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​Chapter One
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It was early morning, the sky outside still bruised with the last shade of night. Sandra stepped out of the shower, steam curling around her like ghostly ribbons. Droplets of water clung to her hair and traced the slope of her shoulders as she wrapped herself in a cotton towel. The house was quiet, the kind of hush that comes just before dawn when the world hasn’t yet decided to wake.

She dressed slowly, first a soft gray sweater, then dark jeans. Her movements are deliberate, almost hesitant. As she sat on the edge of the bed, she found herself staring at the faint light filtering through the curtains. Her mind drifted, as it had so many mornings, to Harvard and to Daisy.

Daisy.

Daisy was the only reason she was even considering Harvard. Her sister’s laughter, her stubborn loyalty, her belief in Sandra’s potential were a pull stronger than the ivy covered walls of the university itself. Without Daisy, Sandra might have let the acceptance letter gather dust in the drawer the way she had let so many other opportunities slip through her fingers.

She opened that same drawer now, fingertips brushing against old letters and photographs. A scent of cedar and faded perfume escaped as if memories themselves had a fragrance. Among the clutter lay a photograph from a Thanksgiving dinner two years ago, the faint stain of cranberry sauce marking the corner. The sight tugged her backward through time until she was there again back when everything had been simpler and yet somehow more complicated.

The Floyd family’s Thanksgiving table had always been an event, a mix of tradition and cheerful chaos. That evening the house glowed with amber light from chandeliers and the crackling fireplace. The dining room smelled of roasted turkey, sage, and the warm sweetness of pumpkin pie. Nicole Floyd, the matriarch, presided over the kitchen with quiet command. She wore a cream blouse and a burgundy apron, her hair swept into an elegant bun that refused to lose its shape even after hours of cooking. Nicole’s beauty was a calm one, her soft brown eyes able to soothe a storm, though her voice could cut through noise like the edge of a knife when she chose.

Richmond, Sandra’s father, stood by the window polishing his glasses, a habit that betrayed his restlessness more than any words could. Tall and broad shouldered, he carried himself with the authority of a man used to being heard. His salt and pepper hair and deliberate movements gave him a certain gravitas, but those who knew him best understood that beneath his stern exterior lay a heart quick to worry and a mind that remembered every scar life had ever left on him.

Daisy, the oldest, darted between the table and the kitchen, a bundle of energy in a sunflower yellow dress. She was twenty then, all wide smiles and quick jokes, with a cascade of dark curls that refused to be tamed. Daisy had always been the family’s spark; her laughter infectious, her opinions fearless. If Sandra was the quiet thinker, Daisy was the comet blazing across the room.

Sandra herself hovered near the counter, carving knife in hand, trying to help her mother while sneaking tastes of stuffing when no one was looking. She was eighteen then, tall and graceful but with a natural shyness that made her seem almost aloof. Her hazel eyes held a certain distance, as if she were always half lost in a world only she could see.

Nicole glanced up from the gravy boat. “Sandra, can you carve the turkey?”

“Sure, Mom.” Sandra wiped her hands on a towel, nerves flickering behind her calm reply. “I forgot to mention, I invited Freedie. I hope you guys don’t mind.”

Richmond’s head snapped up. The polishing cloth froze against his lenses. “You invited Freedie?” His voice dropped like a stone into the warm hum of the room. “His father is a serial killer.”

The room went still. Even the fireplace seemed to hush.

Nicole set down the gravy boat with deliberate care, though a tremor touched her fingers. “Calm down, honey,” she said, but her eyes never left Sandra. “Sandra, you should have told us before inviting him.”

“I—” Sandra shifted her weight, gripping the knife as though it could anchor her. “You guys don’t have a problem with it, right?”

Nicole exhaled slowly, her gaze sharpening. “We have a problem with it. Freedie’s father slaughtered fourteen innocent people. We don’t think you should be hanging out with him, and he isn’t welcome here.”

The words struck like a cold wind, but Sandra stood her ground. “His father slaughtered those people, not him. Freedie’s a nice kid, Mom. Tell them, Daisy.”

Daisy, perched on a chair with her knees drawn up, spoke softly but firmly. “Yeah, Mom. He’s a nice kid.” Her curls bounced as she tilted her head, a flicker of defiance sparking in her dark eyes.

Richmond’s jaw tightened. “His father was a nice guy too before anyone knew what he was capable of. He’s not welcome here, and that’s final.”

Silence again, heavy and unyielding. Sandra felt the weight of every gaze, the heat of the fire on her back. Her chest tightened with a familiar frustration the ache of being judged for someone else’s sins, of seeing innocence eclipsed by fear. She thought of Freedie’s quiet smile, the way he listened more than he spoke, the way he carried his father’s shadow like a burden he had never asked for.

The carving knife clattered softly as she set it down. Without another word, she turned and left the room, the echo of her footsteps sharp against the hardwood floor.

Outside, the night air bit at her cheeks as she crossed the driveway to her car. The house behind her glowed with warmth and light, a picture of family togetherness she suddenly felt excluded from. She slid behind the wheel, heart pounding, and started the engine. The hum of it drowned out the muffled sounds of laughter and clinking plates that spilled faintly through the walls.

***
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SANDRA WANDERED TO her favorite place after leaving the house: a quiet clearing at the edge of the Floyd property where a fallen oak formed a natural bench. Evening light filtered through the bare branches, brushing everything in shades of copper and rose. The air smelled faintly of woodsmoke drifting from distant chimneys. Here, away from the house and its tangled emotions, she could finally breathe.

She drew her knees to her chest, resting her chin on them, and let the silence settle. The sky deepened from orange to violet, stars beginning to pierce the dusk. Sandra traced patterns in the dirt with the tip of her shoe, the arguments from dinner still echoing in her head, her father’s hard voice, her mother’s wary calm.

A rustle of leaves behind her broke the quiet. She turned to see Daisy picking her way down the narrow path, curls bouncing against the collar of her yellow cardigan. A familiar comfort washed over Sandra at the sight of her sister’s easy smile.

“Hey,” Daisy said, slipping onto the log beside her.

“Hi,” Sandra murmured, managing a faint smile of her own.

“Don’t let Mom and Dad get to you,” Daisy said after a moment. “They’re just parents.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“They’re boring ones,” Daisy added with a grin, “but they’re still parents and we love them.”

Sandra laughed softly, the sound a small release of tension. “True.”

For a while they watched the sky darken. Crickets tuned their chorus in the underbrush, and the first fireflies flickered to life around them. Daisy hugged her knees, her bracelets jingling softly.

“I just wish Mom and Dad could see Freddie the way I do,” Sandra said at last. “But they decide to judge him on his father’s mistakes.”

“You want me to talk to them for you?” Daisy’s voice was gentle but firm, as though she’d already decided she would if Sandra asked.

“Nah. They still wouldn’t understand.”

“You sure? I can be really persistent.” Daisy crossed her eyes and puffed her cheeks, making a ridiculous face.

Sandra burst out laughing, the tightness in her chest easing. “I’m sure. But thanks.”

Daisy nudged her shoulder. “Enough of your so called boring life, then. How’s Harvard?” Sandra asked, deliberately mispronouncing it with a teasing drawl.

“It’s good,” Daisy replied, brushing a curl from her forehead. “The only downside is this guy who keeps hitting on me. He won’t take no for an answer.”

Sandra raised an eyebrow. “That might be nice.”

“Trust me, it isn’t.” Daisy rolled her eyes dramatically. “I can’t wait for you to graduate so you can join me there.”

“Me too,” Sandra said, her voice tinged with a wistfulness she couldn’t quite hide.

The two sisters sat in comfortable silence, the kind built over years of whispered secrets and shared dreams. The moon rose, casting silver light over the clearing. Sandra felt the pull of the house behind them, its windows glowing warm in the distance, the sound of laughter muffled by walls and memory.

“Let’s go back home,” Daisy said at last, offering a warm smile.

Sandra nodded, slipping her arm through Daisy’s as they stood. Together they  got in Sandra Car and drove home. 

***
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SANDRA FOLDED A STACK of sweaters into the open suitcase on her bed, smoothing each one until the edges lined up perfectly. Her bedroom smelled faintly of lavender detergent and the warm paper scent of the books she’d read a hundred times. Evening light pooled across the hardwood floor, catching on the framed photographs that dotted her shelves snapshots of childhood summers, school dances, and a few quiet moments with Daisy that she had turned face down days ago.

She paused to tuck a strand of black hair behind her ear. The room felt both smaller and larger than ever, as though the walls knew she was leaving and were already stretching away. At twenty, Sandra was slender and long limbed, with a dancer’s balance and a narrow waist she hardly noticed. Her hazel eyes reflected the same restless determination she felt building in her chest.

A soft knock came at the door. Before she could answer, it swung open and her parents stepped in together.

Nicole crossed the threshold first, her presence gentle but commanding. She wore a tailored blouse the color of cream and a faint scent of rosewater clung to her. Her eyes shone with a mix of pride and worry. “My baby has grown up,” she said, voice warm but edged with something unsteady.

Sandra smiled faintly and folded another sweater. “It’s just life, Mom.”

Nicole’s gaze lingered on the suitcase before drifting back to her daughter. “Are you sure about your decision to go to Harvard University?”

“Yes, Mom.” Sandra’s tone was quiet but firm.

Nicole hesitated, fingers tightening around the doorframe. “Even after what happened to your sister?”

A brief shadow crossed Sandra’s face, but she didn’t look up. “It was an accident,” she said carefully. “Besides, you can’t stop sleeping just because you’re afraid of nightmares.”

Richmond stepped closer, his tall frame filling the small room. He smelled faintly of cedar and engine oil from a day spent in the garage. “We know, honey. We’re just worried about you, that’s all.” His voice, usually steady, carried a hint of concern.

Sandra closed the suitcase halfway and turned to face them. “Come on, guys. There’s no need to worry. I’ll be just fine. Harvard is the best university in the world. I can’t throw away this opportunity just because of what happened to Daisy.”

Richmond studied her for a long moment, the lines around his eyes deepening. At last he nodded. “Okay, honey. We got you the apartment your sister stayed in, just a mile from campus.”

Surprise softened Sandra’s expression. “You did?”

Nicole’s smile flickered. “Of course. We wanted you to have something familiar. Maybe it will feel like she’s still... near.”

“Thank you,” Sandra said, her voice catching before she steadied it. “I really do appreciate it.”

“No need for thanks,” Nicole replied, stepping farther into the room. “You’re our only child now, and we’re working hard so you can have a better life.”

The words landed with a weight Sandra felt in her chest. She swallowed. “Okay.”

Richmond cleared his throat. “Always remember what I tell you.”

Sandra’s lips curved despite herself. “Of course, Dad. Prevention is better than cure.”

“That’s my girl.” A small, proud smile eased the tension from his face.

Nicole held out a crisp envelope. “Anyway, here’s your plane ticket.” She set it gently on the bed beside the suitcase.

Sandra blinked. “You guys want me to fly to Massachusetts?”

“Yes, honey,” Richmond said with a chuckle. “Don’t tell me you were planning on driving from Columbus, Ohio, all the way to Cambridge, Massachusetts?”

“That’s what I was planning,” Sandra admitted, mock pouting. “But thank you for ruining it for me.”

Nicole’s eyes sparkled. “You’re welcome,” she said, smiling as if she’d won a quiet victory.

“You guys are such fun killers,” Sandra teased, zipping the suitcase.

“That’s not true,” Richmond replied, shaking his head with a grin.

Sandra laughed softly. “Anyway, it’s a good thing I’m going to Harvard. At least I won’t have your attention on me all the time.”

Nicole pressed a hand to her chest in mock offense. “Ouch. That hurts.”

“I know,” Sandra said with a smirk. She snapped the suitcase shut and glanced at the clock. “Now will you please drive me to the airport before I miss my flight?”

“Okay,” Richmond said, his voice softer now.

For a moment none of them moved. Nicole reached out and brushed a stray lock of black hair from Sandra’s face, her touch lingering as though trying to memorize the shape of her daughter’s cheek. Richmond set a steadying hand on Sandra’s shoulder.

“You’ll do great,” he said quietly.

“I will,” Sandra replied, her voice just as quiet.

They left the room together, the light behind them fading into the hush of the house. Sandra took one last glance over her shoulder at the photographs, the books, the lavender scented walls. Then she flicked off the light and followed her parents down the hall, the sound of their footsteps echoing toward a future that waited just beyond the night. 

***
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THE DRIVE TO THE AIRPORT took only thirty minutes, but for Sandra it passed in a blur of highway lights and half remembered conversations. She sat in the back seat, forehead leaning against the cool glass, watching the dark fields slide past. Every mile felt like a small unthreading of the life she’d always known. By the time the Columbus skyline shimmered into view, a restless excitement had replaced the tightness in her chest.

Inside the terminal the air smelled faintly of coffee and jet fuel, a mix of hurry and anticipation. The high glass ceiling reflected rows of fluorescent lights that glittered like a false sky. Travelers streamed past families juggling luggage, businesspeople with clipped strides, children dragging stuffed animals by the arm.

Sandra adjusted the strap of her duffel bag and walked between her parents, the wheels of her suitcase humming softly across the polished floor. Richmond carried himself with the quiet authority of a man used to order, but his eyes kept flicking toward her as though memorizing the shape of her face. Nicole held a folded boarding pass in one hand, the other occasionally brushing Sandra’s arm as if to reassure herself this moment was real.

They stopped near the security line, the crowd surging around them.

Richmond turned first. “We are proud of you, Sandra,” he said, his deep voice almost swallowed by the announcements echoing from the loudspeakers.

“I know,” Sandra replied with a quick smile. “And I’m gonna make you guys even more proud.”

He nodded, the corners of his mouth lifting. “I already arranged everything. My friend, he's a government professor at Harvard, will pick you up from the airport and drive you to your apartment.”

Sandra arched a brow, teasing. “Hope you guys won’t be using him to spy on me once in a while?”

Nicole’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Of course not. We’ll be using him to spy on you all the time.”

Sandra laughed, half horrified. “You can’t be serious?”

“She’s just kidding, honey,” Richmond said, though a hint of amusement lingered in his voice.

“Good,” Sandra said, tossing her black hair back. “Because I’m a young woman, and I need to make some bad, messed up life decisions I can learn from and grow from.”

Nicole blinked, mock-scandalized. “Seriously?”

“Yes, Mom. I need to get wasted really badly and make some terrible life decisions.”

Richmond chuckled, shaking his head. “Okay, fair enough. You can get wasted but no smoking weed.”

Sandra grinned. “Can’t make any promises, Dad.”

“Seriously?” he asked again, though his smile betrayed him.

“Yes,” she said, drawing out the word with playful defiance. Then her expression softened. “Thank you, again, for getting me the same apartment Daisy stayed in.”

Richmond’s brows knit. “I don’t even know why you asked for that exact apartment.”

“I want to be close to my sister, Dad,” Sandra said quietly.

The words hung in the air for a moment, carrying more weight than any of them expected.

“Okay,” Richmond said finally, his voice gentle. “If you say so.”

Nicole reached out, tucking a loose strand of hair behind Sandra’s ear. “We’ll try to stop by sometime, just to see how you’re doing.”

“It won’t be necessary,” Sandra replied with a small smile. “I’ll be home for Christmas and Thanksgiving.”

“Okay,” Nicole said, though her hand lingered a heartbeat longer.

The boarding call for Boston crackled through the speakers. Sandra adjusted her bag and glanced toward the gate. “Gotta go, guys. I love you.”

Richmond pulled her into a firm hug, the scent of his aftershave grounding her. “We love you too,” he said, voice low.

Nicole wrapped her arms around both of them, holding on as if she could keep time from moving. “Take care of yourself, baby,” she whispered.

Sandra stepped back, eyes bright. With one last wave she turned toward the security line, her suitcase wheels clicking a steady rhythm against the tile. Her parents watched until she disappeared into the crowd, a slim figure with black hair and an entire future stretching out ahead of her.

***
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THE CHILL OF A MASSACHUSETTS evening swept over Sandra as she stepped out of the jetway and into the crowded terminal. The air smelled faintly of roasted coffee and winter air carried in on passengers’ coats. She tugged the strap of her duffel tighter across her shoulder, scanning the throng of greeters and taxi drivers.

That’s when she saw him, a tall man standing a little apart from the bustle, holding a white placard with her name printed in bold black letters: SANDRA FLOYD.

He was hard to miss. Bill Jones looked to be in his late thirties, maybe early forties, with the easy posture of someone who had spent a lifetime around students. His hair was a sandy blond already touched at the temples with silver, and his clean shaven face showed the faint lines of someone who smiled often but thought even more. A dark wool coat hung open over a charcoal sweater and pressed jeans, and a battered leather satchel rested against one boot. His eyes, a clear gray blue, watched the crowd with quiet patience.

Sandra threaded through rolling suitcases and clusters of travelers until she reached him. “You must be Bill Jones?”

He lowered the placard and smiled warmly. “Sandra Floyd. Nice meeting you.”

“Same here,” she said, matching his handshake with a firm but polite grip.

Outside, the evening air bit at her cheeks as they walked to the parking garage. Bill’s sedan, a well kept black Volvo, smelled faintly of pine and old books. The drive from the airport to Cambridge took nearly an hour, city lights flickering past the windows while he offered easy conversation about Boston traffic, the winter weather, and the best local coffee shops. He spoke with a measured cadence, the kind that made even small talk feel like a well paced lecture.

When they reached her apartment, a tidy brick building just off a quiet street near Harvard Square, Bill killed the engine and hopped out before she could protest, lifting her suitcase from the trunk with practiced ease.

“Thanks,” Sandra said as they climbed the narrow stairwell. “But you didn’t have to bring my bag.”

“I know,” Bill replied with a faint grin, “but I insist.”

Inside the small apartment, warm with the scent of fresh paint and new carpet, he set her luggage neatly by the couch and glanced around. “If you have free time tomorrow,” he offered, “I can give you a campus tour. It helps to have a local guide.”

Sandra shook her head, a small smile tugging at her lips. “Thanks, but it won’t be necessary.”

“May I ask why?” His tone was curious, not offended.

“I like figuring things out on my own,” she said, brushing a strand of black hair from her face.

“Okay,” he said with a slight nod, “if you say so.”

He stepped toward the door, hand already on the knob, when Sandra’s voice stopped him.

“Bill.”

He turned. “Yes?”

She hesitated, then met his steady gray blue eyes. “Can you please do me a favor?”

“Yes,” he said without pause. “Anything.”

“Don’t tell anyone that I’m Daisy’s sister. I... I want to try to fit in on campus.”

A flicker of understanding crossed his face. “Okay,” he said simply.

Relief softened her shoulders. “Thanks for everything.”
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