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      This book is dedicated to all those who have suffered through emotional and/or physical abuse and come out the other side. I first encountered control issues as a teenager when someone close to me became involved with a person who was jealous, manipulative, and controlling — all in the name of “love.” While the perpetrator was a man in this instance, men can also be victims of domestic violence and emotional manipulation.

      To Die For is a cautionary tale, a black comedy that points out the ways in which covert and malignant narcissists operate. When someone tries to isolate you from your family and friends, it is a huge red flag. When they suggest to you that “I am all you need” or “We don’t care what other people think,” this is all a form of brainwashing.

      As with the person I knew as a teenager, the abuse starts off with “love-bombing.” Too fast and too soon, the abuser showers their victim with attention and gifts, mirroring back their victim’s likes and dislikes as if they were the same person.

      The second stage is control. “Who were you talking to?” “I don’t like them. You don’t need them in your life. If you love ME, you’ll block them.” They may ask for your passwords and end up taking away your car keys.

      If this sounds like someone you know, or if you think this may be happening to you, please seek help. LISTEN to those in your circle who are telling you that there is something wrong. And most of all, listen to your gut.

      It’s like the frog in boiling water. It’s much easier for those of us on the outside to see that the heat is being turned up and that this will not end well.

      If you’re lucky, you’ll get out of the relationship sooner rather than later. When this happened to the woman I knew, she married the man. Not once, but twice! It took her two times to see that what he was showering her with wasn’t love. It was control.

      Fortunately, if you or someone you know is going through gaslighting, control, or domestic violence issues there is hope.

      
        
        National Domestic Hotline

        (800) 799-SAFE (7233) or text STOP to connect with live advocates
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      Delilah Fields had disappeared. There was no body, no evidence pointing to murder, and no trace of a phone call or use of a debit card since September of last year. She owed pretty much everyone in her life either money or an apology. Plenty of people had wanted her gone, but no one had actually wanted her dead.

      Or had they?

      When her marriage crumbled after only two months, Delilah pursued a boy that she met online — all the way from San Diego to NAS Pensacola Navy Base. But the romance had fizzled, and the young man in question was now stationed in Japan — and had been since the summer of 2022, a few months before she had fallen off the radar. So that was an airtight alibi.

      Delilah’s still-husband, Mika St. John, was in the Army back in the Middle of Nowhere USA. Having discovered her multiple infidelities, he had been trying unsuccessfully to end their marriage. For nearly four years. The police might say that four years was a long time to go on hating someone, but Mika didn’t really hate her. He was just numb to her.

      The not caring might have been worse in her mind than hate. At least a negative emotion would have proved she’d won.

      If she had any mind left. . . which was problematic if she couldn’t be found.

      Her (former) best friend, Alison, truly hated her. There was plenty of evidence of that — the endless texts, blocked and unblocked phone calls, the TikTok trash talk. Frenemies turned to enemies.

      It was sad, really. There was an endless list of suspects, but no evidence of a crime. The only certainty is that Delilah hadn’t offed herself. No way. A malignant narcissist is always a victim; they are never wrong; and they most definitely do not kill themselves.

      Unless, of course, they are planning on taking the whole world with them.
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        * * *

      

      Mika St. John walked into the first day of his senior Film Production class at McKinley High School, and Delilah knew immediately that she had to have him. She didn’t know how, but she knew that she would do anything — literally anything — to make it happen.

      He sat down near the back with an air of cool detachment, his eyes barely scanning the classroom as he pulled down on his athletic shorts, his long hands and muscular legs momentarily distracting her from his face.

      Mika had the face of a movie star. He was tall and slim with an athletic, muscular build, and his face was chiseled like a sculpture. His ash-blond hair framed his face like Michelangelo’s David, and his eyes were deep-set and blue.

      Delilah tried not to stare, but her eyes kept coming back to him. There were other eyes on Mika too, but she was new to the school and could see most of those eyes were friendly to him, not predatory. She knew the difference.

      Forcing herself to look at the teacher, she tried to collect herself. She knew that she could not be caught staring at him — that would mark her as a nuisance. She had to be cool.

      People were still shuffling into class. She heard a few voices and a laugh from in back and allowed herself one last glance at him. A couple of other boys had stopped to talk to him, but he was the one that was laughing, with a deep, baritone laugh. So now she knew his voice.

      Delilah turned back, assessing in her mind as she stared blankly at the whiteboard. The other boys were broad and muscular, and one of them wore a Steelers football jersey. So he was a football player too . . .

      The teacher was clearing his throat to get the attention of the class, and Delilah tried her best to look interested. She was a good student in general, and she knew how to make the teachers like her. It was simple, really — just act respectful and make them think that you thought they were smart and had something to say. Really, it was insanely easy to manipulate people if you had half a brain.

      Dimly she became aware that everyone’s name was being called out, and she patiently waited for her turn. She hated her first name — people always made fun of it, so she went by Dei, pronounced like Princess Di, but her real name was Delilah. She had tried Dee to shorten it, but somehow Dei stuck.

      At last, the teacher came to the name she was waiting for, and he answered in that sexy baritone voice. Silently she rolled the name around on her tongue. Meeka, not Mike. Meeka. Mika St. John.

      Well, Mika, she thought, you don’t have a clue what you’re in for.
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        * * *

      

      Dei didn’t remember anything else about that class. She had sat stiffly in her chair, trying to look taller, thinking that at least he would see the back of her long dark hair. It was really her best feature. Please God, she thought, at least make him notice my hair.

      The moment the bell sounded she was up like a racehorse and out of her chair, but he had been quicker.

      She never even saw the back of him.

      Dei texted her only friend, Alison, to meet her in the bathroom, but she got there first and was confronted with the reality of her own face in the mirror. She had slept in that day and forgotten her eye make-up. Behind her glasses she saw plain, small dark eyes. Her face was round, even a little chubby, and she suffered from eczema. Of course it had flared up today, she thought miserably. Her first day at a new school, and she had to look worse than usual and meet the most gorgeous guy ever!

      At last, Alison walked into the bathroom and gave Dei a look, then a perfunctory hug.

      “What’s up, Buttercup?” she said breezily.

      The two things Dei liked best about Alison were that she was smart and short — even shorter than she was. The thing that she most definitely did NOT like about Alison was that she had gorgeous green eyes and not much got past them.

      Dei shrugged, trying to be casual, and said, “I just met the most amazing guy.”

      “Really?” Alison was always up for any discussion about boys.

      “Yeah. He’s in my Film Pro class. His name is Mika.”

      Alison’s face screwed up, and she burst out laughing.

      “Mika St. John? Oh my God, girl! He was in my Psych class last year.”

      “You know him?” Dei was whispering now, as she noticed another girl coming out of the toilet. She had been so worked up that she hadn’t even thought to consider if they were alone.

      “Sure,” Alison said. “He’s kind of nice, but kind of an asshole.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Alison looked at herself in the mirror and decided to apply some lip gloss. Dei always enjoyed dishing out drama, so Alison let her stew.

      “Oh, you know, Mika’s sometimes nice, but sometimes he thinks he’s too cool for the rest of us. He’s got nice manners — I’ll give him that. I mean, some guys are just out and out dicks, you know? Especially the football players. Mika’s not that bad.”

      Dei found herself giggling again. “He kind of looks like Matthew McConaughey — right? Only a little more exotic.”

      Rolling her beautiful green eyes, Alison said, “Oh my God — you’ve got it bad, girl! What am I going to do with you?”

      Two more girls had come into the bathroom, so Dei dragged her friend out with her green, pointed fingernails.

      “Tell me what you know,” she insisted.

      Alison and Dei both loved knowledge more than anything. Knowledge was power, and power could always be used against someone, that was for sure.

      “I know he’s from Ukraine or something, so he’s adopted. Mika’s got a lot of friends, mostly in this Asian group. They all kind of hang out together.”

      Dei looked down at her friend anxiously, pressing her back against the wall for support.

      “So he isn’t dating anyone right now?” She hated how eager her voice sounded.

      “Oh no,” Alison said flatly. “He is.”

      She enjoyed seeing the look of defeat in her friend’s eyes, but it would be cruel to encourage her. Alison had seen Mika with his arm around a pretty blonde girl just before school, and she didn’t want to get her friend’s hopes up.

      Dei closed her eyes at this, her face looking pinched and distressed. Just for a moment, Alison thought that she might have effectively dashed her hopes, but her friend was nothing if not determined. When Dei opened her eyes again, they were black as coal, and her face had a set, taut look to it.

      “I don’t care,” she said coolly, pushing herself away from the wall. With a resolute toss of her long dark hair Dei looked back at her friend and said firmly, “You know me — I play the long game.”
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      Mika reached home completely exhausted after football practice. Inevitably, his mom asked him the usual.

      “How was school?”

      “Fine.” He brushed past her to drop his backpack off in his room. His cat Sam, a fluffy Maine coon, was already waiting for him on the bed. “How was your day?”

      “Good,” she answered, adding, “I got a signed contract, and my Pilates instructor kicked my butt.”

      Lauren followed him to the threshold of his bedroom door, a plate of fresh fruit and nuts in one hand. She was smiling at him with that hopeful smile that she inevitably had with him. He always felt loved by her, but he could tell that she wanted him to say more, and he was just too tired.

      She put the plate next to his bed and gave him a hug.

      “Did you get something to eat on your way home from football practice?” she asked, knowing the answer. Recently he had become the king of drive-throughs.

      “Yeah.” He started in on the plate as he kicked off his shoes and put his feet up on the bed. “Thanks. I was starving.”

      “How was football practice?”

      He shrugged and started to pet Sam and then remembered something interesting. “A couple of the other guys threw up.”

      Lauren rolled her eyes, trying not to say anything. Mika had already been through one concussion in his freshman year, and she wasn’t a fan of football anyway. Knowing how athletic he was, she had encouraged him to play all the other balls — baseball, basketball, even soccer — but football? Not so much.

      “Did you like any of your classes?”

      “I’m taking a couple of electives that should be okay.”

      Mika was smart but getting him interested in anything that required academic discipline had been harder since he entered high school. Her biggest fear was that he might show signs of Reactive Attachment Disorder. Adopted kids with RAD just did not react to discipline the same way, and they could be hard to motivate. Still, that described a lot of teenagers. She had already had Mika tested for ADHD, but that hadn’t been the problem. He had been highly competitive when he was a child, so much so that she had worried about his ability to accept defeat — or even the concept of not winning.

      But that had all changed since entering high school.

      Mika had finished his plate and was starting to look at his texts. She allowed herself to look at him for a few moments, amazed that she and Jason had been lucky enough to adopt a healthy child from an orphanage. Most importantly, he was kind and considerate and had great friends. She could give him a pass on being a little lazy and self-indulgent.

      Looking down at his texts, Mika saw that his girlfriend had sent him a few love emojis; his friends had texted him about a party for Saturday night; and he had a reminder from his football coach to stay hydrated during practice. Life was full.
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        * * *

      

      Dei got in her white BMW and drove the mile and a half back to her family’s apartment, still thinking. She was used to getting what she wanted — it was inevitable. Life had taught her that.

      She had thrown multiple tantrums when her mom got a new job in San Diego, but Dei had been able to negotiate a $60,000 car and a bigger bedroom out of the deal. Most importantly, it had brought her to this moment. She would never have seen Mika if they had stayed in San Clemente.

      She hated their apartment. There was no room for privacy between her and her younger half-sister, her mom and her stepfather. There was always someone around. Sure, she had her own bedroom, but her sister would annoy her by coming into her room and wanting to talk. It was better just to go to the mall and walk around by herself and shop. Shopping always cleared her head.

      Tonight she stayed in the parking lot and did a search for Mika St. John. She loved digging up stuff on other people. Really, how did anyone ever get information before the internet? She had found out things about her last boyfriend before they even had their first hook-up, and she had used that knowledge to control him, big time.

      After searching for over half an hour, Dei was stunned to discover that Mika St. John wasn’t on anything! Not on Facebook or Instagram or TikTok. The only things she could find on him were a handful of model shots from when he was a kid, and a couple of paragraphs about him being in something called “All Stars.” WTF!

      Well, he was a cute kid. And a model, too. But this privacy thing had to change. How was she ever going to get her hooks into him if she had NO information on him?

      Shocked, she sat back in the car and thought. She had to get a temporary boyfriend and fast. Otherwise, if she even glanced at Mika, she might look desperate, and she knew that she had to play it cool. What had Alison said about an Asian group? She would have to infiltrate that little clique, which shouldn’t be THAT hard because she did kind of look Asian with her long dark hair and brown eyes. Practically everyone was a mix of something at that school.

      Sighing, Dei got out of her car with her purse and backpack. Tomorrow, she would make sure that she looked good. More makeup, tighter clothes — and she would start dieting tonight. No dinner for her. Her senior year of high school was going to be her most challenging year yet, and there was nothing Dei loved more than a seemingly insurmountable obstacle to her own will and desires.
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        * * *

      

      Mika’s mom got him up the next morning with a bowl of oatmeal and some fresh-squeezed orange juice. His dad Jason was already on his third cup of coffee, and their Pomeranian was tearing joyfully around multiple rooms.

      For a small dog, Paddington was okay. Not too yappy and kind of comical.

      His dad used to drive Mika to school every day, and his mom would pick him up. Now as a senior, he had been given his dad’s car — an old Honda with chipped paint and torn leather seats, which didn’t exactly scream “chick magnet” or success. That was the thing that he could never figure out. His dad was a successful entrepreneur, and they lived in an upscale part of town, so why didn’t he get himself a decent car? Even his mom had begged him to upgrade.

      It was the first thing Mika was going to do when he started making money — buy a hot car that he wouldn’t be embarrassed by.

      His mom was pretty and successful too, but the only things she seemed to care about as far as looking good to the outside world were having her hair done, getting monthly facials and carrying a nice purse. He didn’t know how many purses she owned, but it seemed like a lot.

      Lauren always said that she’d rather spend money on experiences, so that’s what they did. Since she owned her own business in the travel industry, he had grown up flying first class and staying in some of the best hotels in the world. His mom was well-known in the industry, so they got upgraded to suites and always had fancy welcome baskets waiting for them wherever they went. He was used to trips to Hawaii or the Caribbean, and they had recently stayed in Rome in a suite that cost them 750,000 points for one night. He didn’t know what that meant, but he knew that it was a ton.

      Mika knew that he was in a school with lots of privileged kids, even if it was public. His elementary and middle school had been private, but here there were even more rich kids. Sometimes it was tough to be judged on outside appearances, like when you were driving an old “dad” car.

      Mika decided to find a place to park on the street near the school, where the car could not be seen by his friends. His girlfriend Tanya was cool about it. She was more like his mom — appearances were important, but not everything. He liked Tanya a lot, but her parents were super strict. He had started dating her at the end of his junior year when she was still a freshman, and he hadn’t been able to see much of her over the summer. Every time he went over to Tanya’s house, her parents made them keep her bedroom door open, and her dad was always checking up on them. Still, it was good to have a nice girlfriend, even if it was also frustrating.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next day Dei came to school wearing a low top, tight jacket, and skinny leggings that were slightly ripped at the knees. Her make-up was perfect. She had taken nearly an hour to get her eyes right — it wasn’t easy when you had to wear glasses. Her hair was freshly washed and slightly curled. She was so excited at the possibility that she might run into Mika that she had skipped breakfast entirely.

      She caught a boy looking at her and giggled. It was going to be fun finding a pre-Mika boyfriend. As she turned the corner to her first class, Dei suddenly remembered that she needed to find her new boyfriend among Mika’s group — that way she could make sure that she was front and center. She practically face-palmed herself that she almost forgot! Alison was right, she was far gone. Strategy was everything.
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        * * *

      

      Mika met up with his friends right after class. He had exactly an hour before football practice, and they usually went over to Nam’s place to play video games and chow down on pizza, but today they were in the mood for Mexican.

      They were all there at Café Amigo: Nam, the leader of the group; Kalvin, who was Black and almost as tall as Mika; Darin, the only other white guy; Vincent, who was always good for a laugh; and Boss, who was seriously smart and shaped a little like a sumo wrestler. Everyone was in a good mood.

      The first day or two of classes were always easy, and it was amazing to finally be at the top of the food chain. They all laughed at the shrimpy, insecure little freshman students. Most of them looked like they were fourteen, still babies. Mika told the group that he had met a freshman guy earlier today who looked like he could be a linebacker — he was huge. He said the guy introduced himself to him because he thought Mika must be a football player. Mika had worked hard all summer to develop his body, and he knew that he looked good. He was naturally slim, but putting on muscle had become easier lately.

      “Watch out!” Darin said loudly. “He’s probably crushing on you!”

      Mika smiled with his lips firmly together and shook his head. “Nah. More like he wants to crush me later on the football field.”

      At that moment, Kalvin’s girlfriend Jennie entered the restaurant and charged straight over to her boyfriend with looks that could kill.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded angrily. “You know that you were supposed to come straight over to my place after school!”

      Jennie’s voice was shrill, and Kal dipped his head, looking uncomfortable. Glancing at Mika first and then at Nam, he finally felt empowered enough to speak.

      “What, are we married, bitch?” He had said it too loudly, and he hadn’t really meant to call her a bitch, but he also didn’t like being made to feel weak around his friends.

      Jennie froze for half a second as if she had been hit, and then her eyes narrowed into slits of fury.

      “Oh, you will be SO sorry that you just fucking said that to me, Kal!” Jennie went to swing her purse at him, but then checked it at the last minute. The eyes of the entire restaurant were now on the large booth in the corner. Someone had already started to make a video of the exchange on their phone.

      Mika looked levelly at Jennie with his calm blue eyes and said quietly, “Everyone is looking at you, Jen. Maybe you should take this outside.”

      Jennie’s dark eyes went even darker as she looked at Mika. He was so cool — she wanted to hit him, but she knew if she tried that he would pin her in nothing flat. He had been a wrestler in his first year of high school, and he was fast.

      After another fierce glare into her boyfriend’s eyes, Jennie turned on her heels and marched out the door, hips swinging.

      There was a collective sigh of relief at their table, and then they all burst out laughing.

      “I guess you won’t be getting any for a while,” Darin said, tears streaming down his face.

      “Yeah,” Kal said, sliding back down into his seat. “But it was totally worth it. She’s, like, seriously controlling. Like my mom doesn’t keep tabs on me like Jen. She like explodes if I don’t text her back in seconds.”

      “Fuck that,” Nam said.

      Every face at the table nodded in unison. No girl was worth that shit.
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      Lauren was out of town when she got the call from her husband. Mika had been injured during a defensive tackle and according to the team doctor was showing signs of concussion. They had sent him to the ER as a precaution.

      She closed her eyes as she listened to Jason’s voice. It always sounded a little tense during the best of times, so she tried not to read too much into it. Mika was conscious but confused, and he most definitely would not be playing football for a while.

      She asked her husband to call her back when they had more news. In the meantime, there was nothing she could do. Lauren was literally over a thousand miles away from home, and she was supposed to be speaking to an audience of travel managers in less than an hour. Composing herself, she decided to go back to her hotel room for a short break. After saying a few prayers in the elevator, she checked her phone again for updates as she unlocked her door and then grabbed a bottle of water and some almonds from the minibar.

      Lying on the bed, she closed her eyes and thought about Mika. As their only child, he was the center of their lives. Mika was only four years old when they had adopted him from an orphanage in Ukraine. It had taken months of FBI and credit checks, physicals, visits with social workers and home inspections to get to the point where they could bring him home. They had traveled thousands of miles and spent tens of thousands of dollars, but it had all been worth it.

      When they first met Mika, he was small for his age and malnourished. It had taken Mika several weeks to stop pulling half-eaten fruit out of the garbage can. Even a discarded apple core was a tragedy. In the orphanage, fruit had been a rare treat, so Lauren took Mika on a walk around the block to show him how much fruit had fallen from their neighbors’ trees to be left lying on the ground. He had gleefully filled his small t-shirt with lemons and oranges.

      Within the first ten days his skin had lost its greenish hue and become pink and healthy. His teeth, neglected from years in the orphanage, had been rotten, but after $25,000 in dental and orthodontic care, he had a beautiful smile.

      Lauren had been told by a pediatrician that Mika would probably always be short. She had dismissed this, convinced that good nutrition was all he needed, and sure enough, the next trip to the doctor had proved her right. Mika was soon in the 90th percentile for his age.

      During that same visit, they had been told that Mika had been exposed to tuberculosis in the orphanage. It was lying dormant in his body and would likely develop into full-blown TB without medication, so Mika was put on antibiotics for the next nine months to kill the bacteria. Lauren took all of this in stride. She had never been one to panic and had a strong belief that God had a purpose in bringing Mika into their lives. After all, Mika had been born on her birthday and in the same year that her best friends had given birth to their children. Even her nephew had been born that same year.

      As a result, Mika had grown up being close friends with his mom’s best friends’ children. They had all gone to the same small private school, and Mika had played basketball, had sleepovers, and even attended summer camp with them. They were engaging kids with great parents. Life had been chaotic but good.

      After being used to so many kids in the orphanage, Mika had begged his parents for a brother, but they had resolved that issue by presenting him with Sam (then a tiny kitten with enormous ears) for Christmas. They also promised that Mika could have friends over any time he wanted. Thanks to her industry connections, Lauren invited his friends to join them for overnights at Disneyland and day trips to SeaWorld, Legoland, and the San Diego Zoo.

      Between playdates, birthday parties, Boy Scouts, baseball games, basketball games, soccer practice, wrestling, fencing classes (in middle school), drum lessons and family vacations, life was full. Mika had seemed like the happiest of kids.

      And now this.

      Senior high school had been an adjustment from the beginning. Until then, Mika had been in the same school with the same friends and had graduated with a decent GPA and a 4.0 in Citizenship. He had won the President’s Award for Fitness every year, as well as some academic honors in math and art.

      He was a naturally gifted athlete. Lauren had promised Mika that he could play football when he got to high school, but injuries and concussions were a concern. And unfortunately, this was his second concussion, in the first game of the season.

      The phone rang just as Lauren was preparing to go back downstairs. It was Jason letting her know that Mika was doing fine, but it was definitely a concussion, and he would be out of school for a few days recovering.

      “Can I speak with him?” she asked, needing to hear his voice.

      There was a moment of silence, and then she heard her son’s familiar monosyllable.

      “Hey.”

      “You scared us. How are you feeling?” she asked calmly, not wanting to sound too alarmed.

      He sighed and said, “I’ve got a bad headache, but I’m okay, Mom.”

      Lauren never got tired of hearing him call her “Mom.” She knew that she could not possibly love him any more than if she had given birth to him. Most of the time, she forgot that Mika was even adopted.

      “I know Dad’s going to take care of you, but I’m sending you a big hug and a big kiss.” It was always what she said to him before signing off on the phone.

      “You too,” he echoed and then disconnected.

      Lauren put the phone back in her purse. She thought about calling her husband to thank him for being there, but she needed to get back to the convention and prepare for her speech. Life threw you one challenge after another. Sometimes, you just had to compartmentalize your life, or you would lose your mind with worry.
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        * * *

      

      Dei heard about Mika’s concussion the next day at school. He was a no-show for the Film Production class, which was a bummer because they were being partnered into groups for their first assignment. It would have been the perfect organic opportunity to work closely with him without her having to plan anything. Now she was stuck with a couple of nerdy girls and one boy who was most definitely NOT her type. She went for the tall blond guys like Mika. Really, there were just too many Korean, Japanese, and Filipino boys in this school!

      At lunch she met up with Alison, who was looking cute in a short, flared skirt and light green sweater that perfectly matched her eyes. Dei felt a twinge of jealousy looking at her but managed to suppress it. Instead, she gave Allison a big hug and sat down next to her.

      “Hey, buddy,” Alison said. “How’s it going?”

      Dei rolled her eyes and curled her hands into little fists.

      “It’s okay. Mika got a concussion — his first game of the season. And I missed being there because of Deedee’s stupid birthday!”

      Alison gave her a quirky smile and patted her friend’s arm.

      “Well, she is your sister.”

      Dei sighed dramatically. “Half-sister, and it wasn’t even a party. We just went to the Olive Garden. I mean — the Olive Garden!”

      Dei hated chain restaurants, especially ones that served carbs, for God’s sake. She had been forced to order a crummy salad and had only eaten one breadstick — the only thing she even liked there.

      Alison gave her a sympathetic look and started eating her veggie burger. She had become a vegetarian over the summer and was fully committed to eating healthily, even if it did involve carbs.

      “Are you, like, eating?” Alison asked.

      Dei shook her head stubbornly.

      “Not after last night. I had to have birthday cake. It was gross!”

      Alison set down her burger, laughing.

      “I hope it was molten chocolate with cream cheese filling, or whipped cream with strawberries dripping with chocolate sauce. Now that’s a combo that’s better than sex!”

      Despite her mood, Dei giggled at this. Alison acted worldly, and she loved to mock people, especially her friends, but she had something that Dei did not have: a good heart. Dei knew that she could fake caring about people — she had been doing it her whole life. But deep down, she was aware of something hollow within her. It made her sad and angry, but mostly it made her determined to win.

      Winning was everything.

      “You look really lit. What’s going on?” Dei asked, suddenly suspicious.

      Alison shrugged, polished off her burger, and took a long drag on her Diet Coke. “I have a date on Saturday night.”

      “No!” Dei had tried to make it sound less explosive, but it came out somewhere between anger and amazement. How could Alison be hooking up with someone their second week of school?

      “Shit, yeah,” Alison said, enjoying Dei’s reaction. Leaning into her friend, she added, “He’s like seriously cute.”

      Alison was grinning, showing off her perfect teeth, and Dei suddenly wanted to smack her.

      Sensing a little of this, Alison added, “But, you know, he’s probably too dumb to hang with for long. Aren’t all cute guys too stupid for words?”

      Dei felt slightly better thinking that this could be short-lived. She could not have her only friend already dating when she hadn’t even thought about anyone else but Mika. And Mika was missing in action for God knows how long. And then there was the little problem that he didn’t even know (yet) that she existed.

      Sighing, Dei reached out to touch her friend’s hand and said, “At least you have something to look forward to this weekend. I’m being forced to meet up with my Film Production class at the beach on Saturday. We have to make a film about cleaning up our beaches.”

      “Hey, at least it’s a good subject,” Alison said encouragingly. She was totally into environmental causes and how to fight global warming.

      Dei suddenly realized how she could use Alison.

      “Hey, you’re so good at this stuff. Maybe you could help me write the script. We all need to figure out tonight who’s doing what, and I definitely don’t want to have to do the camera work or editing. It would be fun!”

      Alison knew that she was being flattered and used by Dei, but she didn’t really mind. It would give her an opportunity to contribute to her favorite cause, and really, she could write a script on this subject off the top of her head.

      “Sure,” she said. “Why not?”

      Dei was beaming at her. Alison had figured out over the summer that Dei was a user, but she could be so charming about it that it was usually okay to just go with it. They had already had some laughs, for sure, so there was no point in throwing the baby out with the bathwater, as her grandmother used to say.

      “When do you need the script?”

      “Tonight would be awesome! I mean — just a draft, so I have something to show them.”

      Alison gave her friend her best quirky smile and got up to leave just as the lunch bell sounded.

      “Draft it is. I’ll have it to you before midnight.”

      “You’re the best!” Dei said, still beaming. This was a huge win, getting Alison to do her work for her. She wanted to ace this one so the teacher would be impressed. Maybe next time, he’d let her choose her own production team, and Dei knew for sure who would be her first draft pick.
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      Lauren got back from her conference a couple days later, and things returned to normal. Mika’s football cleats were still at school, but he probably wouldn’t be using them again for the rest of his senior year.

      Ironically, his football photos had come in the mail while she was gone. Mika hadn’t even bothered to open them. Lauren wasn’t sure if it was because he was upset about not being able to play, in denial, or just didn’t care. With Mika it was hard to tell. He was smiling in the group photo, but in his personal shot he looked like a sultry model from Abercrombie & Finch, except with his clothes on.

      Jason had taken Mika in for his follow-up visit, and he seemed to be doing well. He was still tired and having slight headaches, but other than dropping a few pounds, he was on the mend. The doctor had cleared him to return to school the following week.

      Tanya had been over once to see Mika. It was the first time that Jason had met her, and Lauren asked him what he thought of her.

      Jason shrugged and said, “She’s better than the last one. She’s pretty, has manners, and isn’t on drugs.”

      Lauren laughed, shaking her head as she loaded the dishwasher.

      “You really should trust Mika more. He dumped Janelle because he found out about the drugs. Anyway, they only went out for a couple weeks.”

      Jason looked at his wife with amazement. “I can’t believe that you remember her name.”

      Lauren smiled and said, “Well, she was his first serious girlfriend since grade school.”

      Back in grade school, Mika was never without a crush on one girl after another, and they seemed to feel the same way about him.

      During his first summer camp at the age of six, he had asked his mom for help buying a card, a ring, and a flower for someone.

      “Mika, this sounds serious,” Lauren had responded soberly to her son, sitting down on the edge of the bed with him. “What’s going on?”

      Mika had looked at her with his solemn blue eyes and said, “There’s a girl in my summer school class, and she’s going away tomorrow.”

      Lauren had stroked her son’s fine blond hair and asked, “Who is this mysterious girl?”

      Mika had shrugged sadly, saying, “She’s Ian’s cousin. She was just visiting for the summer, so I might never see her again.”

      Lauren had suppressed a smile. It was truly sweet that Mika wanted to make this little girl feel that he really cared for her.

      “I’m going to miss her,” he said, torn between begging and just asking nicely for his mom to help. He knew that the money he had left from his last birthday wouldn’t buy her more than a card, much less a ring and a couple of flowers. The ring was decidedly out of the question without his mom’s help.

      Lauren had taken Mika to the local drugstore to pick out a card and an inexpensive ring, and then they went to the grocery store to get a couple of yellow Gerbera Daisies. To this day, she would tease Mika that this girl would come back someday and remind him that they were engaged.

      Jason had always been concerned about Mika’s dating. The first time that he had seen Mika kissing Janelle, he’d been worried. Lauren was much more realistic about it. She kept reminding her husband that Mika was eighteen years old — almost nineteen. They should be worried if he wasn’t dating.
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        * * *

      

      Mika finished texting Tanya and turned out the lights. He could hear his parents talking in the kitchen, but their tone of voice seemed normal, so he didn’t listen. He put his earbuds in and tried to zone out. His head still hurt, but it was getting better.

      He thought about what a week out of school was going to do to his grades. He had already forgotten to turn in his first assignment in English Lit, and he knew that his GPA needed to be good enough to graduate. Now that he wasn’t going to be able to play football, the pressure was off his grades, at least temporarily. Still, Mika knew that he didn’t want to screw up his senior year.

      Mika hated school. It was boring sitting around day after day while people talked at him. Deep down, he knew that he was smart enough. He learned quickly whenever he really wanted to learn something, but every year, he’d had to go to summer school to make up one class because he let things slide. His mom had tried to intervene last year when he was getting an F in Spanish, but it was too late. His teacher had told her that the good news was that Mika was a great kid, well-mannered and well-liked. The bad news was that there was no way he could make up for his failing tests or refusal to turn his homework in on time.

      Whenever Mika made up a class during summer school, he would get a high B or an A, which helped his GPA in the end. He knew that it made his mom crazy that he wouldn’t simply do his homework the first time. It had gotten so bad his junior year that she had dragged him to the doctor to have him checked for ADHD. He was almost sorry that he didn’t have it. It would have given him an excuse other than just being lazy.
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        * * *

      

      Dei made another friend. This one was short, too, with a Hispanic mother and a white father. Her name was Roxy, and she had the attitude to fit her name. Dei liked her right away because she was sarcastic like Alison but snarkier. Roxy had zero respect for authority, but like Dei she knew how to play the game with adults. Roxy had Dei’s mother wrapped around her little finger in nothing flat. All she had to do was flatter her and tell her that she looked more like Dei’s sister. It was almost embarrassing that she fell for it.

      Mika wasn’t back in school yet, so Dei gave Roxy the task of finding out about the boys in Mika’s group. Within a day, Roxy knew that one of them was called Kal, and he was rumored to be breaking up with his girlfriend.

      Alison had joined them after school at Dei’s house, and they were all sitting on the bed eating a bag of Twizzlers and drinking Diet Coke.

      “So what’s Kal like?” Dei asked, dragging one of the Twizzlers across her braces suggestively.

      Roxy had found that she liked playing detective. It gave her power. Both Alison and Dei were hanging on to her every word.

      “Oh, he’s cute! He’s tall with greenish-brown eyes.”

      “You mean hazel,” Alison corrected her.

      “Yeah — that. He’s got a super cute smile, too.”

      Dei was imagining the second most perfect guy in the school. Of course Mika would be friends with someone like Kal!

      “And I think he’s half Black.”

      Dei’s hopes suddenly evaporated. It wasn’t that there weren’t a lot of cute Black guys around — she just didn’t see them as arm candy in the same way as Mika.

      “Maybe you should hook up with him, Rox. You guys would make the perfect couple if he’s that cute,” Dei said enthusiastically.

      Roxy was taken back by this sudden generosity from Dei. For some reason, she thought that they might end up being in competition for the same guy, and she had the feeling that she would lose. It was not that she wasn’t attractive — Roxy knew that she was prettier than Dei, for sure. But there was something about Dei that was highly competitive. Plus she giggled, and boys always seemed to fall for that. Maybe it was the little girl act. Roxy knew for sure that it was an act, but guys liked that crap.

      Really, boys were kind of pathetic.
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        * * *

      

      They made a plan that they would hang out every night after school at Café Amigo. It was the closest place within walking distance of the school, and it was popular with seniors. If that didn’t work, they would try the new Subway, which was only a couple more blocks away. Dei said that guys were totally controlled by their stomachs when they weren’t being controlled by their dicks, so it seemed like a good plan. If those two places didn’t work, they might just have to start stalking Kal until Mika came back to school.

      Dei sighed and turned over on the bed, dangling her legs over the edge. She could feel the bones in her body. She had lost five pounds since the last time that she had seen Mika. Surely, he would notice her next time.

      “Guys,” Dei said. “Should I get contact lenses? Maybe something exotic like emerald-green.”

      Alison smirked and said, “Your eyes are almost black, they’re so dark. You don’t want to look like a witch.”

      “Why not?” Dei challenged her, rolling back on her stomach. “Maybe that’s just what I am.”

      Roxy said, “Yeah? If you’re a witch, why don’t you give all of us long, gorgeous legs, big boobs, and Lamborghinis?”

      Dei swatted her friend on the arm and said, “Not all guys like big boobs, Rox. Anyway, Alison’s already got a pair.”

      Alison laughed hollowly and said, “Yeah, but they just get in the way a lot. You guys are lucky — you can wear literally anything and look cute. “

      Dei looked at Alison. Sometimes it was hard to believe how she always managed to say something nice. It was like she was from another planet. Alison could be so funny — she really had a dark sense of humor sometimes, but there was always this bleeding heart, or kindness, surfacing in the most unexpected ways. Dei admired it when the kindness was directed at her but was seriously annoyed when Alison took another person’s point of view. Dei expected absolute loyalty from her friends, and sympathy for other people’s POVs was never a welcome topic.

      Alison jumped off the bed and slung her purse and backpack over one shoulder as she said, “Later, guys. My stepdad’s picking me up at Trader Joe’s in about five, so I gotta run.”

      Dei went with her to the door and gave her a hug.

      “Thanks for your support. I mean it.”

      Alison was touched by Dei’s thanks. It wasn’t like her to be so nice.

      Then Dei leaned into Alison and whispered, “What do you think about Rox? Do you think we can trust her?”

      Alison stepped back, shocked. It was so manipulative. Flattering her and then making her a co-conspirator in judging their new friend. It rocked Alison for just a moment, but she recovered quickly.

      “Sure. I mean, we’ll find out, won’t we?”

      Dei smiled with her whole face scrunched up like a child and shouted, “Love you!” as she shut the door on Alison. Alison stared at the door for a moment, reeling. How did Dei always manage to make her feel so valued and so used at the same time? It was like having some superpower to keep a person this off-balance.

      Shaking her head, Alison ran down the stairs to meet up with her stepdad. Someday, she thought, I’m going to tell Dei what I really think of her, and it won’t be pretty.
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