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Author’s Note

 

Hi.

I’m going to keep this intro short and sweet: this book is weird.

I know it. And that’s what I love most about it. I also know the weirdness won’t sit right with everyone, and I am perfectly fine with that. This is the first book I felt compelled to write in a long time. I got an idea and couldn’t stop thinking about it. Inspiration like that has been hard to come by the last few years, so I’m prepared to embrace the good, the bad, and the ugly.

This is a different kind of novel than I usually write, but I think if you’re a long-time reader, you will find many of my favorite, familiar bits and pieces scattered throughout. And if you are a new or newish reader, I promise you cannot base my work on this single title. This book is a beast that stands on its own.

With all of that out of the way, all I can say is hold on for the ride. Nothing is as it seems. You can’t trust anyone on these pages. Everyone is unreliable… including me. And if you think you read something as one way in one chapter, and it’s suddenly different in another chapter, that is intentional. Lol… I admit that my memory has gotten worse post turning forty, but it’s not that bad.

As always, for those who are willing to read whatever I decide to write, I appreciate your bravery and adore your willingness to dip your toes into the strange and unusual.

 

Love & Ink,

Jay
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The World as I Know It

 

It was unfortunate when bad things happened to good people, but I’d learned the hard way that they inevitably would. Naïve people were bound to stumble into bad things and bad situations. The same was true for innocent, trusting people.

However, my biggest takeaway was that bad things were going to happen to stupid people, no matter what. They should’ve seen those bad things coming right at them, but they ignored all the warning signs.

I had fallen into all those categories at one point or another.

I was innocent and trusting right up until I was arrested under the suspicion of murdering my father. I was naïve to an embarrassing extreme when I was a teenager. I didn’t believe my best friend and the boy I was obsessed with would ever turn their backs on me. But they did. Their words and accusations against me almost sealed my fate with a jury that was already eager to put me behind bars.

And I was stupid. So goddamn dumb. Every bad thing I’d been through the last few years was as clear as day in front of me, but I had walked into disaster anyway. When everything started to go so wrong, I had no idea how to navigate the bad things. I tried my best to be the perfect young adult so I’d be rewarded with a bright, exciting future. I foolishly thought that since I’d done everything right, goodness and truth would eventually win. They didn’t. Goodness wasn’t worth a damn.

Bad luck. Bad timing. Bad friends. Bad choices. Bad intentions. I couldn’t escape the bad things once they got their claws into me. My misfortune seemed endless and unrelenting.

The day all my bad luck really caught up with me was my birthday. I had just turned twenty-five. But I felt one hundred. I was world-weary and disenchanted. I’d grown numb to tragedy and despair. Disappointment and discontent were so much a part of me that I’d long forgotten how to feel any other type of way. Long gone was the clueless, carefree teenager I’d once been.

I wanted to believe that the constant struggle over the years had made me smarter. That I’d grown a little bit harder, and I’d shed the wide-eyed innocence that had landed me in such a sorry state in the first place. I no longer trusted anyone. Though, no matter how much I’d been forced to toughen up and endure, I couldn’t quite shake being an inherently good person.

That goody-two-shoes streak was annoying and dangerous considering the life I’d been forced into. I was surrounded by the kind of people who had no use for anything good in a place where bad things and bad people thrived. So, I kept my head down and my mouth shut at all times. It was best not to be noticed, because if I ran across the wrong person, they would take utter delight in burning that last bit of stubborn goodness out of me.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t always keep a lid on the bright spots that still dotted my darkened soul. Good intentions still managed to leak from my heart even though I’d done my very best to bleed them all out.

These days, I had an obvious weakness: I couldn’t help myself from worrying about the two young children who lived in the dilapidated room next to mine in the rundown motel I called home. In my memories, my concept of home was a large house with a sprawling lawn, filled with parties and people. The fridge was always full. The temperature inside was always just right. Everything was always clean without me having to lift a finger. My room was professionally decorated, and my clothes were designer. I went to a private school and had a future planned out that was as brilliant as my expensively straightened smile. It was an idyllic, privileged existence. It was too good to be true.

In my life now, my home was a place that rented rooms by the hour or the week. My younger self would’ve considered my humble accommodation a nightmare. Nowadays, I was often grateful to have the stained, often leaky roof over my head. But even if I had no choice but to settle for the less than stellar digs, I knew it was no place for the kids in the room next to me to grow up. The little boy and girl lived there before I moved in. I couldn’t help myself from befriending them, since their mother often left them unattended, and they regularly showed up at my door looking for everything from food to basic affection.

I wanted to protect them. The desire ran so deep, I knew it came from feeling like no one had been around to protect me when my life went to shit. I was projecting, but I couldn’t stop myself.

Their mom was a drunk. She often seemed to forget she even had kids. I did my best to check up on them at least once a day, even though I was barely scraping by. It was saying something that I was their best option for a caregiver, considering the disastrous state of my own life.

It was late that night. My birthday was almost over. Today passed like all my previous birthdays since my life turned upside down. There was little to celebrate aside from surviving another year in the wasteland of a city the locals just referred to as the Point.

I always came home from my shitty job, at an even shittier diner, well past the time it was safe for anyone to walk alone on the streets in this part of town. I’d had more than one terrifying run-in with the typical type of predator who used the shadows to lurk and hunt for prey. Luckily, I learned pretty quickly what it would take to survive in those circumstances and came away unscathed, mostly. Plus, it didn’t hurt that for as long as I’d lived at the motel, there was a guy who spent his nights working on an old, broken-down car in the parking lot from dusk till dawn. I had no clue what he did during daylight hours, but as soon as the sun went down, he was making a racket right outside my unit’s door as he banged around in the engine and tinkered with the car. He intervened more than once when I was harassed on my walk home. Almost as if he was watching to make sure I made it back safely every night. The guy looked to be around the same age as me, but he didn’t talk much and didn’t seem interested in striking up a conversation or friendship when I profusely thanked him for keeping the creeps off my back. Whenever I tried to offer a friendly greeting, he grunted in acknowledgment but never returned it.

He wasn’t friendly, and he looked scary, but he made sure I got home in one piece, so I tried not to judge him.

On that night, he was out front, head buried in the rusty compartment of the car like always. He was working by the faint light from the almost burned-out bulb that hung in front of the kids’ unit and a flickering flashlight. I didn’t bother to say anything as I walked past him, but my nose twitched as I caught the overwhelming scent of gasoline coming from the car. The guy often had a cigarette dangling from his mouth. If I was anywhere else, I might’ve warned him not to smoke around such a flammable chemical. However, I resolved to keep my good intentions in check, so I said nothing.

I rubbed the end of my nose as it burned from the fumes. I stopped in front of the room next to mine and lightly knocked on the door. It would be awful if the kids’ mom was still up and deep in the middle of a bender. She hated me looking out for her kids, often accusing me of trying to take her place in their lives. She was so unhappy. Even more so than me. I was uncomfortable around her for many reasons. I always reminded her I was the one who made sure the kids had something to eat most days. If I wasn’t worried child protective services would separate the brother and sister once they were in the system, I would’ve turned her in the first week I moved into the motel.

Fortunately, the little girl, Tobi, opened the door with a big smile. She took the takeout container in my hand and called over her shoulder to her little brother that it was time to eat. I didn’t know how old Tobi or the little boy, Jordan, were. They were both old enough to be in school, but I hadn’t seen either of them attend anything that remotely looked like an educational institution. They were happy, fun little kids. They deserved so much more than a life locked in this dismal situation.

I patted Tobi on the head and blinked fiercely as my eyes watered once the door was pushed fully open. The overwhelming scent of rotten eggs filled the inside of the tiny room. I grabbed Tobi by the shoulder and pulled her outside as I peered inside the darkened interior. The kitchenettes in each room had rusty old stoves and barely working radiators that ran on natural gas. It wouldn’t surprise me if one of the appliances was leaking, but it had to have been going on for a while for the smell to be so strong.

“How long has your room smelled bad?” I waved frantically at the little boy who was playing on the dirty carpet with a toy car and barked, “Jordan, come out here and stand with your sister.”

Tobi cocked her head to the side and considered my question as I pulled them away from the room that I was positive had a serious gas leak. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed their mother passed out on one of the two beds that took up most of the room.

“Vesper, it smells really bad. My head hurts, and so does my tummy. Jordan threw up earlier. Mommy said to ignore it.” She shook the to-go box at me and begged, “We’re hungry now. Can we go to your room and eat?”

I grabbed Jordan by the arm when he was close enough and tugged the kids into the parking lot, looking at the outside of the shabby, dilapidated motel with cautious eyes. If their room had a gas leak, and it was bad enough that the kids were experiencing physical symptoms, it was serious enough to filter into other rooms via the cheap, old air ducts. The entire building was like a ticking bomb waiting to go off. One stray spark was all it would take to blow us all off the face of the earth.

Trying not to panic, I gave Tobi and Jordan a little push toward the street. I frantically looked between the guy who was still buried in the engine of his car and the kids’ oblivious mother. I wondered how I was the only adult in this absolutely fucked-up scenario who realized something was very wrong. I wanted to yell at the smoker to be careful. I wanted to scream at the irresponsible mother who put her kids in a perilous situation with her carelessness. I didn’t want the kids to freak out or try to go back into their unit, so I bent down and looked directly into Tobi’s wide, startled eyes. She looked like she was about to cry.

“You need to take Jordan across the street.” I dug in my pocket for the handful of cash I made in tips during my shift and shoved it at the little girl. She didn’t take it fast enough, so I shoved it into one of her dirty pockets. “Go wait for me at the gas station on the corner. Get something to drink and buy some candy. You can have whatever you want, but don’t come back home until I come and get you. Do you understand?”

The little girl looked frightened, but she still reached out to grasp her brother’s hand.

“Candy is too expensive. Mommy says it rots our teeth, and we don’t have any money for a dentist.”

The young boy nodded in agreement but looked longingly at the gas station.

I nudged Tobi in the direction I wanted her to go while muttering, “I’ll take you to the dentist. I promise. Now hurry up and go across the street. Remember to look both ways and stick together. Be good, okay?” I was practically pleading with the children at this point, but it worked.

Pouting slightly, Tobi finally dragged her brother across the parking lot. I waited until the kids were out of sight before taking a step toward their unconscious mother. I faltered, wondering if it was the right choice to save her instead of the guy who had protected me repeatedly, even though he gained nothing from it. I felt like he was the type of guy who did something good for someone else despite himself. Like he wanted to let me suffer, but he couldn’t help himself from intervening when bad things happened right in front of him. We had that in common. It would be a real shame if I let an almost good guy in this awful place get blown up without at least attempting to save him.

However, I also knew what it was like to lose a parent at a very young age. My mother disapeared when I was just a little older than Tobi. Losing her was the first bad thing I had to navigate, and the first time I realized it didn’t matter how good of a girl I was; things weren’t always going to be perfect. Life wasn’t fair, and it felt like fate really wanted to hammer that point home.

The kids might be better off without that woman, but I knew they wouldn’t see it that way. So, I had to do something to try and save their mom and my reluctant savior. That damn streak of wanting to do the right thing that still flowed within me made it so I couldn’t simply focus on saving myself after the kids were out of harm’s way. No good deed went unpunished.

“Hey, there’s a gas leak!” I shouted at the guy working on the car and moved a few steps toward the open unit where the kids’ mom was still unmoving on the bed. “Be careful.” I wish I knew his name so he would pay attention to me.

I wasn’t sure if he heard me, but my neighbor didn’t move a muscle. I tiptoed closer to the dangerous room and held my breath as the horrible stench of sulfur got stronger. I couldn’t imagine how the kids had endured it while it built to this level. It was unnerving that they were so accustomed to keeping their complaints to themselves that they suffered in silence.

I was almost at the door to my neighbor’s unit when I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye. The guy working on the car straightened, his silvery-lilac hair popping up as he looked over in my direction. His hair was purple at one point and faded to the pretty violet hue. He always had his hair dyed a bright color. He stood out like a peacock in a flock of pitch-black crows in this dreary city. The cigarette in his mouth dangled precariously between his lips. I gulped in a nervous panic, trying to shout a warning, but tripped over my words.

I was too late.

I wanted to save everyone. In the end, I couldn’t save anyone. I always knew there would be a big, bad thing I couldn’t escape. I knew that damn lingering goodness I couldn’t get rid of was going to be the end of me.

I was right.

The guy flicked his cigarette away, right toward the puddle of gasoline I’d passed earlier; my neighbor shifted listlessly on the bed and swore at her missing kids. I couldn’t yell a warning out fast enough to stop either of them. Right before the explosion blew me back and obliterated everything, my eyes met the startled gaze of the car guy. I could see that he belatedly realized something was wrong. He stumbled back a step and reached out a hand as if he wanted to pull me to safety. But we were both as good as gone. The cigarette hit the gasoline. I stood frozen and helpless in the middle of impending disaster. I wondered where exactly I’d gone wrong and pondered what heinous crimes I’d committed in the past to deserve such a sad and pathetic ending. On my birthday, for God’s sake.

If only I’d run to safety with the children. If only I had a better sense of self-preservation. If only I hadn’t been so fucking stupid to lose everything I had in the first place and end up in this tragically ridiculous situation. I had no clue why fate enjoyed playing games with me. I didn’t know where I’d gone so wrong that my destiny was doomed.

The night lit up with an explosion that rocked the entire block.

It took a lot to get the people of the Point to take notice. The fireball that shot into the sky when everything combusted was powerful enough not only to catch the attention of those living rough and rowdy in this part of the city, but also impactful enough to alarm the people living pretty up on the good side of town. They called the nice neighborhood in this city the Hill. That’s where I dreamed of growing up. I only had fuzzy memories left of opulence and wealth.

I doubted anyone there would remember me when I was gone. But I would never forget just how far and fast I’d fallen when someone I trusted and loved, someone who was almost a sister, decided she wanted my spot at the top of the hill. She couldn’t betray me fast enough, and I couldn’t have walked into her traps any quicker if I tried.

My last thought before fire and flame obliterated my entire being was…why me?

Hadn’t I suffered enough?

After everything I’d already been through, wasn’t this ending a bit underwhelming?

There was no revenge.

There was no absolution or awakening.

There was no remorse.

Trust me, there were plenty of days in my previous life that deserved recognition for being the worst day of my life. So now, the whole idea of dying by being accidentally blown to bits seem almost comical. If I could’ve laughed, I would’ve.

I wasn’t going out in a blaze of glory.

Nope. It was a blaze that could’ve been prevented had I been anywhere else and if I were someone else. If only I’d given in and become the kind of person who embraced the awful and leaned into the terrible when my life turned upside down.

The heat that engulfed me was overwhelming. And so were my regrets.

If only I could go back and do so many things over again. If I had another chance, a shot at making sure I never ended up standing in front of this dreadful motel in the first place. Maybe I could finally save myself. I could save everyone.

I had saved the kids, not only tonight, but every night since I moved in. That had to count for something, didn’t it? Karma needed to step up to the plate.

Asking for a redo didn’t seem like too much, considering just how thoroughly fate had fucked me over.

The powers that be owed me one.

That was my final thought before the world around me blurred into a fiery red haze that obliterated everything, even the unbelievable pain that wrapped around me and stole my last breath.

Weirdly, dying felt a lot like falling.

Only there was no place to land, and the sensation of flying with no way to catch myself, or brace for impact, was much scarier than knowing I was caught in the center of an inevitable explosion.
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Be Kind and Rewind

 

I rapidly blinked my eyes and lifted a hand to block out the glaring sunlight. My entire head felt like it was being squeezed in a vise, and all my muscles were shaking. I felt like throwing up, but a hand landed on my shoulder and squeezed. The grip held me upright, making it impossible for me to bend over and gag.

“Get it together, Vesper. I know you’re pissed my mom insisted on having the wedding the same day as your birthday, but you can share the spotlight for once in your life.” Long, fake nails dug into the bare skin of my shoulder to the point I wondered if I was going to bleed.

I blinked as the girl standing next to me came into focus and I felt my stomach drop. She was pretty—otherworldly pretty. I remembered thinking how opposite we were the first time we met when she transferred to my school at the beginning of sophomore year. Addison Martin had long, straight, golden blond hair, bright blue eyes, and cute little dimples that made her appear soft and delicate. In contrast, I kept my pitch-black hair cut in a sharp bob that sat at my chin, with heavy bangs that rested right above my eerily pale gray eyes. She looked like a Barbie. I looked like Wednesday Addams all grown up. We were about the same height, but I was on the lanky, almost too-skinny side. Addison was perfectly curvy and fit. We were the same age, shared all the similar advanced classes, and became fast friends. It wasn’t until our parents eventually got married that I realized things weren’t quite what they seemed with Addison and her mother. I was too slow on the uptake to see that every single move from the moment we met until the moment my life was ruined, had been meticulously plotted and planned by the two of them.

If what I was seeing was correct, today was my eighteenth birthday and the day of my father’s wedding. It was the day everything started to go wrong for me. I couldn’t believe I was back in this botanical garden, wearing the atrocious seafoam green dress Madison—yes, Addison’s mom made sure their names rhymed—forced me to wear. It was too short, too itchy, too frilly, and overall, too much. Sort of like insisting the wedding happen on my birthday.

I remembered today so clearly. For a minute, I thought I was dreaming. Or, more accurately, that I was caught in a nightmare. This was a bad day—the first of many to follow.

I had pouted the entire ceremony the first time around and got drunk on stolen rosé during the reception. I made a loud, obnoxious scene and cried until I threw up all over one of the exotic flower beds. Back then, I had no idea today would mark the start of my downfall, or that it would start the timer on the days I had left with my father in my life. The wedding was the beginning of the end for both of us.

I was mentally scrambling, trying to figure out how one second I’d been in the middle of an inferno that felt like the gates of hell had opened to standing in a posh garden in an ugly dress watching my father about to make the worst mistake of his life. For the second time. It made little sense. It couldn’t be real. Except those nails digging into my shoulder really hurt, and I could feel the curious looks from the wedding guests boring into me. It seemed like I could’ve skipped the public humiliation if I was dreaming or having a nightmare.

I shook free of the talons holding me in place and dropped the bright bouquet I was holding. I gave my head a hard shake and lifted my hands to slap my cheeks, trying to get my thoughts in order.

I was blown up. That happened. Didn’t it?

I clearly remembered the heat and flames. I could still smell the stink of gasoline and natural gas. My skin prickled uncomfortably, and my head continued to throb painfully. I saw Addison’s manicured hand moving toward me once again, so I wildly sidestepped out of her reach.

I had begged for a redo in those last moments before everything went dark and got too hot to handle, a chance to go back and fix everything that went wrong in my past. Was it possible someone or something larger than my simple life had heard me? Did I really earn some cosmic brownie points by making sure nothing happened to Tobi and Jordan before the motel was blown to hell?

Or maybe I was in an alternate reality.

None of it made any sense, but I wasn’t about to miss the opportunity to save my dad from the vile woman he was about to marry. I was going to stop the wedding this time, even if it was all only happening within my fractured mind.

I smacked Addison’s hand away and moved forward to give her a little shove. The rest of the bridesmaids gasped in shock, and I heard an uneasy rumble move through the gathered crowd.

“I object!” I spun around and frantically searched for my father. He was standing under an elegant arch waiting for Madison, who was standing at the end of the aisle. Addison reached for my arm, her flawless face frozen in a look of annoyance as she tried to pull me back in line with the other attendants.

“What in the hell are you doing? Are you fucking crazy? Vesper, pull yourself together right now!” My former best friend whisper-yelled the angry words while trying to keep a smile on her face.

I couldn’t believe my dad was alive and well. I wanted to run to him. I wanted to wrap my arms around him and hold on as tightly as I could. My reaction was visceral and raw. I almost fell to my knees, weak with relief at the sight of him. My heart felt like it was beating double-time, and my fingers were shaking uncontrollably. The void that was left inside of me after he died filled back up with a rush of too many tumultuous emotions to name. I wanted to scream for him at the top of my lungs, but the fact that I was standing in front of a crowd of well-dressed people jerked me back to reality.

I would have been mortified by causing such a scene like this at the original wedding. Even though I felt slighted, I would have been sick over ruining my father’s big day. I was spoiled rotten, but I always behaved almost too well, because my dad was all I had, and I never wanted to disappoint him.

I grabbed my aching temples and stumbled toward my father. I kicked off the stupid, nude high heels I was wearing, and once again yelled at the top of my lungs, “I object to this union! You can’t marry that woman!”

I didn’t know if objecting really worked, but it stopped plenty of weddings on TV shows and in the movies. It was all I could think of on such short notice and through the pain making my ears ring and my head throb.

The broke, pitiful twenty-five-year-old version of me would be aghast at the eighteen-year-old version kicking away shoes that cost enough to feed more than one person for well over a month. She would be appalled at the long nails and heavy makeup my teenage self was currently sporting. Once I ended up in the Point, I did everything in my power to blend in and go unnoticed. Attention was the last thing you wanted in a place where everyone was either predator or prey. Before today’s utterly bizarre reawakening, I couldn’t recall the last time I’d worn anything flashy or bright. I couldn’t remember a single moment when I tried to make myself look more attractive after ending up in the Point. I usually spent my time making sure I looked as unremarkable as possible. It was no easy feat considering my unusual eyes, pale skin, and dark hair, and long, lean build. I was the epitome of the goth dream girl without even trying, so I always attracted unwanted attention by merely existing.

My dad caught me just as I stumbled over the lacy fabric that made up the aisle when I started to run toward him. His hands were warm where they wrapped around my arms, and his eyes were full of concern as they moved over me from head to toe. Considering our relationship until this point, he was probably worried that I was reacting to the wedding upstaging my eighteenth birthday. Originally, I’d asked for a gigantic party with all my friends at an exotic location full of fun and sun. He would’ve given me anything I wanted, until Madison Martin, his new fiancée, insisted on having their nuptials on my birthday. She swore their venue at the botanical garden only had one opening this time of year. It was the same weekend I was planning on having my party. My dad was in a tough spot. He never wanted to disappoint me, but he also didn’t want to let down his bride-to-be. If I hadn’t relented and agreed to be in the wedding and have a massive graduation party instead, the poor man might’ve perished from a heart attack before Addison and her mother got the chance to go all black widow on him.

“Honey, what’s wrong with you? Are you sick?” My dad’s concern was palpable while the bride’s fury at having her ceremony interrupted pulsed with life.

I gasped and continued to clutch my head. The minister who was officiating the ceremony cleared his throat and tried to salvage the situation with a joke.

“Young lady, we are nowhere near that portion of the ceremony yet. You jumped the gun.”

Uneasy laughter drifted through the crowd. My dad asked someone to get a bottle of water as Madison started to make her way angrily down the aisle to see what the hold-up was.

Knowing I only had a few seconds, I grabbed the lapels of my father’s elegant white linen suit and warned him, “She’s going to kill you. She’s only marrying you for your money. It’s what they do. You’re not the first victim, Dad. Addison and her mom are terrible people.”

I knew I sounded crazy. Until this very moment, Addison and I were the very best of friends. We already acted like sisters, and from the outside, her mother had very much embraced me as her own. There were no signs of the evil that lurked within or hints of how ruthless mother and daughter could be.

“Did one of your friends put you up to this, Vesper? You never act out in such an unruly way. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but this isn’t funny or appropriate.” My dad pulled one of the curly black twists that was hanging near the side of my face. He gave me a gentle smile and tried to guide me toward one of the folding seats that currently filled the fragrant garden setting. “Have a seat, and we’ll talk later.”

I held onto him even tighter and tried to get my panic across through my eyes. “Dad, I can’t explain it, but if you marry this woman today, you’re going to die. And I’m going to get blamed for it.”

“Honey…” His voice trailed off as he looked at me helplessly. He looked confused as hell and very concerned about me. Before he got the chance to ask about his impending demise, familiar hands once again grabbed my shoulders, those sharp-ass nails digging into my skin. By now, Madison had made her way to us, and even through her ornate veil, her twisted, ugly expression was visible. It was the first time she let her mask slip while my father was still alive to witness it. Mother and daughter were both experts at putting up a front.

“You rotten brat. I can’t believe you’re ruining our special day. What is wrong with you?” The bride’s words were cutting and shaky with rage. I noticed my father finally stopped looking at me like I was out of my mind and looked at the woman he was about to marry with new clarity.

“Madison, clearly, something is wrong. I don’t think calling Vesper names is appropriate. Why don’t we all take a minute to collect ourselves and try this again when everyone calms down? It will be all right if we pause for a moment, right, Father Cohen?”

The minister nodded and smiled kindly. “Of course, Mr. Bell. Everyone gathered today is here to witness a joyous event. I’m sure they’ll be understanding.” He cleared his throat and lowered his voice slightly. “I suggest opening the bar up early and maybe having hors d’oeuvres passed around.”

My dad waved a hand and nodded his agreement. He tried to pull me away from the grip Addison had on my shoulder, but those claws of hers were not moving. My head was still a hazy mess, and my vision was still a bit wonky. But I would say what I had to say even if I passed out right at his feet.

“If you won’t stop the wedding, make her sign a prenup, Dad.” I was begging with everything I had in me. My pleas were filled with all the agony and despair that I’d lived with after he died, and I ended up at the lowest point imaginable.

“Prenups come before the wedding, you moron. What are you even talking about? Mom and Nelson have been together for over a year. If they felt a prenup was necessary, they would’ve already addressed it. You’re out of line right now, Vesper.” Addison barked the words and looked at me like she was ready to burn me alive.

I reached up and forcibly removed my former friend’s hold on me. Of course, my dad wasn’t the kind of guy who would ever consider a prenup because he believed in true love and the idea of happily ever after. My mom had been the love of his life, and it devastated him when she left us all alone. A lot of the money I grew up with came from her estate, but my dad was a very accomplished man in his own right. He was a very successful author—one who wrote tragic love stories set in small towns. If you asked him, they weren’t romance novels, they were love stories. However, the rest of the world knew he was writing romance. I’d honestly lost count of how many of his novels had been adapted into film and television shows. My mother’s wealth was a bonus, but it wasn’t needed to maintain our lifestyle.

I was a moron, because I told Addison all about how loyal and romantic my dad was as we became friends. I loved the idea when she suggested setting him and her mom up on a blind date. I wanted him to have someone in his life since it was always just me and him against the world. I was going off to college soon, or so I thought, and I wanted to make sure he was happy and had someone to take care of him. Madison Martin seemed perfect. She was down-to-earth and kind. She didn’t seem obsessed with money and status like so many of our classmates’ parents. And she was good to me, which I honestly ate up. I missed having a mom around, regardless of how amazing my dad was. The whole thing felt very reminiscent of The Parent Trap movies.

“Fine. If a prenup is out of the question, promise me you’ll revise your will. Make sure Madison and Addison can’t touch any of the money or property Mom left behind. You need to include a clause that prevents them from touching any of your assets if you die for at least the first ten years of your marriage. And you need to make sure they can’t touch any of your books, past or present. Everything you’ve worked for will be destroyed if you don’t listen to me. I know it seems extreme, and I sound like a crazy person right now, but I’m begging you to trust me, Dad.” My voice broke and my knees wobbled.

One of the biggest ‘fuck yous’ the mother-daughter duo pulled off after my father died was to let a shady publisher put out books under his name written by a ghostwriter, claiming they were unfinished projects he was working on before his death. The books were trash. Mostly just reworked versions of the stories he’d already written, and because my father’s work was beloved around the world, people bought them. They tarnished his legacy beyond belief.

I yelped in surprise as my hair was suddenly grabbed and yanked hard. My entire body jerked backward from the force of the pull.

“What are you talking about, you troublemaker?” Madison screeched the words at the top of her lungs. I felt less bad about causing a scene because the one she was creating would go down in history. My dad swore under his breath and struggled to pry his almost-bride’s hand out of my hair as she demanded, “Where is all this coming from? You know I just want us all to be a family. I don’t care about your dad’s money.”

I struggled free and swatted at her hand. I glared at both mother and daughter, using my dad’s shoulder to hold myself up and to brace against the hatred I could feel wafting in my direction.

“If you just want us to be one big, happy family, then you won’t object to signing away your right to any and all of my dad’s assets. You also won’t object to him running a thorough background check on you. I’m pretty sure you never mentioned that you’ve been married before, or that your previous husband passed away under suspicious circumstances. And that’s not even Addison’s father, who also disappeared without a trace. They have a shady past, Dad.”

Madison gasped in shock and fell back a step. Addison swore loud enough that guests in the front few rows overheard her. Everyone’s attention was definitely on the drama happening under the arch, but I didn’t care. I was too late to save my dad in my last life. I would not be merciful in this one.

“She’s gone crazy, Nelson. You need to have her committed as soon as this ceremony is over. I have no idea what she’s talking about. Vesper, you’re embarrassing your father and making me very uncomfortable. You need to stop what you’re doing right this instant. Do you have any idea how expensive this wedding is?”

My father held up his hands placatingly and gave a soft smile. “I think maybe we need to put the brakes on everything today and revisit the situation once we all sit down and have a serious discussion as a family.” He looked directly into Madison’s eyes as he spoke.

The beautiful woman in the equally beautiful wedding gown balked and shoved back the veil covering her face with flailing hands.

My father reached to pat the hand I had on his shoulder. “It’s obvious we need some more time to get to know each other and integrate our families. If Vesper is this upset and what she is saying about your past is true, I’m afraid I’m not comfortable moving forward with the ceremony today. I was under the impression you knew just how important my daughter is to me. She always comes first.”

God. I would’ve given anything to hear him say that to me before everything went to hell. It was the reassurance I needed the most when our relationship started to fracture due to outside influence.

Madison sniffed and shot a look at her daughter. Addison was glaring at me with the fire of a thousand suns in her sharp gaze. It was hard to tell who was more aggravated by my sudden outburst and my dad’s decision to switch gears.

“If that was the case, why did you agree to have our wedding on her birthday? Does that seem to you like you’re putting her first, Nelson?” The bride stamped her foot furiously. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed every single person was watching the drama play out with captivated eyes and dropped jaws. My dad was going to be horrified when he realized he would be the center of gossip in the swanky neighborhood for months, if not years. The videos people were recording on their phones were bound to go viral as soon as they were uploaded.

He tilted his head questioningly, and his shoulder tightened under my palm. “You told me this was the only weekend available this season. I asked you to look at other venues with open dates, but you insisted on this one. I only agreed after Vesper compromised. Are you telling me you planned the wedding on this date to force me to choose between you and my daughter?”

All the color leached out of Madison’s face, and Addison swore loudly again. Both women suddenly looked around, almost like they were looking for an escape. My father didn’t get angry very often, but it was quietly terrifying when he did.

“I’m not admitting to anything. I’m supposed to be getting married right now, not put on trial.” She sounded shrill and afraid.

“No one is getting married today.” My dad’s voice held a thread of finality that couldn’t be ignored. “I apologize. I want to thank everyone for coming today, but there are obviously some personal issues we need to address privately. Enjoy the bar and stay for dinner since everything is already paid for.”

Finally, I felt like I could breathe again. I squeezed my dad’s shoulder and tried to smile, but everything in front of my eyes swirled together into a kaleidoscope of color. I started to breathe heavily, and I could hear my heart racing between my ears. I knew I was going to pass out. I felt myself pitch toward the ground and vaguely heard my dad call my name.

I didn’t know if I was finally dying now since I got to go back and undo all the damage those two women had done to my life and to my father. Or, maybe I would eventually wake up and really be back in the past when I was still eighteen and it was just me and my dad, like it used to be before Madison and Addison. Hell, there was always a chance I was going to end up in the middle of that damn explosion again.

Before I fully fell into the darkness forcefully pulling at me, I wondered if that boy with the colorful hair—and the kids I saved—were somewhere here in this world that appeared to rewind to the exact point where my life started to nosedive. Or was I the only one who got a second chance to right all the wrongs that haunted me?
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No Good Deed

 

When I woke up, I was disoriented. But my head didn’t hurt as bad, and my vision was clearer. I could tell right away that I was in the hospital. The strong antiseptic smell assaulted my nose as soft beeping from the monitors above my head filled my ears. I squinted, trying to gauge my surroundings. Was I in the hospital after the explosion, or was I in the hospital after passing out at the wedding? It was hard to keep things straight. I was alone in the room, so I had no immediate way to tell if I’d managed to halt the wedding from hell regardless of what timeline I was in. Everything in my mind was hazy, and I still felt like I was dreaming. I knew there was no logical explanation for all the impossible things that had happened after the explosion. Nothing made any sense, so I wasn’t about to jump to conclusions or make assumptions until I had more to go on.

I could see the patient info board on the wall across from my bed. It had my name and vitals written in dry erase marker. The date indicated that I’d been unconscious for at least a full day. I was in the reality where I’d just turned eighteen, and none of the horrible, tragic events that followed that cursed birthday had occurred. I was in a place where I didn’t yet know what it was like to live without.

Without love.

Without means.

Without options.

Without hope.

Without trust.

Right now, I was the girl who rarely heard the word no, the one who rarely did anything to rock the boat. I was spoiled rotten, but I tried my best to behave in such a way that my father questioned none of my choices. In hindsight, I knew his generosity and indulgence had more to do with him trying to make sure I never once felt the loss of my mother than anything else. He wanted to make sure he gave me everything so I didn’t feel like anything was lacking.

But right now, on the inside, in my mind and in my heart, I was still very much my older self. Every hard lesson I learned was embedded within me, and the tarnish that came with both loss and betrayal was still fresh. My outsides might fit right into this previous life, but everything that made me the bitter, angry person I now was felt much closer than this ideal life that was a mere memory.

Right now, I knew the only thing I couldn’t live without, when it was all said and done, was my dad. The way he was taken away from me, the injustice of it all, ate away at me every single day. My resentment was the only thing I held onto from my former life. Well, that, and the sluggish heat that warmed my blood the longer I thought about how different things would be if I managed to save him from Madison and Addison. It was the only thing that felt familiar, even though I was currently reliving days I’d already lived through.

I reached for the call button for a nurse when the door opened and revealed the man I was just thinking about instead.

My dad was very handsome in an eccentric, creative type of way. If I was Wednesday Addams, he was Gomez. He even rocked the slicked-back hair and the artfully trimmed facial hair. He was still young and wildly successful. It was no surprise he was considered quite the catch among the single moms and husband hunters among the parents of my classmates. However, my dad was a tried and true romantic. He wasn’t the type to take dating lightly. He’d had a couple of long-term girlfriends come and go when I was younger, but it wasn’t until I introduced him to my former bestie’s mother that he fell hard. Looking back on everything with a more mature and cynical understanding of the world and how relationships worked, I wondered if he liked Madison so much only because I liked her so much. She was the first woman in his life I ever welcomed with open arms and truly made an effort to help integrate into our small family. I even told her and Addison exactly what it was about my mom that made my dad fall in love so fast. They had a cheat code to win long before I realized our lives were nothing more than a part of the game they were playing.

“Oh, you’re finally awake. Thank goodness. I was starting to get worried. The doctor assured me you were only seriously dehydrated, which caused your blood pressure to fluctuate wildly. I need to let your nurse know so she can call the attending physician.” My dad walked toward the bed and paused when he was close enough to look down at me with eyes full of concern. I waved away his worry and flashed a weak ‘ok’ sign with my fingers to let him know I looked worse than I was. “They tested you for all kinds of things, Vesper. I was worried about drugs because you were acting so strange, and the doctor even mentioned the possibility of poison or other toxins since your behavior was bizarre before you passed out. I know you were upset about the wedding, but all that talk of murder really took me by surprise. It wasn’t like you to blurt out something like that. Thankfully, all the tests came back clear. I was very relieved with that news until you refused to wake up.” He reached out and grabbed my hand. One of my hands had an IV line tapped in the back of it; the other looked very pale and fragile in his grasp. “You gave me quite a scare, honey. Sorry I wasn’t here when you woke up. I’ve been by your side the entire time, but there was a situation today I needed to take care of.”

I blinked and chewed on my lower lip as I struggled to pull my fuzzy thoughts together. I frowned when he mentioned thinking I might be on drugs. I was a good girl, even when I was living in the worst place. I never gave in to the lure of oblivion drugs offered. The lack of control they brought with them scared me to death, especially in a place like the Point. Even though I didn’t have the widest knowledge of narcotics, there was no denying the odd rewind of my entire young adult life felt like a wild hallucination brought on by something cooked up in an illegal garage lab somewhere. I couldn’t tell if I was more relieved or freaked out that there was nothing concerning in my system to explain what was happening to me.

“Can you get me a glass of water?” My voice sounded like my throat was covered with sandpaper. It hurt a bit to get the words out, but I sounded much calmer and far more rational than I had at the wedding. After taking a sip of lukewarm water, I made a face and asked, “Did the situation you had to handle have anything to do with the Martins?”
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