk. “You here for the Chief?”

      The Chief? I grimaced. Talk about going all the way to the top. I wanted answers, not a tour of the first available jail cell.

      “Nah, not today.” He nudged his head toward me. “We’d like to speak to whoever’s handling the Davis yacht case.”

      I gave her the date and she looked it up in her computer. “That’ll be Officer Brent.” She reached for the phone. “I’ll get him for you.”

      “It’s okay,” Manly said with a laugh. “I know where to find him.”

      Lovely. How far did his criminal past go beyond punching someone?

      “This way.” He led me down a hall. “Officer Brent’s office is at the end.”

      I refused to ask how he’d know this.

      He knocked on the partly opened door, and someone called, “Come on in.”

      Manuel creaked the door the rest of the way open and strolled inside, with me following.

      An officer looked up from where he was reviewing papers lying on his desk. “Emanuel, buddy.” He stood, extending his hand. “Good to see you.”

      “Officer Brent,” Manuel said. “This is Janine Davis.”

      “Janie,” I hissed.

      “Janie it is,” Manuel said, a hint of laughter in his eyes. Ass.

      “Take a seat,” Officer Brent said, and after, “What can I do for you kids?”

      Manuel explained while Officer Brent studied me.

      I added details I’d read in the report I found in my father’s office.

      Officer Bent clicked into his computer and frowned at the screen.

      Before he could say anything further, someone knocked on the door and poked his head inside the room. “John, I—” The scowl he sent our way made me slide lower in my seat. Or, the scowl he directed at Manuel, that is. Grumbling, he stepped inside the room. Tall, graying hair at his temples, narrow but muscular build. “Emmanuel? What are you doing here?”

      “Crap,” Manuel mumbled. “I thought he had the afternoon off.”

      “You in trouble again, son?” the man asked. Not said like he was joking, unfortunately. This man’s tone rivaled that of a pastor at a funeral.

      “Hey, Chief Sancini,” Officer Brent said.

      Son. Chief of Police. Of course. So much for Manly’s magic.

      “You,” I said, frowning at him.

      “I’ll explain later,” Manuel said to me, and to his father, “I’m not in trouble again. It was just one punch.”

      With his shoulder braced against the doorframe, Chief Sancini growled. “You dropped a senator to the floor with your fist.”

      I gasped. “A senator?”

      Manuel smirked. “Go big or go home.”

      “You going to introduce me to the little lady, son?” his father asked.

      Manuel made the introductions.

      “I can handle this, John,” Police Chief Sancini said to Officer Brent. “Why don’t you kids come with me?” He waved for us to follow, and we crossed the hall and entered another office.

      “Have a sit.” Rounding his desk, Chief Sancini dropped into a big wooden chair while we took two smaller ones across from him. “If you haven’t assaulted anyone, son, then why are you here?” His shifty eyes pinned me in place. He had to be joking around, right? “You haven’t gotten this little lady in trouble, now have you? Punching’s one thing, but if you’ve come down here to confess something like that, you’re on your own.”

      Like we’d come to the police station to confess a pregnancy? I shriveled in my chair. Could I escape before this went any further?

      “Shit, Dad.” Manuel rammed his fingers into his hair. It flopped back onto his forehead in seconds. “Stop fooling around.”

      Manuel’s father shook his finger. “Don’t you swear in front of me, let alone this young lady.”

      Manuel drooped as low as me in his chair and tapped his sneaker on the desk. “Sorry.”

      “No grandbabies in my foreseeable future, then.” Chief Sancini shook his head. As if this was a problem.

      Staring back and forth between them, I gulped. The dynamics between these two…well, talk about awkward.

      “Dad, please.” Manuel’s voice came out utterly defeated, and I felt bad for him. Since this was embarrassing for me, I could only imagine how he felt about it.

      My face burned with fury. His father was a piece of shit. But we didn’t have to put up with this sort of crap. Since his father seemed to be treating this like a comedy, I’d find my answers a different way. I grabbed Manuel’s hand and tugged him up to stand with me. “Let’s go.”

      “I was only kidding,” Chief Sancini said, but his eyes weren’t exactly laughing. “Sorry. Please take your seat again. You came to the station for a reason, and I might be able to help.”

      A nice switch in behavior, but I wasn’t convinced he meant it.

      “It’s nothing,” I said shortly. “We’re done here.” I widened my eyes at Manuel and mouthed, “Right?”

      “More than done.” He started for the door but paused and grumbled. By the high color in his cheeks, I could tell he’d like to storm from the office but was torn. He turned and glared at his father. “We need answers about this case, and we’re not leaving without them.”

      All humor fled Chief Sancini’s face. “Wait a minute. Case? You aren’t just here for a visit? If you being here is regarding police business, you need to take those seats again.”

      We did, and he leaned back in his chair, studying me while I explained. The only part I left out was my search of Mr. Somerfield’s office.

      “Well, I’d like to help you, but that case is closed,” Chief Sancini said.

      I bolted forward. “What?”

      “You sure?” Manuel asked at the same time.

      “Of course, I’m sure.” Leaning on the arm of his chair, he clicked into the computer and studied the screen. “Closed August fifteenth.”

      I yanked on my hair, unable to believe the police was no longer investigating. “You don’t think it’s murder?”

      “Our initial investigation suggested foul play but with further research, we realized our conclusions were unfounded.”

      “What do you think caused the yacht to burn, then?” Manuel asked.

      “Fireworks. The cooking oil in the galley. That’s where the evidence shows the fire started. Cooking fires on boats are more common than you think, especially when there are explosives like fireworks involved.”

      Had I broken into Mr. Somerfield’s office for nothing? But what about that note about me snooping? And the lamp in the library.

      “The distress call was the final proof,” Chief Sancini said.

      My pulse skipped. “What distress call?”

      “The one your father made saying the boat was on fire. A mayday call.”

      How had I missed that in the police report?

      “But—” I gulped. “What about Mr. Somerfield?”

      Chief Sancini frowned. “Who?”

      “My father’s business partner. I think he’s involved. I just haven’t found enough evidence, yet.” I explained about the partnership and the codicil that let him buy the stock at a low price days before the company released a profitable app. Plus, the document Dad had drawn up to dissolve the partnership. “All this is rather convenient, don’t you think? It’s a motive.”

      “I already told you we’d closed the case, ruling it an accident,” Chief Sancini said softly. He looked ready to lean over the desk and pat my shoulder. “Please tell me you’re not looking into this yourself.”

      My eyes fell to my hands pinched together on my lap. “Not exactly.”

      His sigh made me wince, and the weight of his gaze pressed down on me for far too long in the silence that followed. Hints of Manuel shown in the Chief’s gaze, only sharper, and it was beyond intimidating. “Because, if you are looking into this, I’m telling you right now that I want you to stop.”

      We were talking about my parents and Brianna. I wasn’t going to let this go as easily as the police had. “Can’t you reopen the case? You must agree that this stock purchase sounds suspicious.”

      “While the circumstances do point to something unusual, you just said the agreement had been in place for a period of time. Exercising his legal right shortly after this incident is hardly enough evidence to convict someone of murder.”

      “I’ll get more—”

      His hand rose. “You will not do a thing. This is out of your hands, Ms. Davis. The case is closed. Of course, if something comes up or we have questions for you, we’ll be in touch.” I’d heard that last bit on one too many TV shows. The police always said that when they wanted the victim’s family to go home and do nothing.

      Well, I wasn’t. I couldn’t.

      Chief Sancini stared toward the door a moment before tapping his chin and turning back to face his computer. Frowning, he clicked through a few screens. He grunted and released the computer mouse. “You’re the daughter with the missing memory.” While his gaze had intimidated me before, now, it made me long to hide. “Have you remembered any details yet?”

      At this point, I wasn’t sure I dared share anything further with him. He’d probably tell me the flashbacks meant nothing. “You just said the case is closed.”

      The Chief’s face could fool competitors in a Vegas poker match. “It is. Unless you’ve remembered anything helpful.”

      Helpful. Since I barely knew what the memories meant, it was doubtful he’d be able to ‘help’ me interpret them. It was obvious I wasn’t going to learn anything new here. I stood. “I think we should go.” I nodded to Chief Sancini. “Thank you for speaking with me.”

      He crossed his arms on his chest, and his brown eyes—much like Manuel’s—studied me. Lord only knows what he saw. “You’re welcome.”

      We left the office, closing the door behind us.

      This had been a wasted trip. Why had I thought the police would actually be any help? Chief Sancini had made it clear I was to let this go but with the case closed, they were no longer looking into anything.

      I wouldn’t discover the truth about what happened unless I found it myself.

      Of course, I knew exactly what I needed to do next to further my investigation.

      If only I didn’t have to do it.

      Cringing, I paused in the parking lot and sent Sean a text. You want to go to Brandon’s party tomorrow night? He said you were interested in going. Because I’m in.

      There were more ways than one to get to the bottom of this. Brandon’s party was at Brandon’s house, where his father had an office.

      Sure, Sean replied. I guess I’m up for something like that.

      I’ll be the designated driver. Beer was overrated, wasn’t it?

      Decent of you.

      Seven-thirty.

      I’ll be waiting.

      Inside my car, I turned the AC on high and we sat while the vehicle idled.

      “I’m sorry. That was a bad idea, wasn’t it?” Manuel said. “My father was supposed to be at home today. I intended to stroll in there and get you some answers. Show you I did have a magic touch.”

      “I still think you’re pretty magical.”

      Leaning back against the door, he cocked one eyebrow. “Magical enough for that kiss?”

      “Ha, ha. Not that magical.” He was cute but not that cute. “You’re just like him, you know. Your father.”

      “What do you mean by that? He’s an ass.”

      “You’re always joking around. The only difference is, he’s had time to practice so his jabs are sharper.” Chief Sancini knew which arrows stabbed Manuel deepest.

      “We’re nothing alike.” When I huffed, Manuel’s lips twitched upward. “We’re not.”

      “You keep thinking that if it makes you feel better.”

      Manuel stared forward in silence, and I wondered if he was considering my comment.

      Shifting my car into gear, I pulled out of the lot. “Maybe you should try being serious every now and then instead of always pretending life’s a big joke.”

      Turning, his eyes fell to my mouth.

      The expression filling his face was so hot, it made my fingers tremble on the wheel. My foot hit the brake, jerking the vehicle to a stop and sending us forward against our seat belts.

      Behind us, someone laid on their horn.

      But I couldn’t take my eyes of Manly’s.

      He grinned. “How do you know I haven’t been serious already?”
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      Belly fluttering, I yanked my gaze away and gave the car some gas. The car jerked forward like a bucking horse.

      Best to ignore his comment but I did wonder what he meant. He’d been joking again, hadn’t he?

      “Where should I take you?” I asked.

      “Out the Parkway. I’ll show you where to go from there.”

      I tapped my fingers on the wheel as I drove. “Want to tell me why you punched a senator?”

      “My little sister’s ten, and she has Cerebral Palsy.” The smile he sent me showed me how much she meant to him. “She’s had a ton of surgery, but she’s a real trooper. She’s stronger than I’ll ever be.”

      I shrugged. Manuel seemed strong to me.

      “Her legs weren’t growing the way they should,” he said. “They were deformed. So, the doctors are always working on them, doing things like putting in plates or lengthening tendons and muscles, anything to help her legs grow straight.”

      “That’s got to be hard on her.” I’d only had minimal surgery but it was enough to last me a lifetime. At least I was old enough to understand why.

      “My stepmom held one of those afternoon party things. A tea party to raise money. She’s the mayor and is running for re-election.”

      The mayor? Manuel was one surprise after another.

      “My sister dressed up for the party. She knows she’s a princess because that’s what I call her all the time. My little princess.” Jaw clenching, he stared forward before speaking again. “She pushed her walker out onto the patio, looking gorgeous, all decked out in a fairy gown. Even had a crown on her head. A grin bigger than the moon on her face.”

      “What happened?”

      “That senator took one look at her and while he did a great job covering it up, I heard him laugh.”

      “She heard, too.”

      “She always hears.”

      “Can I punch him?”

      He chuckled. “Be my guest. My father might not like it any more than when I did it.”

      “You explained why you punched him, right?” I asked.

      “I didn’t think my father would believe me.”

      “He would’ve.” Wouldn’t he? I couldn’t imagine my father not believing me. Not believing in me. Sad that Manuel didn’t share the same confidence in his own dad.

      “I didn’t want to test it.” His lips curled down. “He loves my sister but the senator had just given my stepmom a big campaign donation. No way would my father jeopardize that.”

      That was crap. If you couldn’t stick up for a kid, what kind of person were you?

      We rode in silence, me driving to his directions while I fumed about injustice.

      “Confession time,” I eventually said.

      Manuel darted a confused look my way. “What’s up?”

      “I’ve already been investigating.” I explained how I’d snuck into Mr. Somerfield’s office.

      “Cool.” He grinned. “What did you find?”

      I puffed out a breath, making the loose hair hanging in my face scatter. “Not much. A few suspicious papers I took pictures of. But Mr. Somerfield’s my prime suspect. The only one, actually.” I hesitated. “I guess there could be a second one. My aunt.” I hated even suggesting her name.

      “Really?”

      Just thinking she could be involved made me flinch. “She’s my heir if something happens to me. But I can tell she cares. I just can’t see her wanting to harm me. The lawyer said she’s entitled to a salary from my estate but she refused to take it at first, which kinda proves she’s not willing to do anything for money, right? I had to convince her to take it.”

      “Doesn’t sound like someone who’d kill for an inheritance.”

      “Maybe. Probably not.” I hated the worm of unease inside me that said I couldn’t completely trust her. But I’d have to. For now.

      “We need to come up with a strategy, then,” Manuel said. He shifted around in his seat to face me. “It could be hard for you to do this on your own. If you want, I’ll help you find out who did this and make them pay.”

      How awesome it would be to have someone helping me.

      “Your father said the case is closed,” I pointed out. “That I need to stop investigating.”

      He snorted. “Will a request from my father stop you?”

      I didn’t need to answer. He already knew I couldn’t let this go.

      “Then, yes, I’d love your help. You think we can handle this by ourselves?” What if our investigation put us in danger? If my parents and Brianna had been murdered, snooping around could put our lives at risk. I’d already been warned.

      If he wanted in, I could include him in my upcoming plan. “What are you doing tomorrow night?”

      He shrugged. “Not much…” Brow narrowed, he glanced my way. “Yet?”

      “There’s a party tomorrow night. I need a date.” If I showed up at Brandon’s after he thought I’d gone to his dad’s office specifically to see him, he’d be convinced I was still interested. Which was the last thing I wanted.

      He’d never believe I was with Sean and I wouldn’t ask Sean to pretend.

      “How much of a date are we talking about here?” Manuel asked.

      “The fake kind. But…” I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Can you be convincing?”

      His eyes twinkled. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem.”
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      Early Saturday afternoon, I sent Alex a text. You want to go to a party tonight?

      The pause went on long enough, I began to think she’d entered the Pope’s number into my phone instead of her own.

      I appreciate the offer, she texted. But I’m not up for it. Is that okay?

      Of course. Not really. I was disappointed because I wanted to show her that getting out could be fun. Sure, kids would stare, but we could’ve fielded the stares together.

      Lunch on Monday? she texted.

      Definitely.

      Sitting at my desk, I started in on my homework but paused, staring forward, not seeing a thing.

      Why did I keep seeking out Alex like I always had with Brianna? Was I hoping Alex could fill that gap in my life? It would be wrong of me to try to replace my best friend with someone else and it would be hurtful to Alex.

      “You’re not doing that,” I whispered. “There’s nothing wrong with making a new friend.”

      Guilt knotted in my belly. No matter who I hung out with, I’d never forget Brianna and all the fun times we’d had together.

      I made myself dedicate my afternoon to homework but left enough time to get ready for the party.

      Since my true purpose for going to Brandon’s was to investigate a crime, I was tempted to dress all in black like they did on TV. But I also, for reasons I refused to name, wanted to look good for my ‘boyfriend’. Even though this wasn’t a real date.

      I paired jeans with practical black boots and threw on a silky, layered red blouse with long sleeves. My make-up included a smoky eyeliner and red lip gloss, and I added hoop earrings. I skipped the straightening iron and let my natural waves come out to play, leaving it down to sway on my back.

      Heading downstairs, I found my aunt in the kitchen. “You know how you keep telling me to do those things I used to do before the accident?”

      “Uh-huh.” She leaned against the island, scrolling through her phone.

      “I’m going to a party tonight.” Right now, in fact.

      She smiled. “You look great.”

      I spun in place and glanced down. “Think so?”

      “Know so.”

      I nibbled on my lower lip, then plunged into my real reason for seeking her out. “About that ten-o-clock curfew. Can we extend it for just tonight?” Actually, for every weekend night, but I’d start simple.

      Her frown made me worry she’d be as firm with this as with all her other conditions. Jeez, she was worse about rules than my parents had been. “Extend it to what?”

      “Two?” Clasping my hands together, I got ready to grovel.

      “I don’t know.” She dropped her phone and fidgeted with the edge of the countertop. “That feels awfully late for a teenager.”

      Come on. This wasn’t a ten-year-old’s birthday party, complete with balloons and cake. “Pretty please?”

      Her sigh whooshed out, but my heart picked up because I could tell she was relenting. “Midnight.”

      I barely resisted the urge to get on my knees. “Compromise with one?”

      “Only if you promise there will be no drinking and driving.”

      “I’m the DD.”

      She gave a pert nod. “I respect that you’ve thought this through. So, okay. One.”

      “Cool.” After a quick hug, I grabbed my keys off the hook next to the back door.

      Aunt Kristy lifted her phone but frowned and dropped it back on the island. She looked worse than a parent leaving her kid at daycare for the first time. “Watch out for roofies.”

      “No drinking, remember?”

      “Someone could slip it into your soda.”

      “I promise to only drink from cans I open myself.”

      My aunt nodded. “Beware of those funny cigarettes, too.”

      Funny cigarettes? What era did she think this was? The 90s? “I promise.”

      “And no sneaking off with boys unless you take these.” As if by magic, she produced a hand full of condoms. Did she keep them in the silverware drawer? Do not ask.

      “I don’t even have a boyfriend.”

      “You never know. It’s easy to get carried away.”

      I cringed, hoping she wasn’t going to start detailing her past sexual experiences. Yeah, she was only fifteen years older than me, but sometimes, it felt like thirty.

      She glanced toward the French door leading out to the deck. “The moon will be out, and cute boys will be all over you. You might want to have some fun. Take them.”

      I cringed but stuffed them into my pocket. No way was I going off with some guy to use condoms. “Bye!” Spinning on my heel, I raced for the front door before she—

      “Don’t forget—”

      I slammed the door behind me. Phew. Who knew what she was going to tell me to watch out for next? I refused to speculate.

      Jumping into Dad’s car, I started her up and blasted the tunes and AC. In no time, a nice chill had settled inside, three songs had played, and I’d crossed town and pulled up to the curb in front of Sean’s place.

      I sent him a text. Here!

      He came out the front door of the apartment building he’d lived in for a few months. His mom followed and waved to me.

      In the four years I’d known Sean, he’d moved three times. His mom worked two jobs to support him and his younger brothers after Sean’s dad took off. Their apartment was tiny, just two bedrooms, and he avoided being there whenever possible. He was one of Ms. Peterson’s latchkey children, remaining in the library to find quiet study time until closing. Although, I hadn’t seen him there much since I returned to school. Maybe he’d found a new place to study.

      Sean climbed into the passenger seat, and we headed for Brandon’s. Since he lived only a few blocks from the Somerfield place, Manuel said he’d meet us there.

      “I am so in need of this tonight,” Sean said, rubbing his face.

      I studied his sad profile, before returning my attention to the road. “Bad day?”

      “Today would’ve been Brianna and my…” His voice trailed off, and he took a deep breath. I could taste his mourning in the air. “Our third anniversary of when we became official.”

      “You sure you’re up for this, then? We could do something else.” Get coffee, maybe go to the park. Talk about Brianna if that would help. While I’d be disappointed I couldn’t follow through with my plan to investigate Mr. Somerfield tonight, I would find a way to do it another time. I could text Manuel and tell him—

      “I’m okay. I want to go.” He stared down at his lap, where he’d clamped his hands so tight, they’d blanched. “I need to go.”

      I understood that. Sometimes, the only way you could move forward was to surround yourself with people. “Okay.”

      Silence followed us all the way to Brandon’s.

      I parked on the side of his long drive. The Somerfield house sat the perfect distance from the water so as to avoid higher-than-expected tides but close enough to enjoy the view. Brandon told me his mom had inherited it from her grandparents.

      When I got out of my car, Manuel rose from where he’d been sitting on the front steps and strolled down the drive to join us. His deep-blue denims and soft, dark green tee highlighted his lean frame. In khaki and white, he cleaned up well, but this boy in denim was hot. One might even call him Manly.

      Not me, but someone.

      “Manuel?” Sean said, his voice light. “How you doin’?”

      “Hey, Sean. Janie.” His warm gaze traveled down my frame, and I was glad I’d taken time to look nice.

      “Great to see you.” Sean had kicked off his sadness and could barely keep from smiling when he glanced at me. There’d be no avoiding the grilling I’d get from him later about Manuel. After seeing Manuel in my car at school and him now meeting us at the party, Sean must think we were here as a couple. Jeez, we were just friends.

      We walked up to the front door and entered the house like I’d done every other time I’d come by to see Brandon. Too many times considering how it ended, actually.

      Brandon’s mom poked her head out of the front room. “Janie!” She came over, and hugged me, kissing my cheek. “It’s been far too long, punkin’. Brandon’s going to be thrilled to see that you’re here.”

      I grimaced.

      “How have you been?” she said, rubbing my arms. “Holding up all right?”

      Outside of the fact that I suspected her husband had murdered my family, sure. “I’m okay, thanks.”

      “You need anything, you just shout, you hear?”

      I nodded and stepped backward.

      Her smile fell when she took in Sean. Mrs. Somerfield was not only wealthy, she was also a snob. But while Sean had never met her standards, I admired that he’d never tried. A friend of Brandon’s, he’d been to the house almost as much as I had. It was Mrs. Somerfield’s loss that she hadn’t warmed up to him yet.

      Her gaze moved on to Manuel, who I introduced.

      “You related to Chief Sancini?”

      He nodded.

      “Oh, the mayor’s son,” she said. Talk about gush. Her face colored and she looked ready to curtsey.

      “Actually, I’m her stepson,” Manuel said. Hands in his front pockets, he rocked on his boots.

      “You came at the perfect time,” she said.

      “I did?”

      “I can give you my campaign donation right now.” She called over her shoulder, “Franklin? Becca Sancini’s son is here.”

      “Stepson,” Manuel whispered.

      “Can you wait a moment before joining the party?” She dimpled at Manuel. “We can get this over with in no time.”

      Mr. Somerfield strolled into the foyer. “Janie. Nice to see you again. You should’ve stayed around the other day so we could talk.” His dark gaze penetrated me, making me long to melt into the floor.

      My breath came tight, and a light sweat broke out on my brow. Did he know I’d searched his office? I’d tried to hide any evidence I’d been there, but a savvy person would know if things had been moved. What would I do if he accused me of the act? Running might be out of the question.

      “Darling?” Mrs. Somerfield said, drawing his attention away from me, thankfully. “Why don’t you go up to your office and write Manuel a nice check to give his mother.”

      “Stepmother,” Manuel said.

      “Good idea.” Nodding to us, Mr. Somerfield strode up the main staircase, took a right on the large landing above, and headed down a hall. A door opened, then shut behind him.

      Mrs. Somerfield’s smile swept across us. “This worked out very well, now didn’t it?”

      “Sure did,” said Manuel. The expression he shot me held a mix of resignation and embarrassment. Now that his dad had married the mayor, I imagined he was struggling to get used to his new, almost-celebrity status.

      “I won’t keep you, Janie,” Mrs. Somerfield said. “Manuel can wait for Franklin, and Sean can join the other children. But why don’t you go find Brandon? Then you two can chat. You’re all he’s talked about these past few days. I’m sure he’d like to discuss getting ba—”

      “Manuel’s my boyfriend,” I said, wrapping my arm around his waist. No time like the present to begin this ruse.

      Without missing a beat, Manuel dropped his arm across my shoulders. “I am.”

      Sean blinked, though his eyes gleamed with happiness for me. “When did this lovely event occur?”

      “We’ve been together…um…” Contrary to my recent behavior, lying never came easy to me. Whenever possible, evasion was my go-to.

      Manuel pulled me into his side. “We’ve been together for a while.”

      And that was nicely vague. I smiled up at him, and his eyes twinkled. From the delighted look on his face, no one would guess he was faking it.

      “We’ve kept it secret,” he said, his grin growing bigger. “Right, sweetie?”

      Sweetie?

      “Yes,” I said, because, while the nickname was too sugary for my taste, it made a great cover. “It’s been a secret. For a long time.”

      We needed to escape before I slipped up and said something incriminating.

      Mrs. Somerfield’s lips flattened. “Does Brandon know about this?”

      With some difficulty, I pulled my gaze away from Manuel’s. “Why would he need to know?”

      “Well, punkin’. You two—”

      “He broke up with me.”

      “Well.” Sean rubbed his hands together. He was enjoying this interaction. But it must also have been obvious I was ready to bolt. Like a college guy at a frat party, he peered around. “Where’s the beer?”

      Mrs. Somerfield sniffed. “I don’t serve minors.” Or Sean if she had any say in it. Fortunately, she didn’t. Brandon liked Sean and if there was beer, Brandon would offer it. Because Brandon was more than willing to serve beer to minors. Not that his parents would know; Brandon could be sneaky, like his dad.

      Mr. Somerfield came down the stairs and gave Manuel the check. “Tell her I plan to donate more next month. Keeping her in the office is important to us.”

      “Will do.” Manuel folded it and tucked it into his pocket.

      “Why don’t we go to the beach and find everyone else?” I asked. If we hung around, Mr. Somerfield might start asking more questions. Taking Manuel’s hand, I tugged him down the hall, toward the back of the house. Sean trooped along behind us.

      “Come visit me later, Janie,” Mrs. Somerfield called out. “We can talk.”

      Not if the conversation included Brandon.

      We exited the kitchen onto a huge deck overlooking the sea. The sun had set and dusk was upon us. A half-moon hung in the sky, giving just enough light to see as we crossed the deck and took the stairs to the bottom. We walked past the pool where a bunch of kids played water volleyball under tall lights. A DJ danced and shuffled tunes on the other side.

      A narrow path lined with tiki torches led to the shore, and our feet slid in the beach made up of tiny pebbles as we strode closer to the water. Seagrass waved on each side of the path exiting at a broad stretch of beach where the Somerfield family had set up for the event.

      “Food.” Sean headed for the crowded buffet table, arms extended. Kids holding small plates and drinks mingled nearby.

      Ahead, a big bonfire blazed but I didn’t dare approach. Fire…

      Shivering, even though it had to be eighty out still, I walked to my right and stalled beside a cluster of lounge chairs. All unoccupied except for one holding a towel.

      Manuel followed.

      I sat, kicked off my shoes, and turned to stretch out my legs, staring at the water. Without any wind, the sea gleamed as calm as glass.

      “Want something to drink?” he asked, nudging his head toward a series of coolers sitting near the buffet tables.

      “Sure. Pepsi?”

      “I’ll get you one.” He strolled in that direction, pausing to back-slap a couple of guys along the way.

      I flicked my bare feet back and forth, partly along with the music drifting down to the beach, but mostly in time with the flames that swallowed all of my attention.

      My mind spun back to…

      I’d just popped the cork on the champagne when the yacht shuddered. Regaining my balance, I peered around but saw nothing but endless stars scattered above an ebony sea.

      The boat jolted again. Had we hit something?

      Crackles coming from the main cabin were followed by a boom that shook the vessel again. The ship listed to one side, and I fell onto the hard decking. My hands scrambled to find something to hang on to as my legs spasmed underneath me.

      What was happening? Mom. Dad. Brianna!

      Below deck, screams erupted—
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      Manuel set my Pepsi in the drink holder, jarring me back to the present. I shuddered and pulled my knees close to my chest, and stared up at the stars.

      “You okay?” He sat in the chair beside mine. “Janie?”

      I shared what I’d seen.

      “That sounds like a series of explosions.”

      “Do you think it was the fireworks? Or oil in the galley?” Both, maybe.

      “I imagine that’s what the police would say.” He stared toward the water. “I wish we could see the yacht.”

      From what I’d read online, in instances like this, bodies were usually recovered. But rarely burned-out ship carcasses. “We could talk to the Coast Guard. Their divers found the bodies.” My voice cracked on the last word.

      “This week?”

      “Let’s do it.” Having a plan made me feel stronger. A sip of soda washed down the bitter taste lingering in my throat, making it easier to put this behind me for now. I needed full brain power for tonight.

      “What’s the plan?” he asked.

      I explained, and he whistled. “Bold.”

      “Necessary.”

      Turning to face me, he dropped his feet onto the beach and nudged his head toward the house. “When do you want to put this thing into effect? Now or later?”

      “You’re still in even though this date involves breaking and entering?”

      “I told you I’m your Sherlock.”

      And I was his Watson. Whatever that might mean. “How about after he goes to bed?”

      “Do you think he will while Brandon’s having a party?”

      “I don’t know.” Lifting my soda, I took another swallow. The bubbles burned my chest, and I coughed, but my breathing came easier. “We could hang out here for a while then go inside and scope it out. If he wants to work in his office tonight, I can’t imagine he’ll work late. It’s Saturday night.”

      “True.” He glanced at his phone. “It’s after eight. How about we try about nine?”

      “Sounds good. Once we’re sure the coast is clear, I'll sneak upstairs and into the office to look around.”

      “And what will my role be in all this?”

      “You’re my guard. You can stand in the hall and watch the stairs. If he comes up, you’ll let me know and we can hide in one of the other rooms. From what I remember, most in that hallway are empty since Brandon's sisters are away at college.”

      “I wish we had a guaranteed block of time to do this.”

      “We can't come back when they're not home,” I said. “They've got an great security system.”

      “I saw the cameras.”

      “No getting inside when it's armed.”

      “Which means tonight is our best opportunity.”

      I drank more soda. “I’ve got to be extra savvy this time. When I searched his office, I was nearly caught.”

      “Do you feel like you searched it thoroughly? Meaning, should we go there together and look some more? Maybe you missed something.”

      I shrugged. “Hard to say. I think I covered everything. Unless he has a hidden safe or cabinet I couldn’t find. But I didn't see any evidence to support that.”

      “Then we can start here but go back to the office if we don't find anything at the house.”

      “Yup.”

      “And we know where he is, so there's less chance of getting caught.”

      “In the parlor.”

      “For now.”

      Manuel removed his boots and socks. He took my soda and dropped it into the drink holder before taking my hand and pulling me to my feet. A soft smile rose on his face, and his eyes shone so bright, they must’ve captured the moonlight.

      I stepped on something sharp and stumbled against him. His arms wrapped around my waist to hold me steady. I liked being close to him. Flustered by that notion, I withdrew from his embrace, backing until my calves nudged my chair.

      He followed with a measured pace. Why did he have to look so good and be so intriguing?

      This fluttery feeling inside me took me into unfamiliar territory, and I wasn’t sure I liked it.

      “What are you doing?” My voice came out breathless.

      “Being your boyfriend.”

      Said like he was mine. And I was his. But that wasn’t true. We meant nothing to each other.

      My heart leaped, which it totally shouldn’t do. It would be wrong to read anything into this moment because being together tonight was only for show.

      He pulled me away from the chairs, out onto open sand, where he turned and tugged me close.

      My pulse hammered loud enough, the world must’ve heard it.

      “What are you doing now?” I squeaked.

      Leaning forward, his breath heated my ear. “I think your boyfriend needs to dance with you.”

      “But we can barely hear the music.”

      “Pretend.”

      We swayed in the sand, and pretending came too easy. The moon highlighted us, casting one long shadow. The warmth of his arms around my waist and his breath tickling my ear made me wonder what it would be like between us if this was real. Waves lapping the shore suggested I could have this and more. All I had to do was ask.

      When he was Manuel, joking around, I could brush him off. But I didn’t stand a chance against Manly.

      We spun fast, and I got dizzy. I laughed, and his deep chuckle joined in with mine. I stared up at him while he smiled down at me, and our footsteps slowed. He leaned in closer…

      A splash nearby dragged at my attention. We both turned.

      Brandon strolled out of the water like a god rising from the sea. Droplets coursed down his chest and made his swim trunks cling to his thighs.

      The old Janie would’ve stumbled, and her jaw would’ve hit the sand. She would’ve been proud to shout that this boy was hers.

      Now, I wished he’d go away so I could spend more time with Manly.

      Brandon strode past us and lifted the towel off the chair, wiping his face with it. He laid it around his neck so it draped down his chest on each side. Eyes penetrating like knives, he crossed his arms on his chest and thrust out his jaw. “Who's this?”

      We had classes together. Brandon knew very well who Manuel was, but he was just being a pain in the ass.

      “Manuel, this is Brandon,” I said, my happy mood popped like a pin in a balloon. “Brandon, Manuel.”

      Brandon’s glare slid to my face, and he released a wince. His voice deepened. “You have a lot of nerve coming to my party with a guy, Janie.”

      “I came with two guys, actually.” A quick glance told me my friend wasn’t at the buffet table any longer. Maybe he’d gone to the pool. “Sean's around here somewhere.”

      "You know he doesn't count."

      Why? Because he was my friend?

      “Manuel is a friend, too,” I said.

      Brandon grumbled. “More than a friend from what I just saw. And according to my mom.”

      Mrs. Somerfield worked fast. 

      I retrieved my soda and hugged the can before taking a sip. “This conversation is pointless.” How could I placate him enough that he’d let us stay? Even if he made things unpleasant, I couldn’t let this chance slip by.

      Brandon sighed and shook his head, scattering droplets from his wet hair. “I want you here. Just not him. You’re mine.”

      That made me grind my teeth. “I’ve always belonged to myself.”

      The growl Brandon let out sounded more like frustration than anger. Rounding the end of the chair, he strode up to me. He took my hand and tugged me closer to the ocean.

      “Hold on,” Manuel said, moving toward us.

      I glanced at him over my shoulder. “It’s okay. I can handle this.”

      He nodded tightly and frowned at Brandon.

      “Come on,” Brandon whispered by my ear. “You know it's always been you and me.”

      “Not any longer.”

      “I made a mistake. I’ve apologized.”

      As if that was all it took for me to forgive him and welcome him back into my arms.

      A month ago, I would’ve been happy to see us working things out. We’d been together for more than a year and that meant something. But when I thought about Brandon and me finding a way to make this work again, only a hint of sorrow remained. He’d thrown our relationship away and there was no going backward.

      I wanted to move forward.

      “I can't do this,” I said. “Nothing’s the same.” The realization washed over me, and I wanted to smile, because I knew why—more important, who—had made me feel that way.

      “I blew it, didn’t I?” Brandon said softly. He stroked my hair and stared down at me. His eyes glistened as if he fought back tears.

      If I’d meant that much to him, why had he ended things? Because my burned arms and hands shouldn’t have mattered. People who truly cared for me didn’t let stuff like that bother them. Sean had stuck with me through it all.

      I stepped backward, putting a space between me and Brandon that mirrored the emotional distance widening in my heart. “I’m sorry.”

      He nodded, and his lips tightened. He couldn’t miss my glance at Manuel. Maybe he even saw the longing I’d just realized I felt.

      “I won’t force this, but I’m not going to stand around and watch you be with him.” Brandon moved around me and stalked toward the house.

      Unsettled by the confrontation, I turned to face the sea.

      Manuel came up beside me. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not you. Not really.” Brandon and I had been heading toward this moment for a while, maybe even before he broke up with me. Because he hadn’t truly cared for the real me, which meant it was just a matter of time before I saw things the way they truly were. Manuel being here with me only made it happen sooner.

      “What's up with him, anyway?” Manuel said.

      “We went out for over a year. He wants us back together.”

      Taking my hand, he squeezed it. “And what do you want?”

      I gave him a soft, tentative smile. “It's not Brandon.”

      “Hmm.” His teeth flashed in the night. “Let’s take a walk.”

      We headed north along the shore, our feet splashing through shallow water that ebbed and flowed. With nothing but the moon and the stars shining down on us, this moment felt timeless.

      I was enjoying myself too much. Enjoying the connection between Manuel and me too much. Like Cinderella, this magic would end before morning.

      “So, about those Celtics,” Manuel said.

      I laughed because his humor brought out everything inside me that ached to be free. Like I’d spun through the water with my arms spread wide. Reached out and cupped the stars.

      Manuel scuffed his feet in the sand. With his jeans rolled up, he looked like a boy going fishing. Carefree. Happy.

      We talked about movies and books and places we wanted to visit, even if just once in our lives. I’d always wanted to see Paris, and Manuel hoped someday to visit Italy, where his grandparents still lived.

      He told me one of his favorite things to do was gardening. I laughed, though it was mixed with sadness because my mom had also loved gardening. But I kept picturing him with a shovel or a rake. Now, I knew the source of his wiry build.

      “It’s nine,” Manuel said after we’d walked some more. He returned his phone to his pocket. “You want to go back?”

      A whoop from the party reminded me we weren’t actually alone and that we’d come here tonight to find evidence that could prove Mr. Somerfield had committed murder.

      Not to get to know each other better.

      “Sure.” I should feel excited to see this getting started, not disappointment because the real moment was lost.

      We walked back, put on our footwear, and rolled down our jeans. After dumping our soda cans, we strolled past the pool, acting casual.

      Inside me, everything churned.

      I was scared that I’d get caught. Or that I’d find nothing.

      In many ways, the latter might be worse.
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      My throat tight with fear, I stood on the deck outside the back door to Brandon’s house, wondering if I had the guts to do this. But I couldn’t back down now.

      I held up one finger and whispered, “Wait out here while I make sure the coast is clear.”

      Manuel strolled over to stand at the rail, looking down at the pool.

      “Janie. You need something?” Mrs. Somerfield asked when I stepped into the kitchen. She leaned against the island, a glass of wine in her hand. A corkless bottle stood on the counter beside her.

      Skittish, I barely held in my jump. “Just the bathroom.”

      “Don’t forget, we have one downstairs, in the walk-out basement.”

      “Someone was using it.”

      “Well, punkin’, you know you’re always welcome to use the one up here.” After yawning, she took another sip of her wine.

      “Thank you.” I scooted past her and entered the facilities in the hallway, returning to the deck and Manuel a few minutes later.

      “Ten-o-clock?” I said, and he nodded.

      We returned to the beach and soon got roped into a game of cornhole with Sean and another friend. After that, we hit the buffet, although I was too nervous to eat more than a few crackers.

      A little before ten, a light turned on upstairs, about where I remembered Brandon’s parents’ bedroom would be. Were they going to bed? That would be perfect. I explained to Manuel.

      “Let’s wait, before trying again,” he said. “Give them time to settle down, fall asleep.”

      We perched on pool chairs and pretended fascination with the water volleyball game. About ten minutes later, the light upstairs went out. We waited fifteen more minutes before lifting our eyebrows at the same time. Rising, we made our way up to the deck.

      The kitchen was clear. Anxiety rushing through my veins, I waved for Manuel to follow me inside. We tip-toed into the hall and paused because lights shone from a room ahead of us. Had they been left one on in case someone came inside?

      Muted voices reached us. Damn. They hadn’t gone to bed.

      I eased forward, hugging the hallway wall. Fear crept up my spine like a thousand spiders. This wasn’t any different than when I snuck into Mr. Somerfield’s office, except here, we added the real danger of being caught. Mr. Somerfield would not fool as easy as Brandon, especially now that I’d tipped him off with my presence the other day.

      If I’d murdered a bunch of people, I’d be suspicious of anyone who came snooping.

      It wasn’t too late. I could call this off before we got too far into it.

      Would Mr. Somerfield have us arrested if he caught me searching his office? Manuel’s dad might be the police chief, but he wasn’t a father who let his son off easily if someone wanted to press charges. Manuel had received community service just for punching someone. Breaking and entering could result in juvie.

      I was willing to chance it. If Mr. Somerfield had murdered my family and Brianna, I was desperate to find proof. I couldn’t let this opportunity pass me by. He needed to pay for his crime. But I could be wrong to include Manuel.

      I paused in the hall, and Manuel turned back to face me, his eyebrows lifted.

      “You sure you want to do this?” I whispered. “I won’t be insulted if you choose to wait on the deck.”

      His eyes darkened. “No way are you doing this alone. I’m in.”

      Biting my lip, I took a deep breath and winced. No backing out, now.

      As we scooted around the end of the banister, trying to avoid detection by whoever was in the front parlor, Mr. Somerfield said, “That’s why it’s important we keep this quiet.”

      Boy. He and my aunt seemed to be determined to keep things ‘quiet’.

      Someone else spoke, but I could barely hear what they said. Since the voice was higher pitched, it could be a woman. Mrs. Somerfield?

      “And…the app…” that person said.

      App? I ground to a halt partway up the stairs, and Manuel stopped with me. Someone crossed the room and we shrunk against the wall, fearing they’d stalk out into the foyer and catch us.

      Please, don’t come out of the room. And, if you do, please don’t look up the stairs.

      The footsteps retreated and glassware chinked as if someone was pouring something from a bottle. The person spoke again, farther away from us than before.

      “Mrs. Somerfield?” I mouthed, meaning the low voice.

      He shrugged.

      “This is going to be a very lucrative partnership,” Mr. Somerfield said.

      Brandon had mentioned his dad was interviewing potential partners. Maybe the other person wasn’t Mrs. Somerfield but someone who hoped to join the company. Who was it? Curiosity ate through my bones while I remained frozen on the stairs. I wanted to tip-toe back down to the foyer and peek into the parlor.

      Manuel tapped my arm and nudge his chin toward the upstairs landing. He was right; we needed to get going. The potential partner could wait.

      Mr. Somerfield’s smooth voice spoke again. “I appreciate you keeping this between us. If it leaked out, it would create a mess. I’d…well, let’s just say I—we—could make a lot of money.”

      The other voice murmured what sounded like agreement.

      What did he mean by making lots of money? Hadn’t he profited enough already after Dad’s death? I quivered with unspent anger, frustrated that I couldn’t find a way to make him pay.

      “This will be worth millions,” Mr. Somerfield said. “You’re okay keeping it hush-hush for a few more weeks?”

      No discernible reply.

      I couldn’t decide what to do. Part of me wanted to run outside and creep through the shrubs to peer into the parlor and discover who the new partner was. But another part of me said the best time to search Mr. Somerfield’s office was while he was occupied downstairs.

      “Let’s go,” I whispered.

      The carpeted treads muted our steps, and we soon walked along the landing, rounding the corner and heading down the hall. Mr. Somerfield’s office was on the end on the left. I knew this after coming here a few times with Dad.

      My skin prickled, and my face had to be flushed. Fear wrapped its death grip around me, making me shake. Jeez, how could I do this?

      I opened the door with palms that slid along the metal. “You’re okay waiting out here?” I whispered.

      Make it fast. Don’t endanger yourself or Manuel.

      “Bathroom?” Manuel asked.

      I blinked, but the odd question dropped my heart rate a notch. “You have to go now?” I guessed I could wait while he—

      “If I’m caught, I can say I was using the facilities.”

      Good idea. At least someone was thinking. Scared as I was, I could barely function.

      “It’s down the end of the hall.” I flicked my hand in that direction. “On the right. But if you see Mr. Somerfield coming, knock on the door first so I know what’s happening.”

      His worried eyes studied my face. “How much time do you think you’ll need inside?”

      Hard to say until I got in there but from what I remembered, the room held a desk, fireproof file cabinets, and a bookcase, much like Dad’s. “Ten minutes?”

      “Cool.” He tapped my back. “Go.”

      I snuck inside and shut the door behind me. Leaning against the wooden panel, I struggled to control my ragged breathing. Panic jumped inside me, telling me I was out of my mind to be doing this.

      Okay. I needed to get a hold of myself.

      Pushing away from the door, I centered myself and looked around. Everything appeared exactly as I remembered.

      The best place to start was the desk. Hurrying across the room, I sat in his chair which was nothing like my dad’s that took me to the moon.

      Work fast.

      With twitchy fingers, I slid open the center drawer and shifted the contents around. Nothing exciting here except pens and a ruler and tweezers. And Mr. Somerfield was into playing cards. He had five or six decks, some wrapped with elastics, the others still in their plastic packages. On to the side drawers, which yielded nothing but folders full of papers I sorted through quickly. Business jargon featuring marketing plans, supply and demand spreadsheets, and multiple lists of distributors. Nothing seemingly related to my case for murder.

      His computer sat on the desk in front of me but I didn’t dare turn it on as I had no clue about the password.

      Abandoning the desk, I tackled the file cabinets, two tall metal structures with three drawers each. One contained personal stuff, including pictures of Brandon and his sisters, elementary school craft projects, and even report cards. Hmm. Brandon lied. He didn’t get a B in English last year. He got a D.

      The other cabinet was locked. Crappity crap.

      Where was the key? I stared around wildly, my heart jumping around in my chest. Time was running out, and I was no further ahead than when I’d entered the room. I couldn’t leave without finding something.

      The bookcase held over a thousand volumes. It would take me days to pull each out, and that assumed he’d hidden the key behind a book. Crossing the room, I shifted through the knick-knacks on the sideboard.

      The jade elephants and stone cats yielded nothing.

      “Where are you?” I whispered, becoming frantic.

      Out front, a thump drew me to the window where I carefully tucked the curtain to the side. A man climbed out of a black car and straightened his equally black suit. He studied the house intently, making me duck back to keep him from seeing me standing at the window.

      I peeked again, watching as he strode up the walk and onto the front porch. The bell rang downstairs.

      The Somerfields had a visitor.

      “Come on in,” I heard Mr. Somerfield say once he’d opened the door. “We’re in the parlor.”

      We? Was this man part of whatever meeting I’d hear bits of downstairs?

      I grabbed paper and a pen from Mr. Somerfield’s desk and wrote down the vehicle’s license plate number. Maybe Manuel would know how to look it up online. I tucked the paper in my pocket and returned to stare at the file cabinet.

      What was I going to do? I had to look inside, but I didn’t dare force it. Even if I could somehow pick it open, I’d leave evidence behind. Scratches or something that would indicate someone had broken in. If Mr. Somerfield guessed someone had lured him away from his office the other day, he’d know that person was on to his crime.

      Hoping Mr. Somerfield was predictable, I rushed to the desk and slid open the middle drawer again. There. Buried behind a deck of cards, I found a set of keys. The chair thumped against the wall when I stood and raced around the desk to the cabinet.

      I inserted the key, and the lock clicked. Thank the almighty above.

      I slid the top drawer open. Empty. In the bottom and the middle drawer, I hit the ball out of the park. Or, what I hoped was a home run: a series of green folders with tabs indicating dates. Gnawing my lower lip, I started with the furthest date, pulling out papers. I sorted through them as fast as possible, skimming through a chronicle of Mr. Somerfield and Dad’s business growth, starting with the banking app Dad developed after they formed their partnership. Moving forward in time, I found papers outlining the apps developed six months before the yacht accident. One of them made daily stock investments by rounding up to the nearest dollar on any store purchase. And the other would make automatic purchases if a price suddenly dropped, say on Amazon. Dad had told me about them during dinner.

      Actually, he’d jokingly told me the apps were going to make us all wealthy. When in reality, they’d actually made Mr. Somerfield wealthy. Dad’s hard efforts—and his life—traded away to line Mr. Somerfield’s pocket. It disgusted me.

      Shuddering, I dropped the sheath of papers back into the folder. Tears swam in my eyes. It wasn’t easy seeing this, knowing Dad’s computer savvy might’ve brought about his death. Funny how I’d actually hoped I wouldn’t find evidence Mr. Somerfield had been involved. That it truly had been an accident.

      But this wasn’t sufficient evidence. Circumstantial, it could help prove motive, but it would be natural for Mr. Somerfield to store copies of their business developments here. Him possessing them didn’t prove he’d murdered my family and friend.

      I sniffed and used the hem of my shirt to wipe my face.

      In the back of the bottom drawer, I finally found something interesting. Sheets of paper clipped together. They weren’t even in a folder. And they weren’t computer apps as far as I could tell.

      My curiosity had me leaning forward to spread the sheets out on the floor beside the cabinet. I stood and stared down at them.

      Chemical formulas with writing around them and arrows pointing toward parts of the equations. My few weeks of basic chemistry were useless in deciphering what this could mean. Maybe nothing, but the fact that he’d locked them up told me they could be important. Pulling my phone, I took pictures. Later, I’d transcribe everything onto note cards. Acting casual, I might be able to get someone to tell me what the formulas created, if anything.

      Manuel knocked on the door, then jerked it open. “Hurry. He’s coming up the stairs.”

      Shit.

      Manuel rushed into the room and closed the door behind him.

      I widened my eyes. My limbs were ablaze, but I couldn’t move a muscle.

      “Where can we hide?” Manuel grabbed my upper arms. “Janie? You okay?”

      Mr. Somerfield was coming. We didn’t have much time. Focus on that!

      I forced my body to move. After gathering up the papers, I put them away like they’d been before, locked the cabinet, and returned the key to the desk. Then I circled the office, a trapped beast seeking a place to hide.

      No closet. No door exiting into an adjoining room. And footsteps approached from down the hall.

      We were going to get caught.

      “Shit,” Manuel said, snapping his head around, his gaze narrowed. “Tell you what. Let me do the talking. I’ll take the blame. I’ll say I brought you up here for some reason. As soon as I think of one.”

      Footsteps thudded closer. I gulped.

      Outside in the hall, Mr. Somerfield said, “Yes, yes. That’s okay.”

      Who was he talking to? Not that it mattered, because we were more than sunk. Shackles would soon become our new jewelry. While I wouldn’t turn eighteen until March, they’d try me as an adult.

      I didn’t want to go to jail. My breath jerking in and out, I stared at Manuel, whose eyes grew bigger than mine.

      While I appreciated his willingness to take the fall for me, I couldn’t let him do it.

      I grabbed his shirt and pulled him over to the leather sofa, tugging him down so he landed almost on top of me.

      “What the?” Hands braced on either side of my shoulders, he blinked. “Janie?”

      “Wanna make out?” Oh, jeez. Was I really taking us in this direction? I like Manuel as a friend. Okay, maybe a tiny bit more than a friend, but—

      His eyes smoldered. “Hell, yeah, but this isn’t the time or—”

      As the door swung open, I yanked him down and lifted myself up to find his mouth. Or his mouth found mine.

      We found each other.

      His fingertips sunk into the hair at my neck while his lips, firm at first, softened. Opened. To me. Like I was opening to him. As my vulnerability and newly awakened need to be with him grew inside me.

      He tasted sweet from his soda and he smelled like moonlight, trust, and ocean spray at dawn.

      He groaned, and his tongue touched mine. His shoulders relaxed under my palms and his arms wrapped around my waist, hauling me near. The heat of him sunk through my bones, and I floated in a pool of his warmth. His weight felt right. Good. I arched up and—

      “Janine?”

      The harsh voice woke me from the trance I’d fallen into. Manuel lifted his head, but his eyes remained locked on mine. He grinned, and my belly flipped.

      How? Why?

      Yes.

      Jaw unhinged, Mr. Somerfield stood on the other side of the room with a phone in his hand. He fumbled, nearly dropping it. “What’s going on here?” He glared around before narrowing his attention on us again. “What are you two doing in my office?”

      One would think it would be obvious.

      This wasn’t funny. I shouldn’t laugh. But the look on Mr. Somerfield’s face…

      Manuel chuckled and levered himself up and off me. He settled beside me on the couch while I sat up and shoved my hair out of my eyes. Manuel took my hand and held tight. My heart beat faster than a deer run down by a lion, and it wasn’t solely from fear.

      “We wanted privacy.” Manuel’s lips curled up into a satisfied grin.

      Mr. Somerfield stalked over to stand in front of us. “If I was your father, I’d whip your ass.” He glared at Manuel. “Your father may be Chief of Police, and I may support your mother in her campaign for reelection, but—”

      “Stepmother,” Manuel said.

      Mr. Somerfield shook his head. “This gives you no right to touch this girl.”

      Jeez. “We were only kissing.”

      Well, and Manuel was laying on top of me. I shouldn’t be thinking about that component.

      “That’s beside the point.”

      “I’m sorry.” I struggled to maintain a serious expression but it was difficult. There was nothing comical about this situation. It was more than scary. But I felt giddy for some reason. “It won’t happen again.”

      Manuel leaned over and whispered by my ear, “Actually, it might.”

      Belly aflutter, I tried not to smile.

      Mr. Somerfield’s gaze swept the room, narrowing in on the file cabinet. While my jaw trembled and my humor dissolved, he strode over and yanked on the drawers.

      He had no way of knowing I’d searched. Nothing looked different than when I’d entered the office a few minutes ago. Crossing to his desk, he retrieved the keys and pocketed them. His scowl fell on us again. “You two didn’t touch anything in here, did you?”

      Just each other. A statement that would not go over well at the moment.

      “I’m truly disappointed in you, Janine.”

      I hung my head and tried to ignore Manuel’s shaking shoulders. He released a low snicker.

      “Go back to the beach with the other kids,” Mr. Somerfield said, his back a metal rod. “And stay out of the house for the rest of the evening. I pray I’ll never find you in this…disgusting situation again.”

      “I’m sorry.” I kept my voice subdued. We were getting off easy, considering what I’d really been up to.

      “This is unbecoming behavior in a well-brought-up young lady,” he said. “I’m tempted to call your guardian and fill her in on your actions.”

      A woman who handed me a fistful of condoms before I left the house might tell him to remind me to use them. Best not to mention that to Mr. Somerfield, however.

      We got up off the sofa while Mr. Somerfield stomped around the room, fuming. He halted and pointed to the door. “Leave.”

      Like a chastened pup who’d been caught peeing on the rug, I slunk from the room, Manuel right behind me. He chuckled, and it was all I could do not to burst into laughter along with him.

      “Stop it,” I whispered in the hall. Jeez, I had to stop smiling, at least until I’d gotten out of the house.

      Manuel’s fingertips trailed along the back of my waist, making my heart patter.

      Mr. Somerfield slammed the office door as we hurried down the stairs, around the corner and through the kitchen, and out onto the deck. We took the back stairs to the pool area. Running, we kept going until we’d reached the beach where I braced my hands on my thighs and let it all go, laughing out loud. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and my pulse surged in my throat. But the tension I’d trapped inside me fled.

      I straightened and wiped my face.

      The moon hid behind clouds, but the tiki torches lit up the area. People still mingled near the buffet, some played volleyball or cornhole, but most had dragged chairs over near the bonfire to sit. Well fueled, the flames licked high in the sky, sending up clusters of dancing sparks.

      Manuel took my hand and pulled me away from everyone, to one of the remaining lounge chairs that had been abandoned close to the water. He collapsed onto the chair and tugged me down beside him, both of us facing the sea.

      This moment should be awkward. Why wasn’t it?

      While my laughter faded, he squeezed my hand. “Well, Ms. Davis, it seems you’ve been a naughty girl,” he said.

      I giggled. It felt awesome to be naughty. “Imagine. Sneaking into the house to make out with a boy!”

      “You kissed me,” he said quietly.

      “I did.”

      “Then I only want to know one thing. Was it all for cover, or did you mean really it?”

      “A little of both, but…”

      “But?” His voice came out vulnerable, so I stopped teasing.

      “I liked it.”

      He grinned. “Me, too.”

      I sobered. “You’re not fooling around with me this time, are you?”

      This boy had been the king of jokes since I’d met him. If this was all for fun, if he didn’t mean anything by it, I was going to be in deep trouble.

      “No joking around.” He levered around to face me. “With you, I’m always serious.”
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      There was a good chance I was going to have to start calling him Manly. But only in private.

      I sat beside him staring at the water while the world went on around us. I would’ve been happy to keep hanging out and talking with him until dawn if Sean hadn’t interrupted us. Not that he was rude; it was his interruption that irked me.

      “I’m glad for you two,” he said, grinning.

      When I sat up, I caught him wincing, and I felt bad because me and Manuel together must remind him of what he’d never have again with Brianna.

      “It’s time to go,” Sean said. “Mr. Somerfield is on patrol, telling everyone the party’s over.”

      The bonfire was out, someone was cleaning up the buffet, and nearly everyone else had left. I smoothed my lips with my fingertip and glanced at Manuel, who watched the movement and looked ready to kiss me again.

      I was tempted to tell Sean to find his own way home.

      “One-o-clock curfew?” Sean said, reminding me of my promise to Aunt Kristy.

      I grumbled. While I wanted to stay here all night, life was crowding back in. It wasn’t only the fact that I needed to get home by one. I also wanted to transcribe those photos into something resembling schoolwork so I could show them someone who could tell me what they meant.

      We stood. A breeze swept across us, and my shiver told me I missed the warmth of Manuel’s arm around my shoulders already.

      “You’re not drunk,” I said as I studied Sean.

      “It didn’t seem worth it. I’d just wake up with a hangover and nothing will help me forget.”

      Stepping forward, I hugged him. “I understand.”

      “And I’m sorry I had to interrupt. You deserve this bit of happiness.”

      “So do you.”

      We both sighed, knowing his moment had passed while mine might just be beginning.

      Sean nudged his head toward the house. “Come on.”

      I took Manuel’s hand and we followed. Instead of going into the house, we skirted it, making our way to the front.

      We were walking down the drive when I paused, startled.

      Mr. Somerfield left the shadows on the opposite side of the cars and moved toward us. “Have a nice night, kids. Drive safe.”

      “Thanks,” we said.

      I stared after him as he strolled toward the house before turning to Manuel. “I’ll drop you off if you want.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      We got into my car, Manuel in the front. Sean took the back, stretching out across the seats.

      “Buckle up,” I told him.

      “Aw, Mom,” Sean said. “Do I have to?”

      I snickered, but the tap of my foot on the mat continued until he’d straightened and buckled.

      Manuel directed me to his house, which wasn’t far, just a few streets away from Brandon’s. I put my car into park out front.

      Manuel squeezed my hand and leaned close. “Talk to you tomorrow?”

      “Yes. I’ll tell you”—I cut my eyes to Sean, who stared out the window—“what I discovered.”

      We’d been too busy getting to know each other better and hadn’t discussed my office find.

      Manuel touched my cheek with the back of his knuckles. Before he got out of the car, he winked. Our investigation had yielded more than photos. Something wonderful had happened. I watched while he walked up to his front door where he turned and waved.

      Sean tumbled over the seat into the front. “I’m tired.”

      I waited.

      He grumbled but buckled.

      A few streets later, deeper into town, I pulled up to his apartment building and he got out. He leaned back inside the car. “Drive safe, okay? There are crazies on the road this late at night.”

      “I promise.”

      “Text me when you get home, okay?” At my nod, he shut the door and I eased the car away from the curb.

      I yawned and checked the time. Twelve-thirty-five. If I was lucky with the lights, it would only take me twenty minutes to get home. I was cutting it close, but a few minutes after one wouldn’t break any rules. To be on the safe side, I pressed down on the accelerator, taking my car to five miles over the speed limit. While I was tempted to go faster, I wouldn’t risk a speeding ticket.

      Despite Sean’s fear, there weren’t many people out tonight. I breezed through a green light and turned onto one of the main roads. With the radio blasting music, I hummed and swayed along with the tune. For the first time in a long time, I actually felt like dancing.

      A text came through on my phone, which I’d dropped in the drink holder.

      I couldn’t resist peeking.

      Unknown caller.

      I’d promised my aunt I wouldn’t text and drive but I needed to know who had sent the text and what it said.

      It wasn’t texting if I only read, right?

      Lifting my phone, I opened the message.

      

      
        
        Mind your own business, or you’ll wind up dead.

      

      

      

      My heart jolted and kept beating faster.

      Someone knew I’d been snooping. Again.

      I squinted in my rearview mirror. Side mirrors, too, but I only saw normal traffic. No one hovered on my tail with their high beams blazing. No cars roared up beside me, ready to shove me off the road.

      But an unsettled feeling told me someone watched me.

      I turned off the radio, and my jagged breathing echoed in the silence left behind. With clammy hands, I turned the wheel, driving onto another road.

      No one followed.

      Stop thinking about this. I could deal with it when I got home, after I’d driven into the garage, ensured all the windows and doors inside the house were locked, and I was huddled underneath my covers.

      Tucking my phone into my back pocket, I focused on my driving and the rearview mirror, which revealed nothing. My sweaty hands slipped on the wheel.

      Ahead, a light turned yellow, heading toward red. Desperate to get home, I sped up. Red light. But I was nearly underneath, so I gave the car more gas.

      Something moving to my left caught my eye. Another car. Coming right at me.

      We were going to collide!

      I swerved to the right.

      My wheels bumped up onto the curb. Crap. Slow down!

      Ahead, a telephone pole came up fast. I wrenched the wheel to the left, and tires squealed, but the pole kept on coming.

      I slammed my foot on the brake, and the pedal sunk all the way to the floor.

      A loud thud was followed by me jolting forward. Only my seatbelt and airbag kept me from soaring through the windshield.

      My chest squeezed tight. I cried out in pain. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. The world kept spinning.

      A horn blared endlessly.

      Then silence.
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      I was dragged down, down, down.

      Soft music swirled around me.

      I stood in the yacht’s main cabin. Brianna was here with me. Mom and Dad had gone down the hall to the galley to talk to the cook about a snack.

      “I have to wait to open it,” Brianna said. Her feet danced on the carpet, and excitement sparkled in her green eyes.

      And in her hands…

      I’d handed her the gaily-wrapped box moments before. Taped up more securely than a bank vault, it was something special.

      “You can’t open it,” I said, full-on tease in my voice. “Remember?”

      She pouted. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s for your birthday.” Which wasn’t for three more days. A lifetime of torturous days for Brianna.

      I snickered. She was so funny. I was the one who could never wait for anything but this time, she was the one with the surprise and the eagerness to cheat.

      I shook my finger at her. “Don’t open it until…”

      Something tightened on my upper arm, squeezing until it caused me pain. I moaned.

      “Hold still, sweetie,” someone said from beside me. “That’s just the cuff taking your pressure.”

      Cuff? Pressure?

      I opened my eyes to bright lights. I lay on a bed, covered in white sheets and an equally white blanket.

      Aunt Kristy sat on my right, and a nurse wearing scrubs stood to my left, pushing buttons on a machine. After nodding at the red numbers displayed on the screen, she leaned over to remove the wrap from around my arm, the Velcro screech jarring down my spine.

      My head. It was killing me.

      “There you go,” the nurse said, patting my shoulder. “Wide awake, now, aren’t you?”

      “What happened?” My tongue felt boggy. As if I’d stuffed my mouth full of peanut butter and forgotten to swallow.

      “You hit a telephone pole, and you’re in the hospital. You’ve got a mild concussion and whiplash and I imagine you’re a bit sore overall, but you have no serious injuries.”

      I shifted on the bed, glad my arms and legs worked like they were supposed to. No fractures. My brain seemed eager to pound its way out of my skill, however.

      “Can I get you anything, sweetie?” the nurse asked. “Water? Crackers or toast?”

      My belly rolled, telling me not to put anything inside it yet. I shook my head.

      “Okay, then.” She lifted a cable she’d looped through the bed rail and pointed to the red tip. “If you need me, just push this button.” Turning, she typed something into her computer and wheeled the machine out of the room. The door shut behind her.

      “You sure you’re feeling all right, Janine?” Aunt Kristy leaned forward, against the rail. “Janie, sorry.” So many lines covered her face, she looked at least ten years older than the last time I’d seen her. At this rate, I’d age her to seventy within a year. “I’ve been worried sick about you.”

      That warmed my heart. If it had been her lying in the bed, I would’ve worried, too.

      “I’m okay.” My voice croaked, partly because it was dry but mostly from emotion.

      She sniffed. Had she been crying? That would make me feel even sadder. I patted her hand that lay on the bed and she turned it over to hold mine.

      “Do you remember anything?” Aunt Kristy asked. “Anything at all?”

      “From last night, or…?”

      She directed her attention to the bed rail where she traced a finger along the rubber molding. “Sure. From last night.”

      I told her how I’d pushed the car to make the green light, which brought on more scowls from her. I hurried on to explain that I’d swerved to avoid the car but then I’d crashed.

      “So frightening,” she said. “I’ve been worried sick.”

      I shivered, grateful I hadn’t been hurt badly.

      “You were…upset at the scene.”

      Rubbing my head, I scrunched my face. “That part’s a blur.”

      “You were calling for your mom, your dad, even your friend.”

      “Brianna.”

      “Yes. They had to give you a mild sedative. That’s why you’re sleepy.” She patted my shoulder. “I imagine when you hit that pole, it triggered something in your mind from the yacht accident because you wouldn’t stop crying for them.”

      This forgetting business was getting old. I didn’t like that I kept losing track of time. But in this instance, it could be from the concussion.

      Someone cracked the door, and a nurse spoke in the hall.

      My aunt straightened my sheet, smoothing out the folds. “Now that you’ve mentioned it, do you remember anything from back then yet?”

      “I still don’t remember much about the night of the murder.”

      She gasped, and her wide eyes flew to mine.

      “I meant the yacht accident,” I said, covering up fast. “My brain’s jumbled, that’s why I’m not talking right. I didn’t mean to say murder.”

      A complete lie.

      While her face eased, she still frowned. “The police told me they’d ruled it an accident.”

      Me, too, but my suspicions were only growing. She must’ve held back telling me that the report suggested homicide because she’d already been in touch with the police and they’d concluded their investigation.

      “What do you remember from the night of the accident?” she asked. “Not much isn’t nothing.”

      “Not enough.” Why was she quizzing me about it? At this point, it didn’t matter. I rubbed my head and winced when I touched my left temple. I must have a heck of a bruise.

      Aunt Kristy settled back in her chair. “We don’t really know much about what happened that night and we may never know.” Her chest rose and fell, and tears sprung up in her eyes. “Your Dad’s car looks terrible. I don’t know how you made it through that horrible crash. It’s totaled, of course. You can maybe drive your Mom’s car.”

      My heart twinged. I’d enjoyed driving Dad’s car. It made me feel closer to him. But just like everything else associated with my parents, it had been snatched away.

      “What time is it?” I asked. What day is it?

      She looked at her watch. “Ten after noon. You’ve been asleep for nearly twelve hours.”

      I winced when my neck spasmed. So, it was Sunday.

      She continued, “They plan to release you later, but we’ll make sure you’re okay first. You were pushed forward, into the airbag, which gave you a few abrasions on your face. And your head snapped forward as well. That’s why you have a headache.”

      I reached up to touch my face. My chin and right cheek stung but they weren’t too bad. “Do you have my phone?”

      Aunt Kristy cringed, slowly lifting her purse from where she’d set it on the floor. Opening the top, she pulled out something that was essentially in pieces. Half the screen was gone. It would never turn back on again.

      Crap, the pictures from Mr. Somerfield’s office. And the text someone sent me before I crashed. Both were evidence.

      I’d set up cloud storage for auto back-up at midnight. Since I’d left the party a little before one, the text would be gone, but the cloud would still have my pictures.

      Sean shoved open the door and barreled into the room, his face tight with stress. “Damn, girl. You love to scare a guy, don’t you?” He raced to my side and hugged me. “When I heard about your accident, I wanted to come right away but your aunt said it would be better to wait until you got home.” His gaze grew desperate. “But I couldn’t do it. I took the bus.”

      “I’m grateful I dropped you off before it happened.” My voice shook. “You could’ve been killed.”

      “Lucky for me, but definitely not lucky for you.” He winced, probably realizing how that had sounded. “Sorry.”

      “S’okay.” I was just relieved I was the only one involved in the accident. Or so I assumed. “The other car,” I said to my aunt. “I didn’t hit them, did I?”

      “No, no, you didn’t. They called 9-1-1 when you crashed.” She rose. “If you can sit with her for a bit, Sean, I have a few things I need to do.” Her concerned gaze fell on me. “Now that you’re awake, will you be okay for a short time without me? I need to call the garage, the insurance company. Take care of a few other details.”

      Sean dropped down in her chair. “Glad to.”

      “I’ll be all right,” I said.

      Sean rubbed my shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere. Take all the time you want.”

      “Thank you. I’ll be back shortly, Janie.” Purse in hand, she hurried from the room.

      “After your aunt called me, I called Manuel,” Sean said. “He should be here—”

      The door burst open, and Manuel rushed in. His eyes pinned me to the bed. “Are you okay? When Sean called me…Shit, Janie, I was scared to death.” Leaning over the rail, he gave my shoulder a pat. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine.” Better, now that he was here.

      As soon as possible, I needed to fill him in on that text.
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      The door to my room slammed open, making me jump.

      While I struggled to control my breathing, my aunt bustled inside, the nurse hovering right behind her.

      “The garage has your car,” Aunt Kristy said. “And the insurance company—” Her eyes widened when she took in Sean and Manuel, each holding one of my hands. “Anyway. The insurance company will send some papers in the mail.”

      Sean stepped to the side, and the nurse took my blood pressure again.

      “The doctor said you can go home as long as you agree to take it easy for the next week.” The nurse added to my aunt, “And if you agree to keep an eye on her to make sure she’s okay.”

      “I will,” she said. “I’ll barely be able to sleep a wink as it is.”

      “Then I’ll get the paperwork ready,” the nurse said.

      I was soon on my way home. My aunt balked at two visitors hanging out once we got there, however.

      “Since you’re out of school for a week, I’ll bring your homework over tomorrow afternoon,” Sean said, leaning inside the car to buckle my belt.

      I’d barely returned to school, and I was getting behind already. At this rate, I’d never catch up.

      He stepped backward, and said to Manuel, “Take care of her for me?”

      Manuel nodded and climbed into the back seat of the car.

      Once we arrived home, my aunt and Manuel each took one of my sides to help me into the house like I was some kind of invalid.

      “You’re not walking on your own,” Aunt Kristy said.

      Really, I was sore, but everything worked as it should. My neck spasmed whenever I looked right and my face stung, but I’d survive.

      “Let’s take her into the living room,” she said. Inside the doorway, she pointed at the sofa like a general to the troops. “Lie down.”

      After I’d stretched out, she fluffed a pillow and placed it carefully under my head. She covered me with a blanket and handed me the clicker, assuming I must want to watch TV. Stepping back, she stared at me while tapping her chin. “What else?”

      There wasn’t anything else she could do other than encase me in bubble wrap. Before she got the idea, I asked, “Could I have some water?”

      “Sure.” She sniffed and drifted from the room.

      “You really okay?” Manuel asked. He dragged over a high-back chair and sat, taking my hand in his.

      “I am. Really.”

      My aunt returned before I could say anything else. She set my water on the coffee table, and Manuel helped me take a sip through the straw. The sensation of it sliding down my throat sent welcome icicles through my bones.

      “Need anything else?” she asked.

      “No, thanks.”

      She fidgeted, glancing back and forth between me and Manuel. “The nurse said you’re not to get excited.”

      I held in my snicker. Because, short of making out with Manuel, that was unlikely.

      “You can’t stay long,” she told him. “She’s supposed to rest.” When he squeezed my hand and his eyes twinkled, she said, “No stimulation.”

      His lips twitched.

      “You should close your eyes,” she said to me, and to Manuel, “And you should go.”

      “Can’t he stay?” I asked. “I feel like I’ve been sleeping forever. Besides, he makes me feel better.”

      He grinned.

      I glanced around frantically, looking for a valid reason for him to be here. If my aunt drove him from the house, she might take his spot in the chair, holding my hand. While I was thankful she cared, I wasn’t up for family bonding time.

      Dad’s cribbage board sat on the coffee table, but my aunt might consider playing cards too much of a challenge for my injured brain. But what would work?

      “What if he read to me?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Then she could close her eyes and listen. I doubt that would…stimulate her.”

      I pinned my lips in place so I wouldn’t laugh. My aunt was taking this very seriously. I doubted she’d appreciate me rolling around on the floor.

      “There are books in the office.” Her nose pointed toward the ceiling. “I guess that would be all right. But nothing volatile. No suspense or horror or anything that might excite her.”

      Romance was obviously out, then.

      “I’ll see what I can find.” Manuel left the room and returned with a book, but I couldn’t see the title. He sat, flipped through the pages, and cleared his throat.

      My aunt drifted from the room when he started to read.

      
        
        She walks in beauty, like the night

        Of cloudless climes and starry skies;

        And all that's best of dark and bright

        Meet in her aspect and her eyes.

      

      

      

      Lord Byron, and one of Dad’s favorites. He’d read it to me years ago when I was sick with the flu. Dad said Lord Byron wrote the poem for a woman he met at a party. In mourning, she’d worn a black, sequined dress.

      I tried to stay awake, but Manuel’s soft voice lulled me.

      I woke to silence. And opened my eyes to find Manuel watching me. So intently, it made me squirm.

      The book lay on the coffee table.

      He’d stretched out his legs and crossed his arms on his chest. When he saw I was looking, he grinned. “You snore.”

      I slapped his thigh. “Do not.”

      He held up his phone. “Wanna see?”

      “You didn’t.”

      His snort rang out. “Yeah, I didn’t. But I wanted to.” Leaning close to me, he whispered, “You’re cute when you sleep.”

      That stole my words and made my pulse flop around. I could only smile.

      Until he said, “Does this mean we’ve slept together?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Not if you weren’t sleeping, too.”

      Frowning, he tapped his chin. “And here I was, thinking there was a lot more to it than just sleeping.” His grin grew even bigger. “I was worried about my reputation.”

      “Your reputation is safe.” His jokes kept me on my toes, and I liked it. Liked him, too. I didn’t know where he and I were headed but I intended to relax and let the moment take me.

      “You hungry?” he asked. “I could get you something.”

      “A little.” My stomach growled, and his gaze drifted in that direction. “Maybe a lot.”

      Rising, he started for the kitchen. “I’ll be right back.”

      My aunt had made chicken soup. Meaning chicken, rice, and veggies. Our neighbors’ usual offering, only in a liquid form.

      It tasted wonderful. After I’d finished the entire bowl, I yawned. How could I be tired again already?

      “You should go upstairs and lie down,” my aunt said, lifting the bowl off the coffee table.

      “I’m already lying down,” I said.

      “In your bed.” She put the bowl back on the coffee table and tugged at my blanket. “Come on. I’ll help you upstairs.”

      “Got it.” Manuel jumped in, assisting me to a sitting position. It reminded me of the night I’d helped Aunt Kristy up to her room. Other than me not being drunk. Although, my head was spinning. Either from the accident or the lingering effect of the medication they’d given me.

      Aunt Kristy wrung her hands and darted her gaze back and forth between us. “You two shouldn’t be alone in her bedroom.”

      This, from a woman who’d handed me a bunch of condoms?

      “Mom and Dad used to let me take a boy to my room.” Not that we’d done anything up there outside of studying, but still.

      “I run a tighter ship than that.”

      I sighed, fearing I was about to be presented with more rules.

      “We can keep the door open,” I said. “That’s all Mom and Dad insisted on. Can’t Manuel stay a little longer?”

      Her pause extended so long, the air grew thick. She studied my face while her chest lifted and fell. “I guess for a while.” She tapped her watch. “But not past eight.”

      Talk about a super-early curfew. “Nine?”

      “Eight.”

      Growling and stamping my feet would get me nowhere and only make me look like a toddler. And if I behaved like that, she might make Manuel leave immediately. Eight was only forty-five minutes away but it was better than nothing. “Okay.”

      Upstairs, I slipped into the bathroom to change into leggings and a tee. My rubbery legs moved like I’d been drinking, but they held up while I brushed my teeth. If only my head would stop pounding. I drank more water and returned to my room, where I climbed into bed.

      Manuel tucked me in, even pulling my blankets up to my chin and kissing the tip of my nose.

      “You want prayers?” he asked, his eyes twinkling.

      I scowled, which brought out his snicker.

      “I appreciate you hanging out with me,” I said, once I was over my snit.

      “I want to. I know we’re not, like, official or anything like that but I freaked out when I heard you’d had an accident.” Dragging my desk chair over beside the bed, he sat. “You rest. I’m not going anywhere. I won’t even record you snoring.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      Now that I was lying in bed with Manuel sitting beside me, I felt wide awake. Sleep was overrated. I wanted to spend this time talking with him.

      “So, what happened last night?” he asked.

      I explained, then remembered something I’d avoided mentioning to my aunt.

      “While I was driving home,” I said. “I got a text from an unknown sender.” I recited the warning. “Now, I wonder if all this is connected to the lamp that almost fell on me in the library.”

      Since the maintenance man had explained it away as nothing, I’d put it behind me.

      “That was you?” He raked his hair. “I’d heard…shit. Of course, this means something. Someone’s watching you, trying to hurt you. I don’t like this.”

      “They must know I’m looking into my parents’ murder. And this proves it’s murder, doesn’t it? Someone doesn’t want me finding evidence to prove what they’ve done.”

      Mr. Somerfield being my primary suspect.

      “We should stop,” Manuel said. “Finding out who murdered your parents and Brianna isn’t worth endangering your life. Next time—”

      “There won’t be a next time. I’ll be more careful.”

      “How? You can’t hide behind locked doors. You’ll have to leave the house sometime.” Rising, he paced around my room. “We should talk to the police.”

      That had gone really well last time. “We don’t have anything more than we had before. I’m not even sure the papers I found in Mr. Somerfield’s office mean anything.” I explained about them. “They could just be old chemical formulas from his past.”

      He faced me, starkness apparent in his features. “Do you think that? Truly?”

      I sighed. How could I? All of this had to tie together. “No.”

      “Are you thinking the text is related to the accident or just a warning?”

      “I don’t know what to think. But probably not. I pushed to make the green light, then swerved to avoid the car. I’m the one who hit the pole.” The events couldn’t be tied together.

      “Maybe.” He growled. “I won’t stand for anyone threatening you.”

      Me either. But I liked that he cared enough he wanted to protect me. I felt the same about him. “Maybe it was a prank. Or they got the wrong number.”

      No one wanted me dead, did they?

      “My phone was destroyed,” I said. “So, we can’t try to trace the message, even if we wanted to prove someone was involved.” Focused on the swirls in the painted ceiling, I told him that the photos of the formulas I’d found in Mr. Somerfield’s office would be in my cloud storage. “I can access them on my laptop. I’ll show them to Sean. He’s taking AP Chem and could tell us what it all means, if anything. My aunt could, too, but she’s stressed enough already.”

      “Sean, it is, then. I’m curious to hear what he thinks.” Manuel strolled around my room, sliding his fingers along the spines of my books. Nancy Drew and the Boxcar Children. I hadn’t read them for years but hated to box them up and put them away. He paused by my desk. “You want your laptop before I go?”

      I wished he didn’t have to leave at all.

      “I think my aunt would kill me if she saw me using it.” I had a good suspicion that surfing online would not be considered resting.

      “Oh, hey,” I said. Somehow, I hadn’t lost the scrap of paper with the license plate number of Mr. Somerfield’s visitor. I handed it to Manuel and told him about the man. “He might be no one, but he could be important. Any chance you can look up the plate number online?”

      “I might be able to find some information about it.” He tucked the paper into his pocket. “What’s this?” He tapped the metal box I’d left on my dresser.

      I told him where I’d found it. “I don’t know where the key is.” It hadn’t been on Dad’s car keychain, nor on the hook in the kitchen. I was determined to search his office again but hadn’t found time to do it.

      “Hmm,” Manuel said. Tilting the box, he squinted at the lock.

      He set it on my bed and strode into my bathroom, returning with a bobby pin, which he straightened.

      “That doesn’t work except on TV,” I said. Actually, I’d already tried it.

      His lips curled up on one side. “I told you I was magic, didn’t I?”

      I huffed, refusing to feed his ego, but my smile couldn’t stop rising.

      Sitting on the edge of my bed, he pulled the box onto his lap with the lock facing up.

      I sat up to see better.

      He pinched his upper lip with his teeth while sliding the bobby pin into the lock. With his eyes closed, he wiggled the pin around. Wiggled it some more.

      With a click, the lock opened.

      “Cool,” he said. He tossed the pin toward my trash bucket.

      I leaned back, gaping at him. “How did you do that?”

      “Lockpicking is just one of the skills I recently picked up.”

      “Where did you learn something like that?”

      He turned, and his eyes gleamed. “Already told you. I’m a librarian.”
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      Taking the box from him, I stared down at it lying on my lap.

      Now that I’d finally discover if Dad had secrets, I wasn’t sure I dared delve deeper.

      “You going to open it?” Manuel’s eyes rested on mine. “It’s not going to bite you.”

      My shaky laugh burst out. He was right. I wouldn’t discover anything scary inside here, would I?

      With trembling fingers, I lifted the lid. My sigh eked out of me. “Not much here.” Even I could hear the disappointment in my voice. I didn’t know what I’d hoped to find. Maybe something tangible from my parents I could cling to forever. Or a clue to unraveling this mystery.

       “A notebook.” Manuel lifted it out, flipped back the cover, and started reading. “I’m not quite sure what all this is.”

      I leaned closer to see better. My father had written in a list of names and numbers with dollar signs, in dated order.

      “Eleven hundred dollars. Two thousand. Eight hundred,” I said. “And even nineteen hundred. Multiple entries, going back for almost fifteen years.”

      “Payments to someone?” Manuel asked.

      “Maybe.” I pointed to a line on the page. “Journey to Recovery Center. Sounds medical.”

      Manuel pulled his phone and looked it up. “This one’s an exclusive rehab facility.”

      “Like where old people go after they break their hips?”

      “Like for addictions. Alcohol. Drugs. You name it.” He read from his phone. “In addition to alcohol and substance abuse disorders, we also specialize in behavioral addictions, such as food, sex, gambling, Internet, and shopping.”

      Shopping. Like on Etsy?

      Crap. Or like my aunt and her alcohol problem?

      “If they’re payments, that’s a hefty fee,” I said. Why had my father sent so much money to a rehab facility? I didn’t want to jump to conclusions about my aunt but combined with everything else, but it sure was suspicious.

      Manuel sifted through the notebook. “According to this, there were three payments made to Journey to Recovery during the past ten years.”

      “A payment plan?”

      “I imagine an exclusive place like this wants their money immediately.”

      I waved to the notebook. “Do you think any of this actually matters?” Although, it must’ve mattered to my father since he’d put it inside a locked box and tucked it into his closet. But now that he was gone, it could mean nothing.

      “Hard to say.”

      “Why lock it up?”

      He shook his head. “We can search for the names mentioned next to the other amounts online if you want.”

      “I’d like to call the recovery center, too. Maybe they’ll give us information.” For curiosity’s sake, if nothing else. I needed to try.

      I yawned, and Manuel’s gaze followed the movement.

      We tossed the notebook into the box, and he returned it to my bureau. Crossing the room, he leaned his butt on my desk.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “More reading?” He held up the Lord Byron book. “It was so exciting last time, you fell asleep. I’m starting to get a complex.”

      I winced. “Sorry. I did love listening.” I twisted my lips into a frown. “What time is it? Not having a phone is going to drive me out of my mind.”

      He pulled his. “Close to eight.”

      “I don’t want you to go.” I didn’t like how clingy I sounded, but I’d attribute it to being weak after my accident.

      “I can come by tomorrow after school and take you to get a new phone if you’d like. I’ve got my car back.”

      “That would be perfect.” I paused. “I’ll have to sneak out, but my aunt has detention duty again after school.” What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her. If I asked to go with Manuel, I had a feeling she’d say no. But I needed a phone and this was a perfect time to get one.

      As if on cue, from downstairs, my aunt called, “Five minutes left.”

      Ugh.

      Manuel smiled and strolled toward me. “Lie back so I can tuck you in again.”

      I hated to say goodbye. But my aunt would not let eight pass without storming my bedroom. She took her guardian—and auntie—role, much too seriously.

      I flopped back onto my pillow and pouted. “I’m not going to sleep. It’s freakin’ eight-o-clock.”

      “You just need to rest.” Pulling up the blankets, he tucked them along the side of the bed and smoothed the sheet underneath my chin.

      “All I’ve done today is rest.” From my tone, anyone would think I was a petulant child but I couldn’t help it.

      If I was this cranky, maybe I did need to rest.

      Bracing his palms on either side of my shoulders, Manuel leaned forward.

      “Three minutes,” my aunt yelled.

      He jumped. “She’s stimulating me, that’s for sure.”

      “I had fun last night.” Sitting with him by the sea had been special. I wanted to do something like that again. Soon.

      “Me, too.”

      “Hey, um, one kiss won’t excite me too much.” Bold of me, but I hadn’t been able to forget that kiss in Mr. Somerfield’s office.

      Manuel’s lips brushed mine. “Don’t tell me I’ve lost my touch already.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, while everyone else went to school, I continued my invalid status. My head still pounded but not as bad as it had after the accident.

      “You will not return to school until tomorrow,” Aunt Kristy said.

      “Doctor’s orders?”

      “Mine.” She propped me on the sofa again with pillows, beverages near at hand, plus the clicker, my computer, books, an array of snack foods, coloring books and markers—I wasn’t sure where she’d gotten those. And a bag of candy.

      She tapped her foot and stared at me. “I’ll stop by during my lunch break to check on you.”

      While I hated that she hovered, my heart warmed to her concern. I liked having someone care about me again.

      Mid-morning, when I was scrolling through Netflix, Alex sent me a text. Heard you had an accident. You okay?

      Yeah. Head hurts, but I’m mostly just stiff and sore. My dad’s car’s totaled, though.

      Mom got me a car. I can come by after school and hang out if you want.

      Sure. Secretly thrilled but trying to keep cool, I gave her my address.

      Mid-afternoon, she knocked on the door. I let her in and offered her some snacks since I had a junk food buffet spread out across the coffee table.

      “I’m not hungry, thanks.” She dragged a chair closer and pushed her polka dot glasses up onto her nose. “My mom’s looking at houses in this neighborhood. Maybe we’ll live nearby soon.”

      “That would be great.” We could get together and study.

      I wasn’t seeking Alex out solely from pity or because we had our burns in common. We connected in a way I hadn’t with anyone since Brianna. I only hoped she felt the same.

      “I don’t remember you from last year,” I said, then slapped my hand over my mouth when I realized how the comment sounded. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “It’s okay. I used to be really forgettable until this.” She lifted her hand to her pressure garment and gave a bitter laugh. “But no one will be forgetting me now, right?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “No, really, it’s fine. I’m sick of people feeling bad for me. I wish there was some way I could turn this into something less…horrible, you know? Like…” Standing, she waved her arms with a flourish. “I could be one of those women with a commanding presence. I walk into the room, and everyone notices me.” She shrugged. “Since they’re staring at me already, might as well give them something worth looking at.”

      I snickered.

      “Not that I’ll ever be a model, now.”

      “Is that what you wanted to be, before…”

      “I don’t know what I was going to study.” She coughed. “Well, I guess I should want to be a doctor or a nurse because they took care of me in the hospital.”

      “Decent professions.”

      “Maybe I’ll be a plastic surgeon. Help kids with burns.” Her attention focused on me. “How about you? What do you want to study in college?”

      I’d always thought I’d study piano. But I hadn’t touched the keys since before I got burned. Would my fingers remember the music? “I’m not sure. Maybe liberal studies at first?” I could decide what I’d do after I got there.

      Someone keyed the code on the door and it opened wide.

      “Honey, I’m home!” Sean called out.

      Alex’s lips drooped. “Him.”

      Could she try to be nice to him? “Sean said he’d bring over my homework.”

      She stood and fidgeted with the tips of her wig. “I’ve got to go.”

      “You just got here.” I reached out to her, but she evaded my touch. “Stay a little longer? Please?” I hated begging, but we’d had fun. Sean wouldn’t ruin that.

      “I can’t.”

      Can’t or won’t? While I wanted to, I wouldn’t push. A good friendship might be in our future but if she couldn’t bear to be in the same room as Sean, we’d find that relationship challenging. It hurt that we might not be able to make this work between us.

      Alex scooted past Sean and out the front door, which she banged shut behind her. In moments, her car started, and her tires peeled on the road.

      I shoved out a breath, making my hair flip.

      He stared after her. “Something I said again?” He shook his head and strolled into the room. “She’s…weird. And…weird. But, there’s something familiar about her.”

      I really didn’t know what he was talking about. “She’s gone to Finley Cove High School for four years. While her face is different, her mannerisms must be the same. You must remember her from that.”

      “That must be it.” Sean turned the chair around and sat on it backward. “But enough about her. How are you? Feeling better?”

      “I’ve felt okay all along, just sore. I’ve still got a headache. I can’t wait to go back to school.” Something I never thought I’d say. Absence did make the heart grow fonder.

      “You didn’t miss much today.” He handed me a notebook. “Everything you need is in there, including a study guide for your AP American Gov test you have Thursday, although the teacher said you could delay taking it until next week. I have notes from when I took it last year if you want.”

      I thumbed through the pages, each addressing one of my subjects in neat handwriting. “Sure.”

      We chatted about school, and Sean talked about one of our classmates who was also in the running for the Upstanding Citizen Award.

      “Chris doesn’t stand a chance, does he?” I asked. “Not really.”

      “Nah.” Sean glanced away. “He might’ve at one time, but not after the accident.”

      “What do you mean?” I hadn’t heard about Chris being involved in an accident, but I’d been out of the loop lately with my own injuries and settling back into school.

      “You didn’t hear about it? Last week, he and his dad were working in the shop. You know how his father sells those wooden things at craft fairs. For whatever reason, the guard on the table saw malfunctioned. Sliced two of Chris’s fingers clean off. They reattached them, but he’s going to be out of commission for some time. His grades have dropped. A lot.”

      Unable to imagine how painful the injury must’ve been, I shuddered. “Wow.”

      “Yeah. It was horrible. Just goes to show,” Sean said. “You need to be careful when you work with power tools. But I’m not worried too much about the Award. Not just because he was my only competition, but because I’ve clocked all those hours volunteering the past three summers at the Sacred Heart Veteran’s Center. That’s definitely going to give me an edge.”

      “And will likely win you that scholarship.”

      Color rose in his face, and he grinned. “My mom is going to be so freakin’ proud of me.”

      “Your brothers, too.” Heck, I was proud of Sean. He’d worked hard to earn this honor. He deserved it. I leaned forward. “Hey, before you go.”

      His lips twisted. “You telling me to leave already?”

      “Ha, ha. But really, can I get your help with a few chemical formulas I’m trying to figure out? I’m clueless with chemistry. You know that.”

      “Sure. Go ahead.”

      “I’ll email them to you if that’s okay. And thanks in advance.”

      “No problem.” He stood. “I actually do need to go home, though. I’ve got a paper due the end of the week, and I’ve got to work tonight.”

      It always astonished me that Sean could maintain the best GPA in our class and still work thirty hours a week as a cook at a diner. With so much going on, he must be efficient with his time.

      “Is it okay if I use your bathroom?” he asked.

      “Sure. I’ve got to go too, though.” I’d had three sodas and they’d run through me. “You use the upstairs.”

      “You afraid of a little stair activity?”

      “I’m not that bad off.” I growled, stomping toward the half bath on this floor while he took the stairs two at a time.

      He laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Not long after Sean left, Manuel stopped by the house to take me to get a new phone.

      He stood in the doorway while I tied my sneakers.

      “That plate number?” The frown on his face made my fingers still on my laces. “Very interesting.”

      I finished tying fast and straightened. “Who owns the car?”

      “Mr. Somerfield’s got friends in high places—including the CIA.”

      I blinked. “Wow. What was the CIA doing at his house?”

      “I wish we’d heard what they said in the parlor.”

      “CIA. Government.” I tapped my chin, thinking. Where had I seen…yes! Scooting around Manuel, I strode to Dad’s office. Those letters he’d written, the ones I’d found while looking through his desk. Some were addressed to the government. I’d snitched them and tucked them between two books in the bookcase.

      I sat in Dad’s chair and dropped them on the desk surface, shuffling through them until I found the copy of the letter Dad had sent to the government. But it hadn’t been sent to just any old branch of the government, as I’d assumed. The one I remembered was addressed to Mr. Jason Colfield, Special Agent of the CIA. I skimmed it, and my mouth dropped open.

      “What?” Manuel asked, standing.

      “This could be a big clue. Listen to this.” I read aloud, “While I believe it’s possible, I’m not sure it should be done. The danger is tremendous, not just to the agent, but to people in the surrounding area…Completing this project could threaten thousands of lives…I realize my partner assured you we could do it, but I’m not willing to be involved.”

      I gaped up at Manuel. “This could be why Dad drew up papers to end his partnership with Mr. Somerfield. Dad wanted out of building an app and Mr. Somerfield didn’t.” Glancing down, I reread the letter, but there didn’t seem to be any more clues. “I wish we had more information about this project he’s talking about.” Pawing through the folder, I wasn’t able to find anything else that might give us more clues. The other papers involved jobs Dad had been working on for various businesses. Vague correspondence with some woman in Italy, but that definitely couldn’t be involved with this.

      I returned the folder to the bookcase.

      “This gets more interesting by the minute,” Manuel said.

      I headed for the foyer with him following. “We can talk about it while we get a phone.”

      While driving to the store, we rehashed the letter but didn’t have enough information to draw conclusions.

      “Is it worth breaking into his office again?” Manuel asked.

      “I believe I looked through everything.”

      “I’ll see if I can find out any information online about the owner of the car.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Because, if Mr. Somerfield is involved in something that could endanger thousands of lives and Dad had wanted to back out of the deal, this could tie it all together.”
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        * * *

      

       

      While we were out, we decided to look at Dad’s car.

      He pulled into the lot behind the garage, parking next to what was left of it.

      I gaped, shocked I’d survived this wreck. A crumpled heap, it had a smashed-in hood with fluid leaking like blood in a pool on the ground. Only gaping holes remained in what used to be the windshield and front windows.

      The biggest gut punch was the loss of one more connection to my parents. My heart pressed against my ribs, and I couldn’t draw in a breath.

      It was only a car. It shouldn’t hurt this much to see it this way.

      “You need something inside?” Manuel said softly, studying my face. “I’ll get it for you.”

      I popped open my door. “I want to get out.” I needed to see Dad’s car one more time. Touch it. There was next to nothing inside anyway, just a jacket in the back. A paperback I’d been reading. Loose change, maybe.

      I’d brought my spare key, and I opened the trunk. Only a few odds and ends back there, including a tote with an old bottle of sunscreen and a half-filled jug of water Mom must’ve left behind.

      The back door on the driver’s side was unlocked. Kneeling down, I located my book underneath the seat and my jacket on the floor.

      While I peered around to make sure I wasn’t missing anything important, Manuel strolled around to the front. He stalled and whistled low. “You’re damn lucky.”

      There was that word again. Lucky. While I was fortunate to be alive, I had to wonder if my luck could get much worse.

      I straightened and glanced over at where he stood in front of the car.

      “This looks bad.” He stooped down to get a closer look. Head tilted, he peered at the crumpled hood while I stared into the empty hole where the driver’s window used to be. The airbag lay across the wheel like a broken balloon. Glass covered the seat and floor.

      Rising, Manuel walked toward the passenger’s side, where he bent over again. He grunted.

      I reached out, tentative, and touched the roof of the car.

      My breath caught.

      “Mom, Dad,” I whispered, lungs pressing into my throat. “I’m sorry. I should’ve been more careful. Paid attention to my driving, like you told me to.”

      “Actually,” Manuel said. “You need to come see something.”

      Standing on tip-toe, I peered over the top of the car but he waved for me to join him.

      I sniffed and wiped my eyes while walking around the back. I’d be just fine if I never saw a full view of the front, actually. Reaching the passenger side, I squatted down beside Manuel.

      “See right here?” He pointed to a black rubber tube behind the tire. “This is your brake line.”

      “Okay.”

      He stood and pulled me up to stand with him.

      Horror filled his face. “Your brake lines were cut.”
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      My limbs went liquid. I slumped against my car, and Manuel caught me before I fell, easing me onto the ground.

      “Take some deep breaths,” he said, dropping down beside me. “It’s okay. I’ve gotcha.” He stroked my hair while I gulped in air.

      The world kept spinning.

      “Someone wants me dead,” I said. “Why would anyone do something like this?” Not that I needed to ask. I’d been warned more than once, but I blew it off. “It’s because I’ve been looking into my parents’ murder.”

      “I’d say so.”

      “Someone will do anything to keep me from finding out the truth.”

      He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me closer. “We need to go to the police with this. It’s evidence.”

      “You think they’ll help?” I appreciated that he still had some confidence in his father, despite the man being a jerk, but I didn’t share the same feeling. The police didn’t appear to be jumping all over this investigation, and Manuel’s dad hadn’t sounded like he found Mr. Somerfield’s actions suspicious.

      Mr. Somerfield, who we’d seen in the driveway before we left the party.

      Manuel sighed. “My father’s…He doesn’t inspire confidence in small doses but he takes his job seriously. We can trust him.”

      I’d reserve judgment. “All right. We go to the police.”

      “All the way to the top.”

      Chief Sancini.
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      We sat in the Chief’s office, waiting for him to return from getting coffee.

      He strode into the room and rounded the desk to take his chair, a stained mug in his hand that said, World’s Best Dad. A gift from Manuel or his sister?

      Seeing it made me ache all over again, because I’d given my dad something similar for Father’s Day when I was a kid and he’d proudly used it.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure?” he asked Manuel, although his eyes glided across me. “You’ve stopped by to visit twice in one week, son, which is two more times than you have in the past year. Outside of when you got charged and fingerprinted for assaulting Senator Riker, because that wasn’t exactly a social visit. Let’s hope today’s not—”

      Time to nip this behavior off before he got started. I leaned forward. “Someone cut my brake lines.”

      Officer Sancini pressed back in his chair and frowned. “Just now?”

      “On Saturday night after I left a party. You may have seen the accident report. I slammed into a telephone pole. Totaled my Dad’s car.”

      “And you think this means your brake lines were cut?” From the narrowing of his brow, I suspected he didn’t believe us. Not much new there. “Back up here. Party, you said. Had you been drinking?”

      “Not a drop. I was the DD.”

      “Were you tired? Distracted?”

      I couldn’t meet his eyes nor keep my face neutral. I’d only looked away from the road for a second, to read that text. But I hadn’t been on my phone when I pushed to make the yellow light.

      “I see,” he said.

      No, he didn’t, and that was the problem.

      “You don’t,” Manuel said, stealing my thought. “We went to her car to pick up her things. I saw the cut in the brake lines myself. This wasn’t an accident.”

      Officer Sancini straightened and scooted his chair forward. “Go on.”

      “Just before the accident,” I said. “Someone sent me a text.” I repeated it.

      He held out his hand. “Can I have your phone?”

      “It was destroyed in the crash.” I held up my new one. “I replaced it this afternoon.”

      “That’s unfortunate,” Officer Sancini said. “And convenient.”

      “Christ, Dad,” Manuel said. “She’s not the one on trial here. She didn’t cut her own brake lines. We came here for help.” He turned to me, his face red. “Please tell me I was never this bad.”

      I smirked. “On you, it’s cute.”

      His eyes softened, and he grinned.

      Officer Sancini blinked as if absorbing Manuel’s words then fiddled with a pen he’d picked up off his desk. He pulled a clean pad of paper from the drawer and paused with the pen over the paper. “All righty.” His gaze leveled on me. “Shoot. Tell me every detail starting with Saturday night.”

      I laid it out for him, only holding back that I’d searched Mr. Somerfield’s office and what I’d found. And my make-out session with his son.

      “I wish we had that message so we could trace it.” He tapped the pen on his chin and squinted past my shoulder. “Could’ve been sent by a burner phone. But we might be able to obtain some information through your carrier. I’ll put someone on it.”

      “Thank you.” I cleared my throat. “Before we left the party, I saw Mr. Somerfield out front, near the cars.”

      “I doubt he was cutting your brake lines.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “What would be his motive for doing something like that? You were attending a party at his home. You said you used to date his son which leads me to believe you were friends.”

      “I already told you. I think he murdered my parents and Brianna.”

      “I know you’d like to pin the accident on him, but there’s no evidence. We concluded our investigation, and we’re convinced it’s not a homicide.”

      “But,” I blurted out. “He met with a CIA agent.”

      Chief Sancini blinked. “What are you talking about?”

      Manuel squeezed my hand tight enough it made me pause. A quick glance showed him giving me a quick shake of his head. He didn’t want me sharing this information. Yet.

      “Ms. Davis?” Chief Sancini said. “What’s this about the CIA?”

      “Nothing.”

      He scowled. “Nothing? Then why did you say it?”

      “I, um, was mistaken.”

      “Hmm.”

      Time to redirect the conversation fast. “Can you reopen the yacht case?”

      He stared at me long enough I squirmed. “I suppose we could look over the details again. See if we missed anything.”

      Short of dragging the boat up from the ocean floor, that was unlikely to happen.

      “Will you question Mr. Somerfield about this?” I asked.

      “I have no problem asking him what he was doing near your vehicle that night.”

      “Thank you.”

      He cleared his throat. “In between then, you need to do what that text suggested. Stay out of this. If it truly was a homicide, we’ll find out what happened. You need to leave this in our hands.”

      At this rate, I’d be fifty before they decided whether it had been murder or not. But the text and the cut brake lines only proved this situation was suspicious. My investigation was making someone desperate to cover it up.

      “We’ll look at the car.” Chief Sancini glanced at Manuel. “Nothing against your skills in identifying this fact, though I’m not confident this has any relation to the yacht accident.”

      It was a rather strong coincidence that my brake lines were cut shortly after I’d searched Mr. Somerfield’s office, but I couldn’t tell Chief Sancini that. I wasn’t handing over my evidence for them to toss into a desk drawer for the next six months. Not until I’d researched everything thoroughly. Let alone that fact that I’d illegally obtained my evidence.

      “Aside from Mr. Somerfield, is there anyone else who might want to do you harm?” Chief Sancini asked, his pen poised over his paper.

      Harm? More like an attempt to murder me. Funny how this investigation was playing out just like on TV. First, the officer tried to pin it on the victim. Only after the victim called the cop on it did he take her seriously. And then, he tried to suggest she must’ve done something to deserve whatever happened. I needed to play my part.

      “I can’t imagine anyone who’d have it out for me.”

      Except for Mr. Somerfield. He must’ve suspected I’d been snooping.

      Chief Sancini wrote something on his paper. “No friend who might be jealous of you?”

      I doubted a friend would cut my brake lines, let alone be jealous enough to kill me. “Most of them fell by the wayside after the yacht incident.”

      “Would any be angry enough about you ending your friendship that they’d do something like this?”

      “They’re the ones who faded. I didn’t push them away.” This was even more unlikely. “And why bother? I have—had—two main best friends, Brianna, who is dead. And Sean.”

      “Who would never do anything like this,” Manuel said.

      “Wait,” I said to Manuel. “We should tell him about the clown in the library.”

      Chief Sancini wrinkled his brow. “A clown?”

      “Not truly a clown, just someone laughing like a clown.” When he stared at me, blinking slowly, I said, “It was scary.”

      “I was there,” Manuel said.

      “You heard the laughter, too, Emmanuel?”

      “No, but I searched the library,” he said.

      “And found…?”

      Manuel directed his gaze downward. “Nothing.”

      “I’m not making this up,” I said.

      Chief Sancini shook his head. “Okay.” He wrote on his paper.

      “And then a light fixture almost fell on me,” I said.

      “A light fixture?” From his tone and the skepticism growing in his eyes, he must think the lamp actually had hit my head and scrambled my brains permanently. “This also happened in the library?”

      I explained.

      “The maintenance crew was replacing the lights?” he asked.

      “Not while I was there.”

      “But during the evenings when school was not in session.”

      “Yes.”

      He tossed his pen onto his paper, a paper that only held a few lines of notes, and pinched his brow. “We’ll certainly look into this.”

      To say I was frustrated would be a major understatement. Because ‘looking into it’ had become the routine answer for everything about this investigation.

      “Anything else?” Chief Sancini asked, leaning back in his chair. He wasn’t even pretending to take notes any longer.

      “I think that’s it.”

      I had to admit, though, there wasn’t much for him to go on, assuming he decided to take this further.

      He grunted. “We’ll look at your car and notify the insurance company because they’ll also be interested to hear foul play could be involved.”

      “Should Janie have someone assigned to protect her?” Manuel asked.

      Chief Sancini scoffed. “Because of an accident?”

      “Because someone tried to hurt her.”

      “According to Ms. Davis, this occurred immediately after the text. Which we don’t have as evidence. There’s nothing to indicate at this time that this is anything other than an accident.”

      “Is that a no?” Manuel asked.

      “I really would like to help.” His intent eyes studied me, and I was glad that while he wasn’t handling this the way I’d like him to, he did appear to be taking my words seriously. “We don’t have the staff to provide security based on suspicion.”

      Not just a suspicion to me. Mr. Somerfield killed my parents and now, he was after me.

      I stood. “I’ll be okay.” Sure, I was scared something else would happen to me. But I wasn’t going to end my investigation. I’d just have to be extra careful from now on.

      “I’ll ask one of my officers to drive by your place periodically,” Chief Sancini said.

      “I appreciate it.” Like that would do any good? I could be inside my house, lying in a pool of blood, and the officer would drive by and note the situation was a-okay before gliding off into the sunset.

      Fortunately, Mom and Dad had installed a security system.

      Not that I intended to hide behind it.

      I still had more investigating to do.
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      “Tell me about this life of crime we’re getting into,” I said.

      Manuel snorted and once we were back in his car, he explained. “I snuck into my father’s office at home and ran the CIA agent’s license plate.” He buckled. “We can’t share that information without me owing him more explanations than I’m ready to give.”

      I frowned. “Is this the first time you’ve used his computer for…research?”

      Manuel shook his head, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask exactly what he’d been up to.

      “If Mr. Somerfield’s doing something Dad didn’t approve of,” I said. “People could be hurt.”

      He drove his car from the lot and out onto the road. “We don’t know that for sure. All we have is a CIA agent stopping to visit Mr. Somerfield, which may mean nothing. And we have that letter which, while suspicious, doesn’t give us enough to draw any conclusions.”

      “We could look at it again.”

      “Why don’t you do that and let me know if you find anything new.”

      “I will.”

      Manuel dropped me off at my house. I wanted to invite him in, but he said had to get home, that he’d promised to spend the afternoon with his sister.

      Inside, I rushed to Dad’s office but while I reviewed the letter, I didn’t see anything we’d missed the last time we’d read.

      I flopped on the sofa and stared blankly at the TV.

      What did this all mean?

      The TV gave me no answer, but I knew one thing about all this. I was scared. Because this wasn’t just about discovering who’d murdered my parents, the crewmen, and Brianna.

      This could be about saving thousands of lives.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next day, Sean came by after school to deliver my homework. He dragged a chair over to where I lounged on the sofa and sat.

      “Those formulas you sent me?” He clicked his tongue. “I’ve gotta say, basic chem sure is getting complicated.”

      “It was a bonus assignment.” I pretended I was absorbed with what he’d written in my notebook because I hated lying to him. If I looked up, he’d read it all over my pink-cheeked, guilty face. Let alone in my shifty eyes. I didn’t want him finding out Brianna’s death might’ve have been caused by someone who wanted to murder Dad. Not until I could prove it.

      “That’s a hefty bonus assignment,” Sean said. “We’re not even doing stuff like that in my AP class.”

      My shoulders drooped. “So, you couldn’t figure them out?”

      “Oh, I did.” He tapped his temple and his smile loosened his face and took over his entire body. “It’ll take more than little old formulas like these to stump me.”

      “What are they, anyway?” Scooting around on the sofa, I propped my heels on the coffee table. I tossed him a protein bar and peeled back the wrapping of a second one, taking a bite.

      “The formulas are for chemicals.”

      “Kinda figured that,” I said around a bite.

      “Yes, but some of these have aromatics, which are those rings in the structures, suggesting that these chemicals are stable until they’re combined. Like this one.” He turned his phone and pointed to one of the photos. “But, it's not just the formulas. You've also got binary here at the bottom of the page, all the zeros and ones repeated.”

      He’d lost me before aromatics.

      “This is complicated stuff,” he said, frowning down at his phone.

      I'd say so. “What would someone do with chemicals like these?”

      “Basically, they’d build explosives. And my guess for the binary is that someone is trying to write these explosives into a code, maybe to trigger it electronically or whatever. It’s cool, like something the military would use. Or the Unabomber.”

      “Who?”

      “Some guy who sent bombs to postal workers. Planted one on an airline once.”

      “That’s horrible.” I gulped, suspecting how all this might tie into my parents’ murder. “And these formulas are similar to what that Unabomber would use?”

      “Not necessarily. These are more specific chemicals that, when combined, could cause a lot of damage. Like ammonium nitrate, for example. And hexanitrodiphenylamine, which was used in World War Two by the Japanese but was discontinued because it was too toxic. Some of these chemicals, when combined like they are in your assignment, can be pretty explosive. Stronger than TNT.”

      TNT.

      Mr. Somerfield and Dad had designed finance apps together. Nothing like this. I had a sneaking suspicion why Mr. Somerfield might need formulas for explosives, however.

      “You sure you’re not hoping to make a few bombs on the side?” Sean asked, his eyes gleaming.

      “Of course, not.”

      He laughed and tucked his phone away. “Anyway, that pretty much sums up your homework. I assume you only needed to identify the basic premise of the formulas. Or do you need to do more with them?”

      “I think that’s all for now.”

      “Perfect.” He tossed his empty protein bar wrapper into the bucket and stood. “I’d love to stay and hang out longer because I know you’re bored out of your mind, but I’ve gotta go. Swim practice. I’ll see you later?”

      “For sure.”

      As Sean was leaving, my aunt rushed through the door and banged around in the foyer. “I’m only here for a sec, Janie. I’ve got a meeting downtown.” She poked her head into the parlor. “I left soup for you in the fridge. Are you okay heating it up for your supper?”

      “Of course.”

      She smiled. “Great. I’ll be back later. Don’t wait up for me!”

      Thankfully, my favorite librarian came by before I had to resort to heating soup—again—for supper. Aunt Kristy had decided soup was the best thing for healing.

      Manuel held up a bag and the smell of spices drifted through the air. “Mexican.”

      We sat in the kitchen and munched through loaded beef and bean burritos with a side order of nachos. Nothing beat gooey melted cheese dribbled all over everything. I could live on the stuff.

      While we ate, I explained to Manuel what I’d learned from Sean.

      “Why would a computer app designer lock chemical formulas in a fireproof cabinet?” he asked.

      “Good question.” It didn’t take much brain power to come up with some very good reasons. “If someone wanted to blow something—or someone—up, they’d need a way to do it. This isn’t something you can Google without the government catching on. The bigger question is: where did he obtain the information?”

      “We should tell my father about this,” Manuel said.

      We both reached for the last nacho but he beat me to it.

      “Hey.” I scowled. Not that I needed another greasy chip. I’d eaten my weight in burritos already tonight.

      “Next time, I’ll bring two orders.” He broke the last chip in half and offered a share to me.

      Chewing, I leaned back in my chair and drained my soda. After, I gathered up the wrappers and stuffed them deep in the trash to hide the evidence. The soup police would be home soon, and I’d catch hell for cheating.

      Turning, I leaned against the counter. “How would we tell your father about the formulas without letting on where we found them?”

      Manuel wiped the island off with a damp sponge then tossed it toward the sink, missing. I caught it before it fell on the floor. “If we could find more clues that point to Mr. Somerfield’s guilt, the police could get a search warrant.”

      If only it could be that easy. “We don’t have enough evidence.” Yet.

      We walked into the parlor, and I took up residence again on the sofa. Manuel dropped down beside me.

      “Any suggestions for finding more evidence?” I asked.

      “Follow him? Break into his office again?”

      “Set him up and record him making a confession?” Which wasn’t going to happen. He was too clever to be caught like that.

      “Let’s think about it,” Manuel said. “It’ll have to be something solid if we hope to convince my father.”

      “In between, we can look up those entries in Dad’s notebook.” I held up my phone. “I took pictures of them.”

      Pulling my laptop onto his thighs, Manuel looked up the first on the list. “Actually,” he said. “This one is the name of a company.”

      “Maybe they’re all business related?” Which didn’t explain why my father had kept a notebook of business transactions in a locked box in his closet. Why not put it in his desk or in one of the file cabinets in his office?

      Manuel whistled low. “The first three are payday loan companies.”

      “Those places that give you a cash advance on your paycheck?”

      He nodded.

      “Why would my father need anything like that?” I shook my head. “My parents weren’t wealthy, but they didn’t have money problems as far as I knew.”

      “Another mystery, then.”

      “Are they all paycheck loan companies?”

      “This one is simple.” He pointed to a line on the second page. “Credit card company.”

      “Maybe that was a bill.”

      “Why keep a record of a credit card payment among a list with paycheck loans?”

      “This is shady, no matter how you look at it.”

      “I agree.” He pointed. “The only other entries are for the rehab place we already looked up online.” He closed out the search engine and dropped my computer back on the coffee table.

      “Let’s call them.”

      Manuel pivoted around to face me. “Confidentiality laws will keep them from saying anything.”

      “I have to try.” I pulled my phone and dialed.

      Someone picked up, announcing, “Journey to Recovery!”

      “Could I speak to someone in billing, please?” I asked.

      The man connected me.

      “Hello,” I told the woman in billing. “I’m managing Julian Davis’s estate after his untimely death.”

      “I’m terribly sorry to hear about his passing.”

      Me, too. “While going through his books, I noted three payments to your facility over the past ten years.”

      “What was the name again?”

      I repeated it.

      Clicks on a keyboard came through the line. “You’re correct. I do see three payments.”

      “I assume they were payments for some of your services.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Can you tell me what kind of services?”

      “I’m sorry, we can’t give you that information without a release.”

      I smacked the sofa cushion beside me. Okay, time for a different tactic. “Is there anything else owed on the account?”

      “I cannot release that information, either.”

      Covering the mouthpiece, I grumbled.

      “I’m sorry,” the woman continued. “You do understand that we need to maintain the confidentiality of our clients.”

      “I do. But if the estate owes this account any money, no payment will be made for some time. There’s probate to go through, the estate to execute.” I wasn’t sure the legal terms I was throwing around worked, but people used them all the time in TV crime shows with good results. “Any outstanding balance would remain unpaid until the estate was completely settled. That could take years.” Elevating my voice, I borrowed her words. “You do understand, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do.” She sounded flustered. Good. “An outstanding balance is not an issue in this case.”

      “It’s not?”

      The woman huffed. “Of course not. The account was paid in full when service was rendered, as is expected.”

      “Are you sure? Because I could swear—”

      The woman’s voice grew shrill. “As executor of the estate, you know that Kristine Davis hasn’t been a client in this facility for well over a year.”

      Though I’d already guessed, I hated having my assumption confirmed. Kristine Davis.

      Aunt Kristy.

      “Excuse me,” the woman said. I could almost hear her slapping a hand over her mouth but she recovered from her slip fast. “What was your name again?”

      No need to share further. I ended the call and turned to Manuel. “These bills. The payments to the lenders, the rehab place, all of it.” Hell. If what I suspected was true, well, I was in even deeper trouble. “I don’t believe any of them were debts incurred by my father.” I told him what the woman had accidentally revealed.

      “You think all of this relates to your aunt? Why would she need all this money?”

      “She told me she’d had a problem in the past, but she didn’t say what it was.”

      “You’re suggesting she was in rehab three times?”

      I shrugged. “Must’ve been. What if this is a record of payments made for her? That would mean my father had been giving her money for the past fifteen years.”

      That argument at the fair. Mom had implied Aunt Kristy had been asking for money for a long time, which correlated with my theory about the payments in Dad’s notebook.

      “At this point, we really don’t know what the loans were for. Even if we called the companies, I doubt we’d get an answer.” He read from one of the paycheck loan sites. “From what it says here, you get the loan and then pay it back with a hefty fee. If you can’t pay the loan right away, you have to pay another bunch of fees. I imagine they pile up until sometimes, you end up owing a lot more than what you first borrowed.”

      “Sounds like a crappy deal to me.”

      “These companies wouldn’t care why you needed the money. As long as they have direct access to your bank account, they’re happy.”

      Or, in this case, access to Dad’s bank account.

      I tossed my phone onto the coffee table. “We’re stalled.”

      “Only for now. I’ll sound out my father about this tonight when I get home.”

      Chief Sancini thought Manuel punching a Senator was bad, but his jaw would drop if Manuel started quizzing him about paycheck loans. “Maybe tell him you’re researching this for a school assignment?”

      “That would work.” Manuel slid his arm back along the back of the sofa and smiled. “Hey, what time did you say your aunt would be home?”

      I hadn’t. “Late.”

      “No eight-o-clock curfew tonight?”

      “My sentence has been lifted.” My voice had gone husky. I scooted in closer to him. Could he read what I was thinking on my face? My investigation into the yacht murder might be on hold, but there was something else I could look into. “What do you think we should research now?”

      This boy could read me well. “My lips?”
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      The next day after school, Manuel swung by to pick me up.

      “Where to?” he asked as he pulled out onto the main road.

      “I want to question the people who were first on the scene.” During the day, I’d photographed the accident report but avoided looking at the pictures. I hadn’t discovered anything new from the report, however.

      “My afternoon is yours.”

      Our first stop was Mr. Andrew Berry, the man who’d witnessed the ship burning from the beach. Unfortunately, he only repeated what I’d read in the report. He’d been walking his dog on the beach—he lived locally. He’d seen what he thought was fireworks and hadn’t been concerned. But by the time he returned from his walk, he realized it might be more serious and called 9-1-1.

      It was a long shot, but we drove out to the Big Berry Island Coast Guard Station, hoping to speak to whoever had been involved in the search and rescue. We parked out front and walked into the building, where we were told Bettina Jones could help us. The man at the desk led us to her office and pulled the door shut behind us.

      “Have a seat.” Bettina pointed to two chairs across and dropped into her own. “What can I do for you two?”

      “We’re investigating a yacht accident.”

      She frowned. “Is this some sort of school project?”

      “Yes. Sort of an…” My voice trailed off.

      “We’re part of an afterschool club where we research unsolved crimes,” Manuel said.

      Damn, he was good. I wouldn’t have thought of anything that interesting all on my own.

      Manuel continued, “Each group is assigned a mystery. We research the case, try to come up with potential suspects and motives with whatever we can find, and write a paper on what we believe is the outcome. Purely speculation, of course. But it’s fun.”

      He really should make a career out of this.

      “Naturally, if the case is suspicious, or we find out anything that might be of use to either you or the police,” he said. “We notify you immediately.”

      He was so good, even I believed we were working on this supposed project for this fictional club.

      But I was sitting here like a useless blob so I nodded to lend credibility to his story. Since I fumbled when it came to even one tiny untruth, it might be best for me to play the silent partner in this interaction.

      “You mean, you’d look into something like the Costa Concordia?” she asked.

      I frowned. Italy. I think.

      “Not exactly,” Manuel said. “We try to stay local and small. I actually meant something like the Davis yacht accident that took place in July.”

      “Oh, that’s a current incident.” Bettina turned to her computer and started typing. “Let me see what I can find in our records.” She clicked through the file and the leaned forward, studying the screen. “Interesting.”

      I gripped my knees so tightly, my fingers pinched. “What’s interesting?”

      “Oh, sorry.” She flapped her hand in the air. “Nothing all that exciting, actually. Just that one member on board escaped. Not that a survivor is unusual in these circumstances. This didn’t happen far from shore, and the Coast Guard was notified promptly. We take pride in rescuing as many as possible in an accident like this. But this survivor couldn’t remember a single detail about the accident. This made it difficult to recreate the event.” Her eyes zoned in on me. “What did you say your name—”

      “A fire caused the yacht to sink, correct?” Manuel asked, redirecting Bettina’s attention. He’d pulled out a notebook and was scribbling furiously.

      Distracted, she stared at her computer. “Yes. That’s what it says.”

      “We understand it started in the galley.”

      “Or in the main cabin,” she said. “Which is adjacent to the galley.”

      My brain flashed to me and Brianna. Standing in the main cabin. She held a gift.

      “Normally…” Bettina’s voice jarred me back to the present. “We’d suspect explosives in a case like this, because of the way the fire burned.”

      “Really?” Manuel said. He wrote some more. “This is fascinating and exactly what we need for our project. Why do you say explosives?”

      “From what we could tell, there were two likely causes of the fire. The fireworks or the cooking oil used in the galley. They had fried shrimp that night.”

      Dad had always loved fried shrimp. “How can you tell what the causes might be?” I asked.

      “It’s harder when the wreck’s under water, of course.” Tipping back in her chair, she linked her fingers on her chest, her face relaxing as she slipped into education mode. “But from the way the ship burned, we can conclude that the fire was hottest in those areas. And it went up fast.” She snapped her fingers. “Like tinder.”

      I slumped in my seat, unable to handle the idea of the crewmen, my family, and Brianna burning.

      Manuel shot a concerned look my way and leaned sideways. “You okay?” he whispered.

      I grimaced. I needed to get this over with and get out of here before I broke down. Or threw up. That would blow our school project cover in a flash.

      “In this instance,” Bettina said, leaning forward to tap her finger on the screen. “The yacht burned hot and fast but it remained above the water, likely until the fire reached the hull. Then it sunk.” She squinted and pinched her chin with her thumb and finger. “Makes finding the remains difficult.”

      Manuel grunted while I swallowed back the acid pooling in my throat.

      “You know, boats don’t just slide down to the ocean floor,” Bettina said. “They shift and tilt as they go down, causing any remaining contents to either float or fall. Often, they’re picked up by the current and scattered. We go down with divers and retrieve what we can. Of the remains, that is. The boat and contents? We leave them there unless we feel they need to be brought up to aid in the investigation.”

      Remains. I wanted to shout that they weren’t remains. They were people. People I loved.

      “That’s why it’s so challenging for our crew,” she said. “It’s not just a matter of sorting through the wreckage strewn across the ocean floor. It’s difficult sometimes to find anything at all. And what you do find can be darn gruesome.”

      Gulping back my lunch, I stood. “I’ve got to leave.”

      “It is morbid,” the woman said, glancing up at me. Her gaze slid to Manuel. “Even when it’s our job, it still hits us hard. Because they’re people. You know?” Her face was crinkled. “Every case turns your stomach.”

      Manuel rose, as did Bettina.

      “An entire family,” she continued as if she didn’t see me flapping my mouth like a fish dragged onto the shore. “The crewmen. That teenage girl. All gone in an instant.”

      Except for the daughter. Me.

      “One weird thing, though,” she added as I backed toward the door.

      “What?” Manuel asked. His concerned gaze darted to me but I could tell by how he kept scribbling on the paper that while he wanted to help me, he also didn’t want to miss any details that might add to our case.

      I opened the door and rushed out into the corridor. Stifling humidity hit me like a sopping wet blanket. Leaning against the wall, I gulped and gasped but the air I dragged in tasted like defeat. The urge to run, to put distance between me and the details the woman kept spewing, surged through me.

      Tonight, nightmares would haunt my dreams.

      “Some of the adult remains were found in the lower deck, approximately where the bedrooms would be. One in the galley. But the young adult female—” She tipped her head back and rubbed her neck. “Well…”

      I couldn’t handle anymore. Spinning on my heel, I fled, bolting down the hall toward the lobby.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I heard Bettina call out.

      “She’s got a light stomach,” Manuel said. “The details must be too much for her. Hey, do you happen to have a card? Then I can…”

      As I slammed through one of the double glass doors, I blocked out the rest of his words. Lungs on fire, I stumbled along the crushed stone path leading around the building to a grassy area with picnic tables and park benches overlooking the sea. My legs spasmed and my heart dragged me down. I wanted to slump on the ground and curl into a ball and wail.

      Seagulls reeled overhead, their screeching calls edging down my spine like a switchblade.

      I only made it a few more feet before I collapsed onto a park bench.

      Another memory crashed through me like a tidal wave, knocking me flat.
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      As I drove my car out to the marina, Brianna and I danced in our seats along with the music blasting from the radio. It was Saturday night, and we were ready to party.

      At the pier, I parked in the lot and we got out, grabbing our overnight bags from the back seat. My parents had rented a big boat for the weekend to celebrate the upcoming release of an app Dad said would be hot. We also had something else to celebrate: Brianna’s upcoming birthday.

      Shimmying our hips, we kept on singing and kept on dancing. No need to pause the party.

      We crossed the lot and took the stairs down to the dock. I was skipping along the wooden planks toward our boat, looking back over my shoulder at Brianna, when I ran into someone.

      Looking up, I grunted. “Mr. Somerfield?” What was Brandon’s dad doing here? My breath huffed out. Dad wasn’t going to bail on us for business again, was he? He’d cut short two other trips this past summer already, and Mom would kill him if he did it again. I might, too.

      “Oh, hey, Janine,” Mr. Somerfield said, his lips thinning. “How are you?”

      “Fine.”

      “I, uh, dropped something off for your father. Will you tell him I left it in the main cabin?”

      Did he go on the boat? Okay. Why not wait for Dad to come get it himself?

      This wasn’t the first time Mr. Somerfield had dropped something off for Dad without waiting around to visit, though. They might be business partners, but they sure didn’t act like friends. Not with all the arguments I’d overheard.

      “I’ll say hello to Brandon for you,” Mr. Somerfield said, moving around me. “Have a nice trip!” His stiff suit making him resemble a black beetle, he scurried down the dock and took the stairs two at a time. His shoes clattered as he raced across the parking lot to his car.

      Brianna lifted her hands above her head and restarted our song.

      Forgetting Mr. Somerfield, I joined in.

      Manuel sat on the bench beside me. He dropped his arm across my shoulders and gave me a half-hug. Despite the sun shining down and heat waves shimmering in the air, I shivered.

      I stared toward the ocean, remembering.

      Mr. Somerfield had been on the yacht that evening. He’d left something for Dad.

      What had it been?
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      “You’ve been snooping.”

      I jumped when my aunt spoke behind me.

      Busy pawing through the fridge, I hadn’t heard her come home, let alone walk down the hall and into the kitchen.

      I turned to face her and leaned against the counter. “What do you mean?” Talk about creeping me out. Her words were a tad too close to the messages I’d received lately.

      Face tight, she dropped her purse on the island and yanked off her cardigan, smacking it over the back of a bar stool. “I got a call from Journey to Recovery.”

      Crap. While I wanted to rush to defend myself, I kept my mouth shut. Because, really, I had no true defense.

      But snooping…

      I shivered and stared at my aunt, trying to read her expression, but I only received disappointment out of the creases on her face.

      “We need to talk,” she said.

      Maybe it would be a good thing to clear the air. I didn’t like doubting her.

      She poured a glass of wine from the bottle in the fridge and twisted her lips when I frowned.

      “It’s just one,” she said pertly.

      It always started with just one.

      Glass in hand, she strode toward the hall, stating over her shoulder, “Come to the living room, please.”

      I followed, taking a recliner while she dropped onto the couch. After sipping her wine, she placed the glass onto the coffee table and lifted and folded a blanket that had fallen on the floor.

      Finally, when the cushions had been plumped, the blanket carefully smoothed across the back of the sofa, and the clicker lined up beside a paperback and my laptop, she spoke, “I’m horribly disappointed in you, Janine.” After fluffing her hair, she smoothed it. Fluffed it again. “There are things I’ve done that I’m not proud of. I wasn’t sure I’d ever share them with you, but now I have no choice.”

      “I’m sorry.” I knew how I’d feel if someone looked into anything shady in my past. Not that I had much shade back there, but still.

      “I don’t know how you found out and I don’t really need to know, but I think you deserve the truth, rather than make assumptions based on what you discovered.” She took another sip of her wine. “I’m your aunt. I know that I’ll never replace a parent, but I’m trying. I do care for you. I’m determined to do the best I can in this difficult situation.”

      I squirmed, guilty that I still doubted her. While it hadn’t been my intention to dig up dirt about her past, I did feel bad that she was upset by what I’d learned. I’d jumped into this investigation without considering the consequences to her or anyone else around me.

      She smoothed her skirt along her thighs, staring down. “For many years, I had a gambling addiction.”

      Oh. I’d suspected alcohol.

      “I’d borrow from those disgusting paycheck companies when I damn well knew my salary was barely enough to pay my bills and buy food, let alone pay them back for the loan.”

      I leaned forward but kept quiet, not knowing what I could say.

      She continued, “I kept thinking I’d make it big, hit the jackpot as they say, and then I’d be set for life.” Lifting her wine, she drank again. “But those places make their money off people like me and big winners are rarer than unicorns. Your father bailed me out over and over during the past fifteen years. And, as you discovered, he paid for me to get rehab, as well.”

      “Three times,” I said.

      Color filled her face. “Yes, three times.” Her chin lifted, but her lips trembled. “I’m not proud of my past actions, but I am proud of one thing. I haven’t gambled in over a year.”

      We could only hope this statement was true. She should’ve dumped out all the wine. Why hadn’t she?

      “That’s great,” I said, injecting cheer in my voice. After fifteen years of feeding a gambling addiction, it must be tough staying away. But she’d been to rehab three times and must’ve gone back to it again. Would she give in and start gambling a fourth time?

      “It’s been a challenge. While it would be lovely to think I could make easy money, I finally learned that if I want to get ahead in life, I have to work for it.”

      I didn’t have to fake the sympathy I was feeling. If only I hadn’t probed into something that was obviously painful for her. “I’m sorry.”

      Her chest heaved. “It’s all right. I needed to shed that burden.” She sniffed. “But I’m asking you right now to stop looking into my past. It was hard for me to move forward, and it hurts to be dragged back into something I only want to forget. Your Dad…well, I think there were times that he hated me.”

      “It was wrong of my family to cut you out of their lives.” If they’d included her, maybe she would’ve tried harder to change. The support of a family could make a difference.

      “Addiction of any kind is a bad thing. You’ll…do things you wouldn’t otherwise to feed the call.”

      Like what?

      “I don’t blame my brother. Your mom.” Her voice cracked, and tears welled in her eyes. “I wasn’t the kind of person they’d want to have around.”

      I rose and crossed to stand in front of her. “You are now.”

      Her breath caught, and she stared up at me. “You think so?”

      Leaning over, I hugged her. “For what it’s worth, you’re making a good parent already.” I chuckled. “You’re tighter with the rules than I’d like, but overall, you’re doing a decent job.”

      “Thank you, Janie.” She patted my back. “I really appreciate you saying that.”

      Stepping away, I smiled and aimed to lighten the mood. “I’m going to go upstairs to work on my homework.”

      “Sounds perfect. I’ll just…” She lifted the remote. “Watch a little TV before bed.”

      “Okay.” On light steps, I strode to toward the foyer but paused in the doorway and looked back.

      In time to see my aunt draining her glass. My newly-found confidence in her drained along with the liquid.

      I grumbled and climbed the stairs, rubbing my head that had started pounding all over again. Upstairs, I flopped on my bed.

      On a TV show, someone said that when you lived with a person with an addictive personality, you took it one day at a time. Right now, it looked like we were living one second at a time. I hated feeling so unsettled about Aunt Kristy.

      Sliding off my bed, I tiptoed downstairs and took the hall to the kitchen. When my mom was alive, there was something that used to cheer me up no matter what.

      Had my aunt thrown it out? I opened the freezer.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      Right before she died, my mom got us small containers of our favorite gourmet ice cream—butter pecan for her and pistachio for me. She’d tucked them away, saying she was saving them for a ‘special occasion’. We used to sneak into the kitchen together late at night sometimes and eat right from the carton. Dad would poke his head into the kitchen and laugh, but leave us alone while we did it.

      Spending time with my mom was the true special occasion.

      It hurt that I’d never get to sit with her and chat about boys and school and life while gobbling up the treat.

      Spoon in hand, I ducked back upstairs and sat on my bed. I peeled back the lid and dug the spoon in, popping the bite into my mouth. Creamy, smooth, and beyond buttery, with chunks of praline pecans. Exactly the way Mom loved it.

      My eyes stinging, I took another bite even though I felt like a big pile of rocks was crushing my chest. The ice cream melted on my tongue and slid down my throat. Icy cold, unlike the hot tears gliding down my face.

      Dropping the container and spoon on the nightstand, I cupped my face in my hands. I couldn’t do it. It just didn’t work when I was by myself.

      I wiped my cheeks with my blanket. Rising, I went downstairs and returned the treat to the fridge. Maybe I’d be able to enjoy it tomorrow. Or next week. Or never. Because nothing was the same without Mom.

      Going back to my room, I sat at my desk. Because homework didn’t wait for you to find a way over the bumps in the road life threw at you. I turned on my computer, determined to finish my English paper, but ended up staring out the window with unfocused eyes instead.

      And while the world outside was blurry, I did see something…

      I stood on the yacht’s deck beside Mom, watching my dad talk with my aunt in the parking lot. Though I hadn’t seen her again since I was ten, I’d still recognized her. Aunt Kristy had rushed up to him when he got out of his car.

      “What now?” Mom hissed. “He told her never again.”

      My aunt’s voice rose, as did her arms. “It’s just this one last time. I promise.”

      Dad shouted, too. “It’s never one last time. Because there’s always another.”

      Mom clicked her tongue. “One of these days,” she said. “He truly will cut her off for good. Then, she’ll finally learn she has no choice but to take responsibility for her actions.”

      The memory faded.

      Sighing, I focused on a cluster of oak trees in our back yard.

      Had my aunt been truthful when she told me she was no longer gambling? Because, if not…

      How desperate was she for money?
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      The next afternoon, I got a text from Alex. You up for a visitor?

      I was so bored, I’d started acting out charades with the sofa cushions. The sad part was, they seemed to be playing along with me.

      Sure! I replied.

      “I brought you an iced coffee.” She handed it over when I let her in the front door. A biggie. Yay. “Extra sweet.”

      I grinned. “And that’s very sweet of you.”

      She dropped onto the sofa and tucked her legs underneath her butt while I sat beside her. “Ha, ha.”

      Lifting my drink with two hands, I gulped down a number of long swallows, savoring the sugary-smoky flavor on the back of my tongue.

      “How are you really, though?” she asked, peering at me through her tinted polka dot glasses.

      I rubbed my head. “Sore. Still have a mild headache that I believe is going to hang with me until I’m seventy.”

      “But otherwise, you’re…okay?”

      “What else is there?” My shoulders sagged. “Oh, you mean—”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s going to take a long time to heal, but you know that.” The pain from a loss never really went away.

      “Yeah,” she said, even softer. “Speaking of which, will you be at Grief Group tomorrow?”

      “I’m going to try.” If my aunt would let me leave the house. At least she hadn’t discovered I’d snuck out with Manuel. Since our talk, she’d hovered a bit less, too. That is, she even let me walk to the bathroom by myself. But she was still making soup…

      Speak of the devil. Aunt Kristy bustled into the room, pausing in the middle of the oriental rug. “Hi, Alex.” And to me, “I made a ham soup and set a bowl out on the counter to cool.” She paused and glanced toward the hall. “That’s weird. Did you guys hear that?”

      “No, what?” I said.

      “It sounded like the back door.”

      I shook my head. “Didn’t hear anything.”

      She strode from the room and returned before I had a chance to say much of anything to Alex.

      “Nobody there,” she said. “But I’m glad I looked. The back door was unlocked, and we can’t have that.” A shudder traveled through her slender body. “Without the house armed, we’re vulnerable to home invaders.”

      I frowned. Home invaders?

      Alex’s posture gave next to nothing away, but her shoulder shakes clued me in on the fact that she was snickering inside like me. I had to direct my attention to the TV. If Alex started laughing, I’d be hooting along with her.

      “I’ll bring you your soup as soon as it cools.” With a big smile, Aunt Kristy hurried back to the kitchen.

      Soup. Again. As if I longed for hot foods in this heat.

      Who would’ve thought comfort foods would become her thing? If only she’d serve up pizza or tacos. They were comfort foods, too, weren’t they? My mom always said so.

      I’d also kill for a plate of chocolate chip cookies.

      “Well, that was interesting.” Alex covered her mouth, but her laughter slipped out.

      “I’ll say.”

      “I guess she’s right, though.” Alex’s voice lowered. “You can never be too careful. Even people you think you can trust can betray you.”

      Had someone hurt her in the past? While we’d talked a number of times, about a variety of things, I barely knew her. I’d like to get to know her better, though.

      “Is, um, Sean coming over today?” Alex’s attention slid toward the door.

      “Probably.” My homework never ended. Kind of like my headaches. Fortunately, my teachers had let me put off doing my tests until I felt better.

      Alex picked at the seam on her face garment.

      She’d just arrived, but I had a sinking suspicion she’d run the second Sean walked through that door. What could I say to convince her she could trust him?

      Outside, someone entered the access code to unlock the door. Sean, as expected.

      “Hey,” he said, entering the room. He added to Alex,” How’s it going?”

      She shrugged. “Okay.”

      Since she’d turned partly away from me, I couldn’t quite read her mood. Funny how a person’s eyes gave so much away. Not that I could tell much with Alex and her funky glasses.

      My cat, Chloe, started into the room from the foyer but came to a halt on the carpet. She fixed beady eyes on Sean and Alex, and her tail whipped back and forth, growing puffy to match the rising ridge on her spine. Her back arched and she hissed. Whirling around, she ran from the room.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to Alex. “She usually loves strangers.” Demon cat.

      Alex stared toward the foyer. “It’s okay. Maybe it’s the mask. Or I smell different.”

      Sean dragged a chair over and sat facing us, asking Alex, “How did you do on that AP Chem test?”

      “A hundred,” Alex said. Her shyness had returned. Head tilted downward, she peeked up at him through her glasses. “You?”

      “Ninety-nine.”

      Unlike all the other times someone beat him with a better grade, Sean didn’t act irritated that he hadn’t gotten the best score in the class. Or maybe his overall average was high enough he could afford not to be the best on this one test. I liked that Alex gave him some competition. Sean was too cocky about his grades.

      “Did you miss that last problem?” Alex asked. “It was a killer.”

      “I thought I’d gotten it right, but I guess not.” He shrugged. “But, it’s okay. I’ll ace the next one.”

      Complacent, as usual.

      Lifting my coffee, I sipped it. Yum. My dad had hated iced coffee, preferring to drink his hot and black, which Mom said was downright sacrilege. I couldn’t get enough of it. Good guess on Alex’s part to bring me some.

      They moved the conversation from AP Chem to Trig. Another subject I struggled with but they obviously enjoyed. I was glad to see them finally beginning to get along.

      Perhaps there was room in our little family for one more.

      We visited for a while, talking about classes and gossiping about kids at school.

      Until my aunt brought me soup in a container that was almost bigger than my head. Did she think I needed to eat a mixing bowl portion?

      “I want you to eat every single bite,” she said, setting the steaming bowl on the coffee table in front of me.

      It smelled good, but what was she trying to do? Fatten me up?

      I lifted the spoon and stirred my supper. Ham soup wasn’t my favorite but this one smelled decent enough. Thick and creamy with tiny potato, carrot, and ham chunks.

      Alex stood. “I need to go. Mom will be worried if I stay too long.” She half-smiled, and I could tell she wasn’t upset her mom hovered. Unlike me with Aunt Kristy. I couldn’t blame Alex and her mom for clinging to each other. They were all the other had. “I texted her and told her where I am, but she’ll be glad when I get home.” Her attention slid to me. “Oh, wait. Did I tell you we bought a house? We’re closing in a few weeks. Fast, because the sellers are moving to Florida.”

      “That’s cool.”

      Sean echoed my words.

      I knew Alex would be happy having her own space. It couldn’t be fun living in a hotel.

      “I can’t wait.” She strolled toward the foyer. “It’s only one block away from the ocean.”

      I placed my soup on the coffee table. Although I’d taken a number of bites, I’d barely made a dent in it. “I’ll walk you out.”

      “No need,” Alex said. Her lips quirked up on one side. “Don’t forget. Your aunt wants you to rest.”

      I twisted my face. That was all I seemed to do lately. Rest. “I’ve gotta go to the bathroom, anyway.”

      “See you tomorrow?” she said, adding to Sean, “Nice seeing you again.”

      He nodded, his gaze focused on his phone.

      When I returned to the living room, Sean lifted my soup bowl, a big grin on his face. “Your aunt checked in and was upset you hadn’t finished your supper. She was pretty adamant that I make you eat all of it.”

      Huffing, I slumped onto the sofa cushions. “I don’t wanna.” Where was a container of ice cream when you needed one?

      ‘You play sickie,” he said, lifting the spoon. He dipped up a generous amount. “And I’ll feed you.”

      My growl only made his grin widen.

      “Come on,” he said. “Take a bite, honey.” He lifted the spoon high and wiggled it in the air. “Here comes the choo-choo.”

      I laughed, because, jeez, this was ridiculous.

      Stealth-Sean used the opportunity of my open mouth to shove in the bite. He kept at me, getting more creative with each spoonful until I was rolling on the sofa with tears of laughter streaming from my eyes. By then, the bowl was nearly empty.

      “There,” he said in a high-pitched voice, continuing to mock my aunt. “You’ve been a good girl.”

      I chuckled while he took my bowl into the kitchen, where I heard him set it in the sink and fill it with water. When he returned, he remained standing, and his sigh filled the room. “As much fun as it is to play nursemaid, I’ve got to run. I’m due at work in half an hour.”

      “You should’ve had some soup. Now, you’ll miss supper.”

      His face slackened. “Yeah, it looked good.”

      Was he uncomfortable about the thought of eating now that my aunt lived here? He’d been over a thousand times when my parents were alive, for barbeques and take-out Chinese. But we hadn’t had him over since June. I needed to invite him for supper soon.

      My aunt strolled into the room. Her gaze skimmed across me and settled on the coffee table, and she gave a pert nod. “Good. You finished.”

      “As directed.” I resisted the urge to salute.

      “You know I only want you well, and good nutrition is the key.”

      “I’m heading out,” Sean said.

      “It was good to see you again, Sean,” my aunt said with a smile, dispelling the notion that he wasn’t welcome.

      He nudged my shoulder on the way by. “After swim practice tomorrow, I’ll bring new assignments.”

      “Thanks.” No thanks. I welcomed the company but the homework? Not so much. Working on anything more complex than basic addition made my head pound harder.

      I yawned as he closed the front door behind him.

      “You look exhausted,” my aunt said with concern.

      “I’m bored.” I yawned again. “All I’ve done for days is sit around.” Well, outside of that horror-inducing excursion to Big Berry Island. “How can I be tired?”

      “I think you should go lay down. The nurse said you needed to avoid stimulation. No more visitors.”

      If she was going to start limiting my friends, this was going to turn into a war. Or family court.

      My eyelids drooped. How could I feel so worn out all of a sudden? I’d barely done more than walk to and from the bathroom and lounge around with my feet up since someone cut my brake lines.

      “Come on,” my aunt said, moving toward me with outstretched arms. “I’ll help you upstairs.”

      Making sure my phone was still in my pocket, I stood. When my body wavered, Aunt Kristy grabbed me around the waist. She helped me cross the room and guided me up the stairs and down the hall to my room.

      Whoa. My legs felt heavy. I could barely lift them. Maybe everything was catching up to me. With all the stress I’d been under lately, I’d barely slept. The doctors had asked me not to use my sleeping pills until I’d recovered from my concussion, saying the medication could make it harder for me to get over my brain injury. Not that I’d need any tonight. I had a feeling I’d be out before my head hit the pillow.

      “I know it’s early,” Aunt Kristy said. “But the best thing for you is a full night of undisturbed rest.”

      It would be nice to sleep through the night without waking from nightmares.

      She helped me sit on the edge of my bed. While she tugged off my shirt and pulled my PJ top down over my head, she said, “I asked the mechanic to take a look at your mom’s car. A little tune up. I imagine you’ll be able to start driving it once you’re cleared to get behind the wheel.”

      “I’d love that.” My words slurred. Damn, I was tired. Short of exhaustion, there was no way I’d ever let my aunt undress me. Months ago, she’d helped some after I came home from the hospital but never this much. I would’ve died of mortification if she’d seen me in my underwear.

      Why didn’t I care now?

      I yawned again.

      “You’re worn out.” She clicked her tongue. “You should’ve said something, and I would’ve told your friends they had to leave. You’ve been in an accident, and you need rest more than the strain of making conversation.”

      “Yup.” I listed backward. Aunt Kristy took the opportunity to ease me down onto my back. She lifted my legs onto the bed, tugged off my jeans, and pulled the blankets all the way up to my chin. Plumped my pillow.

      Her tucking me in was nowhere near as fun as when Manuel had done it.

      “We can get you a new phone, too,” she said. “I know how much you miss being able to chat with your friends.”

      No need to let on that I’d snuck out with Manuel to get a new one already.

      Barely able to keep my eyes open, I rolled onto my side and curled into a ball. I’d tell her about the phone tomorrow. When I could stay awake. And when I could think. Because thinking had become nearly impossible.

      My aunt remained near the bed, nibbling on a fingernail. “Can I get you anything? A drink of water? A snack?”

      “No,” I chuffed out.

      “Okay, then.” She primped the blankets and pillow again, then stood beside me, frowning. “You obviously need a good night’s sleep. Rest is the best thing for you now. You promise to stay in bed all night?”

      I nodded, because, at this point, I wasn’t sure I could form words.

      “Janine?”

      Hadn’t she seen my nod?

      “Good,” she said. To me or to herself. I couldn’t tell. “Everything’s going to work out fine. Just so you know, I’m going to slip out for a bit.” She chuckled. “Boy, you are sleepy. No matter. I’ll be back before you even know I’ve been gone.”

      Her feet padded across the carpet to the door.

      I pried my eyes open. I’d had nothing to drink outside of the coffee, but the room spun like I’d chugged a keg of beer. This was worse than the cups and saucers at the fair.

      My aunt’s footsteps continued in the hall and down the stairs. Her keys jangled when she pulled them from the bowl on the front hall table and the door thumped shut and the lock clicked behind her when she left.

      I was alone.

      It was all I could do to lift my hand to rub my head, which pounded worse than it had recently. Or, I struggled to lift my hand, that is. My aunt had tucked it underneath the covers, but that wasn’t the only reason I couldn’t reach. Moving any part of my body had become more challenging than climbing a mountain.

      My eyelids wouldn’t stay open.

      Outside, a car started and tires crunched in the drive as my aunt drove away.

      So freakin’ tired. I hadn’t been this sleepy since they sedated me at the hospital after my car accident.

      Sedated me.

      The words rang through my mind.

      Something was wrong.

      I needed help, but Sean and Alex and my aunt had left. No one else planned to visit me tonight.

      Manuel was doing something with his sister.

      Manuel.

      My heart thudded louder than thunder then flipped and slowed. It shouldn’t do that. It was supposed to pump steady.

      A roar filled my ears, and the world rushed around me like the water had engulfed my head that night in the ocean.

      Panic took hold of me, shouting I needed to wake up. Do something before it was too late.

      Groaning, I rolled onto my side and strained to reach my jeans draped over my desk chair. I needed my phone. Snagging a belt loop, I yanked them close, flopping them onto my bed. Yes. I pulled my phone from my pocket.

      Lifting it, I almost dropped it. I panted, my lungs burning as I clicked into Messages. I tapped on Manuel.

      My clunky fingers resisted, but I made them type…

      
        
        …Help me
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      I jolted awake to bright lights overhead for the second time in a matter of days. My mind remained stuck in the deep well it had fallen into, where I was drowning.

      And even though my throat felt like I’d swallowed razor blades, I made it croak, “Help.”

      “Thank the Lord, Janine,” my aunt said from where she sat beside me, holding my hand. “Honey.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes with a tissue. “How could you?”

      “What?” I struggled to sit, but my body flopped back down on the stiff mattress.

      “Lie still. You—” Her eyes flicked away from mine as if she couldn’t bear to look at me. This made no sense. “Why did you take all those pills? And that note you left on your desk.” Her shoulders shook and tears pooled in her eyes. They trickled down her cheeks before she wiped them away again. “I know you’ve been depressed since the accident. Who wouldn’t be? You lost your parents and your best friend, which would defeat just about anyone. But to feel so hopeless…I don’t understand.”

      “What are you talking about?” What note? Hopeless? Yes, I’d been depressed since I lost my family and Brianna but I was coping. Learning to deal with it.

      “I can’t believe you felt you had no choice but end your life.”

      My eyes popped open, and I shouted, “End my life?” What was she talking about?

      “I know there are times when you might feel there’s nothing left to live for, that you can’t get out of your head long enough to consider others.” Her breath shuddered. “But I thought you knew I was here for you. I’d begun to believe we were friends.”

      Before I could comprehend what she was saying, a nurse entered the room, followed by Manuel.

      Aunt Kristy tapped my hand, carefully avoiding my IV. “But you’re in the right place now. We’ll get you the help you need. Outpatient or even inpatient, if that’s what it takes.”

      Inpatient. As in, committing me to a psych facility?

      Anxiety bolted through me but while my heart fluttered, I could barely move. What was going on here? The last thing I remember, I was lying in bed. So sleepy.

      “I imagine your throat hurts,” the nurse said. “They pumped out your belly.” She wrapped the blood pressure cuff around my upper arm, sympathy shining on her narrow face. “You’ll find your voice is scratchy for a few days.” She pushed a button that beeped, and the cuff inflated.

      “I’m so grateful Manuel found you.” Aunt Kristy gulped. “He found the note—and you—in the nick of time.” She waved a piece of paper in the air like a white flag of surrender.

      I snagged it and lifted it in front of my face.

      The blood pressure cuff slowly ticked down until it went slack, and I absently lifted my arm so the nurse could remove it. I was getting too used to hospital procedures.

      But the note.

      
        
        I miss Mom. Dad. Brianna. I’m sorry.

      

      

      

      “This isn’t my handwriting.”

      Aunt Kristy frowned. “Of course, it is.” She flicked the note with her index finger. “How could you do this? Has your life really been this bad?”

      “I didn’t do anything,” I whispered. Then louder, “I haven’t taken my pills in over a week.”

      “Well, they’re all gone now. The emergency personnel found the empty bottle on the floor beside your bed. There had to be at least thirty pills left in there. And the note was found on your desk.”

      This couldn’t be happening. My heart drummed louder than a thousand horses racing across a plain. Panic clawed through me, and my wide eyes met Manuel’s. Did he think I tried to kill myself, too?

      “A psychologist will be in to see you soon,” the nurse said. “I’ll let them know you’re awake.” With a nod to Aunt Kristy, she left the room.

      My aunt took the note from me and tucked it inside her purse.

      I stared around wildly. Psychologists and inpatient sounded like something from a horror movie, the kind where the family committed the poor woman to a facility ‘for her own good’ in order to make off with her inheritance.

      While my aunt was occupied with her purse, I reached toward Manuel. He tapped his lips and gave a slight shake of his head before taking my hand. Leaning forward, he whispered, “It’s okay. I know you didn’t do it.”

      That eased my heart rate a bit.

      But it jacked up again in seconds.

      Cutting brake lines was bad enough.

      But this…Someone was determined to kill me.
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        * * *

      

      After quizzing me for what felt like five hours, the psychologist deemed me safe. For now. In exchange for my release from the hospital, I agreed to continue my counseling sessions with Frances on an increased basis and participate in Grief Group.

      Manuel followed us home in his car and came inside, taking a seat beside me on the sofa.

      “You’ll stay here with her?” my aunt asked from the doorway. “I can sit with her once you leave.”

      The realization that she thought I’d try to harm myself again if she left me alone for even a second chilled me.

      “I’ll be glad to stay all night with her if you want,” he said.

      Aunt Kristy’s lips thinned. “Until bedtime.”

      As if I was a toddler who couldn’t be trusted.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I promised the psychologist I wouldn’t…” I couldn’t say I wouldn’t try to harm myself again because I hadn’t done it the first time. It wasn’t just about lying. I was pissed off at whoever had done this to me.

      My aunt gnawed on her knuckle, then dropped her hand. “The accident. Did you—” A sob rose in her throat. “Did you drive into the telephone pole on purpose?”

      “I didn’t! My brakes—”

      “Shhh.” Manuel squeezed my hand and said to my aunt, “I’ll stay with Janie for as long as you need me.”

      “You won’t get up and step out of the room for even a second, will you?” she asked at the doorway.

      “Not without letting you know.”

      “I appreciate it. Because I have a few things I need to take care of.” Her eyes lingered on me until I squirmed. With a sigh, she strode into the hall. The door to Dad’s study opened. His office chair squeaked, telling me she’d sat at his desk. A drawer banged.

      “Hell, Janie,” Manuel said, hugging me. “When I saw you lying so silent, barely breathing, I was scared out of my mind. I could barely think.”

      “I didn’t do it.” My tension came through in my voice. “You know I wouldn’t try to kill myself.”

      “I know you. Of course, you wouldn’t.”

      “Who did it, then?”

      “Tell me everything that happened. We’ll break it down and figure this out together.”

      I told him about Alex visiting—and bringing me an iced coffee. Then Sean coming by with my homework. My aunt making me ham soup and Sean feeding it to me. How I’d started to get sleepy after they left and Aunt Kristy helped me upstairs. That she’d left the house soon after.

      “Did you see the note on your desk?” he asked. “The empty pill bottle?” He wasn’t taking notes, but I could tell he was mentally cataloging everything I said.

      I frowned, thinking, and shook my head. “I can’t remember.”

      “Someone took your pills and somehow fed them to you. When did you last touch that pill bottle?”

      “Last week? The week before? I’m not sure. I haven’t wanted to take them.”

      He rubbed his chin. “Do you remember anyone entering your room after you texted me?”

      “I barely remember sending you the text.” Hoping I’d sent the text, that is. I shook, realizing how close I’d come to being murdered. “We assume it was my sleeping pills.”

      “They tested you and confirmed it was the same medication as in the bottle.”

      “But a lot of drugs don’t show up on a test, right?”

      “Depends on the drug, but yeah.” He grunted. “Probably.”

      “So, unless Mr. Somerfield found a way to slip me some drugs, it was Alex, Sean or my aunt. I had to eat or drink the drug because we know I didn’t take it myself. The last things I ate were the coffee and the soup.”

      “Who do you suspect the most?”

      We said it together. “Aunt Kristy.”

      “For whatever reason,” I said. “I don’t think Alex or Sean is involved. What motive would either of them have to kill me?”

      “At this point, there isn’t one. But that doesn’t mean we haven’t overlooked something.”

      There were too many unknown factors in this equation.

      “I only recently met Alex. I can’t imagine she would want me dead. And Sean has been my friend since elementary school. Through the years, he’s protected me from playground bullies, helped me pass more of my classes than I care to admit, and he stuck by me when I was burned. When no one else did.” None of that sounded like someone who wanted me dead.

      “Let’s look at your aunt’s motives.”

      I hated thinking she was involved. Not only because she was my guardian and my sole living relative, but because I’d started to care for her. I knew she cared for me. Or, I assumed she did.

      Was she that good an actress?

      “Hold on.” Manuel rose and poked his head into the front hall before returning to sit beside me. “Let’s keep this down. We don’t need her overhearing.”

      “My aunt would benefit from my death but I can’t believe she’d be willing to kill me. Although, people do stuff like that all the time.” Mostly on TV crime shows but not as often in real life. “But she refused to take a salary for managing my estate. Sure, she’s had problems in the past. She’s been drinking a lot lately, and then, there’s the gambling—”

      “Gambling?”

      “That’s why she was a patient at Journey to Recovery. They called her after I snooped.” I shook my head. “But she laid it all out for me, told me she’d had a problem in the past, that Dad had bailed her out, but that she hadn’t gambled in over a year. I believe her. Dad must’ve, too, or he and Mom would’ve set up a provision to keep her from being able to petition to be my guardian. It can’t be her.”

      “Then we’re back to Alex or Sean.”

      “Wait. I just remembered something.” I told him about my aunt’s home invasion comment and how she’d thought she heard someone at the back door and investigated, only to find it unlocked. “Do you think someone came into the house while she was with me here? Because I’m now wondering about the bowl of soup she’d set out to cool. The one I finished.”

      “How would anyone know the soup was for you?”

      Good question. I shrugged. “All this assumes someone slipped inside my house and drugged my soup. You said the sleeping pill bottle was empty when you found me?”

      “It was laying on the rug with the cap off. Hold on. Let me go look around in your room.” He took the stairs two at a time and returned within a few minutes. “No pills under your bed or in any obvious place in your room. How many did you have left?”

      “Twenty? Thirty? I don’t know. I only took them a couple of times. They made me feel groggy, and I didn’t like it. I know that’s the point of sleeping pills, but I’d drag around for half the day after I took them.”

      “Someone was in your room either before you went upstairs with your aunt or not long after, once you’d passed out. They planted the empty bottle and note.”

      “Do you know if my drug test showed any other substances?” Maybe someone dumped my pills or flushed them down the toilet to make it look like I’d taken them, only after slipping something more potent into my soup.

      “Your blood only showed the sleeping pills. But other drugs don’t always show up on tests. Bath salts. Shit like that.”

      Something he must’ve learned from his cop father.

      “So, we’re back to square one. All we really know is that someone drugged me then planted evidence to make it look like a suicide.”

      “We need to find out who wants you dead.”

      “Before they succeed.”
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      There was nothing like being a prisoner in your own home.

      My aunt kept me on a tight leash, only letting me leave the house that week for Grief Group and only then because I’d promised the psychologist I’d attend. I had a feeling she’d prefer to keep me tied to a chair in the living room and wrap me in thick layers of cotton.

      Solely to keep me safe, that is.

      From myself.

      She refused to let me take Mom’s car, insisting she’d drive me, escort me inside, and wait in the parking lot until the session finished.

      While I wanted to growl at her tight control, I did appreciate that she wanted to provide protection. Although, she couldn’t know her presence might actually keep someone from trying to kill me rather than keep me from killing myself.

      Manuel and I were no closer to figuring out who had killed Brianna and my parents, let alone who was trying to keep me from discovering the final evidence that would convict them.

      Aunt Kristy had let Sean and Manuel and Alex come by to visit, one at a time, but when they weren’t in the room with me, she hovered three times more than she had after the yacht ‘accident’. And she refused to let me return to school, stating my ‘fragile state of mind’ needed a slower transition.

      As if I’d crack upon exposure to real life.

      Unfortunately, real life—in the form of a murderer—was out to get me. Someone drugging me only made me more determined than ever to discover who they were and make them pay for their crimes.

      “Do not go anywhere by yourself,” my aunt said as I popped open the car door outside the church where Grief Group was held.

      I sighed. “I’m safe. I promise.”

      She sniffed. “I thought you were safe when I tucked you into your bed that night but we know that wasn’t the case.”

      I’d told her over and over that I hadn’t tried to take my own life, but she brushed off my statements as if I said it would snow mid-July. But then, I hadn’t told her that someone was trying to kill me. Partly because I had no true evidence. Mostly because I knew she wouldn’t believe me.

      And because there was that tiny detail I was refused to reveal: Manuel and I suspected her. While she was no longer our top suspect, she was still in the running.

      My aunt got out of the car and came around to meet me in front. She pressed a wide smile on her face but her eyes remained solemn. “Ready?”

      I grumbled but nodded.

      Flanking me, she escorted with me up the front steps and inside, down the hall, and then she stood in the doorway, hands crimped together against her chest while I crossed the room and took the chair beside Frances.

      Frances greeted me with a soft smile, saying, “Lovely you could make it today, Janie. We’ve got a lot of work to get done.”

      Lovely was right.

      None of this was fair, but I did appreciate the fact that everyone valued me enough to keep me from taking my own life.

      Alex didn’t show, even after telling me earlier in the week that she would. Had she gotten sick? I sent a text asking, where are you? but she didn’t reply.

      Charles spoke first, telling us in his deep, raspy voice how much he still missed his wife. “I don’t think this is a loss you ever truly get over, but I’ve discovered I can think of her sometimes without wanting to sit on the sofa and cry.” His bushy gray eyebrows lifted. “Sometimes, I can even smile.”

      While Frances couldn’t force me to share, I knew that speaking up was not only expected as a condition for my release from the hospital but that baring my soul would give everyone the impression I was coming to terms with my loss. Like a fragile flower who’d dropped all its petals, they needed a verbal demonstration to show I was processing my grief and learning constructive ways to move past it.

      “Losing my parents and best friend at the same time almost broke me,” I said. This wasn’t a lie. It hurt to say it, as if the words raked furrows in my throat as they came out. “But I’ve found that talking about them helps, especially sharing some of the fun things we did together, instead of focusing on the fact that I’ll never see them again.”

      Like when Sean told me how he’d planned to ask Brianna to the prom. Thinking about how sweet that was made me smile right now, even if my heart wasn’t fully in it. I wanted more moments like this because remembering my family and Brianna should be a good thing, not something that made me feel bad.

      “Uh-huh,” one of the old ladies said. She reached over and patted my arm.

      The other lady’s dark eyes watered, and she said, “Don’t ya know it.”

      “I don’t know how I’d feel if I didn’t have my aunt,” I said. “She moved in and has cared for me since the accident.” I left out the fact that I feared she might be trying to murder me.

      “The holidays will come faster than you expect,” Frances said. “Those times are especially hard when you’ve lost someone. Do any of you have suggestions for how you’ll handle birthdays, Christmas, or other significant milestones?” Her soft smile lit up her lined face. “It’s important to remember that our emotions are valid and that having sad or uncomfortable feelings doesn’t mean you don’t have positive ones, too.”

      Charles mentioned that his daughters were coming over on to help him fix Thanksgiving dinner this year, stepping in to do something his wife had always done. That one of his daughters was going to make his favorite pie, using her mother’s recipe.

      When Grief Group ended, I didn’t linger like the others did to chat, scooting instead for the door. Baring my soul, while cathartic, was also painful. It left me feeling raw, exposed. Vulnerable.

      Frances caught up and walked with me down the hall. “The hospital psychologist sent me a copy of your record.”

      She’d always been one to get right to the point.

      “Oh?” I studied her face, which showed nothing but sympathy. It made a nice change from my aunt’s expression that suggested she was waiting for me to spontaneously combust in front of her eyes.

      She paused in the hall and held me back with a pinch of my sleeve. “I don’t think you tried to kill yourself.”

      Wow. Outside of Manuel, Alex, and Sean, everyone else had no problem believing the overwhelming evidence. My aunt, plus the staff at the hospital, acted like I was lying about everything.

      “What do you think happened?” I asked.

      Tiny lines appeared on her brow. “That’s where I lose track. While everything suggests you took those pills to end your life, I’m not fully convinced. Even the note doesn’t clinch it for me.” Her eyes brightened. “Maybe I watch too much TV or it’s just me, your counselor speaking. Because I’m a trained professional, I don’t like thinking I misjudged someone. But I don’t believe you’re depressed enough to end your life. Sure, you’re sad. Appropriately sad. But you’ve been working through your loss in our private sessions. Not exactly moving on because that’s impossible. I’d say you’re finding peace with it, and that tells me you’re going to be okay.”

      Knowing an adult believed me despite evidence to the contrary, humbled me. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Stepping forward, she hugged me, wrapping me up in her warm scent of cinnamon and nutmeg. She leaned back and stroked my hair. “Hang in there, Janie. I know they said you need to attend Grief Group and have additional counseling, but I think you’re going to be all right, regardless.”

      Funny how her support meant so much to me. Maybe because it was something my aunt had been unable to offer.

      “I guess my only question is how those drugs ended up in your system.” She frowned. “You’ve been in touch with the police, I assume.”

      How astute. She saw right to the crux of the matter. “I have.”

      “Perfect. I imagine the truth will come out. It always does.” She clutched my forearm. “Please, stay safe.”

      “I will.” Assuming I had any say in the matter.

      We exited the church. While I expected to find my aunt sitting on the front steps, waiting to escort me to her car, I found Alex’s mother instead.

      “You have a minute?” She nudged her chin toward the parking lot where my aunt’s SUV still sat. “I told your aunt I’d make sure to bring you to her car once we’d finished talking.”

      “Sure,” I said, dropping down onto the step beside her.

      “Bye, Janie,” Frances said. I waved as she strolled down the walk toward her car.

      “I actually only have one thing to say.” Alex’s mom’s chest rose and fell with a long breath. “I wanted to thank you for being there for my Alex. Some of her friends have stuck with her throughout all this but others have not. Kids can be cruel.”

      As I’d learned myself. “Where is she tonight? I thought she’d be here.”

      “Home.” She smiled. “We finally have a new home! It’s not the same, of course, without Trevor and my poor boys.” Her pause went on so long, I wasn’t sure she’d speak again. “But it’s a place Alex and I can share going forward.”

      “I missed her tonight.” Knowing I’d have to bare my soul had sounded easier when I thought Alex would be there with me. We shared more than just our internal scars. We were both trying to move on with scars on the outside, too. Without Alex here tonight, I’d felt scared. Alone.

      “She’ll come next week. I know she wanted to be here tonight but she was in pain and I suggested she take one of her pills and lie down. I told her I’d wake her in time for the Group but I didn’t have the heart to do it. She needs the rest.”

      “She’s grateful to have you in her life.”

      “I’m doubly grateful to have her. I don’t know if I could’ve gone on after the fire without my Alex. I lost Trevor. My little boys.” The break in her voice was echoed by a stab in my heart. “Gone. And then, in the hospital, I nearly lost Alex, as well. It was touch and go for over a week. She may not have told you, but she sustained nearly thirty-percent burns on her body. Statistics say she should’ve died, but my baby is strong.” She tapped her chest with her closed fist. “She wasn’t ready to give up.”

      “She’s stronger than me.”

      She patted my hand resting on my knee. “That’s not what she’s told me.”

      From what I could remember, I’d done nothing. The yacht had burned and I’d jumped ship and swam for shore, leaving my family and Brianna behind to die. “Not many people could’ve gone into a burning house and pulled out their mother.”

      Her head tilted, and her short blonde hair slipped across her shoulder as she frowned. “Is that what she told you?”

      “It’s what happened, right? She said she was spending the night at a friend’s, but came home to get something and found the house burning.”

      “She was inside our home that night.”

      My voice rose, and I know I sounded defensive. Confused. Concerned. “She said she ran around to the back door and went inside, found you lying on the kitchen floor. She dragged you out.”

      “I escaped all on my own.”

      My world cracked around me. “She said she ran back inside again but couldn’t reach her father or brothers.”

      “We think Alex escaped out the front door. They found her on the lawn, soaked through from the fireman’s spray, her body burned almost beyond recognition.”

      Tears streamed down my face. I didn’t understand. “She said she heard their screams, but she couldn’t reach them.”

      I heard screams. All the time.

      “I’ve taken comfort in the fact that they died of smoke inhalation almost immediately. That’s what the fire inspector said.”

      My mind flashed back to the yacht. To that night.

      “You know you want to open it,” I said.

      Brianna’s grin matched mine. “I shouldn’t. I promised myself I’d wait. My birthday isn’t until Wednesday.”

      I nudged her hand that held the box. “Do it.”

      “Should I?”

      If it was me, I would. I’d never be able to wait.

      I lifted the bottle of champagne I’d stolen from the galley. To hide the evidence, I’d pour it into plastic glasses, then stuff the bottle deep in the trash. “Tell you what. Come up on deck, and we’ll open it together.”

      “All right.” Excitement filled Brianna’s face. “We will.”

      Now, I remembered.

      I left her in the main cabin and climbed the stairs to the open deck. Humming along with the music playing from the speakers, I crossed to the rail where I dropped down onto a lounge chair. Around the ship, the sea glistened dark and smooth with barely a hint of a wave.

      I jolted back to the present.

      Had I given Brianna the gift?

      And why had Alex lied about rescuing her mother?

      “Funny that Alex would make up a story about dragging me from the kitchen,” Alex’s mom said. “She’s not…well, she hasn’t been the same since the fire.”

      “Something this bad can change a person.”

      “I’m sure that’s it. And I imagine everything’s easier to bear if she thinks she did what she could to save us. I wish I’d run back into the house, made more effort to find my boys and get them out. Trevor.” Her voice caught in her throat. “But I didn’t. I lay in the cool grass thanking the Lord I was alive while everyone else burned inside.” Tears trickled down her face, but she swiped them away and stood. “I guess I should be getting home, now, though. Alex will be wondering where I’ve gone if she wakes.” She dropped her hand onto my shoulder. “Thank you again. I’m glad she’s making a new friend.”

      “She said her old ones ditched her.”

      “Hmm. That’s not really what happened. Her best friends gathered around but she pushed every single one of them away.”

      I’d assumed they’d cut her from their lives. Other than Sean, my friends had. “Why?”

      “They stared.”

      I could understand avoiding stares. If everyone else kept reminding you of what you’d lost, you couldn’t forget.

      “Janine?”

      My aunt’s tentative voice woke me from the dark moment I’d sunk into.

      Alex’s mom had left and I’d remained alone on the front steps of the church.

      “You ready?” Aunt Kristy asked, glancing toward the parking lot. A soft smile on her face, she reached out her hand to help me stand.

      And even though my heart shouted a warning, I took it.
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      That night, a sound startled me awake.

      My breathing coming out sharp pants, I bolted upright and my covers dropped to my waist. A quick glance around my room told me nothing.

      What was happening?

      In the drive, a vehicle engine rumbled to life. Tires crunched.

      I slid out of bed and ran to my window that overlooked the front lawn.

      Aunt Kristy’s SUV lights sliced through the dark as she took the vehicle down the drive. My clock said two-a.m. Where was she going?

      Mom’s car still sat in the drive. Aunt Kristy had insisted I couldn’t use it yet. Drive alone by myself? Absolutely not.

      I might spontaneously hit a tree.

      But the key must lay in the front hall bowl with all the others.

      Moments later, I raced down the driveway in Mom’s car. Dressed only in my PJs and slippers, I planned to be home before anyone knew I’d left.

      It was doubtful my aunt knew she was being followed, but I hung a few cars back. I turned the music on low, then shut it off when it made me feel more agitated.

      Where was my aunt going?

      She wove through town, and when she turned onto a familiar street, my gut sank. My belly plunged the rest of the way to the center of the Earth when she pulled into the parking lot at Dad and Mr. Somerfield’s office.

      Why come here this late at night? It wasn’t exactly business hours. Meaning, this couldn’t involve my estate.

      She had to be up to no good.

      Easing down the street, I parked on the side of the road opposite the lot and cut off the lights. I tapped the wheel and waited while my aunt got out of her car. She stood in the lot, looking around as if she waited for something.

      Or someone. Mr. Somerfield soon joined her.

      No! I’d thought…I’d hoped…I’d wanted to believe my aunt couldn’t be involved.

      Why had I brushed aside the suspicion she’d planned it all along?

      Pulling off a yacht explosion then trying to eliminate the daughter who’d surprisingly lived was not a task worthy of one person.

      Two could do it easily.

      They were in on this together. They’d always been in on it together. Mr. Somerfield wanted Dad dead so he could control the business. My aunt wanted to inherit my money.

      Turning, they walked toward the building.

      Heart in my throat, I leaped from my car and raced across the road. My slippers smacked om the pavement as I rushed through the lot.

      Mr. Somerfield swiped his badge to disengage the backdoor lock, and they went inside.

      The door clicked shut just as I reached it.

      Crap. I wanted to pound on the glass. Shriek my lungs dry. Take a rock and break through to get inside.

      My heart slammed in my throat, and my hair hung in damp tendrils around my face.

      Most of all, I wanted to cry.

      I had no idea what I would’ve done if I’d slipped through the door before it shut. The lobby wasn’t huge. They would’ve seen me.

      I could’ve yelled at them. Hit them. Told them I knew what they’d done. Because them being here together after business hours meant only two things. They were either screwing around with each other or they had worked together to kill my parents and me.

      Of course, if I’d gotten inside, they might have taken the opportunity to end my life.

      That made my body quake.

      While lights lit up the office five floors above, indicating they must be sitting up there scheming about ways to eliminate me as a threat, I slumped against the door.

      I considered hiding in the bushes until they came back downstairs on the off-chance I’d overhear them speak about their plan. But if I did that, I’d have a hard time beating Aunt Kristy home. She’d notice if Mom’s car was missing. Then it would be clear I’d figured it out. They’d make sure I didn’t get the chance to tell the police.

      Fuming, my hands shaking, I returned to my car and drove home. Once inside, I barricaded myself in my room with my desk and chair shoved against the door.

      Sitting on my bed, I called Manuel and explained what happened.

      “I’m coming over,” he said.

      “I think I’m okay. She seems to prefer subtle.” Not that I’d sleep as long as she was in the house. For once, insomnia was welcome.

      “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      “What will your dad and stepmom think of you staying at a girl’s house for the night?” I had no problem admitting to myself that I’d feel safer if he was here with me.

      “I’ll sneak out. They’ll find my note at breakfast saying I had to go in early to school to open the library for Ms. Peterson.”

      Another reason I was grateful I’d shared the front door code with Manuel.

      In no time, he knocked on my bedroom door and I let him inside.

      “I parked on the road and snuck up the drive.” He climbed underneath the blankets, dressed in a tee and sweats. I never would’ve thought the first time a boy spent the night with me it would be solely about protecting me. He wrapped his arms around me as I snuggled into him, my head resting on his chest.

      “Do you think we have enough evidence to tell the police?” I asked.

      “I’ve been talking to my father all along and I’ll fill him in on this, too.”

      Oh-oh.

      He continued, “He agreed your brakes were cut and he’s suspicious about the suicide set-up.”

      “What does he plan to do?”

      “He’s going to reopen the case. I, uh, did mention the formulas you found in Mr. Somerfield’s office and the fact that they show how to build a bomb.”

      “Will he arrest me for breaking and entering?”

      “I’ll deny it happened if he does. There’s no evidence outside the photos and they could be of anything as far as a court’s concerned. Like homework.” His arms tightened around my waist as if he imagined himself fighting off the police in my honor. “While my father was pissed you went snooping, he said it does look incriminating. Not enough for a search warrant but enough to put Mr. Somerfield on the list of suspects. I’ll fill him in on what you saw tonight when I get home from school tomorrow.”

      “It may be nothing.”

      “Lots of nothing often adds up to something.”

      “A confession would clinch it.”

      “Not much chance of that happening.”

      The worst part was anticipating what they’d do next in their effort to eliminate me.

      Even though I feared for my life, there was no way I could lay in a bed with Manuel without stealing a few kisses. Or him stealing them from me. I wasn’t sure I was ready to do more yet and he didn’t press me. But I liked how we fit together.

      The moon slid toward the horizon and I fell asleep, my lips warm from his. Manuel being with me kept my nightmares at bay.

      I woke to a knock on my door. “Janine?”

      Crap. My aunt.

      Manuel’s wide eyes met mine. He kissed me, quick. Again.

      “Janine?” Louder, more urgent. In seconds she’d bust through the door.

      My pulse fluttered, and I pushed Manuel toward the edge of the bed.

      “Just a minute,” I said. At least she respected my boundaries enough not to barge in.

      Manuel slid out of bed and ran for my bathroom. After he’d shut the door, I got up and peered into the hall. “Yes?” I could barely act civil because this woman wanted to kill me. There was no resolving that detail with counseling.

      “I’m going into school, now,” she said. “Don’t forget, I have detention duty today. I’ll be late. But your friends will be here with you.”

      To check up on me, she meant.

      “Be safe today.” She hesitated in the hall, and I feared she’d change her mind and say she’d decided to remain at home today, too. But her vacation time had to be running out by now.

      Frankly, I’d be infinitely safer without her around. “I’ll be fine.”

      After staring at me for longer than I found comfortable, she turned and went down the stairs.

      I shut the door and leaned against it, listening to her footsteps retreat. Keys jangled and the front door slammed. The roar of her SUV engine was soon followed by her tires in the drive.

      Gone. Good.

      Manuel crept out of the bathroom. “Coast clear?”

      Biting my lip, I nodded. I got dressed in the bathroom, and we went downstairs.

      Leaving his house early to open the library was a perfectly acceptable excuse but Manuel couldn’t get away with skipping school.

      He paused at the front door. “I’ll be back as soon as school’s over.”

      “Okay.”

      My headache finally starting to fade, I spent the day watching TV and doing my homework. And fretting about how my aunt and Mr. Somerfield would try to kill me next.

      Drowning in a bathtub? A robbery that turns sour?

      Speculation wasn’t doing my nerves any good.

      I was relieved when Sean arrived mid-afternoon. While he went into the kitchen for water, I used the hall facilities. As I was returning to the front parlor, the mail carrier pushed the mail through the slot in the door and it plunked onto the mat. I retrieved it and laid it on the hall table.

      Something from the insurance company. Maybe the payoff for Dad’s totaled car.

      Sean entered the foyer, two glasses of water in his hands. He offered me one, and I took a sip.

      “You feeling okay?” He studied my face.

      I bowled him over with a hug, nearly spilling his water. I’d been a wreck all day, worried something horrible would happen. Having him here made me feel safe.

      What was I going to do to if Chief Sancini didn’t have enough evidence to pursue this? As my legal guardian, Aunt Kristy could have me committed. She could lock me in my room and throw away the key. She could poison me in my own home then say someone else did it.

      I was at her mercy, and the thought chilled me.

      I stepped away from Sean.

      He ruffled my hair. “Hey, it’s okay.” His glance took in the hall table. “Mail come?”

      “Yup.”

      “Anything good?”

      “If you’re into sales fliers.” It wasn’t even close to Halloween yet but the Christmas catalogs had already started arriving. “There’s insurance paperwork, though. Probably about Dad’s car.”

      He lifted the envelope and waved it in my face, pulling it back when I tried to snatch it from his grip. “It’s made out to you.”

      “All of it’s made out to me.” Aunt Kristy had a P.O. box. “I guess I should open it.”

      Open it. My words to Brianna, hauntingly similar. A whisper of memory shot through me.

      Me, standing on the deck, peeking down through a skylight, spying on Brianna who stood in the main cabin, the box in her hands.

      “Janie?” Sean said, bringing me back to the present.

      “Hmm?”

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Keeping the envelope, I went into the parlor and sat on the sofa. Sean followed and dragged up his usual chair. He came by so often, I couldn’t figure out why my aunt didn’t just leave it where it was. She always insisted on returning it to its original place by the door.

      I slit open the envelope and pulled out what I assumed would be a check.

      Nope. I frowned as I read.

      My heart stalled as I took in the words and my gasp rang out between us. This couldn’t be happening.

      “What’s up?” Sean leaned forward. He set his water glass down on the coffee table and held out his hand. “Bad news? Let me see.”

      With trembling fingers, I passed the document over to him.

      His eyes widened as he stared down. “Wow. What is this?”

      “A life insurance policy.” My voice came out dead because horror was filling me to overflow.

      “It’s for a million bucks.” He whistled and looked up at me. “Who needs that kind of cash?”

      Who indeed?

      “It’s a policy payable if you die.”

      “Yup.”

      He coughed and smacked his chest as if the words were stuck in his throat. “The beneficiary is Kristina Davis.”

      My aunt.

      Who’d taken out a life insurance policy on me.

      Obviously, my inheritance was not enough money.
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      I gulped back my fear.

      Whipping my phone from my pocket, I texted Manuel.

      I’m calling my father right now, he replied. Make Sean stay with you.

      While I waited, I filled Sean in on the suspicions surrounding my aunt. I added details from what I’d found in Mr. Somerfield’s office and my belief that they were in on this together.

      “Wow.” Sean’s eyes widened. They teared, which made mine water, too. “Brianna was collateral damage? That’s…” He shook his head, horror filling his face. “Your aunt and your dad’s business partner tried to kill all of you so your aunt could inherit your money and your dad’s partner could gain a controlling interest in their company. They succeeded with your parents and Brianna. I can’t freakin’ believe it.”

      “Sound far-fetched?”

      “Sounds highly possible.” After pacing the room, he paused and frowned. “Those formulas you found in Mr. Somerfield’s office. I thought they were homework.”

      I was a crappy friend for lying to him for so long. I should’ve included him in the investigation from the start. He’d be as determined as me to see someone pay for Brianna’s murder.

      I blinked down at the insurance policy. “I led you to believe they were homework.”

      He brushed off my sort-of apology with a wave of his hand. “Sure, you said it was, but you didn’t have to. The handwriting on those papers? It’s your aunt’s.”

      “She wrote out the formulas?” Of course. A chemistry teacher, she’d know how to create explosives. She must’ve shared the ideas with Mr. Somerfield, who I’d caught leaving the yacht before we left the harbor that night. He must’ve planted a bomb.

      “Where’s the suicide note?” The last, Sean put in air quotes. He hunched forward, devastated by what I’ve revealed. “Can I see it?”

      A hint of an idea tickled my mind. That handwriting. I raced upstairs for the note I’d placed in Dad’s locked box and returned to the living room and handed it to Sean.

      He stared at it for a long time then looked up at me through watery eyes. “This…the y’s. They’re the same. I’d recognize them anywhere.” He gulped and tilted it forward to show me. “Janie. This note? It’s your aunt’s handwriting, too.”

      Shock stilled my breath. Swallowing, I tried to make my lungs move, to gulp in air, but they’d frozen. I sank onto the couch, my legs unable to support me, and lifted my hands to cup my face.

      Everything was coming together.

      Thankfully, Manuel and Chief Sancini arrived a short time later. My aunt would be home from school soon.

      I showed Chief Sancini the insurance policy, the pictures of the formulas for explosives, and the suicide note with the eerily same handwriting. And I gave him the folder with the paperwork Dad had drawn up to end his and Mr. Somerfield’s partnership, plus the letter to the CIA agent. We’d been unable to find out anything further about the latter.

      “You okay?” Manuel dropped down onto the couch beside me and put his arm around my shoulders. I nodded and leaned into him, soaking up his warmth. Even though it was hot, I felt chilled. Had someone turned up the AC?

      Sean raged around the room, his fists clenched. “They’re freakin’ murderers. I lost Brianna because of their greed.” The devastation in his voice was like someone reached inside my chest and squeezed my heart.

      “Is this enough to arrest her?” I asked. “To arrest them both?”

      The paperwork clutched in his hands, Chief Sancini rocked on his heels. “It’s certainly suspicious.”

      I was beginning to hate that statement.

      Sean stormed up to him. “Does that mean you’re not going to do a damn thing? You can’t let them get away with this.”

      “Slow down there, boy,” Chief Sancini said, nudging Sean backward.

      I stood. “What does she have to do to convince you? Put a gun to my head and shoot?”

      “Life insurance policies will pay out for murder but not if the murderer is the beneficiary,” he said. “Sometimes, however, they pay double if it’s an accident.” He studied the document. “This is dated prior to when your brakes were cut. Hmm.”

      Meaning my aunt would’ve been planning for a double payout.

      The Chief cleared his throat. “And life insurance will pay benefits after suicide but the policy has to be in effect at least two years.”

      “My aunt may not know that.”

      Speak of the devil.

      Someone clicked the code into the lock, and the door swung open. My aunt burst inside. “Janie?”

      It couldn’t be panic rising in her voice. It must be anticipation. Did she hope to find me lying dead inside? Which made me wonder about the soup she’d left me before she left. The one I’d dumped down the drain. If I’d eaten it, would another suicide note magically appear?

      Now, I wished I’d kept it for evidence.

      To think I’d trusted her. Believed she was starting to care for me like I was starting to care for her.

      She collapsed against the doorframe, gaping at us. “Why is a police car parked out front?”

      “This is Chief Sancini.” I waved to Manuel’s dad.

      Relief filled her face and she straightened. “Is everything okay, Chief Sancini?”

      “Janie has been filling me in on a few things,” he said, studying her intently.

      Her gaze darted to me. “Oh?”

      “I’ll need to bring you down to the station.”

      Aunt Kristy gasped. “You’re arresting me? Janie?” Her words rose to a shriek. “What is going on here?”

      Now I could hear panic in her voice. Good. She deserved to feel a fraction of what I’d been going through for the past twenty-four hours. No, what I’d lived with for months. That fear that someone had done something horrible to you followed by the realization that they weren’t finished. They wanted you dead.

      She needed to be arrested and tried for her crimes.

      “I’d like to ask you a few questions.” Chief Sancini approached her slowly.

      Hands lifting, she backed into the foyer. “Why?”

      “We’ll explain when we get there.” His hand dropped to his gun. Would he pull it and shoot her if she tried to run? “Are you willing to come in and answer a few questions?”

      “Of course.” Her pleading eyes met mine and her shoulders drooped. “What’s going on, Janie? I don’t understand.”

      I took a strange satisfaction in seeing Chief Sancini in action. Her betrayal had left a bitter flavor on my tongue. And the affection I’d felt for her had morphed into anger. How could she do this? She’d killed my best friend and my parents, and left me an orphan. She’d destroyed my life, and she had the nerve to look at me like I’d hurt her?

      “We need to discuss the possible murder of your brother and his wife,” Chief Sancini said. “Plus, the possible attempts on Janie’s life over the past week.”

      My aunt gasped. She blinked, and tears formed in her eyes. Fake? If so, she was an awesome actor. Her tortured gaze pinned me in place. “You think I’d do something like this?”

      How could I think anything else? The evidence convicted her. I wanted to shout it to the world but kept my mouth closed. I’d leave the questioning to Chief Sancini. He’d be better at grilling someone than me. And I didn’t want to tip her off to the evidence I’d collected.

      In my aunt’s case, silence wasn’t always golden. Sometimes, it glared darker than sin.

      My aunt whimpered when I said nothing. She strode forward, reaching for me, but Chief Sancini pulled her back with a tight grip on her upper arm. “Please come quietly,” he said.

      I backed toward the sofa as if she could kill me with her gaze alone. Not that she was shooting daggers. Even under overwhelming suspicion, she still appeared more bewildered than guilty.

      “Will you arrest her?” I asked.

      Chief Sancini shook his head. “Not unless we get a full confession.”

      My aunt glanced toward the front door. Would she run? She must know Chief Sancini would be on her in seconds, tackling her in the foyer. And fleeing would only make her look worse.

      “I don’t want her coming back here,” I said. “Can you promise me that?”

      “It can be arranged,” he said.

      “If she’s released after questioning, I want protection.” What if she came back and tried to kill me again? She had nothing to lose now that we were on to her. Would she still inherit if she killed me? I worried she would.

      My aunt’s entire body trembled. Tears streamed down her face. Anyone looking at her would believe she was innocent but I knew better. She’d done it, and the police would prove it.

      “I’ll arrange protection,” Chief Sancini said. “I can send someone out to watch your place.”

      It wasn’t a bodyguard—which I’d hire the second I figured out how to do it—but it would have to do.

      Chief Sancini escorted Aunt Kristy from my house.

      “Wow,” Sean said as I shut the front door behind them. I turned and flopped against it. “I can’t believe it. Brianna? Your parents.” His voice cracked and his body shook. He looked ready to rip someone apart. My aunt, most likely. “Murdered.”

      I rushed over and hugged him, supporting my friend in this time of grief as well as taking support from him. If he’d known about my investigation from the start, he could’ve added to my evidence earlier. Without him, I might not have connected the chemical formulas with the suicide note, let alone known it was my aunt’s handwriting.

      Manuel crossed the room to stand beside me. He patted my back. Sean’s.

      Sean stepped away and wiped his eyes. Tilting his head back, he stared up at the ceiling, before releasing a heavy sigh. “I just can’t believe it. Brianna.” Her name came out in a whimper.

      She’d been lost to both of us, but the future he’d envisioned for them had been stolen.

      “I’m glad you were able to connect things,” Sean said. “Put it all together. Once they arrest her, you can put it behind you.”

      “I’ll always remember.” Most of it, anyway.

      “The memories. You haven’t said. Have they all come back?”

      “What can I do for you?” Manuel asked at the same time.

      “My aunt will be back. We need to make sure she can’t get inside the house.” I could tell Sean what I’d remembered once the house was secure.

      Manuel grunted. “My father will keep that from happening.”

      I had a feeling Manuel would keep it from happening, too. I was grateful he was here with me.

      “I don’t mean she’ll come back and threaten me,” I said. “She’d be stupid to do that. But she’ll want her car, some clothes. I want to pack up her stuff and put everything in her SUV. Can your father tell her she can come here to get those things but she has to stay away other than that?”

      “Sure.” He sent a text.

      We went upstairs and gathered her things. She didn’t have much which wasn’t surprising. Maybe she intended to buy more once I was dead and she inherited my money. I growled as we dumped her things in her trunk and left her keys on her driver’s seat.

      “I need to change the codes on the doors,” I said once we’d returned to the foyer. “Then she can’t get inside.”

      They helped me reprogram the locks and make sure the security system was fully armed throughout the house. No one was sneaking in through my back door tonight.

      Sean left soon after that, saying he had to get to work. I couldn’t imagine how he’d be useful at his job but I knew his family needed the money.

      Like I’d done over the past few months, he’d have to push through his pain.

      Standing in the doorway before saying goodbye, his stark eyes met mine. He shook his head and then dragged his feet out the door.

      “I’m here for the night,” Manuel said from beside me.

      I had no intention of asking him to leave.
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        * * *

      

      I was done with missing school. My still-aching brain could find a way to deal.

      When I left my house with Manuel the next morning, my aunt’s SUV was no longer parked in the drive. Good. Now she no longer had a reason to come back here.

      I drove Mom’s car to school, and Manuel followed in his own. We parked near each other in the lot and strolled inside.

      Whispers chased me down the hall to my first class, telling me word had gotten out already. It was a toss-up what everyone speculated about, my supposed suicide attempt or my aunt’s trip to the police station.

      Who knew what she’d told the school. Would she dare come to work today or would she take some ‘time off’ to ‘get her affairs in order’? If I was on the school board, she’d be fired.

      If she was convicted, she’d never work here again.

      Between classes, I’d call Mr. Trudale and fill him in on what happened. Surely, he could be made a trustee of my estate. In fact, I’d demand it.

      “Thanks a bunch,” Brandon said when I walked into my English class. The scowl he sent while I took a seat next to Manuel made my legs quake. I understood being upset with the person who’d harmed you so I could recognize that same emotion shining in Brandon’s eyes. “The police came to the house last night and questioned my dad. You did this. You sent them after him, didn’t you?”

      “Do the crime and you’ll pay the time.” I sounded flip, but I couldn’t help it. My aunt wasn’t the only one I had a reason to be angry with. Mr. Somerfield was a murderer. I had no sympathy to offer, though I did feel bad Brandon had to learn this about his father.

      Stumbling to his feet, Brandon clenched his fists, his face flushing redder than a smashed tomato.

      “That’ll be enough, Mr. Somerfield,” our teacher said, directing a glare his way. “Please resume your seat or leave my classroom.”

      Brandon flung his arms up and stormed for the door. “I’m not staying in the same room with that bitch.”

      A few girls tittered and chatter flew around the room. If I knew my classmates, Brandon had also been subjected to speculation and stares.

      Fortunately, I didn’t see him again that day, making me believe he’d left school.

      When I went to study hall at the end of the day, Manuel manned his desk. I strode into the library and he smiled and came around to greet me. “Help you, Ma’am?”

      My heart warmed at the nickname that had become a joke between us. “I think I’m all set, Sir.”

      I was tempted to drag him to the back corner to discuss this further, but Alex sitting in her usual place facing the wall drew my attention. Explaining, I left him and crossed the room, but stopped immediately behind Alex.

      My breath wheezed in my throat like I’d run a marathon.

      Now that the moment was at hand, I had doubts about what I should do. I’d stalked across the room with one goal in mind, to confront her about the saving her mom lie. But while I’d been determined to ask why she’d made it up, I paused and gnawed on my fingernail instead.

      The red wig sat snugly on her head, the one she wore when she was trying to cheer herself up. Was she feeling down today, like me?

      My world had spun out of control the moment the yacht went down. I’d sucked it up over the weeks that followed because the pain of my burns and my loss had absorbed my mind. Then I’d discovered they’d been murdered. Focusing on who might’ve committed the crime had taken over where my pain left off. It had given me purpose. But I was emerging on the other side. Once the police finished their investigation, I’d see justice done for the death of my parents and Brianna. I could find closure.

      Life had been horrible to Alex. She might never find closure.

      If I threw my anger on top of everything else she had to deal with, could she take it? Or would I break her? Her shoulders were broad, but people could only carry so much before they collapsed.

      I couldn’t do that to a friend even if she’d lied.

      Being this girl’s friend had become an obsession for me since we met at Grief Group. I knew I needed her. Making her confess she’d been dishonest could destroy our budding friendship. The end result was the same no matter the story leading up to it. She’d somehow made it out of the fire, as had her mother. Much like I’d escaped the burning yacht.

      That was the thread connecting us. We were survivors.

      “Hey,” I said softly.

      She jumped and pivoted in her chair, looking up. “Janie.” No mistaking the guarded tone in her voice. Her mother had shared.

      I sat across from her and nudged my head to her textbook. I needed to bridge the awkwardness stretching between us. “Studying for AP Chem?”

      “Yeah. Crazy when I don’t know if there will even be a test on Monday. The teacher…” Trailing off, she turned her head away.

      Obviously, I knew what happened to the teacher.

      “Anyway,” she said in a perkier tone. “What are you up to?”

      “Oh, you know. The usual. Trying to ditch my guardian. Get her arrested for murder. And fill out paperwork so I can become an emancipated adult.”

      She snorted. “Just a regular day in the life of a Finley Cove High School senior.”

      “You said it.”

      Her scarred fingertip traced the words on the front of her textbook. “I’m swimming this afternoon once everyone’s gone. You want to meet me there?”

      One more step I needed to take to bring this chapter in my life to closure.

      I needed to overcome my fear of the water.
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      After supper, I parked behind the school and went inside.

      While Alex had asked me to arrive at the pool after she’d finished changing, I ended up coming early. Dragging my feet to make it take longer, I crossed the lobby and walked down the hallways leading to the pool locker rooms.

      I stood outside the door and stared at my phone, telling myself I needed to wait until the agreed upon time.

      Grunting, I tucked my phone into my back pocket. This was stupid. There was no reason to wait for her to get changed. I understood she feared people seeing her scars but unless she wore a wetsuit, her bathing suit would expose most of them before we got into the water.

      She planned to remove her pressure garment to swim which implied she was done with hiding. She must know I wouldn’t mock her or stare.

      Pulling the door open, I tiptoed inside, holding my bag containing my suit and towel. If she balked, I would turn away while changing and wait to face her when she said she was ready.

      But when I saw her standing on the other end of the room, her back facing me while she sorted inside her locker, my footsteps slowed.

      I came to an abrupt halt.

      She’d removed her wig. The pressure garment had a Velcro closure in the back. To remove it, she must pull it apart and slide the garment forward.

      But that wasn’t why I remained locked in place, my mouth gaping like a fish caught on a line.

      As I’d expected, a mesh of rippling scars covered her neck and shoulders. The thick seams extended part way down before giving way to smooth skin.

      I couldn’t stop staring at her small tattoo—a hummingbird created in vivid colors—inked on the right side of her lower back.

      I had the matching tattoo.

      Earlier this summer, Brianna and I had bribed a tattoo artist to do them for us when we went to Portland for a long weekend with my parents. We’d snuck out and somehow convinced the artist we were eighteen.

      It couldn’t be. This was not Brianna. My friend wouldn’t do something like this to me. She wouldn’t lie.

      But the tattoo. No one else would have one like it.

      She’d drawn it on the desk at school. Had she left it for me as some sort of sick clue?

      “No,” I whispered, my knees weak.

      Anger flashed through me, followed by a feeling of devastation almost greater than the one I’d felt when I lost my parents.

      This wasn’t Alex. That girl must’ve died in the fire that burned so hot, her mom said they could barely find remains.

      Brianna stood in front of me. How had she survived?

      She must’ve escaped the ship, swam to shore just as I had. But instead of wandering the beach in confusion and pain, she’d made her way toward a populated area.

      I’d befriended Alex and shown her I was willing to listen. I’d made it clear I understood the horror she’d suffered.

      I’d trusted Brianna. We’d been friends since third grade.

      Had our entire friendship been a lie?

      I must’ve made a sound. A gasp. A cry of pain. Or maybe I screamed.

      Because she turned.
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      Her beautiful eyes—now, without glasses—met mine. Even if I hadn’t seen the tattoo, I’d know my friend anywhere by her eyes.

      “Janie,” she said softly.

      My dismay must’ve shown on my face because her hands flew up to cup her garment-covered cheeks.

      I gaped at her while a billion questions swirled around inside me unspoken. Only one found its way out. “Why?”

      Reaching into her locker, she pulled out her wig. Glossy, dark brown and wavy, like Brianna’s hair. She flipped it up and onto her head, shifting it until it settled into place. After putting on her glasses, she pulled out a white terry robe and tucked her arms through the sleeves, wrapping it snugly around her waist and securing it with the tie. Her feet, she tucked into red flip-flops. Armor in place, her chin lifted. “It’s not what you think.”

      With my heart in ashes, I took one step forward. “You have no idea what I think.”

      “Oh, I do.” Her half-smile held no joy. “I know you better than anyone. And I can see you’re judging me already.”

      My bag slipped from my fingers and smacked on the floor. Fists forming at my sides, I put everything I had into my words. “You lied!”

      “I couldn’t tell you everything.”

      “How did you live?” Pleading came through in my voice, though I didn’t know why I begged her for answers.

      “I was knocked unconscious but I woke up. Swam to shore like you did.”

      “They found me.”

      “They found me, too, and drew their own conclusions. Because of…things, I let them. I had to.” Her hair brushed her shoulders when she shook her head. “Not that I remember much. You know what it was like. The pain was excruciating. They sedated me for weeks. I needed surgery, skin grafts. When I finally found myself again, my mom was calling me Alex.”

      “You’re not Alex.”

      She shrugged. “I was by then. I had a mom who’d nursed me through the worst nightmare in my life, someone who loved me. And I love her. You don’t know how wonderful it was to have her beside me, begging me to live. A parent who loved me, not a foster mom who was too tired to offer a pop tart to yet another kid in her house. My mom was there with me night and day, telling me over and over that we would get through this together.”

      “My mom died.”

      She flinched. “I’m sorry. Don’t you see? Brianna died that night too but a new Alex lived.”

      “I still don’t understand. Sean and I have mourned you. Died a little more inside every day we’ve been without you.”

      Her lips thinned, and she yanked on the robe tie, twisting it around her fingers until it cut off the circulation. “I know you have, but has he? Truly?”

      “He’s been a wreck,” I grumbled. “You know what I thought? I thought you—Alex—had a crush on Sean. That you were worried he’d never see you for who you truly were. A girl who liked him. But I guess you must’ve been worried he’d see you for who you truly are. Why haven’t you told him?”

      “You don’t understand.”

      I’d never understand. How could I? It made no sense. Why had she done this to us?

      “You have to let this go,” she said. “Please.”

      My chest split wide open and grief poured out like bloody fluid had poured from my wounds that morning as I stumbled along the beach. Almost all the details of that night had come through. The morning after, I’d been blinded with pain from my burns and my loss and not knowing if my parents had made it off the yacht or if Brianna had lived.

      No wonder I’d blocked out everything. When they told me the boat had gone down and I was the sole survivor, I couldn’t live with the agony. So, I shoved the events into a dark corner of my mind, locked them up, and threw away the key. Moving forward was bad enough. I couldn’t drag the shock of what happened behind me.

      Only one final memory remained from that night but I knew it would shine through in due time. Nothing would keep it from floating to the surface. Wisps of it clung to the edges of my mind right now, elusive, yet almost within reach.

      The moment when Brianna opened her gift.

      I grabbed my bag and spun for the door.

      “Janie, wait,” her hoarse voice cried out. “We need to talk.”

      We were past that. The truth needed to come out.

      “Wait!” Her footsteps hit the tiles behind me as I raced from the locker room. I reached the hall outside at a dead run and flew to the other end, took the corner without slowing, and plunged across the lobby and through the front door.

      “Janie!” Alex’s—no, Brianna’s—cries grew softer as the door banged closed behind me.

      My heart pumping fire through my veins, I ran, putting more distance between us.

      I unlocked Mom’s car when I hit the lot, yanked open the door, and jumped inside. Key to ignition. Foot to the gas pedal.

      While Brianna limped down the path from the school, I flooded the engine and drove the vehicle from the lot and out onto the street.

      I growled as fury charged through me.

      Brianna, her arms reaching toward me—pleading—faded in my rearview mirror.
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      The car flew up my drive. I slammed to a stop in front of the door and rushed from the vehicle, barely remembering to lock it behind me.

      I keyed in the code to open the front door and scurried inside on shaky legs. After locking the house behind me, I collapsed on the foyer floor and pressed my back against the wall.

      The sound of my gulps echoed around me. I pressed my fists against my eyes before slamming them onto the floor.

      Tears streaming down my face, I sent Sean a text. You need to know about Alex. And Brianna.

      Brianna. Damn her.

      Sean didn’t reply.

      Standing, I hurried to Dad’s office and sat at his desk. Chloe strolled into the room. She jumped up on the sofa and started to groom.

      I unlocked the middle drawer where I’d put the police report and flipped back the top with frantic hands, knocking over the ceramic pen holder I’d made Dad in fourth grade. I’d painted yellow flowers on the side and been so proud when he used it. After righting it, I dumped the photos from the accident report onto the desk and sorted through them.

      Four bodies. How had I missed the fact that there were none of Brianna?

      I skimmed the report and discovered why.

      It wasn’t easy finding remains on an ocean floor, especially when the ship burned before sinking. As Bettina at the Coast Guard said, nothing sinks through water without scattering.

      The report indicated they’d looked for Brianna’s remains but had been unable to locate them. ‘A common occurrence,’ the report said. And that it was ‘rare to find all the bodies after a marine accident’.

      Next, I pulled my phone and searched for articles about the fire at Alex’s house. The Fire Marshall reported they’d found the remains of five bodies. Alex’s dad, her little brothers, and Alex. But her mom had insisted Alex was alive and mentioned something about their basement window being broken, that they’d suspected a stranger had recently entered. She was adamant the fifth remains must be that person. As far-fetched as the idea was, the coroner was trying to match the remains with missing persons.

      I’d have to tell them they never would.

      After dropping the report on the desk, I called Manuel. I’d fill him in on who Alex was once he got here. But I needed him. Needed someone to tell me this was going to be okay.

      “I’m hanging out with my sister, but I’ll come over ASAP,” he said. “I can stay tonight if you want.”

      “That would be wonderful.” I couldn’t imagine being alone in my empty house. Pretty soon, we were going to have to come up with a better excuse for his early morning absences.

      The front door swung open and banged on the wall.

      “Oh, wait,” I said, frowning that way. “Someone’s here.” Weird that they’d let themselves in. I’d locked the door, hadn’t I?

      “Who is it? Wait a minute. Your aunt is in jail. Aren’t you alone?”

      I should be alone.

      Chloe hissed. She jumped off the sofa and scurried behind it.

      My pulse leaped. “I’m in Dad’s office. I’ll creep over to the door and see who it is,” I whispered.

      “Just lock the office door. Call 9-1-1. Climb out a window. I’ll get there as fast as I can.”

      “Okay.” I slid Dad’s chair back, being careful not to bang it into the wall. With the phone held close to my thigh, I treaded on soft feet toward the foyer. Fear spiked down my spine and made my skin flash with sweat. The police had promised they’d make sure my aunt never came back here.

      I peeked through the narrow opening and gasped. Alex—Brianna—stood motionless on the carpet runner. Her glasses were gone, and her eyes burst with terror. Sean stood behind her, clutching her upper arm.

      “What’s going on?” I stepped out into the entry. “Sean? Br—Alex?”

      Sean lifted a gun and pointed it at Brianna’s head.

      Tears streamed from her eyes.

      I staggered against the wall as a memory crashed through me.

      I stood on the yacht’s upper deck after placing the plastic cups and champagne bottle on a table by the rail.

      Where was Brianna? She should’ve been up here by now. She’d better hurry or my dad would find out I’d stolen the champagne before I could hide the evidence.

      Tiptoeing over to the skylight that looked down into the main cabin, I peered through the glass.

      Brianna stood near the narrow couch, the box Sean had given her held up in front of her smiling face.

      Recently, Sean had won our school science fair and had been invited to present his project at a competition in Portland. Because of the timing, he’d miss Brianna’s birthday. He’d met us at the marina and given her his gift early, begging her to wait to open it until the day she turned seventeen, saying it was extra special, something she needed to see when she was completely alone.

      I, of course, could never wait for anything. I’d encouraged her to retrieve it from her bag, and had nearly talked her into opening it early.

      Brianna looked up at me and, seeing me spying on her through the glass, grinned. She waved the box in the air and I knew she’d do it. I wouldn’t be beside her when she opened it, but I’d still get to see.

      She struggled with the tape he’d used to secure it, giggling because he’d wrapped it so tight.

      Her grin widening, she lifted the lid.

      And the box exploded.

      “All this time,” I said, pain and disbelief ringing out in my voice. “It was you, Sean. You did this.” Rage shot through me. “How could you? My parents died.”

      He flinched but anger flared in his eyes. “Your parents weren’t supposed to be involved. You either. All of you were collateral damage.” He yelled at Brianna, “It was your fault.”

      She sobbed. “I’m sorry,” she whispered to me.

      Sean wiped the sweat off his face. “It doesn’t matter. We don’t have time for this.”

      “What are you planning?” I asked. It was doubtful he’d let either of us go.

      “We’ll return to the original scene of the crime.” He shoved the gun against Brianna’s head hard enough she flinched. “It’s time to take a final boat ride.”
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      The phone slipped from my fingers, smacking onto the carpet.

      Sean growled and stepped forward. He crushed it underneath his heel, cutting off my last link to help. “No chance of making a call now, is there?”

      He didn’t know that Manuel had heard…had Manuel heard enough?

      Sean shoved Brianna toward the door. “If only you’d waited to open the gift until your freakin’ birthday, when you were alone.”

      Some gift.

      Her arms trembled. Tears trickled from her eyes, darkening her burn garment. “Alone? So I could die by myself? You killed Janie’s parents. You hurt her. All because you wanted to kill me.” She shuddered. “And you killed our baby.”

      “What baby?” I asked, glancing at her flat belly.

      She’d been my best friend. Why hadn’t she told me?

      “That was why you did it, wasn't it?” Brianna’s hoarse voice deepened, pain shooting through in her words. “You wanted me to die. I thought you loved me but you never did, did you?”

      His arm holding the gun lowered but he stiffened and raised it again, pressing it against her ribs. “I wanted to be with you. You said you were on birth control, that you wouldn’t let anything happen. But you lied.”

      “It failed.” She shook her head.

      “You knew I needed that scholarship to go to college.” His sneer showed a Sean I’d never seen before. My friend. How could he do this? All these years, I thought I’d know him but he’d been hiding a part of himself I never could’ve imagined. “You think the Upstanding Citizen Award will go to a teenage father? Without it, I can’t make something of myself. I’ll end up working crappy jobs with a kid on the way. It would ruin things for me.”

      “A baby doesn't ruin anything. I didn't ruin anything.”

      The Award. He’d only had competition from one other student. Chris, who’d had a table saw accident recently because the saw’s guard had malfunctioned. Or had it? Sean hadn’t done it, had he? I guess if he was ruthless enough to kill Brianna, he’d have no problem eliminating his competition.

      Sean was willing to do anything to achieve his goals. Even murder us.

      “Let’s go.” Gun pressed against Brianna’s temple, Sean pushed us out to Mom’s car. Under his command, I drove out to Big Berry Island.

      I thought of hitting another telephone pole but Sean had refused to let me buckle up. A crash could kill me.

      And they sat in the back seat, Sean’s finger on the trigger of the gun pointed at Brianna. I doubted I could pull off an accident without one of us dying.

      “I can’t believe you’re doing this,” I gulped out as I drove. “We’ve been friends forever. You mourned with me, held my hand all through my hospitalization.”

      All the time asking if I remembered.

      “Would you have killed me in the hospital if I’d woken up and accused you of murder?”

      “Shut up,” he yelled, slamming the gun into Brianna’s side. She whimpered.

      When we reached the beach, night had fallen. No moon or stars winked above to light our way.

      He’d planned this in advance. Had he been thinking about how he’d kill me for days? Or had my text triggered this last series of events?

      “I made this happen,” I ground out.

      Sean grunted. “I finally figured out what was familiar about Alex when I got your text.”

      “I’m sorry.” My eyes found hers in the rearview mirror.

      “You couldn’t know.”

      If she’d confessed who she was earlier, could we have avoided this moment?

      “As long as you didn’t remember what happened,” she said. “You were safe. He wouldn’t come after you.”

      But the memories had been determined to crash through.

      Sean leaned forward and pointed to the parking lot. “Pick a spot where no one will see us.”

      His words came out cold. Had he always been like this and I’d never seen?

      He’d guided me to an ironic location since they’d found me wandering this part of Big Berry Island.

      Brianna squinted around, but she needn’t bother. I’d already looked and there was no one near who might be able to help us.

      I put the car into park and shut off the engine. How could I delay this from happening? There had to be a way.

      Sean wasn’t my friend. He was a monster.

      “Get out,” Sean said. He directed us to the northern part of the beach with the gun underneath the back of Brianna’s shirt, out of sight. A small boat lay on the rocky shore ahead. To anyone seeing us, we’d look like three teenagers out for a walk. Not two being led to their death by the other.

      My panic grew inside me. I needed to find a way out of this. If we got into that boat, our odds went down even further.

      Now would be a good time to scream. Although, there was next to no one around except people some distance down the beach, out of shouting distance. A mom and a dad and little kids. Did I dare risk them to save myself and Brianna? I shook my head, unwilling to take that chance. I’d have to find a different way.

      “The boat.” Sean pointed to the small aluminum craft.

      I thought of running, but he held Brianna’s arm in a grip so tight, her skin blanched from his fingers. Even if I could break free, she couldn’t. And he’d probably shoot me in the back if I tried to get away. The gun had a silencer. Would anyone hear the sound of the bullets hitting my flesh? Or would they think we were just a bunch of kids fooling around?

      No one would know until they found us lying dead tomorrow.

      “Push it into the water and climb in,” Sean said.

      While he held Brianna, I shoved the aluminum boat away from shore and climbed inside, settling on one of the two bench seats. Sean nudged Brianna in, and she sat beside me. He jumped in and took the back seat, facing us, the motor behind him.

      “Okay, now,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Let’s not.

      “Start the motor.” He trained the gun on me while Brianna pulled the cord. The engine hummed to life and in moments, we were zipping away from the shore with the beach eclipsing behind us.

      I could jump overboard. If I whispered my intention, Brianna would bail along with me. Would Sean shoot us in the water? At this point, it hardly mattered; we had to escape before he made this permanent.

      “I’m sorry.” Brianna’s voice trembled. “I should’ve told you what he did.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “I was afraid. And I thought, if he believed I was dead, he’d let it go. At least until I could prove he’d done it without revealing who I was.”

      “I would’ve let it go,” Sean said loudly, over the roar of the motor. His eyes slid to me. “But you had to go snooping.”

      Snooping.

      “You sent that text.” Anger and grief jumbled around inside me. All this time, I’d directed my hate at Mr. Somerfield and then at my aunt. While Sean stood beside me, nudging me in that direction.

      “I did it all,” he said. Did he actually look satisfied that he’d been able to hide his actions? “I stayed by your side in the hospital, hoping you wouldn’t implicate me. Waited to see if you’d remember anything. And then I framed your aunt, using her handwriting for the suicide note. And roped in Mr. Somerfield to make it more interesting.” He snickered. “You know what’s actually cool? Those chemical formulas you conveniently shared? I was curious, so I looked into it. Your aunt and Mr. Somerfield are designing apps for the government.”

      “The CIA?”

      His eyes widened. “How’d you know?”

      I shook my head. My aunt must’ve given Mr. Somerfield the formulas as part of their agreement and he’d stored them in his file cabinet. If that was the case, I not only needed to find a way out of this for me and Brianna, I needed to survive so I could stop whatever my aunt was planning with Mr. Somerfield. If Dad wanted out of the government contract, I did, too.

      “These apps will make your Dad’s company incredibly wealthy,” Sean said. “You, too, I suppose.”

      “I don’t care about money,” I said. “It won’t bring my family back.”

      He shrugged. “I guess your father wasn’t happy about your aunt working for the company. Something about her having problems?”

      Maybe on that day when she came to the dock and they argued, it hadn’t been about money. Had she been trying to tell him what she wanted to do for the company? It didn’t explain why Mr. Somerfield had been on our yacht before we left shore but there was probably a good explanation for his presence, too. One that didn’t involve murder.

      To think I hadn’t believed my aunt. No wonder she’d acted bewildered. Scared. If only I’d been willing to look at this from other angles.

      If I lived through this, I’d apologize to them both. Brandon, too. It hurt to realize Aunt Kristy had been true to me all this time and I’d doubted her. I’d called the police to arrest her.

      “The brake lines,” I said. “You rode in my car and didn’t want to buckle up.” Had he been daring something to happen?

      “I didn’t cut them fully, which meant there was still brake fluid in the lines.” Sean snorted. “Enough for a few stops, anyway.”

      Not enough to get me home. To think he’d endangered Manuel, too.

      “Don’t do this,” Brianna said. “Someone will figure it out.”

      “I doubt they’ll suspect me. I’ll be the mourning friend who’s just lost another.”

      “They’ll find our bodies,” I said. “What are you going to do? Shoot us and dump us in the ocean? We’ll float and someone will connect the boat rental to you.”

      “I rented it in your name.” The moonlight highlighted the pure evil on his face. The boat slowed. “After the last suicide attempt, they’ll think you succeeded this time.”

      I squinted toward the shore. Had we gone a mile? Two? Houselights winked in the distance. No one would hear us scream.

      Sean shut off the motor, letting the boat drift. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out something that glinted.

      Handcuffs.

      “I won’t need to shoot you,” he said. “And no one’s going to find you.” Reaching forward, he snatched up Brianna’s hand. In seconds, one side of the cufflinks encircled her wrist.

      “Attach the other end to the boat,” he told me, the gun pressed against Brianna’s skull. “A few shots, and it’ll take on water. When it sinks, you two will go down with it. No one will think to look for you here.”

      “You’re going to drown us.”

      He tapped his temple. “You’re smarter than you think.”

      It burned that he’d mock the fact that he always did better than me at schoolwork.

      “Give me the other set of cuffs.” Brianna held out her trembling hand. While I don’t think Sean noticed, I did. She hadn’t yet attached herself to the boat.

      “Nice of you to cooperate.” Sean pulled them from his pocket. When he extended his arm, Brianna grabbed his wrist and yanked.

      Sean grunted as he tumbled forward.

      Brianna cried out and leaped on him. They struggled for the gun, making the boat rock wildly as they fought. I grabbed the side and held on, but inched forward, trying to get to them. If I could reach the gun before it—

      A crack rang out, followed by a second, a third, and a fourth.

      Both Brianna and Sean slumped.

      “Brianna!” I scrambled forward and pulled her off Sean. Blood. Oh, my, so much blood. On her shirt, her face garment, her hands.

      Her eyes stared up at me but she blinked. “It’s okay.” She sat up, rubbing her shoulder. “I wasn’t hit.”

      We both turned to Sean, who lay half propped against the back of the boat. A wide circle of red spread across his chest. He coughed, gurgled, and pink foam dribbled from his mouth.

      A lethal shot?

      The gun lay beside his hand that twitched. Opening and shutting. Straining. Still reaching for a way to end our lives even as death hovered over him.

      Leaning forward, I snatched it up. I threw it as far as I could, watching until it was swallowed by waves.

      “The boat’s taking on water,” Brianna said, pointing.

      We eased Sean to the side and she tried to start the motor, but it wouldn’t catch.

      “It must’ve been hit.” Brianna flopped onto Sean’s seat. She’d lost her wig in the fight, and her smooth head shone in the glow of distant lights.

      We both stared at Sean, whose chest rose and fell. Rose again. With all the blood around him, he wouldn’t live long. Something vital had been hit.

      Water slowly covered the bottom of the boat, rising to drown us. Even if we had paddles, we’d never be able to row to shore.

      “We have to swim,” Brianna said.

      “Sean?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not helping him.”

      His eyelids slid open, and his gaze focused on me.

      This boy had killed my parents and tried to kill me. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to settle this in my mind. Tears welled in my eyes. After all he’d done, I hated that I could still feel pity for him.

      “Janie.” Brianna’s spine stiffened. “We’ve got to swim for shore before the boat sinks.”

      Giving him one last look, I grabbed Brianna’s hand, and we jumped into the sea.
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      Cold water rushed over me, sucking me down into its inky depths.

      Legs kicking, I rose to the surface and pulled in a deep breath of briny air.

      I floundered, overcome with the same emotions that had filled me when I’d jumped off the yacht. In my mind, the boat still burned. I was drowning.

      Mom. Dad. Brianna!

      “Here,” she said a short distance away, making me realize I’d shouted their names.

      Swimming over to me, she grabbed my hand.

      “Swim!” Releasing me, she started that slow crawl she’d used successfully in multiple long-distance events. I’d never been able to match her time.

      I couldn’t do it now, either.

      The shore seemed light years away. My wet clothing yanked my body down and waves crested my head. Death awaited me.

      The boat listed sideways, making me believe it would capsize soon. I couldn’t tell if Sean was breathing, and I hated that I still cared. He deserved the death at sea he’d planned for us.

      “Janie.” Brianna swam back to me. “We’ve got to get to shore. If we hurry, we might be able to get Sean help.”

      Teeth chattering, I nodded.

      “I know I messed things up by not telling you and I’ll explain. But we need to save ourselves.” She squeezed my shoulder and nudged her head toward the beach. “We’re going to do it together this time.”

      I struck out for shore beside her and with each stroke of my arms, I knew I could do it.

      The water would not win this time, either.

      Again, I’d defeat the water.
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      We made our way to the beach where we staggered from the water and flopped, exhausted, on the sand. We lay there for a while, catching our breath.

      Eventually, a man walking past loaned us his phone to call 9-1-1, who said they’d notify the Coast Guard. I also called Manuel, who was nearby, searching for us, and would be here in minutes. Frantic when he’d heard Sean’s intentions, he’d called his father. Sirens screeching in the distance told me help was on the way.

      Brianna called Alex’s mother.

      As we sat on the beach waiting for everyone to arrive, we stared toward the sea. Was Sean dead? The boat could’ve sunk, taking him down into the inky depths along with it.

      “Now that I know who you are,” I said. “Will you tell everyone else?”

      She picked at the small rocks between us, sifting them with her fingers, tossing larger ones at the foamy waves lapping the shore in timeless motion. “I don’t want to.”

      “But you stole Alex’s life.”

      “Did I really? Or did I give my mom and me a new life?” Her hand stilled, and she stared at me, maybe trying to read my intentions in my expression. She’d removed her pressure garment, leaving it lying in behind us on the shore like a discarded skin.

      Other than those eyes, she did not resemble my old friend.

      “Alex is dead,” she said. “But Mom needs to believe she lived. If I tell her, she loses me and I—” A sad sigh slipped from her lungs. “I lose her. You know what it’s like to have no one.”

      I did know. It was an aching cavern that would never be filled.

      Although, that wasn’t quite true. I still had Aunt Kristy.

      “It’s wrong,” I said.

      “I’m not sure it is.”

      “Why hasn’t she figured it out? She must be able to tell you’re not her own child.”

      Brianna shrugged. “If she’s had doubts, she never mentioned them. Not after I woke up in the hospital. Maybe she thought I’d been through enough already without dealing with questions about my identity. I guess she wants to believe.” She coughed and when she spoke, her voice had grown huskier. “I want her to believe, too.”

      “Tell me what happened. Why you kept silent.”

      “I swam to shore, stumbled up onto the beach, and saw a fire. I ran toward it, knowing I could get help. Because I needed them to go to the boat, to save you, the crew, and your parents. But when I reached the burning house, I passed out.”

      “And you woke in the hospital.”

      “I wasn’t truly aware of anything until weeks had passed. I’d lived through a nightmare. Not just Sean trying to kill me and maybe killing you, but the burns. The pain.”

      My memories of that time haunted me, too.

      She cleared her throat, and her voice grew even deeper as if each word had to be forced out through her tight throat “I told her I wasn’t Alex, but Mom said I was sleepy from the meds, confused from the pain.” She lifted her arm. “Mom wouldn’t see that I was different. She didn’t want to see because that would mean admitting Alex was dead. While my build is about the same, I wasn’t sure my pretending to be Alex would hold up. That’s why I pushed the old friends away. I was afraid they’d see through what my mom refused to believe, that I was someone other than Alex.”

      “I still don’t understand.” How could a mother not know her own child? I’d known the second I saw Brianna’s eyes.

      “When I told Mom, she said to me, ‘You…could be Alex?’ She said it slowly, with hints of doubt but endless hope in her voice. As if she was desperate to make it come true. I nodded, and at that moment, I became Alex. We never mentioned it again after that. But it hasn’t been easy. I doubt my decision all the time.” Her gaze slid away from mine. “Maybe I was wrong to give into that ache I had for a mom who loved me. Who needed me. A real family. You probably think I should’ve pushed back more, insisted I wasn’t her daughter. That would’ve been the right thing—no the honest thing—to do, but I…couldn’t.” She lifted her chin. “Do you understand? Mom and I were both barely hanging on. It would’ve broken us to admit Alex was gone. And…I didn’t want to be Brianna anymore. No one loved her.”

      “I loved you.” Still do.

      Alex nodded. “Other than Sean…” Her voice broke. “You were all I ever had. Please tell me you understand.”

      I did understand. A little.

      If I could believe with all my heart that my parents still lived, would I grab onto that belief and hold it tight?

      I would.

      “So, you decided to keep silent,” I said. “Why not go to the police anonymously? He killed my parents. He tried to kill you.”

      “I was scared of him and afraid they wouldn’t believe me. And I was selfish. I couldn’t lose this new life.” She took my hand and held tight. “But I missed you and our friendship. And as long as Sean thought I was dead and you didn’t remember that night, you were safe. I thought I could have Alex’s life and you as my new friend while finding a way to make him pay.”

      “He killed my parents. I had to know why.”

      “I didn’t know you were looking into it. The police ruled it an accident.”

      “I didn’t believe it, and I couldn’t stop investigating until I found out who killed them.”

      She sighed. “Please don’t tell them about me. Let Brianna stay dead.”

      I wasn’t sure I could do it. The truth needed to come out, didn’t it?

      “The baby. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I’d just found out. I was going to tell you that night but I didn’t get the chance.”

      “You lost it.”

      “Yeah, it’s gone.” She placed her hand over her abdomen. “I wasn’t far along when I miscarried. They probably thought I got heavy periods because the nurses never mentioned it.”

      “Janie!” I pivoted to see Manuel rushing down the beach, his sneakers kicking up rocks and sand. I stood when he approached, and he bowled me over, swooping me up in his arms and spinning me around. He cupped my face. “I tried to find you but I wasn’t sure where he’d taken you.”

      Brianna rose and brushed at the back of her jeans. Soaked through, she’d never get all the sand off. I expected her to put on her burn garment or turn to hide her network of scars, but she just smiled.

      Chief Sancini puffed up and stalled beside us. He braced his palms on his thighs and his lungs heaved as he caught his breath. After he’d recovered from his run, Brianna and I explained how Sean had kidnapped us at gunpoint and taken us out to sea to kill us. Manuel corroborated our story. He’d heard most of Sean’s conversation through my phone.

      I left out Alex’s true identity. At this point, it wasn’t my secret to tell.

      “Sean, huh?” Chief Sancini squinted south, where a Coast Guard boat chugged along, searchlight sweeping the sea. His phone chirped, and he pulled it and spoke. “Yeah? Okay. Yup. Sure.”

      I lifted my eyebrows as he put his phone away. “So?”

      “They located the boat,” he said. “Full of blood. Wow. No one could live through that. Sean…well, he didn’t make it. They did CPR, but it was too late.”

      It was finally over.

      Knowing my parents could rest in peace, I should feel free. Why didn’t I?

      I held Manuel’s hand and stared toward where I’d seen Sean last. The boy I’d called my friend was gone. No, Sean had been gone for a long time. I’d lost him months ago when he decided to kill. Forgiveness for him wouldn’t come easy. Why should it? He’d stolen my parents from me and he’d nearly taken my life.

      But could I forgive Brianna?

      Chief Sancini walked over to stand beside me. “Why did he do it?”

      “Brianna was pregnant. He didn’t intend to harm her that night. He gave her a gift but she opened it early—a bomb. It killed my parents, the crew. When he learned I was investigating and could see I was getting closer to the truth, he had to kill me, too. Alex…well, Alex was with me at the time and he forced her to go with us.” That wasn’t all of it, of course, but hopefully, it was enough to satisfy the police.

      I squeezed Manuel’s hand. He stared down at me, and while I couldn’t find the peace I sought, I could see a promise in his eyes.

      “Imagine doing that to friends,” Chief Sancini said.

      “Imagine,” I echoed.

      He scratched his head. “There’s nothing else you can add?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Hmm.”

      Leaning around him, my gaze met Alex’s. “With Brianna dead, I’m not sure we’ll ever truly understand what happened.”
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      Ten Days Later

      

      “You lie back on the sofa.” I pushed Manuel gently down into the cushions and nudged my head toward the book lying on the coffee table. Another of my favorites. To think Manuel had never read the story about a boy who became a wizard. “I’m going to read to you this time.” I couldn’t stop grinning. Partly because he cooperated with my intentions. Mostly because he was cute.

      Rising up on his palms, he gave me a quick kiss. “Sure you don’t want to make out?” That twinkle was back in his eyes, the one that created havoc in my belly.

      “They’re just across the hall!”

      My aunt and Mr. Somerfield were holding a meeting in Dad’s office. The last thing I wanted was to have them walk out and find me and Manuel wrapped around each other on the sofa.

      I settled beside him and lifted the book onto my lap. But I’d only flopped back the cover when Dad’s office door opened. Mr. Somerfield strode out, and his eyes met mine.

      Filling the living room doorway, he paused. “Your point is well taken.”

      One of the first things I’d done after apologizing to everyone and assuring my aunt I wanted her to come home was speak up about the dangerous apps Dad’s company was developing. I’d met kick-back because designing them could bring the company a lot of money. But integrity had more value to me, and they said they’d take my wishes into consideration.

      “We’ll shelve the idea,” he said. His voice grew gruff. “It’s something your father would’ve wanted. He was a friend, and good friends don’t come along very often.”

      Real friends were the hardest to find.

      Before I could do more than nod, he’d turned and left the house.

      As the tension eased from my body, Manuel squeezed my hand. He’d known how important this was to me.

      My aunt strolled out of Dad’s office, a sly look on her face. “I was able to talk him into considering the apps I’ve been dying to develop instead.” Grinning, she rubbed her hands together. “I’m about to make you a lot of money.”

      I shook my head. Whatever wealth I needed, I already possessed. The wealth of a friend—Manuel. And family—Aunt Kristy.

      “I’m going to head to the kitchen to scrounge up something for dinner.” Her eyebrows lifted. “How about I make some soup?”

      “No soup!” Manuel and I said at the same time.

      We all laughed. What else could we do? It sure beat crying.

      “I kind of thought you’d say that.” Aunt Kristy chuckled and walked down the hall, calling out, “I’ll order pizza!”

      Relaxing back against the cushions, I sent Manuel a sad smile. He put his arm around my shoulders and leaned his head against mine. He knew why my happy mood hadn’t lasted.

      Sean’s mother was holding a small funeral tomorrow. I wasn’t sure I had it in me to attend, but I was going to try.

      I hadn’t seen Brianna—Alex—since that night. Sometimes, I never wanted to see her again. Other times…well, there were times when I felt different. When I wished…

      There weren’t enough wishes left in the world to undo the past.

      I’d never replace Mom and Dad. No one would ever expect me to try. But I had my aunt, and we’d come to an understanding. No, it was more that we’d found each other.

      We were going to be okay.

      As for Alex—

      It wasn’t only me who’d lost due to Sean’s betrayal. She’d been betrayed in ways I could never understand.

      I could let him win or I could make sure he never haunted me again.

      Pulling my phone, I sent her a text. I miss you.

      Her response came through in seconds. I miss you, too. A wealth of longing came through in her words.

      She texted again, Would you like to come over tomorrow night and see my new house?

      Cool. I’d like that.

      We’d never be able to go back to where we were before but maybe, just maybe, we could start moving forward together.
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