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			For Mama Bean

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“Senator Montgomery! Senator Montgomery! Roll down the window! Just for a second! Senator Montgomery!”

			There was a bang and a shout—some photog getting so close to the limo that he tripped and slammed his camera into the side of the car—and so the most hellish part of my day from hell truly began.

			The rest of the paparazzi crowded around the limousine’s tinted windows as it eased through the wrought-iron gates of the South Palm Memorial Cemetery. They couldn’t see me or my mom and dad, would only go home with pictures of their own cameras’ reflections. But that didn’t stop them. Nothing ever stopped them. Some people made a living just by selling whatever pictures they could get of our family. And now the one unfamous person in my world had died, and of course the photographers were still here, clamoring for shots of the living.

			Sometimes I really wished their cameras would spontaneously combust in their faces. But only when I was feeling truly pissed at the world. Like now.

			“Five minutes, Cecilia,” my mother said tersely, glancing up from her tablet to check her Cartier watch. “We have to get this show on the road. I have a briefing at three.”

			I felt my father’s body go rigid, even with him sitting clear on the other side of the limo.

			It’s Gigi’s funeral, I thought bitterly. You couldn’t take one day off?

			What I said was, “Yes, ma’am.”

			Outside the windows, rows of white and gray headstones stretched into the distance for what seemed like miles. It was all so anonymous. My grandmother didn’t belong here, camou­flaged by the dreary sameness. She belonged someplace special.

			My mom’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t take that tone with your mother.”

			The great Rebecca Montgomery, aka dear old Mom, loved to refer to herself in the third person. Ever since I was a toddler, it was:

			Look, Cecilia, Mommy’s on TV!

			Mommy will only be gone for three weeks, but don’t worry. Miss Jessica will take care of you!

			No, no! Mommy can’t hug you right now. This suit is couture.

			Yeah. The word “maternal” was not in her vocabulary.

			“It’s not as if I can take the time off right now,” she added, reading my mind. “Not when there’s so much work to do.”

			Of course there was. It was an election year. Nothing was more all-consuming for my mother than an election year.

			She huffed out a breath and placed the tablet aside, opening a compact to check her perfectly bobbed chestnut-brown hair.

			“I still don’t understand why we had to fly all the way down here to this godforsaken swamp for her funeral when we have a perfectly beautiful burial plot back in Beacon Hill.”

			“Because my mother lived here,” my father said, still staring out the window. “She wanted to be buried here. You never gave her anything she wanted in life, Rebecca; you’d think you could at least give her this.”

			“Oh. So I see everyone’s ganging up on me today.” My mother clicked the compact closed and shoved it back into her black Birkin bag. She had a right to be surprised. My father, a high-powered defense attorney for Boston’s wealthiest residents, usually saved all argumentative tones for the courtroom. I hardly ever heard him raise his voice or even snipe at my mom, unless it was from behind very firmly closed doors. “It wasn’t entirely my fault that Maura and I didn’t get along. She did play a hand in it, you know.”

			“But she’s still Dad’s mom,” I said quietly. “And my grandmother. And we’re never going to see her again.”

			You could at least pretend to be sad.

			My mother sighed her impatient sigh. “Cecilia . . .”

			“Mom, please,” I said, my voice shaky. “Could you maybe not be a bitch right now? Just for today?”

			My left cheek exploded in pain. I didn’t even see my mother move until she was settling back into her seat across from mine, tucking the hand that had just slapped me into her purse.

			My left eye prickled over with purple and gray spots. I brought my quaking fingers to my cheek.

			“Was that really necessary?” my father asked.

			I blinked, surprised he’d even bothered. He’d never said anything to her the many other times she’d smacked me.

			“Stay out of it,” she growled at him.

			My father clenched his jaw and looked out the window. Mother tugged down on her suit jacket and glared at me. “How dare you?”

			It had been a long time since she’d hit me. Possibly because I had hardly seen her for more than an hour or two here and there over the past two years. Maybe I hadn’t had time to piss her off enough. But now? On the day we were burying my grandmother?

			“Gigi was my best friend,” I muttered to the door, turning the stinging side of my face away from her. “Just leave me alone.”

			“What was that? If you’re going to speak, at least enunciate,” my mother said.

			I sat up straight, trying very hard not to tremble. “I said, Gigi was my best friend. And she was more like a mother to me than you’ve ever been.”

			My mom made an indignant noise at the back of her throat. “I should throw you right out of this car, young lady.”

			“Like you’d ever do that,” I shot back. “You’d rather die than let me see the light of day.”

			I hadn’t even been allowed to go out for my eighteenth birthday last month. Instead my mother—or rather, her assistant, Tash—had sent me a gift at boarding school, but she hadn’t otherwise acknowledged it. No call, no text, no e-mail. Just a hand-delivered box from Tiffany containing an ugly ladybug pendant I immediately donated to my graduating class’s silent charity auction.

			I crossed my arms and sat back, but the huge bun her stylist had fashioned out of my mane of curls held my skull away from the headrest at an uncomfortable angle. My irritation spiked. Even though I was sitting here declaring my ability to be my own person, I’d spent the entire day letting her order me around as always.

			I said the Kenneth Cole, Cecilia, not the Calvin Klein.

			Take off that god-awful lip color. Did you pick that yourself? When was the last time we had your eyes checked?

			And then, when she’d seen my hair hanging loose around my shoulders: I’ll have Felicia come take care of you next. How you deal with all that hair, I have no idea.

			And what had I said all morning long? “Yes, ma’am.”

			Sometimes I really loathed myself. I should have asked her how she dealt with having a stick up her butt all the time.

			Of course, my hair wasn’t the only thing about me that my mother couldn’t wrap her brain around, but it wasn’t surprising, considering her hair had always been tame and shiny and cut above the chin. I had inherited her skinny bones and angular face, and my dad’s extreme height and dark curly hair—though he kept his almost entirely shaved. My skin color was all my own, somewhere between his dark chocolate and her milky white. I pushed my butt all the way back so I could straighten my posture, barely containing the urge to rip out the three hundred bobby pins stabbing me in the skull.

			“Please, Cecilia,” my mother said with a derisive chuckle. “If you want us to treat you like an adult, you should stop moping like a child.”

			My face burned.

			“We’re here,” my father said gruffly. “Five minutes, Cecilia.”

			Of course he was agreeing with her timeline. He always agreed with everything she said. Which is how I’d ended up with her last name instead of his. But I felt suddenly too exhausted to argue anymore.

			The mound of dirt and the casket on its metal lift were situated about three rows in from the car. My grandmother’s grave site sat beneath the shade of a huge weeping willow. She would have loved it, and the thought brought fresh tears to my eyes.

			I stepped shakily out of the car. It was stiflingly hot and humid.

			My mother’s security team sat on alert in the Town Car behind ours along with Tim “the Tank” Thompson, the former pro wrestler who had followed me around for the past ten years. I sensed their eyes on me as I slipped my sunglasses on and walked over to the grave site, alone, feeling oddly exposed without Tim there as my shadow. But he’d been told, I was sure, that I was to have these five minutes.

			Because my mother refused to let anyone ever get a glimpse of me, I would not be allowed out of the limo during the actual service and burial later. Ever since I was eight years old and a man named Scott Smith had attempted to kidnap me for ransom, my mother had kept me on a short leash. Well, more like locked up in a cage and transported from place to place only by heavily armed professionals.

			It was why I had spent the past ten years cloistered behind the brick walls of the Worthington School, where no camera phones were allowed and every student signed a confidentiality clause. Why I’d never seen the inside of a movie theater or a Starbucks or a commercial airport. Why I’d spent every summer trapped in our house on Martha’s Vineyard with a team of tennis coaches, academic tutors, and etiquette experts grooming me for the day I’d emerge from the suffocating cocoon in which I’d spent most of my life.

			Suffocating like the starched jacket of the black suit I’d been forced to wear, which now itched at the back of my neck under the glare of the sun as I approached the grave. The length of the pencil skirt—just above the knee—clamped my legs together and made my steps small and awkward in my black kitten heels. I finally came up alongside the white coffin and lost my breath, imagining Gigi inside. Instead I trained my eyes on the sky as blue as cornflower and dotted with white clouds. I wanted to say the right thing. Tell her how much she’d meant to me. But she knew all that. And the first words that came spilling out of my mouth weren’t so much a grateful homage as a selfish plea.

			“How am I supposed to do this?” I asked, my voice cracking. Sudden, hot tears streamed from the corners of my eyes. “How am I supposed to do this without you?”

			It was all I could think to say. Then I bowed my head forward, covered my face with my hands, and wept.

			*  *  *

			An hour later, it was all over. At least a hundred friends and family members stood alongside her grave while the pastor spoke and my father and his sister cried and my mother’s lip wobbled dramatically.

			Our driver stood under the shade of a palm tree alongside the car, which was parked at the front of a winding line of limos and Town Cars awaiting their passengers. He watched the proceedings while I stared through the window, open half a centimeter so that I might catch a stray word. My face and eyes were dry, my skin itching from the tears I’d shed earlier. And the longer I watched, the angrier I felt.

			The whole thing was a sham. My parents hadn’t even told my grandmother’s real friends where she was being buried. This was not about her. It was about my mother. The senator. The glamorous Senator Montgomery, fourth child of Jack and Marianne Montgomery and niece of former vice president Frederick Montgomery. Currently, my mother was the highest-profile Montgomery in the country with her ascension to the US Senate, and she had no intention of stopping there. She had turned my grandmother’s funeral into a networking party.

			Finally the flowers were strewn, the dirt was tossed, and those in attendance were saying their good-byes. I sat up straighter as my parents approached the waiting cars, my father supporting my mother as if she were the one suffering.

			I steeled myself for round two, but my parents and their entourage of bodyguards slipped between parked cars and walked up a slight incline on the other side of the roadway. I had to turn around and crane my neck to see where they were going. The driver moved away from the car to join the rest of the security team. They stopped at a spot atop a grassy knoll near the brick fence that surrounded the cemetery grounds. I saw Tim find a position midway up the hill. My father stood just behind my mother’s right shoulder. Always, always, he stood behind her.

			“We’d like to thank you all for coming and showing your respect for my husband’s late mother, our late mother, really,” my mom began, her hair shimmering in the sun. “One of the great matriarchs of our family.”

			Bile. I tasted actual bile. Matriarch? Our mother? My mother had treated Gigi like crap. Any overtures from my father’s mother were swept under the rug. Any offers of advice or assistance were scoffed at. How dare she get up there and act like Gigi had meant something to her?

			“Maura also meant a good deal to our daughter, Cecilia,” my mother continued, gazing down at the car. “The two of them had a special relationship, and for that we will always be grateful.”

			My fingernails dug into the flesh of my palms. I was sweating under my arms and along my upper lip. She was such a liar. Such a fraud. And I hated her. I hated what she’d done to my life. I’d never had a boyfriend or even a real friend. Never been allowed to invite anyone to my house, go to a regular party or out to a concert. I was hardly even a functioning human being.

			Heat crept up my neck as my heart pounded out of control. I unbuttoned the suit jacket and yanked the tight sleeves from my arms, straining my shoulder muscles in the process. It didn’t help. I couldn’t breathe. I needed air. I had to get out of there. I had to.

			My hand fumbled for the door handle, but then I froze. If just one member of the paparazzi happened to turn their head, they would be on me like starving crows on roadkill. I wouldn’t get two feet from the car before the security detail easily caught up with me and tossed me back inside.

			My eyes darted around the confines of the limo as my pulse raced and raced and raced. Suddenly I felt a cool breeze on my ankles and realized that the air-conditioning was blowing. The car was running. I turned and glanced at the ignition. There dangled the keys.

			Without thinking, I got on my knees and shoved myself through the open window that divided the driver’s seat from the rest of the car. Within seconds I was behind the wheel—thank God the Tank convinced my mom that my learning to drive was necessary for my safety. The crowd was at least six or seven cars behind me to the left, eyes and lenses riveted on the senator. There was nothing in front of me but open road.

			I clicked the car into drive, put my hands on the wheel, and pressed my foot down on the gas pedal.

			*  *  *

			I had been on the road for fifteen minutes when my phone began to ring, but I refused to look at the screen. I gripped the steering wheel with slick fingers, hardly able to take a full breath. But even in all my panic and elation and terror and sadness, my logical side was still functioning, and it was telling me that the cops were going to be on me in about thirteen seconds. A scrawny black girl behind the wheel of a stretch limo with livery plates? That was something people were going to notice.

			I had to get off this highway. But where the hell was I supposed to go?

			I had barely asked myself the question when a sign appeared before me. An actual sign for Everglades National Park. Gigi used to take me there every December 26 for a picnic at a secluded spot near the water. No one would ever look for me there, and there were enough trees to hide the limo, even if my mother somehow got NASA to train a satellite on the area. Which she could totally do.

			I just had to find the right turnoff once I got inside the park area. Then maybe I could stop for a while, give myself some time to think, figure out what I was going to do next. I eased the limo off the road.

			A few drivers peered curiously out at me as they blew by in the other direction. I noticed that the driver had left his black hat on the passenger seat, and I jammed it down on top of my hair. Not the greatest disguise in the world, but better than nothing.

			More signs pointed off to various sections of the park. Fishing piers, wildlife preserves, designated water sports areas. Finally, I found what I was looking for: an old, chipped sign that read PICNIC GROUNDS with a red sticker slapped across it—CLOSED. I ignored that, just like my grandmother always had. I almost laughed, remembering how her irreverence had stressed me out, how I’d spend the first half hour of any picnic worried that we were going to get caught. Never the rule breaker, and now I was breaking every rule in the book.

			As soon as I turned onto the packed dirt road, the trees and undergrowth bent in around me. High above, the canopy of leaves blocked out the sun, and long green grasses swished against the sides of the car. I eased my foot off the gas and realized that my ankle hurt from being in the same tense position for so long. Finally I found myself able to breathe. Able to think.

			What the hell was I doing?

			Did I really think that this stunt would prove anything? That I could escape my mother? No, in fact, I didn’t. When I’d crawled through that window, I hadn’t been thinking at all. I’d been working on instinct, hopped up on emotion. I had wanted to get away, plain and simple. I’d seen my chance and I’d taken it.

			The question was, what to do now? I took a deep breath and considered my situation. I had a ton of cash in my backpack—the bag I never left home without—from the tutoring services I offered at school. Okay, the flat-out writing-papers-for-other-kids business I’d been lucratively running behind Tim’s back for the past five years. Most of the money was hidden under a floorboard in my room back home in Boston, where I made deposits every break, but I’d brought my latest haul—about two thousand dollars—­with me, in case the school did one of its random sweeps while I was away at the funeral. If I could just get somewhere, somewhere off the grid, maybe I could really and truly be free.

			I came to the end of the road and hit the brakes. The car stopped soundlessly. Fingers trembling, I shoved the gearshift into park. Before me was the bog where Gigi and I had picnicked just this past December. Where we’d tossed out a couple of lines and sat munching on cold fried chicken, not catching anything and not caring. I’d leaned my head against her shoulder and we’d daydreamed about going to Europe together. We’d talked about how once I turned eighteen, I could do anything I wanted, I could escape, and she’d be here to do it with me.

			Except that she wasn’t. Thanks to one tiny blood clot, she was gone.

			I leaned back in the seat and cried. I cried in total earnest and abandon in a way I hadn’t since Tash had called me to tell me Gigi had passed. For the first time in forever, I was truly and completely alone, no bodyguard hovering, no driver or personal assistant or tutor listening in. I cried with everything I had in me.

			And by the time I stopped, I had a plan. By the time I stopped, I knew I wasn’t ever going back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Lia Washington. My name is Lia Washington. Hi! I’m Lia Washington.

			The fingers on my left hand twitched atop my knee the following morning as I sat on the edge of my seat on the half-empty bus. It was an old habit from when I played the violin as a kid. I used to stay up nights, fingering scales and concertos under the covers, hearing the notes inside my head. I hadn’t touched a violin in four years, but my fingers still remembered everything, and considering my current freak-out level, they were twitching like crazy.

			It took some concentration, but I stilled them. Lia Washington, I thought calmly. That’s my name. I’d chosen my grandmother’s maiden name, and I knew she’d approve.

			Outside the window, the green hills of Tennessee rolled by; horses raced across an open field in the distance. It was all so peaceful, a serious contrast to the pounding of my pulse. I couldn’t believe I was here. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I’d daydreamed about this moment my entire life—the day I would finally break free. When I was nine, I’d envisioned a distant foreign princess cousin swooping in to bring me back to her castle. Around age thirteen, I’d devised a plan to break out of Worthington and hire someone off Craigslist to pick me up and race me across the country to California, where I’d spill my secrets to a filmmaker, become an instant millionaire, and file for emancipated-minor status. Of course, I’d never truly believed any of those plans were plausible. And now, here I was. Without a plan. And it had somehow worked.

			For now, anyway. How long would it be before my parents or their security team or the FBI found me? What would they do to me when they did?

			My fingers were twitching again, and now they started to shake. I had to get a grip. I reached up to crack the window and let the scent of fresh, wet earth fill my lungs. For half a second the panicked rate of my heart slowed.

			You’re doing the right thing. For the first time in your entire life, you’re free.

			“Lia Washington,” I whispered, trying to make them sound like words I’d said every day, forever. “I’m Lia Washington.”

			The bus’s brakes squealed, and I almost threw myself into the aisle, ready to run. But when I looked back, there were no police cars, no black vans bearing down on the bus. We’d simply come to a stop sign.

			“Pull it together, Cecilia,” I muttered under my breath, sitting back again. I wasn’t even going to make it one day if I was this on edge.

			But I couldn’t stop thinking about it. What was my mother doing right now? My father? Had they found the limo at the bottom of the bog yet? My crushed and drowned cell phone? Did they realize I’d run away, or did they think I’d been kidnapped again?

			My mother was probably frantic, trying to deal with the press and figure out what her official statement would be. And Dad . . . well, I’d be surprised if he even noticed I was gone.

			A lump welled in my throat, but I swallowed it down. I’d long since adjusted to the fact that my family didn’t actually care about me as a person, didn’t care to know who I really was or love me for it. There was no reason for me to get all sentimental about it now, when I didn’t have to think about it anymore. In fact, if everything went as planned, I’d never have to think about it again.

			We hit a bump in the road, and when I looked up, I was staring at the big, white sign with its scrolling green letters—WELCOME TO SWEETBRIAR, TENNESSEE, POP. 5698—as it slipped by the window. My exhausted heart fluttered with excitement. Make that 5699.

			I sat forward as, within seconds, the buildings of downtown rushed by. This was it. I was home.

			I had only been to Sweetbriar once before, when I was six years old and Gigi had brought me here to visit with her best friend, Daria, and her grandson Jasper, who was two years older than me. It had only been for a couple of days, but the place had made an impression, and everything was exactly as I remembered it. The clapboard storefronts. The fat, pink blooms on the magnolia trees bobbing in the light breeze, casting shade over the brick-lined sidewalks. I gripped the back of the seat in front of me, scanning the stores for Daria’s place. I hoped it was still here. Please, please let it still be here.

			Daria had a salon on Main with an apartment above where she and Jasper lived. It had been the home base for the best two days of my life. Gigi and Daria had taken the two of us kids to a park nearby, where we’d been allowed to climb trees and jump from monkey bars and eat peanut butter sandwiches without first making use of the hazmat kit my mom always kept in her bag.

			I had never felt so free.

			The bus screeched to a stop at a small bus shelter—a pretty white structure with a green shingled roof—and I held my breath until the noise died down. Then, shouldering my battered backpack, I shakily made my way down the aisle and out into the sunshine, into my new life.

			I froze.

			Up until this very moment, my goal had been to get to Sweetbriar and find a job and a place to stay. But now that I was here, staring at Main Street, the panicked questions I’d been trying to ignore crashed to the front of my mind, demanding to be heard.

			What if I couldn’t find a job that didn’t require me to share a social security number or a valid ID? The ones I had belonged to the daughter of the senator from the great state of Massachusetts. The second somebody typed my digits into a computer, I was toast. How long would my two thousand dollars last me? Truth be told, I had no clue what rent or food or anything else cost. Would it last me a month, a week, a day? My palms started to sweat in the awful way they did back at school every time someone had knocked on my dorm-room door. How could I have ever thought this was going to work?

			“Hiya!”

			I flinched and turned around, instinctively tugging my hood forward to hide more of my face. I was greeted by the wide, toothy smile of a bottle-ginger grandma in a floral dress and cowboy boots, pushing a stroller as she walked by.

			“Welcome to Sweetbriar, hon!” she said with a nod.

			In my entire life no stranger had ever said hello to me out of nowhere, possibly because I had never been allowed to encounter actual strangers. Even though I didn’t answer, she kept right on smiling and walking, her stride wide and purposeful. I glanced into the stroller and found a little pink pig in a bow tie staring up at me. I swear it scoffed when it caught my eye.

			A door across the street opened, releasing a burst of piano music as two girls my age spilled out in full-on cotillion dresses, looking back over their shoulders like they were being chased. They ducked into Hadley’s Drugs next door, giggling, just as a pack of guys chugged by in an old red pickup, two of them hanging in the back, singing at the top of their lungs to the country music that blared from inside.

			Clearly, the people-watching in this town was going to be distraction enough.

			I took a deep breath and let it out.

			“It’s okay,” I told myself, trying as hard as I could to believe it. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

			Slowly I let the hood fall off my hair, looked both ways, then crossed the street. Daria’s was somewhere on the far side of Main, facing the park. I wasn’t sure whether I’d even go in. If Daria recognized me, the jig would be up before it even started. But I wanted to know it was there—that she was there. As a safety net, I guess. I needed to know that if I screwed it all up, I’d have somewhere to turn.

			“Morning!”

			A middle-aged man with a black beard to his navel tipped his cowboy hat at me. I managed a small smile back. His eyes flicked over my outfit, and I self-consciously tugged up the zipper on my hoodie, hoping he hadn’t noticed the swipe of blood on the white shirt underneath. After I’d used that rock to weigh down the gas pedal and put the car in drive, it had moved a lot faster than I’d thought it would, and I’d scraped my stomach pretty badly trying to get out before it submerged itself in the water. At present I was sporting a mud-stained black skirt and blood-spattered white shirt and the blue Hilfiger hoodie I kept in my bag. I’d be lucky if I wasn’t run off the street. Or arrested.

			Keeping my head down, I shakily tucked my hair behind my ears. Clothes. I was definitely going to need some clothes. Where was a Target or a Walmart when you needed it? But I shouldn’t have been surprised. Sweetbriar wasn’t the big-box-chain type of place.

			Suddenly a girl on a bike came careening around the corner and almost mowed me down. She had a guitar strapped to her back and black-painted fingernails, and she wore a white football helmet instead of a bicycle version. I yelped and jumped backward, colliding with the window of Hadley’s.

			“Sorry, miss!” the kid shouted as she tore down the street.

			I covered my eyes with one hand. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t. How could I ever have thought I could? Thanks to my effing mother, I was a total basket case. Maybe if she hadn’t hidden me away in a maximum-security private school for the past ten years I would be able to, I don’t know, walk down a damn street in broad daylight without having a panic attack. God, I hated her. I hated her for turning me into this skittish loner freak with few friends and no life and no future.

			Trembling from head to toe, I tried to look around, tried to focus, but everything seemed blurry. I needed to calm down. I needed to get a grip, and fast.

			“You okay, miss?”

			I let out a yelp and staggered back a step or two. A dark-skinned man wearing a crisp white apron over a bright-orange button-down leaned out the door of Hadley’s.

			“I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to spook ya,” he said, holding up a steadying hand. “Why don’t you come inside for a second? You look like you could use a sit-down.”

			Through the plate-glass window I saw the cotillion girls sitting at an old-school ice cream counter, perched on vinyl stools as they ate from silver dishes. Even in the midst of my nervous breakdown, my stomach grumbled. The only thing I’d had all day was the granola bar I’d bought from a vending machine at the bus’s last pit stop. I was about to take him up on the offer—maybe food would help chill me out—when something caught my eye, and my heart dropped to the sidewalk.

			On the ground outside the drugstore was a stack of newspapers held down by a half a brick. Peeking out from underneath the end of that brick was a curly brown pigtail held by a big red bow. I recognized that bow.

			Holding my breath, I crouched to the ground and picked up the brick. There was my smiling eight-year-old face, big gap where my two front teeth should have been, my plaid pinafore tight over my starched white shirt as I posed in front of the standard school-pic backdrop of faux bookcases. My skin looked darker, and with the grainy print my dark green eyes appeared brown somehow, but it was me. The headline read: KIDNAPPED! DAUGHTER OF AMERICA’S FAMILY PLUCKED FROM GRANDMOTHER’S FUNERAL.

			Well. At least they didn’t think I’d run away. Although why that should make me feel better, I had no idea. Maybe because my default setting was to avoid defying my mother at all costs. But this way they weren’t looking for a runaway. They were looking for a criminal, maybe waiting for a ransom note. Somehow I felt like this was a positive development. My fingers itched to grab the paper and read the whole article. Had they found the car? My phone? Did they have any supposed leads? But the man from Hadley’s was watching me closely, and I couldn’t seem to make myself move.

			If I held this picture of eight-year-old me too close to my face, would he recognize me? Would anyone?

			I let the brick fall over my huge smile and stood up again, finding my hazy reflection in the store window. For the first time ever, I was grateful for the strict rule against public use of cell phones at my school, in place to prevent photos of the children of dignitaries and billionaires and (rumored) drug lords that went there from getting out. There was always a slim possibility that someone had snuck a shot of me somewhere, but not that I knew of. And if this was the only photo the press had—the last school picture taken before my attempted kidnapping—there had to be a reason. If my mom wanted them to have a new picture, they would have one.

			But how much did I still resemble that girl on the front page? Would anyone look at tall, skinny Lia Washington and see little, pudgy Cecilia Montgomery?

			The breeze shifted and tugged a stray curl across my face. I reached up and pulled it taut. My hair. I loved my hair. Always had. But it was my only defining trait that hadn’t changed. If I wanted to be inconspicuous, I was going to need a makeover.

			The man tsked quietly. “Such a shame, that story. Like that family hasn’t been through enough? And that girl . . . to survive one kidnapping only for this to happen.”

			The kidnapping. Whenever someone mentioned it, which was rare—since the topic was verboten in my family—the same set of images flashed through my mind. My mother shaking hands with the crowd at the local spring festival. The shimmery red fish in their tiny spherical bowls that had enticed me to wander off. The dirty fingernails of the man whose hand had come down over my mouth. The white van with the dented side he’d dragged me toward. That van still appeared in my nightmares, because even then—even as a naïve, coddled eight-year-old—I instinctively knew that if we made it to that van, I was dead.

			The whole thing had lasted ninety seconds, but it had defined the rest of my life. Inside the apartment of Scott Smith, my would-be kidnapper, they’d found a room he’d prepared for me, a video camera, and various drafts of his ransom demands. He’d been stalking us for weeks, just waiting for his opportunity. It was because of Scott Smith that I was enrolled at the Worthington School that fall. Because of him that my mother turned warden on me.

			“Miss? You’re shakin’.” The man reached for my arm, ostensibly to help me inside, but I flinched away.

			“No!” I blurted, which made his eyes widen. “I mean . . . I’m sorry. No, I’m . . . I’m fine.”

			Though, if his expression was any indication, I looked anything but fine. I flipped my hood up again, ducking my head. “Is Daria’s Salon still . . . here somewhere?”

			“Sure.” His brow furrowed as he pointed. “Just across Peach Street and five doors down.”

			Relief rushed through me.

			“Thank you,” I said, suddenly remembering my manners.

			He nodded, and I speed-walked away on weakened knees, crossing Peach without even bothering to check for cars. I did, however, notice the huge, colorful message spray-painted on the brick wall on the far side of Peach—the outer wall of a shop called the Book Nook. Scrawled against a purple background in bright pink and yellow letters were the words IF YOU LIVED HERE, YOU’D BE HOME NOW.

			I felt like the wall was speaking directly to me. I was home. I was. I just had to make sure I didn’t get caught.

			Daria had changed her formerly purple awning to a bright aqua one, but otherwise everything looked the same—the white iron benches outside, the curved front windows, the big pink shears painted on the door. Would it be better if she was working right now, or if she wasn’t? I realized it was semi-insane, walking into the business establishment of the one person in town who might recognize me, but I needed to see her. Seeing her would make me feel closer to Gigi, and right now, I needed Gigi more than anything.

			If she recognized me, I’d just have to beg her not to send me home. Since she was Gigi’s best friend and all, I had a feeling that doing my parents a favor wouldn’t be high on her priority list.

			I was a few steps away from the salon when I heard a shout; then someone bolted out of an alleyway. I didn’t even have time to react before his shoulder slammed right into my side.

			“Hey! Watch where you’re—”

			He stopped midsentence, holding on to my arm with one hand and the handle of a black guitar case with the other. His blond hair stuck straight out on both sides like he’d just woken up, and his square jaw was dotted with light stubble. The snap-front brown-and-white cowboy shirt he was wearing was tucked in on one side only, and the top button on his jeans was undone. His blue eyes caught mine, and for a split second neither of us breathed.

			“Hey,” he said, his original accusation forgotten. “Look at you.”

			It was odd, as greetings went, but then he flashed a smile and my heart turned to goo. This guy was trouble. With a smile like that, he couldn’t not be trouble. Unfortunately, my heart didn’t care. And neither did my skin, from the way it was tingling. When he released my shoulder, I could still feel his grip, like his fingers had burned my skin.

			He glanced over his shoulder, up the alleyway, then at me. Right. My turn to speak.

			“I’m . . . I—”

			“Oh, hey. You dropped this.” He stooped to pick up my faded gray Red Sox cap. The plastic clasp had been fastened around my bag strap but must have come undone. “Boston, huh? You’re a long way from home.”

			My cheeks warmed. The twang. What was it about the twang that made my pulse flutter? Also, I’d forgotten I had that hat. I should probably get rid of it, since it tied me to Boston and I had to pretend to be from . . . somewhere else.

			“Hey, asshole! You forgot this!”

			A beefy man leaned out of a third-floor window into the alley and tossed a well-worn black cowboy hat down to us like a Frisbee. The cowboy clutching my baseball cap made a grab for it, but it landed at my feet. I picked it up.

			“Thanks, Petey!” the cowboy shouted.

			“Stay the hell away from my girlfriend!” Petey replied.

			Then said girlfriend leaned out the window, a flowered robe hanging half off her shoulder, her black hair a tangled mess.

			“Will do!” the guy said, lifting my cap like a wave.

			I must have seemed shocked, because he looked sheepishly at the toes of his cowboy boots. “Long story,” he said. “So . . . trade?”

			He held out my baseball cap. I pretended to ponder it, but then made the exchange. He palmed the hat and placed it on his head, adjusting the position.

			“Here. Allow me.”

			Before I could react, he’d nudged the hood off my hair with a gentle touch, grabbed my hat from my hands, and tugged it down over my forehead. Then he whistled.

			“Girl, that is some head of hair,” he said, backing away toward a classic white convertible parked at the curb. “What­ever you do, don’t ever change that hair.”

			He placed the guitar on the passenger seat, then touched the brim of his hat with a nod. “Nice to meet you, Red Sox.”

			“You, too, home-wrecker,” I replied, finally finding my voice, the effort of which made me blush—hard.

			His grin widened; then he swung himself into the driver’s seat and took off. Halfway down the block, his radio blared on, blasting country music loud enough to entertain the entire town.

			Damn.

			Who. The hell. Was that?

			Slowly I turned toward Daria’s place, my adrenaline from earlier totally sapped. I reached back and ran a hand down my hair, feeling its familiar softness under my fingertips. What were the chances of bumping into a guy who said he loved my hair two seconds before I was about to cut it? Was it a sign that I shouldn’t?

			A chorus of shouts erupted from above the alleyway—Petey and his girl getting into it, I supposed. Just like that I flashed back to reality. I didn’t even know the guy’s name, and obviously he was a shameless player with a flirt addiction. This was my life I was trying to start here. I had to stay focused.

			I strode across the street and shoved my way inside Daria’s. The acrid scent of bleach mixed with nose-itching aerosol hairspray hit me square in the senses.

			Daria Case looked up from the roots she was checking. She’d put on about ten pounds, but otherwise the folds of her face, the particular salt-and-pepper of her hair, and the gold bracelets on her arms were exactly as I remembered them. Suddenly I felt like Gigi was about to walk in from the back room, and I almost laughed and cried at the same time.

			“Hi there!” Daria said brightly. “What can I do for you today, sweet pea?”

			I smiled. “Sweet pea” had been my grandmother’s nickname for me. I took Daria’s use of it as a sign. There was no recognition behind her eyes, so I knew I was truly safe. I tugged my cap off, shaking my hair out over my shoulders.

			“Cut it all off, please,” I said. “And dye it. Blond.”
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