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“BUT YOU MUST HAVE KNOWN your parents were looking for you—that the whole nation was looking for you.” Kitty Wolf’s brow was appropriately concerned, her posture tipped forward in interest. The colorful overhead lights made her pore-free, latte-colored cheeks glow. “Why didn’t you let them know you were all right?”


Heat seared my skin, even though I could feel the relentless whoosh coming from the air-conditioning vent behind my head. My manicured fingernails dug into the leather seat at my sides and my mother’s eyes twitched. I folded my hands in my lap and plastered on a smile. Outside the plate-glass window, some mom from Ohio shouted, “Give ’em hell, Cecilia!” If only.


“I just want to say I’m very sorry for any stress I caused my parents, or anyone else for that matter,” I recited. “My grandmother and I were very close and after her death . . . I made some bad choices. But I’m back now, and I’m as committed to my family as ever.”


There was some truth in there somewhere, at least. Sandwiched between the publicists’ lies. My mother reached over and briefly placed her cold, dry hand on top of mine, giving it a wide-fingered squeeze like one of those claw mechanisms inside an arcade machine. Comforting, it was not. Though I’m sure it looked that way to Good Day America’s ten million viewers.


“More than anything, we really just want to focus on getting Cecilia to her high school graduation tomorrow and start looking toward the future both for her and for this country,” my mother—the great Senator Rebecca Montgomery—said. She gazed directly into the camera. “We’re so grateful to the people of this great nation for supporting us through this crisis. You’ve really shown us the best side of America, and we hope that you’ll now respect our privacy as we mourn the loss of my husband’s mother and work to piece things back together.”


Gag. And as if anyone in this great nation of ours had ever respected anyone’s privacy.


“God bless America,” my father added.


Gag. Barf. Gag.


Kitty Wolf sat back in her chair with a satisfied smile. “And on that note, we’ll go to commercial.” She looked into the camera and ducked her chin in the way of professional newscasters everywhere. “For Good Day America, I’m—”


“Wait! One more thing!”


The words came out of my mouth before I could stop them. It was like a switch in my head had flipped. And now, every single person in the studio held their breath. I saw two boom operators exchange a look like I’d just lit myself on fire in the middle of the set. But what was I supposed to do? No one had mentioned Jasper. Or Shelby. Even though news footage of the two of them being dragged out of Jasper’s house in handcuffs had been playing practically on loop for the past two days.


Kitty and her producer exchanged a shrug, and then the green light on top of the camera that was aimed at me turned on.


“Jasper Case and Shelby Tanaka did not kidnap me,” I said, looking Kitty steadily in the eye. Or as steadily as possible when the rest of my body was shaking. “They’re just friends I made in Sweetbriar. Every allegation leveled against them is false, and they should be released immediately.”


Kitty’s smile was stiff. I’d leaned forward, so I couldn’t see my mother’s face in real life, but I could sort of make it out on one of the monitors. She looked about ten years older than she had two seconds ago. Wrinkles. Lines. Ire.


“All right then,” Kitty said brightly. “Rebecca, David, Cecilia, thank you so much for joining us and for sharing your story. I’m sure I speak for the entire viewing public when I say we’re so glad you’re safe, Cecilia, and we can’t wait to see what you do next.”


Was it just me, or was there a sort of evil glint in her eyes when she said that last bit?


“For Good Day America, I’m Kitty Wolf.”


The theme music started up and Kitty launched herself out of her chair, ripping off her microphone. “God, I need to pee.”


She quickly shook my parents’ hands, gushing about how nice it was to meet them, then wished me luck, kicked off her puce-colored heels, and ran as best she could in her tight-ass pencil skirt, a team of makeup artists chasing after her.


“Well. That wasn’t too painful now, was it?” my father asked, straightening his suit jacket. The caked makeup on his dark skin was a shade too light, making him look like he was wearing a latex mask that was slowly peeling off.


“If lying doesn’t bother you, then no.” I glanced at my mother and I could tell a tirade was building. There was this very subtle shade of purple-pink creeping up her neck. It would not make it to her face. It never did. The woman had an intense amount of control in public.


“Greenroom,” she said through her veneers. “Now.”


I turned away from my parents just as the PA who was in charge of us appeared to usher us down the hallway. My mother walked behind me, her heels click-clacking primly, and I could practically feel the rage emanating off her. But of course she wouldn’t say anything out here, where anyone could hear her. As soon as we were alone she would unleash the beast. Or alone with her assistant, Tash Miyaka, a twenty-something professional butt-kisser who wore nothing but black shift dresses and pearls and always had two phones and an iPad on her. She was waiting in the greenroom and jumped out of her chair when we arrived, sending the iPad bouncing across the carpeted floor. She scrambled on hands and knees to pick it up.


“You guys can feel free to relax in here while I check on your car,” the PA said with a kind smile. Then she closed the door and was gone. I ripped off the itchy pink-and-white-plaid jacket my mother’s stylist had chosen for me and threw it at the nearest garbage can, then fished in my new Louis Vuitton bag (a smaller version of my mom’s, also provided by the stylist) for my phone. Until I remembered that my mother had taken my phone five seconds after we were reunited two days ago.


“What the hell was that? You just hijacked that interview!” my mother snapped. Her body trembled, but her helmet of blond hair stayed freakishly still. “We had the perfect sign-off and you had to muck it up by pushing your cause.”


“My cause?” I blurted. I felt hot all over from the effort of standing up to her. It wasn’t something I’d done much of in the past few years—hell, in my entire life. Honestly, since I was ten years old, I’d barely ever seen her. But things were different now. They were going to be different. After everything that happened, they had to be.


“You mean my boyfriend who you had arrested for no good reason?”


“Don’t turn that around on me! You’re the one who ran away, leaving me to clean up the mess. Did you really think I wasn’t going to find a way to spin the story?”


“By throwing two innocent people under the bus?” I asked. “They’re in federal prison, Mother. And for what? For being kind to me? For being my friends? Is that such an awful offense?”


“Enough!” my father shouted. Everyone in the room flinched in surprise. “Rebecca, Cecilia is right. This charade has gone on long enough.”


I beamed. My father was taking my side. He was standing up to my mom, for me.


“You have to get those two kids released before one of them gets the idea in their head to sue for wrongful imprisonment.”


Oh. So it wasn’t about me. It was simply the lawyer in him protecting the family. As always. Sometimes I wondered if my mother had pursued my father back in college simply because she knew he was going to end up in law school. Because she knew she’d have him around to fight her battles for her for the rest of her life.


My mother took in a breath and blew it out—a short blast of indignant, but acquiescent, air. “Fine. I’ll make the call. But you . . . ,” she said, turning on me with a finger raised. “You better start toeing the line and get on message if we’re going to make this work.”


“Make what work? You really think I’m sticking around for whatever torture you devise for me next?” I demanded, on a roll. “I’m eighteen, Mom. You can’t make me do anything anymore.”


“I made you come here, didn’t I?”


I clenched my teeth and willed myself to not explode. “I came here because it was the right thing to do. But now I’m out.”


I grabbed my bag and headed for the door, never really believing she’d let me go. When her fingers closed around my arm it was all I could do not to turn around and deck her with the heavy leather purse. Honestly, I don’t even know why I was taking it with me. There was nothing useful inside of it. No cash, no credit cards. Even the makeup wasn’t in brands or colors I would ever buy for myself.


“Maybe we should get away for a few days. To the Cape?” my father suggested. He was sweating as he eyed the door. “Just the three of us, so we can sort this all out.”


Tash, who had retrieved her iPad, froze with her fingers over the screen. She looked completely confused. Not that I could blame her. As long as I’d lived, no one had ever suggested that the three of us do anything alone together. She was probably imagining all the appearances she’d have to cancel, the meetings she’d have to push, her perfectly color-coded calendar being blown to bits.


“Now’s not the time for a vacation, David.” My mother dropped my arm and yanked down on her gray suit jacket. “I’m about to announce.”


The room went still. Ice water trickled into my veins. “Announce what?”


My mother rolled her eyes. “This little power play of yours couldn’t have come at a worse time, Cecilia,” she said. “After the funeral I intended to tell you that I am going to run for president.”


“What!?” I blurted.


I sat down and my butt hit the very hard arm of a black couch. Okay, I had always known this was a possibility. Of course it was. My mother was one of the most popular senators in Congress, and she was Rebecca Montgomery, for God’s sake. She could sew up the women’s vote, the black vote, and the I-just-want-to-vote-for-someone-famous vote without lifting a finger. But this was huge. I hadn’t even heard any rumblings or rumors about it.


“When was this decided?” I asked.


“We’ve been in the exploratory period for over a year, but the final decision was made in February.”


Oh, right. When I was locked away in the ivory tower that was the Worthington School, where no one communicated anything to me, ever, other than my schedule and their expectations of me. Which trickled down either through my bodyguard or a tutor or came via e-mail from Tash.


“You’re not taking off again,” my mother intoned. “Not now. I need you by my side on the campaign trail.”


I laughed bitterly.


“Did you just laugh, young lady?” my mother demanded.


Even though my insides felt like they were being corroded by acid, I managed to rise to my full height, which, thanks to my father’s genes, was a good two inches taller than my mother’s, and today, thanks to the heels she’d made me wear, I was even taller.


“I am not going out on the campaign trail with you,” I said. “What do you want me to do? Get my picture taken playing with sick kids? Visit nursing homes or failing farms or crumbling factories?”


One glance at Tash’s face and I knew I’d come seriously close to the truth. She tucked her iPad behind her and I got the distinct feeling that she’d been about to show me an itinerary that looked a lot like the plan I’d just laid out. My confidence welled.


“No. Not a chance. There’s no way I’m going to go around telling everyone what a perfect family we are . . . what an incredible mother you’ve been,” I raged.


“Cecilia! For God’s sake, keep it down!” my father said through his teeth.


“Why, Dad? Why? Who the hell cares what the random person walking by thinks of us?” I shouted, my voice cracking. “Isn’t it actually a positive thing for people to realize we’re a real family? That nothing is as perfect as even her spin doctors can make it seem?”


“Stop it right now, Cecilia,” my mother hissed. “We still have your little hick boyfriend in custody. I haven’t made the call yet. And I heard he’s supposed to open for some big act this weekend. I wonder what happens to the hot new thing on the music scene if he simply doesn’t show up for an important date.”


I whipped around to glare at her. “You wouldn’t. You couldn’t! You have no evidence against him because he did nothing wrong.”


“As if that matters.” My mother leaned toward me. “You really have no idea how powerful I am, do you?”


“Leave Jasper out of this,” I said, all that resolve I’d just built up beginning to crumble. “Be reasonable.”


“I would love to be reasonable, Cecilia,” my mother said. She sighed and reached for a bottle of water, which she handed to Tash. Tash opened it, poured it into a glass, added some ice, and handed it back before I could even blink. “But you took that option away from me when you stole one of my cars and fled your grandmother’s funeral.”


“I only did that because you wouldn’t listen to me!” I shouted. “Why couldn’t you have been reasonable then?” I shoved my hands through my short curls and barked a laugh. “Wait a minute, what am I talking about? I know why. Because you don’t give a crap about me. All you care about—all you ever cared about—is yourself. I wonder what the voting public would think if I went out there and told them that.”


“Stop it, Cecilia. Everything I’ve ever done, I’ve done to protect you.”


“Well, it’s just too bad there was no one around to protect me from you.”


My mother’s jaw dropped slightly. Suddenly, the anger was gone. The perfect mask was gone. For a second, I saw hurt in her eyes. Actual, human hurt. But then the door opened, and she plastered on her politician’s smile again.


“Your car’s here, Mrs. Montgomery,” the PA said.


“Thank you, Melissa.”


She always remembered everyone’s name. It was one of the things people loved about her. She made it so easy for the public to adore her, and so difficult for her own daughter to sit in the same room with her.


My mother picked up her purse while Tash scrambled to shove her makeup kit and other paraphernalia into a small rolling suitcase.


“We’re going to the airport,” my mother told me. “You have graduation tomorrow.”


As she breezed by me out the door, she tugged something out of her pocket and handed it to me. A red, white, and blue button that read MONTGOMERY: FOR OUR FUTURE.


It was the slogan she’d used when she’d run for senator last term, so it didn’t technically give anything away. But the logo was brand-new. She’d probably had a million of them made up to distribute once she made the announcement.


“Put that on and I make the call to have your boyfriend released.”


It hadn’t escaped my notice that although she remembered the PA’s name, she’d yet to speak Jasper’s.


But then, she wasn’t good enough to know Jasper.


I took the pin, shoved it through the expensive white silk shell top I was sporting—thereby ruining it entirely—and put on my fake smile.


“Happy?” I asked through my teeth.


My mother slung her bag over her shoulder and tossed her head. Her hair still didn’t move. Her mouth was set in a grim line. “You have no idea.”


*  *  *


Every senior at the Worthington School was partying. At least, that was how it sounded from inside my locked dorm room filled with freshly packed and neatly labeled cardboard boxes. The ten-by-ten room smelled stale and dry, and it had been stripped of any and all traces of me. I wondered when my mother had sent her little elves here to pack my life away. How much of my stuff had they simply tossed in the trash? Was it before they found me? After? Actually, I didn’t want to know.


Somewhere down the hall, a girl screeched, and it was followed by a round of boisterous laughter. I was semi-itching to investigate, but I hardly knew these people, even after six years of attending classes with them. And besides, my new bodyguard, Alexis, was stationed right outside my door. Alexis. It had always sounded like a prissy little girl’s name to me, but not anymore. The moment I’d met this six-foot-two, two-hundred-fifty-pound woman, my first thought had been, Help me.


But worse than the cell and the smell and the guard was the fact that my chest felt like it was being compressed under forty-two tons of bricks. It had felt that way ever since my mother and her FBI squad had swarmed Jasper’s house back in Sweetbriar and dragged him and Shelby Tanaka off to be questioned. I hadn’t talked to Jasper in three days. Three whole days. I didn’t know where he was—not exactly—or how he was being treated, what he was thinking, what he was feeling. I didn’t know if he still loved me or missed me or never wanted to see me again. I would have given anything in that moment just to talk to him—just to hear his voice, even if he was pissed off. But the phone he’d given me was gone, and there was no landline in the room.


There was another round of laughter and suddenly hip-hop music shook the walls around me. Apparently no one cared about the rules anymore on the night before graduation. I heard Alexis talking outside my door and wondered if she was making nice with the other bodyguards, or if she was chatting on the phone herself.


Maybe I could mug her for her phone. Yeah, right. I may have held a black belt in three martial arts, but I still had the feeling she could flatten me with one eyelash.


A very quiet ding got me sitting up in bed, my heart pounding. My laptop. Of course! What the hell was wrong with me? Maybe that was Jasper texting me right now.


With a glance at the door, I swung my legs over the side of my bed and ripped my computer off the desk. I still wasn’t sure how it had gotten here—it was one of very few things from my apartment down in Sweetbriar that had magically appeared in my dorm room. I hoped my mother’s minions hadn’t scared the crap out of my roommate, Britta Tanaka, when they’d come for my stuff. Which didn’t include any of my new clothes from Second Chances, or the violin Jasper had given me. Not surprising. It was as if the past two weeks of my life—the best two weeks of my life—had been entirely erased.


They had also been the only two weeks of my life during which I’d been my own person—made my own choices. The message my mother was sending by obliterating them from existence wasn’t lost on me. She was telling me that what I wanted didn’t matter. That who I really was didn’t matter.


I opened the laptop, but the ding hadn’t been an incoming message. It was a reminder. I was supposed to be at work at Second Chances early in the morning to clean old merchandise off the shelves. The heaviness inside my chest seemed to thicken.


Okay. Deep breath. All was not lost. That ding had at least inspired me. I didn’t know why I hadn’t thought of this before, but I could text Jasper through my laptop. I could even FaceTime him! Actually, I did know why it hadn’t occurred to me—because I’d never done either of these things, because I’d never had real friends to communicate with. But now, I did.


I hovered the cursor over the FaceTime icon, but then froze. If I could hear Alexis talking, she would be able to hear me talking. So no. No calls. But texting? That was silent.


I muted the sound on my computer, opened up the text box, and typed in a message to Jasper, hitting the keys slowly and cringing at every quiet click.


You okay? Where are you? I’m so sorry. Please write back and just let me know you’re okay.


Glancing at the closed door, I hit send. Then I held my breath while I waited for the reply. And waited. And waited. Finally, I had to take in some air, so I did, and then bit down on my lip. I waited so long that I drew blood.


He wasn’t replying. How much did he know about why he was arrested? Was he mad at me? Or still in custody? Yes, my mother had promised me they’d let him go if I wore her stupid button and fell in line, but what did a promise from dear old Mom mean? I had kept my end of the bargain, of course. I’d picked up my ceremonial commencement gown and accompanying valedictorian tassel, both of which now hung on a hanger on the outside of my closet. I’d promised not to tell anyone she was running until she made her big, official announcement (as if I had anyone to tell). If she was true to her word, Jasper should have been a free man by now. I had to hope she wasn’t insane enough to have him detained in jail for a crime that hadn’t been committed.


So why wasn’t he replying?


Not wanting to dwell on the answer, I opened up Safari and Googled “Jasper Case.” The very first hit was a newsfeed video of him and Shelby being released from a Washington, D.C., police station earlier that day. They’d brought them all the way to D.C. from Tennessee? Why? How? Had they been flown commercial with handcuffs and guards? Bile rose up in the back of my throat.


I fumbled in my bag for my headphones and plugged them in before hitting play. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Jasper. He wore dark sunglasses and his favorite black cowboy hat, his head ducked as he hurried toward the limousine. His publicist, Evan Meyer, was at his side as he dove into the car and it sped off.


“Jasper Case, a freshly signed artist on the Blue Peak record label, was released from custody today and cleared of all charges in the kidnapping of America’s Sweetheart Cecilia Montgomery,” the voice-over said. “He is returning to his home in Sweetbriar, Tennessee, where a representative from Blue Peak tells us he is eager to get back to work on his debut album and put this unfortunate experience behind him.”


Put this unfortunate experience behind him. Did that include me?


They didn’t even mention Shelby, but I caught a glimpse of her in the background as Tammy and Britta put their arms around her and squired her off. They must hate me now. All of them. Britta, my roommate and friend. Tammy, my boss at Second Chances and one of the few adults who had ever really noticed me. I bet they were back home in Sweetbriar now, cursing my name.


But it didn’t matter. What mattered was Jasper and Shelby were free. They were going to be okay. I glanced at the text message box. It was still blank except for my sent message bubble, forlornly awaiting a reply.


The video ended and a vaguely familiar news anchor guy appeared on the screen.


“In a related story, new footage of Cecilia Montgomery’s time away has surfaced this evening, calling into question the official story that she went to Sweetbriar simply to visit her deceased grandmother’s best friend and to mourn in peace.”


Until that moment, I’d had no idea it was possible to choke on one’s own saliva.


Grainy, blurry footage filled the small video box. It was me, on stage at The Mixer on my first night in Sweetbriar, playing that borrowed violin. At first the picture was so bad that there was no way anyone could have ever confirmed it was me. But then it suddenly zoomed in, blurred, and then sharpened, and there I was, clear as day. My chin, my skin, my gangly figure. Only my freshly shorn and dyed hair was hidden, underneath the very same cowboy hat I’d just seen on Jasper’s head as he was released from custody.


I stared at the screen, and once the panic subsided, I realized I didn’t sound half bad. Go me.


But then the footage suddenly stopped and snapshots of me and Jasper flipped onto the screen one at a time, each slightly overlapping the last. There was one of the two of us talking backstage at the theater where Jasper had played the showcase, another of us kissing in the seats at the same theater, a third of us standing outside the dressing room at Bridgestone Arena. People had clearly been trolling their cell phones all night, checking to see if they’d managed to snap pictures of the newly famous couple. I wondered how much the news channels were paying for this stuff. My pulse thrummed loudly in my ears—so bad I couldn’t hear what the newscaster was saying. But still, the message was clear.


Cecilia Montgomery hadn’t been in mourning. She’d been on a joyride. She’d been slutting it up with the hot new country music star. She’d made all of America worry, while she stuck her tongue down some guy’s throat.


This sucked, big time. Why did anyone care? All I’d been doing was trying to live my life. Also, I really hated the person who’d first decided to put a camera inside a phone.


Suddenly, the anchor was back, staring out at me with a very practiced look of concern.


“So, you decide, America. Is Cecilia Montgomery a girl who went into seclusion after a devastating loss, or a selfish, entitled princess who took the entire country for a ride? We’ll have more on this story as it develops.”


I pressed my tongue against the dry roof of my mouth and closed the laptop. The worst part about it was, everything the man had said was true. I had taken the country for a ride. I had been selfish. But it wasn’t like I’d intended to hurt or mislead anyone. At least not anyone outside my own family. My mother had kept me under lock and key and under the watchful eye of a bodyguard/jailer for the past eight years of my life. I’d just needed some time. Some freedom. A life. I’d seen my opportunity, and I’d seized it.


I turned out the light and lay flat on my back, but I knew there was no way I was going to be able to sleep. My mother’s retribution for small infractions tended to be swift and hardly ever matched the crime. I could only imagine what her reaction to that news story might be.
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THE SUN WAS BARELY PEEKING through the blinds on my window when the door flew open, the lights blazed on, and no less than five people barreled into my room. The first two were big, muscle-bound men in blue coveralls who went right for the boxes. The second pushed a rack full of colorful clothing in clear plastic bags ahead of her, so all I could see was a shock of pink hair atop her head. The fourth toted a tackle box and tugged a rolling suitcase, his biceps bulging against the short sleeves of his light blue polo shirt. The fifth was Tash, armed with her two cell phones and wearing a sensible, sleeveless tweed dress—black with just a touch of gray. For her, this was really mixing things up.


“Great! Yes! Get the boxes out of here so we have some room to work,” Tash micromanaged, placing her phones next to each other atop my desk. She pulled out her iPad and scrunched her nose at me. “You’re not up? Get up!”


I’d never heard Tash give an order before, only take them. The shock of it made me jump to my feet, even though the back of my skull still felt like it was full of cotton candy. Also, I was wearing my pajamas. The two-piece menswear-style set printed with rainbow hearts.


“What’s going on?” I asked.


“Don’t ask questions,” Tash snapped. She wore a deep red lip color and had painted tiny wings at the end of her eyeliner. Her black hair was slicked back so tight it was tugging at her eyebrows. “This is Matilda. She’s your new stylist.”


Matilda of the pink hair also wore square glasses with plaid frames, a nose ring, and a far-more-boring-in-comparison pencil skirt with a silk shell top.


“Pleasure to meet you, Cecilia. A real pleasure,” she said, pumping my arm up and down like she was trying to raise water from a well. Then she dropped my hand, pulled out a measuring tape, shoved my arms into the air, and wrapped the tape around my breasts.


“Um, boundaries?” I said.


“Sorry, hon. It’s my job.”


She started to mutter numbers under her breath as Tash snapped her fingers at the tall black gentleman with the tackle box.


“Oh, no, Tash my love. Let us not forget that I am here as a favor to you. You snap that cheap gel manicure of yours at me again and I’m walking right out that door.”


Tash gritted her teeth. “It wasn’t cheap, trust me.”


“Well, then, someone’s getting ripped off.” He touched the tip of his finger to her nose.


One of the movers bumped Tash aside while removing one of the bigger boxes and I bit back a laugh. She breathed in deep through her nose, then turned to me.


“Cecilia, this is Max, your—”


“Hair and makeup?” I guessed, offering my hand as Matilda dropped to her knees to measure my waist.


“Transformation specialist,” he amended, but smiled as he shook my hand. Firm grip, wrist tattoo of Roman numeral MMIV, definitely wearing eyeliner and possibly also mascara, though it was hard to tell. Either way, his eyelashes were enviable.


“I am going to have some fun with you,” he promised, flicking his assessing gaze over my face. “Those cheekbones alone.”


He hummed quietly as he tossed his rolling luggage onto my dresser, unzipping it with a flourish. The movers grabbed the last of the boxes and swept out, leaving the door wide open. Matilda began unzipping the clear plastic bags and whipping out clothes, holding them up under my chin and pursing her lips as she studied me.


“Interesting. You are definitely a winter . . .” She produced an ecru linen dress. “With just a hint of summer.”


That was me. A total contradiction.


“Tash,” I began, “could you please tell me—”


“Okay, so today you have breakfast with your parents at eight, then your mother is taking you into D.C. to shop at Tiffany for your graduation gift.”


I blinked. “Wait, what?”


“We’ve got an interview with the Huffington Post at eleven, then to Georgetown for lunch with the Westinghouses.” She looked up from her iPad briefly. “You remember Chet Westinghouse? He’s graduating as well, but from Windsor. That should be a great photo op. Talk about cheekbones.”


She glanced over her shoulder at Max, who mmm-hmmmed his agreement.


“Photo op? Are you—”


“Then we’re back here by three to prep for the ceremony, which is at four. You and your parents will pose for pictures with the dean and other families from your graduating class.” She looked up again. “Strictly A-list, of course, but you don’t need the particulars.”


Roger that. Why tell me which peers I’m suddenly fake friends with? But even more disturbing was the number of times she’d mentioned “pictures” and “photo ops.” I hadn’t had my photo taken outside of the annual family Christmas gathering for years. My mother strictly forbid it and freaked out whenever there was a camera in my vicinity. Thanks to her, I hated having my picture taken. The very sight of a lens gave me PTSD.


“And then there’s the after-party at the boathouse, where you’ll stay for an hour and a half to make it seem genuine. You’ll leave directly from there for your charter flight back to Boston. And of course, Alexis will be accompanying you every step of the way.”


Alexis, who was currently standing in the open doorway in her sensible blue suit, eyeing Max as if he was piecing together an Uzi, not clattering around with makeup brushes. Did this woman never sleep?


Tash looked up and tilted her head. “Any questions?”


“Shoe size?” Matilda asked.


“Not you,” Tash snapped. “Cecilia, do you have any questions?”


“First of all, I’m a nine,” I told Matilda, who actually shuddered. With height came big feet; what could I say? “And yes, I do have a question.”


Behind Tash’s shoulder, Max was lining up bottles and compacts and atomizers on my dresser, still humming quietly—an upbeat song, though I couldn’t quite pick up the tune. He paused, popped open a small mirror, and checked his pores. I caught his eye in the reflection and he snapped the compact closed.


“Cecilia?” Tash prompted.


“Right,” I said. “So for the last ten years my mother has kept me hidden away from the world like some kind of Quasimodo and now, suddenly, she’s decided to let every person in America know exactly who I am?”


“No, sweetie. You’re the one who decided to do that,” my mother replied, striding into the room. “I’m just making the best of it.”


Max flinched and knocked half his bottles to the floor with a serious crash. Alexis stuck her head back into the room.


“Everything okay, ma’am?”


“We’re fine,” my mom replied with a pleasant smile.


Max went about cleaning up his mess while my mom casually flicked through the clothes on the rack. Matilda backed away toward the wall, hands clasped behind her, as if afraid to startle the rare and dangerous creature who had just entered our midst. I wondered what she thought of my mother’s style. Dark gray suit jacket, light pink silk sheath, shiny black heels. Impeccable. Timeless. Intimidating.


“You’re the one responsible for getting your face splashed all over the papers and across every news broadcast, are you not?” my mother said, the clink of metal hangers punctuating her words. I knew from experience that it was a rhetorical question. “There’s no taking it back. And now we’re in the position of having to change the conversation. Photos of you at a respectable lunch with respectable people will go a long way toward doing that. Let’s put you and your newfound fame to good use.”


She met my eye steadily and I bit back the two-dozen retorts that pressed against my lips. Put me to good use. What an awesome way to make me feel like an inanimate pawn in some ridiculous game. We stared each other down for what felt like an eternity, but I refused to blink first. I was done being subservient. All I’d ever wanted was a normal life. A small, happy, life. And for two weeks I’d had it. I’d had everything I’d ever wanted—friends, an apartment, a job that I loved, a guy that I loved—and she was the one who’d obliterated it.


“Tash?” Her gaze flicked to her assistant. “Please take your team out into the hall. I’d like to speak to my daughter alone.”


Tash grabbed her phones and iPad and led the retreat, followed quickly by Max, who was clearly sweating, and Matilda, who tried to make herself smaller by sliding sideways into the hall. I was grinning as the door closed behind them.


“What are you so happy about?” my mother asked.


“I won.”


She narrowed her eyes, faking confusion, but she knew what I meant. The woman was a lifelong politician. Half her career was about not blinking first. She sighed and gestured at the bed.


“Cecilia, please sit.”


I hesitated a second, not wanting to give back an inch, but then did as I was told anyway. I was shocked, however, when she sat next to me. On an unmade bed. Giving up the position of power. My mother always stood when others were sitting, and if she had to sit, she took the highest perch she could find—a stool instead of a chair, the arm of a couch instead of the seat—or at the very least, the head of the table.


“Cecilia, do you remember your first day of kindergarten?”


This was not what I was expecting. “A little,” I said. “I remember that blue sailor dress I wore. And playing on the playground. It had this big jungle gym thing that looked like a—”


“A flower.”


How the hell did she remember that?


“What I remember about your first day of kindergarten is that your father and I were worried you wouldn’t want to go,” she said. “You’d been home with us and your nanny for five years. We’d never left you at a playdate or a music class or anything, really. One of us was always with you.”


I swallowed hard. What was going on here? What was her angle?


She lifted her hand from the bed and it hovered over my knee. Both of us froze. Was she really going to touch me? But no dice. After a suspended moment, her hand found its way to her lap.


“But you didn’t bat an eyelash,” she said, looking me in the eye. “You didn’t cry or beg to come home with us. You didn’t even look back. You just ran over to that big flower and started to climb.”


“Mom—”


“I’m the one who cried,” she said, looking down at her hands briefly, before shooting me a tight smile. “Your father sat there with me in that parking lot for fifteen minutes while I sobbed like a baby.”


The prickling in my throat made its way up to my eyes. “No way.”


“It’s true. Hardest day of my life. Until the day you were almost kidnapped.” Her eyes shone and she cleared her throat. “The thing is, Cecilia, I wasn’t raised to be a crier. I wasn’t raised to have any emotions, really. In my house, with my father being who he was and all those brothers looking over me, crying was considered a weakness. We didn’t talk about how we felt. The Montgomerys have always been doers, not. . . .”


“Feelers?” I suggested.


And she snorted a laugh.


“Exactly. If I kept you at arm’s length after that awful day, it was because I didn’t ever want to feel that way again. I was so afraid of losing you—”


The words hung in the air. My chest felt raw and full at the same time, but on some level, I didn’t know whether to believe what she was saying. My mother was a politician, a wordsmith, a master debater. She knew how to play a crowd to get what she wanted. And I’d never seen her like this before. Ever. Was this for real, or was she manipulating me?


“And then, a couple of weeks ago, you were gone again and my worst fear was realized.”


The accusation was unspoken. That it was my fault. That I had made her nightmare come true for my own selfish purposes. This was the part where she told me what I owed her for that infraction.
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