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[image: image]his one’s all you, Rodriguez.”


“No way. I took the drunk tank after the Bison Day parade.”


“Bison Day? Try Oktoberfest at the senior citizen center.”


“And who got stuck with the biter the next day?”


Officer Macalister Dodd—Mackie to his friends—had the general sense that it would not be prudent to interrupt the back-and-forth between the two more senior Magnolia County police officers arguing in the bull pen. Rodriguez and O’Connell had both clocked five years on the force.


This was Mackie’s second week.


“I’ve got three letters and one word for you, Rodriguez: PTA brawl.”


Mackie shifted his weight slightly from his right leg to his left. Big mistake. In unison, Rodriguez and O’Connell turned to look at him.


“Rookie!”


Never had two police officers been so delighted to see a third. Mackie set his mouth into a grim line and squared his shoulders.


“What have we got?” he said gruffly. “Drunk and disorderly? Domestic disturbance?”


In answer, O’Connell clapped him on the shoulder and steered him toward the holding cell. “Godspeed, rookie.”


As they rounded the corner, Mackie expected to see a perp: belligerent, possibly on the burly side. Instead, he saw four teenage girls wearing elbow-length gloves and what appeared to be ball gowns.


White ball gowns.


“What the hell is this?” Mackie asked.


Rodriguez lowered his voice. “This is what we call a BYH.”


“BYH?” Mackie glanced back at the girls. One of them was standing primly, her gloved hands folded in front of her body. The girl next to her was crying daintily and wheezing something that sounded suspiciously like the Lord’s Prayer. The third stared straight at Mackie, the edges of her pink-glossed lips quirking slowly upward as she raked her gaze over his body.


And the fourth girl?


She was picking the lock.


The other officers turned to leave.


“Rodriguez?” Mackie called after them. “O’Connell?”


No response.


“What’s a BYH?”


The girl who’d been assessing him took a step forward. She ­batted her eyelashes at Mackie and offered him a sweet-tea smile.


“Why, Officer,” she said. “Bless your heart.”
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[image: image]atcalling me was a mistake that most of the customers and mechanics at Big Jim’s Garage only made once. Unfortunately, the owner of this particular Dodge Ram was the type of person who put his paycheck into souping up a Dodge Ram. That—and the urinating stick figure on his back window—was pretty much the only forewarning I needed about the way this was about to go down.


People were fundamentally predictable. If you stopped expecting them to surprise you, they couldn’t disappoint.


And speaking of disappointment… I turned my attention from the Ram’s engine to the Ram’s owner, who apparently considered whistling at a girl to be a compliment and commenting on the shape of her ass to be the absolute height of courtship.


“It’s times like this,” I told him, “that you have to ask yourself: Is it wise to sexually harass someone who has both wire cutters and access to your brake lines?”


The man blinked. Once. Twice. Three times. And then he leaned forward. “Honey, you can access my brake lines anytime you want.”


If you know what I mean, I added silently. In three… two…


“If you know what I mean.”


“It’s times like this,” I said meditatively, “that you have to ask yourself: Is it wise to offer to bare your man-parts for someone who is both patently uninterested and holding wire cutters?”


“Sawyer!” Big Jim intervened before I could so much as give a snip of the wire cutters in a southward direction. “I’ve got this one.”


I’d started badgering Big Jim to let me get my hands greasy when I was twelve. He almost certainly knew that I’d already fixed the Ram, and that if he left me to my own devices, this wouldn’t end well.


For the customer.


“Aw hell, Big Jim,” the man complained. “We were just having fun.”


I’d spent most of my childhood going from one obsessive interest to another. Car engines had been one of them. Before that, it had been telenovelas, and afterward, I’d spent a year reading everything I could find about medieval weapons.


“You don’t mind a little fun, do you, sweetheart?” Mr. Souped-Up Dodge Ram clapped a hand onto my shoulder and compounded his sins by squeezing my neck.


Big Jim groaned as I turned my full attention to the real charmer beside me.


“Allow me to quote for you,” I said in an absolute deadpan, “from Sayforth’s Encyclopedia of Archaic Torture.”


One of the finer points of chivalry in my particular corner of the South was that men like Big Jim Thompson didn’t fire girls like me no matter how explicitly we described alligator shears to customers in want of castration.


Fairly certain I’d ensured the Ram’s owner wouldn’t make the same mistake a third time, I stopped by The ­Holler on the way home to pick up my mom’s tips from the night before.


“How’s trouble?” My mom’s boss was named Trick. He had five children, eighteen grandchildren, and three visible scars from breaking up bar fights—possibly more under his ratty white T-shirt. He’d greeted me the exact same way every time he’d seen me since I was four.


“I’m fine, thanks for asking,” I said.


“Here for your mom’s tips?” That question came from Trick’s oldest grandson, who was restocking the liquor behind the bar. This was a family business in a family town. The entire population was just over eight thousand. You couldn’t throw a rock without it bouncing off three people who were related to each other.


And then there was my mom—and me.


“Here for tips,” I confirmed. My mom wasn’t exactly known for her financial acumen or the steadfastness with which she made it home after a late shift. I’d been balancing our household budget since I was nine—around the same time that I’d developed sequential interests in lock picking, the Westminster Dog Show, and fixing the perfect martini.


“Here you go, sweetheart.” Trick handed me an envelope that was thicker than I’d expected. “Don’t blow it all in one place.”


I snorted. The money would go to rent and food. I wasn’t exactly the type to party. I might, in fact, have had a bit of a reputation for being antisocial.


See also: my willingness to threaten castration.


Before Trick could issue an invitation for me to join the whole family at his daughter-in-law’s house for dinner, I made my excuses and ducked out of the bar. Home sweet home was only two blocks over and one block up. Technically, our house was a one-bedroom, but we’d walled off two-thirds of the living room with dollar-store shower curtains when I was nine.


“Mom?” I called out as I stepped over the threshold. There was an element of ritual to calling her name, even when she wasn’t home. Even if she was on a bender—or if she’d fallen for a new man, experienced another religious conversion, or developed a deep-seated need to commune with her better angels under the watchful eyes of a roadside psychic.


I’d come by my habit of hopping from one interest to the next honestly, even if her restlessness was less focused and a little more self-destructive than my own.


Almost on cue, my cell phone rang. I answered.


“Baby, you will not believe what happened last night.” My mom never bothered with salutations.


“Are you still in the continental United States, are you in need of bail money, and do I have a new daddy?”


My mom laughed. “You’re my everything. You know that, right?”


“I know that we’re almost out of milk,” I replied, removing the carton from the fridge and taking a swig. “And I know that someone was an excellent tipper last night.”


There was a long pause on the other end of the line. I’d guessed correctly this time. It was a guy, and she’d met him at The Holler the night before.


“You’ll be okay, won’t you?” she asked softly. “Just for a few days?”


I was a big believer in absolute honesty: Say what you mean, mean what you say, and don’t ask a question if you don’t want to know the answer.


But it was different with my mom.


“I reserve the right to assess the symmetry of his features and the cheesiness of his pickup lines when you get back.”


“Sawyer.” My mom was serious—or at least as serious as she got.


“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I always am.”


She was quiet for several seconds. Ellie Taft was many things, but above all, she was someone who’d tried as hard as she could for as long as she could—for me.


“Sawyer,” she said quietly. “I love you.”


I knew my line, had known it since my brief obsession with the most quotable movie lines of all time when I was five. “I know.”


I hung up the phone before she could. I was halfway to finishing off the milk when the front door—in desperate need of both WD-40 and a new lock—creaked open. I turned toward the sound, running the algorithm to determine who might be dropping by unannounced.


Doris from next door lost her cat an average of 1.2 times per week.


Big Jim and Trick had matching habits of checking up on me, like they couldn’t remember I was eighteen, not eight.


The guy with the Dodge Ram. He could have followed me. That wasn’t a thought so much as instinct. My hand hovered over the knife drawer as a figure stepped into the house.


“I do hope your mother buys Wüsthof,” the intruder commented, observing the position of my hand. “Wüsthof knives are just so much sharper than generic.”


I blinked, but when my eyes opened again, the woman was still standing there, coiffed within an inch of her life and besuited in a blue silk jacket and matching skirt that made me wonder if she’d mistaken our decades-old house for a charitable luncheon. The stranger said nothing to indicate why she’d let herself in or how she could justify sounding more dismayed at the idea of my mom having purchased off-brand knives than the prospect that I might be preparing to draw one.


“You favor your mother,” she commented.


I wasn’t sure how she expected me to reply to that statement, so I went with my gut. “You look like a bichon frise.”


“Pardon me?”


It’s a breed of dog that looks like a very small, very sturdy powder puff. Since absolute honesty didn’t require that I say every thought that crossed my mind, I opted for a modified truth. “You look like your haircut cost more than my car.”


The woman—I put her age in her early sixties—tilted her head slightly to one side. “Is that a compliment or an insult?”


She had a Southern accent—less twang and more drawl than my own. Com-pluh-mehnt or an in-suhlt?


“That depends on your perspective more than mine.”


She smiled slightly, like I’d said something just darling, but not actually amusing. “Your name is Sawyer.” After informing me of that fact, she paused. “You don’t know who I am, do you?” Clearly, that was a rhetorical question, because she didn’t wait for a reply. “Why don’t I spare us the dramatics?”


Her smile broadened, warm in the way that a shower is warm, right before someone flushes the toilet.


“My name,” she continued in a tone to match the smile, “is ­Lillian Taft. I’m your maternal grandmother.”


My grandmother, I thought, trying to process the situation, looks like a bichon frise.


“Your mother and I had a bit of a falling-out before you were born.” Lillian was apparently the kind of person who would have referred to a Category 5 hurricane as a bit of a drizzle. “I think it’s high time to put that bit of history to rest, don’t you?”


I was one rhetorical question away from going for the knife drawer again, so I attempted to cut to the chase. “You didn’t come here looking for my mother.”


“You don’t miss much, Miss Sawyer.” Lillian’s voice was soft and feminine. I got the feeling she didn’t miss much, either. “I’d like to make you an offer.”


An offer? I was suddenly reminded of who I was dealing with here. Lillian Taft wasn’t a powder puff. She was the merciless, dictatorial matriarch who’d kicked my pregnant mother out of her house at the ripe old age of seventeen.


I stalked to the front door and retrieved the Post-it I’d placed next to the doorbell when our house had been hit with door-to-door evangelists two weeks in a row. I turned and offered the hand­written notice to the woman who’d raised my mother. Her perfectly manicured fingertips plucked the Post-it from my grasp.


“ ‘No soliciting,’ ” my grandmother read.


“Except for Girl Scout cookies,” I added helpfully. I’d gotten kicked out of the local Scout troop during my morbid true-crime and facts-about-autopsies phase, but I still had a weakness for Thin Mints.


Lillian pursed her lips and amended her previous statement. “ ‘No soliciting except for Girl Scout cookies.’ ”


I saw the precise moment that she registered what I was saying: I wasn’t interested in her offer. Whatever she was selling, I wasn’t buying.


An instant later, it was like I’d said nothing at all. “I’ll be frank, Sawyer,” she said, showing a kind of candy-coated steel I’d never seen in my mom. “Your mother chose this path. You didn’t.” She pressed her lips together, just for a moment. “I happen to think you deserve more.”


“More than off-brand knives and drinking straight from the carton?” I shot back. Two could play the rhetorical-question game.


Unfortunately, the great Lillian Taft had apparently never met a rhetorical question she was not fully capable of answering. “More than a GED, a career path with no hope of advancement, and a mother who’s less responsible now than she was at seventeen.”


Were she not an aging Southern belle with a reputation to uphold, my grandmother might have followed that statement by throwing her hands into touchdown position and declaring, “Burn!”


Instead, she laid a hand over her heart. “You deserve opportunities you’ll never have here.”


The people in this town were good people. This was a good place. But it wasn’t my place. Even in the best of times, part of me had always felt like I was just passing through.


A muscle in my throat tightened. “You don’t know me.”


That got a pause out of her—and not a calculated one. “I could,” she replied finally. “I could know you. And you could find yourself in the position to attend any college of your choosing and graduate debt-free.”
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[image: image]here was a contract. An honest-to-God, written-in-­legalese, sign-on-the-dotted-line contract.


“Seriously?”


Lillian waved away the question. “Let’s not get bogged down in the details.”


“Of course not,” I said, thumbing through the nine-page appendix. “Why would I go to the trouble of reading the terms before I sell you my soul?”


“The contract is for your protection,” my grandmother insisted. “Otherwise, what’s to keep me from reneging on my end of the deal once yours is complete?”


“A sense of honor and any desire whatsoever for an ongoing relationship?” I suggested.


Lillian arched an eyebrow. “Are you willing to bet your college education on my honor?”


I knew plenty of people who’d gone to college. I also knew a lot of people who hadn’t.


I read the contract. I wasn’t even sure why. I was not going to move in with her. I was not going to walk away from my home, my life, my mother for—


“Five hundred thousand dollars?” I may have punctuated that amount with an expletive or two.


“Have you been listening to rap music?” my grandmother demanded.


“You said you’d pay for college.” I tore my gaze from the contract. Even reading it made me feel like I’d just let the guy with the Dodge Ram tuck a couple of ones into my bikini. “You didn’t say anything about handing me a check for half a million dollars.”


“It won’t be a check,” my grandmother said, as if that was the real issue here. “It will be a trust. College, graduate school, living expenses, study abroad, transportation, tutors—these things add up.”


These things.


“Say it,” I told her, unable to believe that anyone could shrug off that amount of money. “Say that you’re offering me five hundred thousand dollars to live with you for nine months.”


“Money isn’t something we talk about, Sawyer. It’s something we have.”


I stared at her, waiting for the punch line.


There was no punch line.


“You came here expecting me to say yes.” I didn’t phrase that sentence as a question, because it wasn’t one.


“I suppose that I did,” Lillian allowed.


“Why?”


I wanted her to actually say that she’d assumed that I could be bought. I wanted to hear her admit that she thought so little of me—and so little of my mom—that there had been no doubt in her mind that I’d jump at the chance to take her devil of a deal.


“I suppose,” Lillian said finally, “that you remind me a bit of myself. And were I in your position, sweet girl…” She laid a hand on my cheek. “I would surely jump at the chance to identify and locate my biological father.”
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[image: image]y mom—in between alternating bouts of pre­tending that I’d been immaculately conceived, cursing the male of the species, and getting tipsy and nostalgic about her first time—had told me exactly three things about my mystery father.


She’d only slept with him once.


He hated fish.


He wasn’t looking for a scandal.


And that was it. When I was eleven, I’d found a picture she’d hidden away, a portrait of twenty-four teenage boys in long-tailed tuxedos standing beneath a marble arch.


Symphony Squires.


The caption had been embossed onto the picture in silver script. The year—and several of the faces—had been scratched out.


Money isn’t something we talk about, I thought hours after Lillian had left. I mentally mimicked her tone as I continued. And the fact that the man who knocked your mother up is almost certainly a scion of high society isn’t something I’ll come right out and say, but…


I picked the contract up again. This time, I read it from start to finish. Lillian had conveniently forgotten to mention some of the terms.


Like the fact that she would choose my wardrobe.


Like the mandatory manicure I’d have once a week.


Like the way she expected me to attend private school alongside my cousins.


I hadn’t even realized I had cousins. Trick’s grandkids had cousins. Half of the members of my elementary school Girl Scout troop had cousins in that troop. But me?


I had an encyclopedia of medieval torture techniques.


Pushing myself to finish the contract, I arrived at the icing on the cake. I agree to participate in the annual Symphony Ball and all Symphony Deb events leading up to my presentation to society next spring.


Deb. As in debutante.


Half a million dollars wasn’t enough.


And yet, the thought of those hypothetical cousins lingered in my mind. One of my less random childhood obsessions had been genetics. Cousins shared roughly one-eighth of their DNA.


Half-siblings share a fourth. I found myself going to my mother’s bedroom, opening the bottom drawer of her dresser, and feeling for the photograph she’d taped to the back.


Twenty-four teenage boys.


Twenty-four possible producers of the sperm that had impregnated my mother.


Twenty-four Symphony Squires.


When my phone buzzed, I forced myself to shut the drawer and looked down at the text my mom had just sent me.


A photo of an airplane.


It may be more than a few days. I read the message that had accompanied the photograph silently and then a second time out loud. My mother loved me. I knew that. I’d always known that.


Someday, I’d stop expecting her to surprise me.


It was another hour before I went back to the contract. I picked up a red pen. I made some adjustments.


And then I signed.




[image: image]


[image: image]ackie kneaded his forehead. “Are you sure none of you wants to call your parents?”


“No, thank you.”


“Do you know who my father is?”


“My stepmother’s faking a pregnancy, and she needs her rest.”


Mackie wasn’t touching that with a ten-foot pole. He turned to the last girl, the one who’d successfully picked the lock mere seconds after he’d arrived.


“What about you?” he said hopefully.


“My biological father literally threatened to kill me if I become inconvenient,” the girl said, leaning back against the wall of the jail cell like she wasn’t wearing a designer gown. “And if anyone finds out we were arrested, I’m out five hundred thousand dollars.”
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[image: image]arrived at my grandmother’s residence—a mere forty-five minutes from the town where I’d grown up and roughly three and a half worlds away—on the contractually specified date at the contractually specified time. Based on what I knew of the Taft family and the suburban wonderland they inhabited, I’d expected my grandmother’s house to be a mix of Tara and the Taj Mahal. But 2525 Camellia Court wasn’t ostentatious, and it wasn’t historic. It was a nine-thousand-square-foot house masquerading as average, the architectural equivalent of a woman who spent two hours making herself up for the purpose of looking like she wasn’t wearing makeup. This old thing? I could almost hear the two-acre lot saying. I’ve had it for years.


Objectively, the house was enormous, but the cul-de-sac was lined with other houses just as big, with lawns just as sprawling. It was like someone had taken a normal neighborhood and scaled everything up an order of magnitude—including the driveways, the SUVs, and the dogs.


The single largest canine I’d ever seen greeted me at the front door, butting my hand with its massive head.


“William Faulkner,” the woman who’d answered the door chided. “Mind your manners.”


She was the spitting image of Lillian Taft. I was still processing the fact that the dog was (a) the size of a small pony and (b) named William Faulkner, when the woman I assumed was my aunt spoke again.


“John David Easterling,” she called, raising her voice so it carried. “Who’s the best shot in this family?”


There was no reply. William Faulkner butted his head against my thigh and huffed. I bent slightly—very slightly—to pet him and noticed the red dot that had appeared on my tank top.


“I will skin you alive if you pull that trigger,” my aunt called, her voice disturbingly cheerful.


What trigger? I thought. The red dot on my torso wavered slightly.


“Now, young man, I believe I asked you a question. Who’s the best shot in this family?”


There was an audible sigh, and then a boy of ten or so pushed up to a sitting position on the roof. “You are, Mama.”


“And am I using your cousin for target practice?”


“No, ma’am.”


“No, sir, I am not,” my aunt confirmed. “Sit, William Faulkner.”


The dog obeyed, and the boy disappeared from the roof.


“Please tell me that was a Nerf gun,” I said.


It took my aunt a moment to process the question and then she let out a peal of laughter—practiced and perfect. “He’s not allowed to use the real thing without supervision,” she assured me.


I stared at her. “That’s not as comforting as you think it is.”


The smile never left her face. “You do look like your mother, don’t you? That hair. And those cheekbones! When I was your age, I would have killed for those cheekbones.”


Given that she was the best shot in this family, I wasn’t entirely certain she was exaggerating.


“I’m Sawyer,” I said, trying to wrap my mind around the greeting I’d gotten from a woman my mom had always referred to as an ice queen.


“Of course you are,” came the immediate reply, warm as whiskey. “I’m your aunt Olivia, and that’s William Faulkner. She’s a purebred Bernese mountain dog.”


I’d recognized the breed. What I hadn’t recognized, however, was that William Faulkner was female.


“Where’s Lillian?” I asked, feeling like I’d well and truly fallen down the rabbit hole.


Aunt Olivia hooked the fingers on her right hand through ­William Faulkner’s collar and reflexively straightened her pearls with the left. “Let’s get you inside, Sawyer. Are you hungry? You must be hungry.”


“I just ate,” I replied. “Where’s Lillian?”


My aunt ignored the question. She was already retreating back into the house. “Come on, William Faulkner. Good girl.”


My grandmother’s kitchen was the size of our entire house. I half expected my aunt to ring for the cook, but it quickly became apparent that she considered the feeding of other people to be both a pastime and a spiritual calling. Nothing I said or did could dissuade her from making me a sandwich.


Refusing the brownie might have been taken as a declaration of war.


I was a big believer in personal boundaries, but I was also a believer in chocolate, so I ignored the sandwich, took a bite of the brownie, and then asked where my grandmother was.


Again.


“She’s out back with the party planner. Can I get you something to drink?”


I put the brownie back down on my plate. “Party planner?”


Before my aunt could answer, the boy who’d had me in his sights earlier appeared in the kitchen. “Lily says it’s bad manners to threaten fratricide,” he announced. “So she didn’t threaten fratricide.”


He helped himself to the seat next to mine and eyed my sandwich. Without a word, I slid it toward him, and he began devouring it with all the verve of a little Tasmanian devil wearing a blue polo shirt.


“Mama,” he said after swallowing. “What’s fratricide?”


“I imagine it’s what one’s sister very pointedly does not threaten when one attempts to shoot her with a Nerf gun.” Aunt Olivia turned back to the counter. It took me about three seconds to realize that she was making another sandwich. “Introduce yourself, John David.”


“I’m John David. It’s a pleasure to meet you, madam.” For a trigger-happy kid, he was surprisingly gallant when it came to introductions. “Are you here for the party?”


I narrowed my eyes slightly. “What party?”


“Incoming!” A man swept into the room. He had presidential hair and a face made for golf courses and boardrooms. I would have pegged him as Aunt Olivia’s husband even if he hadn’t bent to kiss her cheek. “Fair warning: I saw Greer Richards making her way down the street on my way in.”


“Greer Waters now,” my aunt reminded him.


“Ten-to-one odds Greer Waters is here to check up on the preparations for tonight.” He helped himself to the sandwich that Aunt Olivia had been making for me.


I knew it was futile, but I couldn’t help myself. “What’s happening tonight?”


Aunt Olivia began making a third sandwich. “Sawyer, this rapscallion is your uncle J.D. Honey, this is Sawyer.”


My aunt said my name in a way that made it clear they’d discussed me, probably on multiple occasions, possibly as a problem that required a gentle hand to solve.


“Is this the part where you tell me I look like my mother?” I asked, my voice dry as a desert. My uncle was looking at me the same way his wife had, the way my grandmother had.


“This,” he told me solemnly, “is where I welcome you to the family and ask you, quite seriously, if I just stole your sandwich.”


The doorbell rang. John David was off like a rocket. All it took was a single arch of my aunt’s eyebrow before her husband was on their son’s heels.


“Greer Waters is chairing the Symphony Ball,” Aunt Olivia murmured, clearing away John David’s plate and depositing sandwich number three in front of me. “Between you and me, I think she’s bitten off a bit more than she can chew. She just recently married the father of one of the Debs. There’s trying and then there’s trying too hard.”


This from a woman who had made me three sandwiches since I’d walked in the front door.


“In any case,” Aunt Olivia continued, lowering her voice, “I am just certain she’ll have capital-O Opinions about the way your grandmother has arranged things.”


Arranged things for what? This time, I didn’t bother saying a word out loud.


“I know you must have questions,” my aunt said, brushing a strand of hair out of my face, seemingly oblivious to the fact that I had been asking them. “About your mama. About this family.”


I hadn’t expected this kind of welcome. I hadn’t expected affection or warmth or baked goods from a woman who’d spent the past eighteen years ignoring my mother—and my existence—altogether. A woman that my mom had never even once mentioned by name.


“Questions,” I repeated, my voice catching in my throat. “About my mom and this family and the circumstances surrounding my highly inconvenient and scandalous conception?”


Aunt Olivia’s lips tightened over a pearly smile, but before she could reply, Lillian Taft entered the room wearing a gardening hat and gloves and trailed by a pale, thin woman with brown hair ­knotted severely at her neck.


“Always grow your own roses,” my grandmother advised me without preamble. “Some things should not be delegated.”


It’s nice to see you, too, Lillian.


“Some things shouldn’t be delegated,” I repeated. “Like party planning?” I asked facetiously, eyeing the woman who’d followed her in. “Or like greeting the prodigal granddaughter when she arrives at your home?”


Lillian met my eyes. Her own didn’t narrow or blink. “Hello, Sawyer.” She said my name like it was one that people should know. After an elongated moment, she turned to the party planner. “Could you give us a moment, Isla?”


Isla, as it turned out, could.


“You look thin,” Lillian informed me once the party planner had exited. She turned to my aunt. “Did you offer her a sandwich, Olivia?”


Sandwich number three was literally still sitting on the plate in front of me. “Let’s stipulate that I have been sufficiently sandwiched.”


Lillian was not deterred. “Would you like something to drink? Lemonade? Tea?”


“Greer Waters is here,” my aunt interjected, keeping her voice low.


“Horrid woman,” Lillian told me pleasantly. “Luckily, however…” She removed her gloves. “I’m much, much worse.”


That, more than the advice about roses, felt like a life lesson, à la Lillian Taft.


“Now,” Lillian continued as the sound of high heels clicking against the wood floor announced the impending arrival of the apparently infamous Greer Waters, “Sawyer, why don’t you run on upstairs and meet your cousin? Lily’s staying in the Blue Room. She can help you get ready for tonight.”


“Tonight?” I asked.


Aunt Olivia took it upon herself to shoo me out of the room. “Blue Room,” she echoed cheerfully. “Second door on the right.”
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[image: image]counted the steps as I made my way up the grand staircase and got to eleven before I paused to take in the artwork lining the wall. A blond-haired little girl blew a dandelion in one portrait and sat astride a horse in the next. I watched her grow, mahogany-framed picture by mahogany-framed picture, until a baby boy joined her in the yearly portrait, their outfits color-­coordinated, her smile sweet and practiced and his served with increasingly large sides of trouble.


When I made it to the top of the stairs, I came face-to-face with a family portrait: Aunt Olivia and Uncle J.D., the blond girl, now a teenager, sitting beside John David, and the elegant Lillian Taft standing with one hand on her daughter’s shoulder and one hand on her grandson’s. To the right of the family portrait, there was one of Aunt Olivia in a white dress. At first, I thought it was a wedding dress, but then I realized that my aunt wasn’t much older in this picture than I was now. The teenage Olivia wore elbow-length white gloves.


My eyes flitted to the left of the family portrait. There was a small, almost invisible hole in the wall. Had another portrait hung there once?


Say, for instance, one of my mom?


“I am on the verge of using some very unladylike language.” The voice that issued that statement was sweet as pie.


“Lily…”


“Unladylike and creative.”


As I made my way toward the second door on the left, the person who’d said my cousin’s name spoke up again, tentatively this time. “On a scale of one to bad, is this really so awful?”


The reply was delicate and demure. “I suppose that depends on how one feels about felonies.”


I cleared my throat, and the occupants of the room turned to look at me. I recognized my cousin Lily from the portraits: light hair, dark eyes, small waist, big bones. Every hair was in place. Her summer blouse was freshly pressed. The girl next to her was stunningly beautiful and also, based on her expression, on the verge of projectile vomiting.


Then again, I probably would have been nauseous, too, if I were lying on my stomach with my back arched and the tips of my toes touching the back of my head.


“Hello.” Cousin Lily did an admirable impression of someone who had decidedly not been discussing felonies a moment before. For a girl who looked like she’d just stepped out of a magazine spread entitled “Tasteful Floral Prints for Virginal Ivy League Hopefuls,” she had balls.


This girl and I share one-eighth of our DNA.


“You must be Sawyer.” Lily had her mother’s way of saying the word must: two parts emphasis, one part command.


The contortionist on the floor unfolded herself. “Sawyer,” she repeated, her eyes wide. “The cousin.”


She sounded just horrified enough to make me wonder if she considered cousin synonymous with ax murderer.


“Our grandmother sent me up,” I told Lily as her friend attempted to stand very still, like I was some kind of bear and any motion might be taken as reason to attack.


“I’m supposed to help you get ready for tonight,” Lily said. She caught the gaze of the doe-eyed girl next to her, who was noticeably wringing her hands. “I’m supposed to help her get ready for tonight,” Lily repeated. Clearly, she was trying to get some kind of message across.


“I can go if you two are in the middle of something.” I echoed Lily’s emphasis.


My cousin turned her dark brown eyes back to me. She had a way of looking at a person like she was considering dissecting you or giving you a makeover or possibly both.


I did not like my chances.


“Don’t be silly, Sawyer.” Lily took a step toward me. “You aren’t interrupting a thing. Sadie-Grace and I were just having a little chat. Did I introduce you to Sadie-Grace? Sadie-Grace Waters, meet Sawyer Taft.” Lily had clearly inherited our grandmother’s penchant for rendering her own questions rhetorical. “It is Taft, isn’t it?” She plowed on before I could reply. “I apologize for not being there to greet you downstairs. You must think I was absolutely raised in a barn.”


I’d spent six months at age thirteen learning everything there was to know about gambling and games of chance. I was willing to lay good odds right now that my oh-so-felicitous cousin hadn’t been particularly enthused about the idea of a blood relation from the wrong side of the tracks being suddenly foisted upon her. Not that she’d admit to a lack of enthusiasm.


That, I thought, would be almost as ill-mannered as threatening fratricide.


“I was pretty much raised in a bar,” I replied when I realized Lily had finally paused for a breath. “As long as you can refrain from breaking a chair over someone’s back, we’re good.”


Emily Post had apparently not prepared either Lily or ­Sadie-Grace for offhanded discussions of bar brawls. As they searched for an appropriate response, I drifted toward a nearby window. It overlooked the backyard, and down below, I could see shimmery black tablecloths being spread over round-top tables. There were easily a half dozen workers and three times that many tables.


There was also a catwalk.


“Were you really raised in a bar?” Sadie-Grace came to stand beside me. She was tall and willowy thin and bore a striking resemblance to a certain classic beauty best known for marrying into the royal family. Her delicate fingers worried at the tips of ridiculously thick and shiny brown hair.


Wide-eyed. Anxious. Prone to yoga. I cataloged what I knew about her, then answered the question. “My mom and I lived above The Holler until I was thirteen. I wasn’t technically allowed in the bar, but I have a slight tendency to take technicalities as a challenge.”


Sadie-Grace nibbled on her bottom lip, looking down at me through impossibly long lashes. “If you grew up like that, you must know things,” she said very seriously. “You must know people. ­People who know things.”


A quick glance at Lily told me that she didn’t like the direction this conversation was going.


I turned back to Sadie-Grace. “Are you by any chance fixing to ask me what my stance is on felonies?”


“We need to get you a dress for tonight, Sawyer!” Lily smiled brightly and shot laser eyes at Sadie-Grace, lest the latter even think about answering my question. “We’ll hit the shops. And goodness knows we could stand to do something about those eyebrows.”


I took that to mean that Lily had come down on the side of makeover over dissection, but I got the feeling that it had probably been a pretty close call.


Beside me, Sadie-Grace assiduously avoided eye contact, her bottom lip still caught between her teeth.


I don’t want to know, I decided. Whatever my cousin’s gotten herself into, whatever I overheard, I really and truly do not want to know.
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Mackie waited for her to say more. The young lady, however, seemed to consider that a full sentence.


“It was an accident! You can’t arrest someone for an accident!” That, from the one who literally looked like a Disney princess come to life.


“Clearly, Sadie-Grace, they can.”


“But it was only maybe ten percent on purpose!”


“Girls,” Mackie said in what he hoped passed for a stern voice. “One at a time. And start from the beginning.”


“The beginning.” The coquette of the group—the one who’d blessed his heart—sashayed forward. “I, for one, couldn’t begin to say where this began. Could you, Lily?”


The calm, well-mannered one weathered that blow predictably calmly and with predictably good manners. The lock picker, however, seemed to take umbrage. Her eyes narrowed at Miss I-Couldn’t-Begin-To-Say.


“Now that I think about it,” the coy instigator continued, “I do seem to remember something.…”


The lock picker stepped forward. Her white-gloved hands started to curl themselves into white-gloved fists.


Oh no, Mackie thought. This could get ugly.
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[image: image]ow would you describe your style?” The saleswoman—excuse me, personal shopper—had the poise of a beauty pageant contestant and the power-hungry gaze of a politician.


This did not bode well.


After ascertaining that my dear cousin Lily was blocking my exit—smart girl—I resigned myself to answering the question. “Do you consider ‘grease stains’ a style?”


Sadie-Grace’s mouth dropped open in a perfect O. There was a single awkward beat of silence.


“She’s looking for something classic,” Lily put in smoothly. “Less than semi-formal, more than business casual, and I believe my grandmother said something about a certain shade of blue?”


“Yes.” The personal shopper stretched a blink out long enough that I wondered if she was meditating on the color blue. “Cerulean. Or possibly sapphire. Less formal than semi-formal. Cocktail?”


“Yes, please,” I muttered.


“Cocktail attire,” Lily emphasized, shooting a warning look at me, “could work, if you keep in mind that the event is outdoors.”


“Something summery,” the personal shopper offered immediately. “A-line, in a fabric that breathes.”


I’d never been much of a shopper. “Grease stains” really was the closest thing I had to a personal style. And I definitely hadn’t spent any time in Miss Coulter’s, the only department store in three counties, Lily had informed me, to carry certain brands.


Maybe, if I back away very slowly…


Lily sidestepped to block the exit. The personal shopper didn’t notice a thing. “If you girls would like to take a look around,” she told Lily, “I’ll just pull a few things for your friend to try on.”


“Cousin.” Lily seemed to regret the correction the moment she made it, but that didn’t stop her from raising her chin and repeating, “She’s my cousin.”


I could see the exact moment the woman in front of us accessed her mental store of family trees and realized who, exactly, that made me.


This was a city, not a small town, but from what my mother had told me about her life growing up here, I knew that the circles the illustrious Taft family ran in were very small. My mom tended to talk about the country club set the way a claustrophobic might have reminisced about time spent trapped in a storm cellar.


“Your cousin!” the personal shopper chirped. “How lovely. Now that you mention it, I can see a family resemblance.”


I was on the small side of petite. Lily was taller, broader, and in undoubtedly better shape. Her face was heart-shaped, her skin pale, and her eyelashes nearly as light as her silk-straight hair. In contrast, I was perpetually suntanned, could have made a fortune if freckles were a monetizable commodity, and had mud-brown hair that was even less well-behaved than I was.


“Maybe,” Sadie-Grace said thoughtfully after the woman had departed, “the resemblance is in your auras.”


Three hours, one platinum credit card, and only two minor breakdowns—courtesy of our personal shopper and our personal shopper’s replacement—later, I had a dress. And shoes. A tasteful evening bag. And murder in my heart.


“Almost done!” Lily told me cheerfully.


I would have been cheerful, too, if I’d somehow worn down my opponent until said opponent would have agreed to going to tonight’s shindig naked if it meant getting out of this department store alive. Lily Taft Easterling was a force of nature. A delicate, demure, seemingly soft-spoken force of nature who took fashion almost as seriously as she took proper etiquette in the face of adversity.


I was the face of adversity.


I’d vetoed dress after dress. I’d flat-out refused to try on any more. I distinctly remembered refusing to even tell her my shoe size.


And yet…


“I’ll just pop over to the cosmetics counter,” Lily continued blithely, “while you and Sadie-Grace get to know each other.”


I would have staged a walkout then and there were it not for the halfway-hopeful smile on Sadie-Grace’s face. I’d never met someone so close to the societal ideal of beauty and so utterly unsure of herself. If I’d had to pick two adjectives to describe her, I would have gone with vulnerable and cheerful, with a close third on naive.


Damn you, Lily, I thought. Growing up, I’d been the kind of kindergartner who punched fourth graders for making second graders cry. It hadn’t exactly endeared me to the second graders, but I couldn’t do nothing any more than I could turn my back on the girl beside me now.


“So,” I said flatly, earning a beaming grin from Sadie-Grace. “Is there anything to do besides shopping hereabouts?”


Sadie-Grace thought long and hard, then opened her mouth to reply, but instead of words, she let out a sound somewhere in the key of eep. Lily, deep in discussion with someone at the cosmetics counter, didn’t notice Sadie-Grace’s attempt to duck behind a display of designer evening bags.


“Sadie-Grace?”


She shushed me, then peeked out from behind the purses. Almost of its own accord, her left foot began tracing out graceful little half circles on the floor.


“Are you… dancing?” I asked.


With great effort, Sadie-Grace stilled the rogue foot. “I rond de jambe when I’m antsy,” she whispered. “It’s involuntary, like the hiccups, but with ballet.”


That statement was ten kinds of odd, but I didn’t have a chance to explain that to her before Sadie-Grace eeped again and ducked behind me. I followed her line of sight through the cosmetics department, past the designer scarves, and straight to a couple looking at cuff links. They were in their forties, closer to Aunt ­Olivia’s age than my mother’s. There was something vaguely familiar about the man.


“Senator Sterling Ames,” Sadie-Grace whispered behind me. “And his wife, Charlotte.”


The senator looked up from the cuff links. He scanned the room with casual precision, and his gaze came to rest on Lily.


“Your cousin used to date the senator’s son, Walker,” ­Sadie-Grace whispered. “He’s nice. But the senator’s daughter…”


Sadie-Grace almost started rond de jambe–ing again, but she caught herself.


“His daughter?” I prompted as the senator and his wife began making their way toward Lily.


Sadie-Grace crossed herself, even though I was fairly certain she wasn’t Catholic. “The senator’s daughter is the devil incarnate.”


[image: image]




[image: image]


[image: image]’d spent the majority of fourth grade learning to draw faces. I’d sold portraits for two bucks a pop on the playground, but I’d never managed to draw my own. It was like there was something missing, some facial calculus I could never quite capture because I couldn’t trace the details that separated my face from my mother’s back to their source.


Maybe that was why I found myself assessing the senator’s features, even though he was almost certainly too old to have been a Squire the year my mother was a Deb.


“Campbell Ames is Lucifer,” Sadie-Grace reiterated beside me in a dramatic whisper. “Beelzebub. Mephistopheles. Old Scratch. The devil.” She sighed. “Let’s get this over with.”


“Get what over with?” I asked.


Sadie-Grace was perplexed. She looked from me to the cosmetics counter, where the senator’s wife was kissing Lily’s cheek, then back at me. “What do you mean what? We have to go over there and say hello.”


“Point of fact: we don’t.”


“But…” Sadie-Grace was at a loss for words. She listed toward Senator and Mrs. Ames like they were a black hole, sucking her in. Apparently, it didn’t matter that she’d tried to bodily hide herself from view or that she’d just referred to the senator’s daughter by no fewer than five different names for Satan. In Sadie-Grace’s world, when an adult you knew came within an eight-foot radius, the choices were chitchat and combust.


I followed her into the fray and ignored the grateful look she shot me in return. I had my own reasons for playing nice—and they had nothing whatsoever to do with decorum.


“We miss seeing you at our house, Lily.” The senator’s wife had a voice that carried: high and clear and cavity-sweet. “I just know that Walker is going to come to his senses one of these days.”


Salt, meet wound, I thought as I came to stand beside Lily. I knew nothing about my cousin’s relationship with her ex, but I was beginning to understand this much about Lily: The more it hurt, the harder she smiled.


And this hurt a lot.


Maybe that shouldn’t have mattered to me, but I’d never excelled at standing by and watching other people bleed. It must have mattered to Sadie-Grace, too, because she overcame her jitters enough to draw the senator’s attention—and more importantly, his wife’s—away from Lily. “Have y’all met Sawyer?”


That did the trick. One second I was standing there minding my own business, and the next, Charlotte Ames had my hands held firmly in hers.


If you say one word about my cheekbones, I thought, I cannot be held responsible for my actions.


“We were just helping Sawyer pick out a little something for tonight.” Lily’s power smile was still firmly in place.


“Your first Deb event!” The senator’s wife squeezed my hands. “How exciting! You’ve missed a fitting or two, of course, but I’m sure that Miss Lillian will have you caught up in no time. That woman can move mountains.”


The vat of perky subtext was clear. You were a last-minute and probably unwanted addition! Your grandmother strong-armed someone into letting you in!


Luckily, the experiences that had inspired me to get a GED instead of finishing out high school had left me well and truly subtext-­immune.


“I take it we’ll see the two of you there tonight?” Lily asked the senator and his wife politely. I wasn’t sure if she’d redirected the conversation for my benefit or for theirs. “And Campbell?”


Beside us, Sadie-Grace made a small, wheezing sound.


“Sterling.” Charlotte Ames laid a hand on her husband’s arm. “We really should see about getting you a new pair of cuff links.”


“We’ll be there,” the senator told Lily. He hesitated—no, I thought, that’s not the right word. Men like Senator Sterling Ames didn’t hesitate. They took pause.


They assessed.


“I can’t say I knew your mother well,” the senator told me. He had blue eyes, black hair, and a face you could trust but absolutely shouldn’t. “However, the Taft women I do know are a force to be reckoned with.” He offered Lily a small, controlled smile, then turned the full weight of his gaze back to me. “If you’ve inherited anything from that side of your family tree, I suspect you’ll handle the Symphony Ball—and tonight’s auction—just fine.”


And what about the other side of my family tree? I thought as I watched them walk away.


“Sawyer?” Lily lightly touched my shoulder, more incisive than I’d given her credit for. “Are you okay?”


It had been a long time since I’d expected—or allowed—anyone else to take care of me. If you don’t expect people to surprise you, they can’t disappoint.


“Auction.” I recovered my voice and stepped back from Lily’s touch. “What auction?”
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I was fairly certain I didn’t want to know.


“Sit still, Sawyer.” Lily’s tone was pleasant, but the look in her eyes was befitting of a stone-cold assassin.


A stone-cold assassin with tweezers.


I batted her hand away from my face. “I would rather be trapped inside a Sicilian bull than let you continue to tweeze the bejeezus out of my eyebrows.”


“Did you just take the Lord’s name in vain?”


“Really?” I said, raising my now-shapely eyebrows to incredible heights. “That’s what you’re going with? Not What’s a Sicilian bull?”


“I would assume,” my cousin said primly, “that it is a bull conceived on the largest island in the Mediterranean.”
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