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            Chapter One

          

          The Jailbird

        

      

    

    
      Darcie

      “You know too much, Darcie,” he said in his menacing tone. I hadn’t heard him like this before. No, wait, I had. The night my mother disappeared. No, the night she was murderedby him. He had acted like this. Cold and cruel. Like a heartless monster.

      I was running through the woods alongside the river where he tried stealing me away that day, along the river where he had disappeared.

      I hoped he had gone to a watery grave just like his victims.

      I ran and ran, but whatever I did, I couldn’t get away from him. Finally, my shoe got caught in the tangled roots of the mangroves, and I went down. He then descended on me, driving the knife down…

      

      I screamed, waking up in a cold sweat.

      Dane reached over and pulled me  to him.

      “Hey, shh. Darce. It’s okay. It was just a nightmare. It’s not real.”

      I tried to catch my breath and pushed the hair off that had plastered itself to my sweaty face.

      “I know, but with him still out thereno body, no sightings, no newsit feels like he’s always right there.”

      He hugged me, pulling me back down into the bed.

      It had been a month since my father disappeared.

      I was now living with Dane and his mom in our new house on Crescent Street. It was summer, and Dane and I were out of school.

      He got me a job at the club waiting tables so that I could save for college someday. But with my past in the asylum and my lack of school attendance, I knew there was no hope of going to an exclusive, expensive college like Dane was after the summer break.

      Not unless a miracle happened and I got a scholarship or something. But then, pigs flew, right?

      I rolled over and looked into his eyes.

      “What am I going to do when you go off to Stanford, and I’m stuck here?”

      He stroked my hair. “We’ll figure out something. I’ll help you get a job near campus or get you into the community college.”

      “And if none of those things happen? With my past, it’s not likely. And with the news out about my father… I’m not sure anyone will want any piece of a serial killer’s daughter.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Don’t stress. Please. We’ll figure it out. I’m here for you, no matter what.”

      I sighed and leaned into him. “How did I get so lucky? Seriously. I don’t deserve you.”

      He kissed my lips, and then things got a little heated when he rolled on top of me, and his hands found the skin under my tank top.

      “None of that talk, okay? Think positive. It’s summer. This weekend, we’re going to Capulet Island with our friends for the best party ever, and we’re going to forget all about dead girls, and serial killer fathers and college and summer jobs, and all that. We’re just going to have a good time.”

      I smiled. “I really need this.”

      “I know. So do I.” He kissed me again and rolled off me. I rolled over and spooned his body. “Go back to sleep. I’ll be right here,” he said.

      “Okay…” and knowing he was there beside me, I soon drifted off to sleep.
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      The following morning, I ran over to Stacey’s house and knocked on the front door. I normally waltzed right in like it was my second home, and their house had always been that, but not since they found Stacey’s father’s body and she was charged with manslaughter. I wasn’t allowed to come in and hang out with her. When she wasn’t on house arrest, she had to go to community service.

      But to spend time with her, I had offered to drive her to community service and help her, even if it meant hanging out with criminals.

      But I fit in because, well, everyone knew now that I was a serial killer’s daughter.

      The door opened a minute later, and Stacey walked out in an orange jumpsuit.

      “Nice jumpsuit. I heard orange is” I began, but she cut me off.

      “The new black? Yeah, that one’s old.” She gave me her middle finger. “Anyway, I still don’t understand why you want to drive me and help me with my sentence when you’re not guilty.”

      “I can’t see you any other way. Besides, I am guilty of a few things.”

      We hopped in my car, which was dad’s old car. I had taken to driving it because, well, he wasn’t around anymore, and I needed a ride now that Stacey wasn’t allowed to drive herself. Plus, Dane was always at football practice or work.

      She stared at me, puzzled for a few seconds, then put on her seatbelt. What was with that? I buckled my belt, and we headed off.

      “Darce…” she began after a few minutes of silence into the drive.

      “Yeah?”

      “You don’t have to punish yourself for something you didn’t do.”

      “I’m not punishing myself.” I turned the radio up as a Taylor Swift song played. I sang along with the lyrics.

      “Whatever. But it won’t look good on your college applications, you know.”

      I shrugged. “I know. That’s why I’m putting this down as voluntary work.”

      She turned to me with mock surprise.

      “So, what? I’m now your charity case?”

      I playfully shoved her. She pushed me back, and just like that, all was forgiven, and we went back to singing along to the song.

      Our relationship had always been easy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          The Clean-up

        

      

    

    
      Darcie

      Stacey’s sentence for killing her father after he had abused her since childhood, handed down by the sheriff and the local court, was community service. Every few weeks, they gave her a new task. This week it was cleaning up trash at the Circle, the local beach where all the teens partied.

      I was merely along for the ride to spend time with her. So I had something to put on my CV for college, so I could eventually get out of this godforsaken town and start a new life with Dane.

      We hadn’t exactly spoken about our plans, but it was unwritten that I would be leaving with Dane for California at the end of the summer. Until then, I had to clean up my past to pave the way for my future.

      “So what are you going to do in California?” Stacey asked after we had been at the beach for about an hour, picking up trash. It was lovely to be out near the water, inhaling the salty air and basking in the sunshine. It was going to be warm today. I could feel it—the perfect summer day. After growing up in Acacia Creek, I loved the warmth, which always felt cold, damp, and gloomy. Even Summervale of late had started to feel that way. I couldn’t wait to go to California.

      I looked at her in surprise. I had probably mused my inner most thoughts to her at some point, but I couldn’t remember discussing my post-summer plans with her.

      “How did you know I’m planning on moving to California?”

      “Come on, Darce. You’re my best friend. Besides, you’re hopelessly in love with Dane. So no way you will be staying in this dead-end town while he galivants off to college in another state. Besides, I know you also want to get away from your past.”

      I sighed. “Yes. That’s true. I am planning on moving away to California with Dane. But I don’t think I’ll get into Stanford. It’s an Ivy League school, and I am so not Ivy League material. So I’ve applied for a scholarship to USC and a smaller college closer to Stanford. Then I need a job. Dane has already applied for a place off-campus near the beach, so I’ll live with him.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short. Remember when you won the short story contest in middle school. Plus, the junior essay competition? You’re a great writer. You should write about your past for the college essay. And I hope you’re also going to choose creative writing for your major.”

      I nodded. “I am. Don’t worry. And are you sure? Would they really want to read about how I was abused since I was a little girl, gaslighted by my father to think I was insane? Watched my father have countless affairs and then be charged with killing my mother and many other women?”

      “Yes!”

      I shoved her shoulder. She pushed me back.

      “No. I have to put my past behind me and polish up my life. I’m not going to let the sins of my father define me.”

      “Whatever you say.” She retained her smug composure. How could she be so damn arrogant and calm about this?

      “So what are you going to do after your sentence is up? When you’re officially off house arrest?”

      “Like you, I’m leaving this town. I’m going to go wherever Ashton goes. I’m thinking of studying psychology or becoming a counsellor and advocate for abused children and teens. Kids like us need a voice, and I’m hoping I can be that. You should be too, with your words. If not in the college essay, then in a book.”

      I gasped.

      “Stace… I…”

      “You don’t have to say anything now. Just tell me you’ll please consider it? But fast, because college applications close soon, don’t they?”

      “Yeah. Next week. I have like five days.”

      “Then you’d better get a move on. Or I’ll kick your ass.”

      I groaned. I knew she was serious, and like that time we went shopping for dresses, I knew I couldn’t say no—or she wouldn’t allow me to.
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