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      I gasp for air as my eyes fly open, and I’m met with darkness. My head aches.

      His body presses down hard on top of me. I’m no longer at his house, but somewhere in the woods. I see the outline of the tall trees. Hear the crackling leaves. Feel the sticks scratching against my skin. He pushes the blade of the knife to my side. When my eyes meet his, memories of the night come crashing back to me.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I whisper, but I get no response.

      He pushes the hair back away from my face with a gloved hand. He was going to kill me and leave me here to rot in the woods. How could I have not seen that this man was a monster? The regrets start to fill me as I think about everything I still want to do in my life.

      He slams the knife into my side as he holds his hand tightly over my mouth to muffle my screams.

      Kicking and bucking against him, I fight with all I have. I reach up to try to claw at his neck, but I’m already losing a lot of blood. Thoughts of those I love, and the one I would soon be reunited with, flood my mind.

      Warm tears flow down my cheeks as I think about the girls. Friendship that started in childhood and remained strong to this day. The three of us had just celebrated our thirtieth birthdays. I mourn for everything that I was going to miss in their lives. I suck in another breath, now struggling for air.

      This was never the way I’d planned on leaving this earth. Sometimes life truly isn’t fair. Maybe he was one secret I shouldn’t have kept.

      He leans down to my ear. “I’m going to end this.”

      I close my eyes and only hope that he will be quick. That this man will ultimately pay for his crimes. That someone will be able to see what I couldn’t before he hurts anyone else.

      As the blade tears across my neck, pain grips my entire body, but it only lasts for a fleeting moment. Then there is nothing.
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        Sahar

      

      

      Sahar Watson looked into her best friends’ eyes as she blew out the candles on her elaborate pink cake. Riley Cook and Jenna O’Malley smiled warmly back at her.

      “Thank you both so much. It’s been a great thirtieth birthday.” They were gathered around her square kitchen table decorated with vibrant summer flowers in a large sparkly vase. Sahar had told her friends she didn’t want anything too fussy. Having the two of them over for dinner was the perfect way to celebrate.

      Riley stood to cut the cake. She wore a light blue and white color-blocked sheath dress that fit her slim frame. “I wanted you to have a special day especially after David turned out to be a complete jerk.”

      “He wasn’t worth it,” Jenna added.

      “I don’t need reminding.” Her cheating ex-boyfriend had done a special number on her heart, but he was finally out of the picture for good.

      Riley took a sip of Chardonnay and tucked her light blond hair with fresh summer highlights behind her ear. “Remember back in college, we had it all planned out. Our careers, our relationships, our futures.”

      Sahar laughed. “Yeah, and not everything has gone as planned.” Her dream to become a lawyer had materialized but only because of tireless hard work and dedication. The rest of her plans, not so much.

      Jenna’s green eyes sparkled. “Since I opened my psychiatry practice, I haven’t even had time for casual hookups, much less a relationship. It’s been six months since I’ve seen anyone.”

      “And that’s completely by choice,” Sahar said.

      Jenna’s big smile matched her larger-than-life personality. “We’ve all prioritized our careers, and there’s nothing wrong with that. The relationship stuff will come when the time is right. And besides, marriage isn’t the ultimate goal anymore. At least not for me.”

      Riley placed a big piece of the cake on a plate. “Sahar, we’re so proud of all you’ve accomplished. No one can take that away from you. Especially not a worthless jerk like David.”

      “Don’t even say his name,” Jenna shot back.

      Sahar’s road had been rough and winding, but she’d worked hard and graduated at the top of her class from the University of Michigan Law School. She’d been recruited by the CIA and other government agencies given her background and ability to speak fluent Arabic but had decided the private sector was the best fit.

      “Maybe you should find someone to take your mind off the cheater,” Jenna said. “Something light and easy.”

      Riley laughed loudly. “Since when does Sahar ever do light and easy when it comes to guys?”

      Her friend was right. “Yeah, I don’t think I’m cut out for casual.”

      Riley leaned in. “I still think Gabe would be the perfect fit for you.”

      Gabe Russo had lived down the street from Riley growing up. Sahar had reconnected with him when they were summer associates at the firm. “Gabe is one of my best friends.”

      “But that’s why it makes sense.” Riley squeezed her hand. “Friends first gives you a solid foundation. You know you enjoy hanging out with him, and he’s hot. Why not give it a try?”

      “Do you have those types of feelings for him?” Jenna asked.

      She took a deep breath. “It doesn’t matter. Even if I did, there’s no way I’d date someone I work with. I’m not willing to risk that. I just need some time to be single and work on myself. My career takes priority especially during this critical phase. After busting it for five years at the firm, now is not the time to take my foot off the gas.” She didn’t want to monopolize the entire conversation. “Riley, how is gala planning going?”

      “Great.” Her blue eyes lit up. “We have enough pledges to fund the back-to-school program including backpacks and an after-school initiative. We’re hoping we bring in even more at the silent auction. You’re both still coming next week, right?”

      Sahar was so proud of all the good work that Riley was doing. “You know we wouldn’t miss it.”

      “I bought a new dress just for the occasion.” Jenna stood tall, embracing her five-foot-ten frame. “Emerald green, my signature color.” She picked up her glass and twirled around. Her long auburn hair flowed down her back.

      “Thank you both for always supporting me,” Riley said. “And speaking of support. My mother keeps harassing me about finding someone, and not just me, but both of you too.”

      Sahar groaned. “You know how your mother is.”

      Riley straightened her shoulders. “Penelope Livingston Cook might be my mother, and I love her, but she’s a royal pain. Nothing I’ve ever done has been good enough for that woman.”

      Riley often called her mother by her first name. It was something she’d started when she was a teenager as an act of defiance, and it stuck.

      “She thinks I’m spending too much time working and not enough time dedicated to quote, finding my perfect husband.”

      Jenna laughed. “As if such a man really exists.”

      “Your mom is the one who encouraged your decision to go into non-profit work in the first place,” Sahar pointed out.

      “Yeah, because she believes in doing good but only to the point at which her life isn’t inconvenienced by it, but enough about her. It’s a big birthday, so dig in. There’s actually something I want to talk to you two about.”

      The thick, creamy icing melted in her mouth. She wouldn’t count the calories tonight, but she often did. She had inherited the figure of Sitti—her Lebanese grandmother who had been four foot eight and curvy all around. At least she had managed to grow to a whopping five foot two.

      “What’s on your mind?” Jenna asked.

      Riley fiddled with her watch. “After I turned thirty last month, I was given access to my trust fund.”

      Riley’s affluence didn’t bother her. Unlike Penelope, Riley was firmly rooted in reality.

      “Yeah. You had been expecting that,” Jenna said.

      Riley nodded. “Right, but that’s not all. The lawyer who handled the trust fund also had a safe deposit box that I was instructed to get access to upon my thirtieth birthday.”

      That got Sahar’s attention. “Have you looked inside the box?”

      “Yeah. There was some paperwork related to my trust fund in there and other financial and real estate documents for some property that is part of the trust, but one other thing really caught my eye.” Riley grabbed a folder out of her bag and pulled a sheet of paper out of it. “Take a look at this.” She slid the paper across the table in front of Sahar and Jenna.

      Sahar took a moment to read it. “This is from a bank in the Cayman Islands setting up an offshore account.” She skimmed the document quickly. “Dated January 2013.” Sahar sucked in a breath as she realized the importance of the date.

      Riley pointed down to the paper. “The exact same year my dad died, he opened this offshore account.”

      Sahar thought for a minute. “Hmm. Well, since he was the senior vice president of a bank, maybe it was work for one of his big clients.”

      Riley took back the document. “If that were the case, why wouldn’t he have kept that in his work files at the bank instead of a safe deposit box? One my mother didn’t have access to.”

      There had to be a rational explanation for this. “He might have kept additional paperwork setting up the account or statements in his home office.”

      Jenna leaned in. “Maybe you can search through that stuff at your mom’s house to see if you can find more information about this account.”

      “My mother kept all his things in the attic.” Riley took in a deep breath. “Do you think I should be worried?”

      Sahar shifted in her seat. “Don’t assume the worst yet.” Admittedly, it sounded a bit strange, but she wanted to get all the facts before jumping to conclusions.

      “That brings me to my next point, though.” Riley straightened up. “The even bigger one.”

      Uh oh. Some of Riley’s big ideas had been busts in the past, but Sahar held her tongue. Riley had always been good to her, and she would give her friend the benefit of the doubt. “What is it?”

      Riley leaned forward. “I want to investigate my father’s death.”

      “What do you mean?” Jenna’s eyes widened.

      Okay, she hadn’t seen that one coming. “Seriously? What’s there to investigate?”

      Riley pulled more folders out of her bag and placed them on the table. “I haven’t told either of you about this yet because I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but after I found this information about the offshore account, I contacted the police and requested access to my dad’s files. I reviewed all the police reports and documents on his case.”

      Sahar frowned. “Riley, wasn’t it pretty clear that your dad was killed in the fire at the lake house?” She feared her friend’s overactive imagination had kicked in and she was grasping at straws.

      Riley moved in closer. “Yes, but what if it wasn’t an accident?”

      Sahar was really starting to get worried. Had Riley been reading too many thrillers this summer?  “The police ruled it an accidental fire. They said your dad had too much to drink, fell asleep, and dropped his cigar.” Sahar remembered those days in vivid colors. Those months were the worst of her life because of what had happened to her mother before that.

      Riley lifted the folder. “The story never seemed right to me. I think there could be something more sinister here, and that’s only fueled by what I found in that safe deposit box. My dad sets up this offshore bank account only months before his untimely death.”

      Jenna grabbed onto Riley’s hand. “Riley, even if you are right, nothing is going to bring your dad back, and what would your mother think of you dredging up the past all these years later?”

      Riley recoiled back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Penelope doesn’t need to find out. I’m going to be discreet, but I could really use help from you two.”

      Sahar couldn’t resist her friend’s plea. They’d only grown closer since each of them lost a parent in tragically senseless ways and only within a few months of the other. If Riley asked for anything, she’d always be there for her. “Okay. I’ll help you, but on one condition.”

      “Name it,” Riley said quickly.

      She needed to set some clear terms. “That after we look into this, you will let it go if the police’s version of events holds true.”

      Riley placed her hand on her heart. “I promise.”

      Jenna took Riley’s hand again. “I don’t know about this. Sometimes it’s better to leave the past in the past.”

      Riley raised an eyebrow. “And sometimes you have to reach into the past to find the truth.”

      “Even if the truth is ugly?” Jenna asked.

      Riley didn’t back down. “Yes. I’m prepared for whatever we find.”

      Sahar wasn’t so sure. If Riley was right, they were about to dig up buried secrets from the grave.
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        Zara 2010

      

      

      Zara Watson tugged at her bright floral swim cover-up as she lay beside her best friend Penelope on the shore at the lake house in Northern Michigan. The gray shingle-style home on the coast was one of Penelope’s most prized possessions. Perched along prime real estate on the shoreline, it was also a favorite of Zara’s. Views from the two-story house were spectacular but being outside on the beach was even more amazing.

      In typical form, Penelope was oblivious to the bruising on Zara’s body. She loved her best friend, but Penelope was all about Penelope. Yes, she was generous beyond belief with her money, but emotionally not so much. It had always been an unlikely friendship. One really forced upon them by circumstances as opposed to choice because Zara’s mother had worked as a maid for Penelope’s family. Zara’s mother would bring her to work every day, and she would play with Penelope since they were the same age. Their friendship grew from there. Penelope, the woman with everything, and Zara, the daughter of Lebanese immigrants, who was just doing her best to get by and live the American dream.

      Penelope stretched out her long, toned legs thanks to great genes, and her obsession with Pilates. “I want to go out on the boat later.”

      Zara loved the boat. Even though she never got in the water because she couldn’t swim, it was one of the places she felt she could escape to clear her head. Especially if it meant getting away from Nick. Her husband put on a good front for everyone else, but underneath it all, Nick was a violent alcoholic. Her main goal in life up to this point had been protecting their daughter, Sahar, from him. She had never seen him raise his hand to her. He had a soft spot for Sahar, but not for his own wife. There was always a fear that one day he might snap and change his mind.

      Yes, she understood she should probably leave, but that was easier said than done. He threatened both their lives if she tried to walk out on him. And more than anything, she would die to protect Sahar. Thankfully, Nick had been called away on business this weekend. He was in sales and traveled all the time, so that meant she could rest a little bit easier. His schedule was one of few blessings because his travel meant he wouldn’t be at home with her, and she could be at Penelope’s lake house. Her own little sanctuary. She’d been coming up to the lake for so many years with Penelope that she had her own room. She didn’t feel strange about it. The place had six bedrooms. It felt like a second home to her. The second-floor corner guest room had some of the most picturesque views of the house. She’d often sit up there and stare out the large windows to watch the sunset.

      Nick had thrown a drunken tantrum before he left, and that’s why she was self-conscious about the bruising on her stomach although the swimsuit cover-up did its job.

      Penelope took off her straw hat. “Zara, will you help me with some sunscreen? You know how pasty I am. Not everyone has your glorious olive skin.”

      “Sure.” Zara dutifully grabbed the big bottle of sunscreen and started to apply it to her friend’s back and arms. “Have you heard from the girls?”

      “Yeah. They’re enjoying their summer before college starts. I still think they’re coming to grips with the fact that Jenna won’t be joining them at Michigan. I understand that Liam went to Harvard, and he wants his daughter to go there, but the three of them have been inseparable since middle school.”

      Harvard was too good to pass up. Zara had never had those types of opportunities. “I’m glad that Jenna isn’t being held back because of our girls.”

      Penelope flipped her long, blond hair. “Our girls are going to one of the top universities in the world, so I’m not worried about it.”

      “Are they still talking about rooming together at school?” Zara really hoped so. She knew that Penelope would make sure that Riley had everything she needed which meant Sahar would too.

      Penelope turned and smiled broadly. “You know I wouldn’t have it any other way. We will start looking at suitable apartments for them soon to make sure we get the best.”

      Zara felt her face fall a bit, but Penelope grabbed onto her hand. “Obviously we’ll cover whatever we need to make it happen. I know things have been tight with you and Nick lately.”

      Nick had a good job, if only he didn’t spend all his money on booze and gambling, but she kept that fact to herself. She was too ashamed to admit it. Just one of her many badges of shame. A burden that she alone would bear.

      Penelope’s eyes lit up. “Oh look, it’s Wyatt and Liam. Aren’t they so sweet bringing us out the cooler?”

      And sweet they were. Unlike her own husband. Wyatt and Liam walked toward them. Penelope’s husband had short, dark hair and big brown eyes that almost matched the size of his big heart. Liam had strawberry blond hair and blue eyes with a sparkling smile.

      Liam lifted the cooler. “Good afternoon, ladies. We thought you would want some drinks and snacks.”

      “Thank you,” Zara said.

      Wyatt smiled. “We’re about to head out on the boat with some of the guys from the country club. Then maybe when we get back, we’ll take you ladies out if you want. How does that sound?”

      Penelope reached up and kissed Wyatt. “That would be wonderful, honey.”

      It looked like true love between them, but Zara had learned a long time ago that not everything was the way it appeared on the surface, especially where Penelope was concerned. But who was she to judge anyone else’s marriage? By all accounts Penelope and Wyatt were rock solid. Every marriage had its ups and downs. Unfortunately, hers was in a constant down state.

      Wyatt and Liam waved goodbye and left.

      Her mind shifted back to their kids. “Are you sure you feel comfortable leaving the girls alone while we’re up here?”

      “Of course, silly. They’re going to do what they want regardless of where we are. I like giving them a little freedom, and it allows us some much needed time to ourselves. I have a very strong relationship with Riley. If something happens or she needs me, she will call. I know you feel the same way about Sahar. And while Jenna may be a bit wild, she has a good head on her shoulders. They’re going to have fun, but I’m confident they won’t do anything stupid.”

      Sahar was the only true and good thing in her life. Yes, she loved Penelope, but their friendship was always a bit one-sided. She loved her nonetheless, but it was nothing compared to the way she felt about her own daughter. She thought Penelope was a bit under protective, but deep down in her gut she knew that she was overprotective because of the situation with her husband. She just wanted the best for Sahar. A life that she could never have for herself.

      Sahar was a top student. Acing all her tests mostly due to her grit and hard work ethic. She was worried that it would bother Penelope a little bit, but it had not. Penelope was much more focused on social standing than GPA. She had big plans for her daughter, hopefully marrying someone with even more money than they had, and that was going to be no small feat. Zara’s wish for Sahar was for her to be strong and independent. Getting an education to be able to build a great career and then make decisions on her own terms—not dependent upon any man. Never forced to stay in a marriage.

      Unfortunately, she was completely dependent. Her mother would’ve preferred her to marry a Lebanese man, and had encouraged her to date some family friends, but she had fallen hard for Nick. Yes, on the outside, Nick was incredibly handsome, smart, and funny. He stood well over six feet tall with thick brown hair and eyes almost as dark as hers. While they had dated, he had been a different man. A man who hadn’t yet developed into an alcoholic. If only she could go back in time to the man she fell in love with.

      After they married it changed very slowly. Nick’s social drinking turned into a full-blown violent addiction. Over the more recent years things had gotten worse, and now she felt like she was in a prison of her own making. Her mother had passed away two years ago, and her father had returned to Lebanon to start a new business there. Penelope was the closest thing she had to a family outside of Sahar.

      “Z, why are you sitting there stewing over the girls? You worry too much. It’s a beautiful summer day in Michigan, let’s enjoy it. Do you want a glass of Rosé?”

      “Sure.” Maybe it would help loosen her up a bit because she couldn’t help but feel on edge. At least Sahar would be out of the house soon, and that would lift one burden from her shoulders. But she had so many others.
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        Riley

      

      

      Riley’s first stop in her investigative quest was her mother’s attic. She knew that Penelope kept her father’s things stored up there. It was called an attic, but it was large enough to be most people’s entire house.

      Her mother had never even gone through her dad’s stuff, but that might end up working to her advantage. It was a long shot, but she hoped she could find something to help answer her questions.

      Starting with the first box, she opened it, and sorted the contents on the floor in front of her. She’d come prepared to work, wearing a tank top and yoga pants. Her long hair was tied up in a ponytail. The AC in the house was blasting, but the attic temperature was toasty from the summer sun.

      She couldn’t shake the belief that there was more to the fire at the lake house that killed her father. The same lake house where only months earlier Sahar’s mother had died in a tragic boating accident. That place was freaking cursed. Her mother hadn’t been able to part with the land, but she refused to rebuild the house.

      For years she lived in denial because facing the possibility of the truth was just too painful, but part of growing up was making the tough calls, and this was one of them. Jenna’s warning rang through her head, about uncovering secrets of the past, but didn’t the truth matter the most?

      She stared at photos of the lake house that had burnt to the ground with her father in it. She’d spent so many summers there growing up. The nagging thing that still bothered her to this day was why had her father been up there by himself? She couldn’t remember a time when he’d gone up there solo. Usually he went with her mom, or with his guy friends. But this time, there was a fire, and he had been trapped in the house. And now this mysterious account. Could there be a connection or was she stretching the facts to find a link that simply wasn’t there?

      Thinking back, she’d just been helping Sahar get through the death of her mother when she had to face the darkness of loss too—and far too soon. It had undoubtedly sealed her bond with Sahar even more. Sahar’s family immigrated from Lebanon and had to fight to get everything they had.

      Penelope had more in common with Jenna’s father Liam, a doctor, who also came from big money. But even though they came from different worlds, Riley had no doubt that her mother loved Zara. And she was certain that her mother had not had a friend like Zara since.

      Growing up, Sahar got bullied at school after 9/11. Riley tried to stand up for her the best way she knew how. She had been just a kid too, but she had known what was happening was wrong.

      Riley had grown up with a large staff of people working in the family mansion in the highly affluent Detroit suburb. From the outside, everyone thought Riley had an idyllic life. And yeah, she had all the material things, but she’d learned that wasn’t enough.

      One thing her mother had instilled in her from a very young age was the importance of giving back. Her mother did it because it was the thing that someone in her position with her wealth and family name was supposed to do, but for Riley it felt much more like a calling. Helping people really fulfilled her in ways nothing else ever had. She had no problem using her family’s clout and connections to fundraise, and she was good at it. Currently, sitting on the board of two foundations, she had dreams of starting her own non-profit one day.

      Even as her charity work continued to flourish, she couldn’t help but still feel a sense of emptiness in her life, and it was driving her to search for these answers and do it now. She wanted a family of her own. Being a mother was something that meant everything to her, so much so that she had frozen her eggs. She felt that dealing with her past was important. With this new information, even though it was a painful part of her past, she knew she had to confirm the truth about the accident to fully come to grips with it.

      Her father had lots of papers in this first box. He’d had a large home office, and Penelope had ordered everything from his office boxed up and put in the attic. It was going to take a while to read through everything, but the beauty of her career was the flexibility. She’d just wrapped up a major fundraising campaign, and the gala was organized and ready to go minus a few last-minute items on the day of. She had a couple weeks before she started the next big project.

      The first set of papers was financial notes. Lots of handwritten scribbles. Her dad had worked at a bank and loved numbers, so this was no surprise to her. Unfortunately for her, she hadn’t inherited his mathematical mind. Words were much more her thing. She stacked up the first set of papers and set them to the side.

      After a few hours, she’d only made it through two large boxes, but the whole point of the exercise was to be thorough, not fast. She couldn’t afford to miss something, not when her entire endeavor was based on getting to the truth. She’d take the time necessary to find it.

      Deep down she knew that there was a very real possibility that her father was killed in an accidental fire at the lake house, and she was searching for something that simply wasn’t there. But even if there was a small, one percent chance of foul play at work, she needed to know it.

      She readjusted her ponytail and took a sip from her water bottle. She was knee deep in box number three, when something caught her eye. Most of her father’s notes were chicken scratch, but the words got her attention. Need special offshore account. Must be untraceable.

      This was it! A chill went down her spine as her imagination kicked into overdrive thinking of all the nefarious scenarios that could be at play. But then she remembered her dad. He was the kindest man. How he ever dealt with her mother with such love and patience, she would never know, but if he thought he needed this special account, there had to be a rational explanation, right? And it probably wasn’t something illegal because her dad was about as straitlaced as they came, but what if he had good reasons?

      She sighed, and Sahar’s words came back like a haunting whisper. Did she really want the answers?

      Could her father have been mixed up in something and gotten in over his head? Maybe his good intentions and desire to help landed him in a bad position. This might be hard, but she refused to stop. She would get answers even if the truth was ugly. Because it often was.

      Her stomach started to grumble, and she wanted a snack, so she headed down to the kitchen. She was rummaging through the refrigerator when she heard the sound of heels on the floor and knew she had been busted.

      “Riley, what’re you doing here?” Penelope looked at her as she walked into the kitchen.

      “Was just trying to find some of my old clothes in the attic.” She didn’t enjoy lying but there was no way she was going to tell her mom what was up.

      Her mother used to wear her blond hair long but a couple of years ago she decided to cut it in a sleek bob that went well with her slim and delicate facial structure. She often wondered if she was looking at her future self, given the strong resemblance between them.

      Her mother frowned. “Dear, I hope you aren’t planning on going out looking like that.”

      Her mother didn’t approve of her casual attire. “Don’t worry, Mother. I’m not planning on being seen in public in these clothes.”

      Penelope smiled warmly in relief. “Come sit with me and have some tea.”

      As much as she complained about her mother, she still loved her, and she knew her mother got lonely.

      “Dear, you don’t have to go up there in that grimy attic. We can have one of the staff look for whatever you need.”

      “Mother, I’ve told you a million times. I don’t need anyone to help me do things. I can take care of myself, okay?” The words came out harsher than she intended.

      Her mother frowned. “We’ve cut way back on staff, Riley, but you see how large this estate is. I simply can’t handle it alone, especially as I’m getting older.”

      A wave of guilt flooded through her. “You’re not alone.”

      Penelope lifted her chin. “Of course, I am. You’re off living your own life, and that’s what I want you to do. Speaking of getting older, look at you. You’re thirty.”

      Here it comes. “Don’t even start.”

      Her mother raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “What? I didn’t say anything that wasn’t true.”

      “You’re going to hassle me about marriage again.” Her mother’s favorite topic. The funny thing was, Riley wanted marriage and a family too.

      “I’d like to have a grandchild before I die. Is that too much to ask? You’re my only child and of course your father’s gone.” Her mother’s blue-gray eyes softened.

      She didn’t want her mom to be sad. “You know we’ve had this conversation many times. My eggs have been frozen, so hopefully that will give me more options when the time is right.” She wanted children badly and wasn’t sure she was ever going to find the right guy which is why she had frozen her eggs when she turned twenty-nine.

      “I’d prefer you to take the traditional route, but I’m fully supportive of what you’ve done. I can’t wait for grandchildren. I’ll take them whatever way they come.”

      She actually wanted the same thing her mother wanted in this instance, but her fairy tale love story had not come true. “I’ll make that tea, and we can have it in the sitting room. Go ahead, Mother, and I’ll bring it in.”

      The expansive estate had been in Penelope’s family for years. In an exclusive suburb of Detroit, it felt a million miles away from the city even though it was only half an hour. When she was young, the big house was fun. She smiled thinking about how she and Sahar would play hide and seek for hours. As an adult, the more than ten thousand square feet seemed excessive. Especially since only her mother and a number of staff lived there.

      Riley had a two-bedroom condo that was perfectly suitable for her. Given her financial situation, she refused to take a salary from any of the charitable organizations she worked for, opting to donate that money back into the organization. She used her family money to support herself, but she didn’t live an extravagant lifestyle.

      While she waited on the tea she nibbled on some fruit and crackers which eased her rumbling stomach. Then she steadied herself for an afternoon chat with her mother. She walked into the sitting room, and her mother was standing at the window. Penelope ensured the home was immaculately decorated. A large chandelier hung from the ceiling. The ornate fireplace was the centerpiece of the room. Riley preferred a much more modern and simpler décor for herself.

      Penelope turned away from the window. “I’m not ready for winter.”

      She sighed. “Mother, it’s just now summer.”

      “I know, but it’s Michigan and winter will come quickly.”

      “Sit.” They sat down on the ivory couch that Riley had never thought was very comfortable. “Here’s your tea.” She poured the tea into her mother’s favorite floral cup. “And don’t worry about the weather.”

      “It’s harder as I get older to deal with the cold.”

      She wasn’t sure what her mother was up to talking about her aging so prominently. It was out of character. “Are you considering moving?”

      Penelope placed her hand on her chest. “Heavens, no, I’m not that old yet. Although I may visit some friends in Florida for a few weeks this winter. Help to break up the monotony.”

      “That might not be a bad idea.”

      Her eyes lit up. “You could come too.”

      Now that was a downright awful idea. “Mother, you know I have my work here.”

      Penelope swatted her hand. “You can fundraise from anywhere, and you could always fly back for big events. I know you’re dedicated to your work, but you need to live your life as well.”

      “I am living my life. I’m good at what I do, and I’ve been able to bring about real change. We raised over two million for the food pantry project. That is having a real impact on people’s lives. And you’re coming to the back-to-school gala, right?”

      Penelope straightened her shoulders. “Of course, I am. I haven’t missed that event in fifteen years.” She paused. “I hope you bought a new dress this time, dear. There will be a lot of press there, and I’d hate to see a repeat look.”

      “It’s not about what I wear. It’s about raising money for a good cause.”

      Penelope’s shoulders dropped. “You make me sound as if I’m from another planet.”

      “Not another planet, but I do feel like you’re stuck in the past. Look around, Mother. Things are changing in this world.”

      Penelope frowned. “And I’m not sure I like change.”

      Well, at least her mother was being honest. “It’s happening whether you want it to or not.”

      “Still. Please wear something new and glamorous. You’ve worked hard and deserve the positive PR. Make sure it’s one of your good colors. And definitely not yellow or orange.”

      Her mother knew how to push her buttons. “When was the last time you saw me in those colors?”

      “Just looking out for you, dear.” Penelope smiled. “How’re the girls doing?”

      “Working hard.”

      Her mother smiled. “I’m glad they’re thriving in their careers, but they shouldn’t be alone either.”

      “Mother, they don’t need to have a man in their lives to be happy.”

      “I know that, but there’s no reason you all should be single. I get having high standards, but you girls are so closed-minded.”

      That was partially true, but mainly because she hadn’t found anyone that really made her heart sing—and that’s what she wanted. She refused to settle as she had learned a lot from her past mistakes. “Can we talk about anything else?”

      Her mother stood. “Why don’t we put dinner on the calendar? You can bring the girls. It will be nice.”

      “All right.” She hated to subject them to Penelope, but in a way, her mother had a soft spot for them that was unlike their own relationship. While she could say a lot of negative things about her mother, Penelope was very generous when it came to her friends. It was one of her redeeming qualities.

      “Then it’s settled.” Her mother gave her a gentle hug and kiss on the cheek goodbye.

      Now she had to go back to the attic and get to work without her mother noticing she was still there. There had to be answers in that attic, and she planned to follow the road wherever it took her.
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      “I don’t understand.” Sahar wiped the tears away that fell down her cheeks. Riley hugged her tightly as they got out of the car.

      “Don’t listen to those idiots.” Riley’s face was red. “Call if you need me, okay?”

      Riley gave her another hug and jumped back into her mother’s car.

      Kids at school had called her awful names today. All over the news, she saw scary things happening in New York and DC, and the kids were acting like she had something to do with it. She didn’t understand why. She’d always known she was a little different—her name, her darker skin. But not until now did she feel completely rejected at school. Riley was the only person to stand up for her.

      When she walked into her house, Sahar heard her mom and dad arguing. It seemed like they were doing that more lately, and she wasn’t sure why, but she hated it.

      “We have to keep her home,” her mother said. “She’s only nine years old.”

      “She’s an American just as much as anyone at that school,” her father yelled.

      Sahar rushed into the living room. “Mom, Daddy, what’s going on?”

      “Honey, come sit down.” Her mother took a seat and patted the sofa beside her. “We need to talk.”

      Sahar sat and looked at her mom and then dad. “What’s going on? Everyone at school is mean to me now. They call me names and tell me to go back to where I came from.” She felt tears well up in her eyes again. “But I tell them I was born here and grew up here in Michigan. I don’t have anywhere to go back to.”

      Her father sat down beside her. “Sahar, those kids are wrong. Bad men did some very bad things, and some people want to blame people like you and your mother.”

      “But what about you, Daddy?”

      Her father eyed her mother.

      Her mom took her hand. “Dear, you know how we’ve talked about my family being from Lebanon?”

      “Yes. It’s far away from here in the Middle East. Sitti came over here as a child for a better life in America.” She’d heard her grandmother tell the story many times. “Sitti cleaned Riley’s grandmother’s house. That’s how you and Riley’s mom became friends.”

      “Exactly,” her mother nodded. “I’m Lebanese, but your father isn’t Lebanese. Do you understand that?”

      “But I’m Lebanese because of you and Sitti, right?”

      “Yes. You’re half Lebanese. Your grandparents were both born in Lebanon, but they came over to America at a young age with their parents in hopes of having a better life and more opportunity for their family.”

      “Since I’m half Lebanese, the other half of me is from Daddy.”

      Her mother nodded. “Yes, and we’ve watched the bad things on the news together, right?”

      “I don’t like watching it anymore.” She’d seen it too much the past few days. It was like a nightmare.

      Her mother turned toward her. “You don’t have to watch it anymore, but the men who did the bad things are all from places in the Middle East.”

      She struggled to understand. “But I didn’t do anything bad, did I?”

      Her mother frowned. “Of course not, sweetie, but sometimes people do things because they are afraid. And right now, Americans are afraid. Those kids at school are acting out probably based on what they’re hearing in their own houses.”

      “But aren’t I an American?” Her voice broke. “I was born in Michigan. This is my home, isn’t it? You’ve only taken me to Lebanon twice to visit our cousins. I don’t live there.”

      Her father stood. “Damn right you’re an American. You have nothing to be ashamed of, Sahar, and if the kids keep picking on you, we’re going to go to their parents.”

      Her mom patted her knee. “Would you like to stay home from school for a few days?”

      Sahar thought about it. That’s what her parents were arguing about. She liked school, and she hated to be away from Riley. “No. I love school, and Riley has been helping me a lot and sticking up for me when the kids call me names.”

      “You can stand up for yourself too, Sahar.” Her father grabbed her other hand. “You’re stronger than you think.”

      She wasn’t so sure about that. Riley was much stronger than her, but she didn’t want to say anything to upset her father. “I’d like to go back to school.”

      “That’s my girl.” He patted her on the shoulder and left to go to his office.

      She turned back to her mom.

      “Sahar, I’m so sorry you’re going through this.”

      “Mom, are you going through it too? You’re more Lebanese than me. Are people at work mean to you?”

      Her mother sighed. “I’m a lot older than you, so it’s easier for me to handle, and believe it or not, this isn’t the first time that people like us have experienced stuff like this.”

      “Really? People are mean to us just because we’re Lebanese?”

      “It’s complicated, but once you’re a little older, I think it will be easier for you to understand.”

      She hated being this confused. “I wish I understood now.”

      “It’s tough, but you need to know that you did absolutely nothing wrong. You’re a good person, a wonderful daughter, and you’re nothing like those evil men. Those were bad men. Terrorists who wanted to hurt innocent people.”

      “But our family doesn’t want to hurt people and you said we’re from the same place the bad men are from. That they’re from the Middle East just like us.”

      “Sahar, just because you were born somewhere, or because you have a certain skin tone, or you worship in a certain way doesn’t make you bad. These men were bad men. Period. It doesn’t make all people from the Middle East bad. That’s very important for you to understand. I don’t care what those kids at school say. You have to believe me because I wouldn’t lie to you. Do you understand me?”

      She was still confused, but she nodded. “Will you be okay, Mom?”

      Her mother’s dark eyes filled with tears. “Of course, and you will be too. We’ll get through this, but you need to feel safe coming to me. Will you promise me that?”

      “Yes, Mom.” She couldn’t help but feel like her life would never be the same again.
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