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Praise for BLOOD FOR BLOOD



‘A grimy, tense, crime/gang thriller with a dynamic cast of characters; Vendetta brings drama and realism to a dark story of grudges, revenge and passion.’
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‘I stayed up until Late o’clock finishing Vendetta… It’s AWESOME. Great fighting. Great kissing.’

C.J. DAUGHERTY, author of NIGHT SCHOOL

‘A vibrant new twist on Romeo and Juliet. Full of energy and intrigue!’

LUCY CHRISTOPHER, author of STOLEN

‘Fan-freaking-tastic… I honestly can’t say enough good things about it! I would read anything Cat Doyle writes after flying through Vendetta!’

VICTORIA SCOTT, author of FIRE & FLOOD

‘It’s bloody brilliant, even better than Vendetta if that’s possible… It’s exciting and violent and sexy and heartbreaking. Loved it!’

LOUISE O’NEILL, author of ONLY EVER YOURS

‘Darker, sexier and more dangerous than ever before…’

MELINDA SALISBURY, author of THE SIN EATER’S DAUGHTER

‘It’s the best, best, best YA romance-slash-Mafia action film that you could ever HOPE FOR… IT WAS SO GOOD. SO GOOD.’

LAUREN JAMES, author of THE NEXT TOGETHER
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For my dad






PART I
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CHAPTER ONE THE HONEYPOT
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I didn’t see it at first, sitting between the cash register and a stack of order pads. It might have been there for hours – or longer – just waiting, while I spent another day of my summer dying of boredom inside Gracewell’s Diner.

There were just two of us left to lock up tonight. I was hovering beside the register, drumming my fingernails on the countertop, while Millie, my best friend and partner-in-waitressing, glided around the diner and sang into the broom handle like it was a microphone. Everyone else had left, and my uncle Jack – manager not-so-extraordinaire – had stayed home with a hangover.

The tables stood resolutely in rows, flanked by straight-backed burgundy chairs and the occasional rubber plant. The door was locked, the lights were dimmed and the window booths were clean.

I was trying not to listen to Millie destroying Adele when I noticed it: the jar of honey. I picked it up and studied it.

‘I think I’m getting better,’ Millie called mid-song-murder from across the diner. The only thing she got right was the faint British accent, but that’s only because she was British. ‘I can hit that high note now!’

‘Big improvement, Mil,’ I lied without looking up.

The jar was small and rounded. Inside, honey dotted with crystals of gold swayed lazily as I tilted it back and forth. A fraying square of cloth covered the lid and, instead of a label, a thin velvet ribbon encircled the middle, finishing in an elaborate bow. It was black.

Homemade? Weird. I didn’t know anybody in Cedar Hill who made their own honey, and I knew almost everyone in Cedar Hill. It was just that kind of place – a little pocket on the outskirts of Chicago, where everybody knows everybody else’s business; where nobody forgives and nobody forgets. I knew all about that. After what happened with my dad, I became infamy’s child, and infamy has a way of sticking to you like a big red warning on your forehead.

Millie hit the last note of her song with ear-splitting vigour, then skipped behind the counter and stashed the broom away. ‘You ready to go?’

‘Where did this come from?’ I balanced the jar of honey on the palm of my hand and held it out.

She shrugged. ‘Dunno. It was here when my shift started.’

I peered at her through the golden prism, which made her face look distorted. ‘It’s weird, right?’

Millie rearranged her features into a classic I-don’t-really-care-about-this-topic-of-conversation look. ‘The honey? Not really.’

‘It’s homemade,’ I said.

‘Yeah, I figured.’ She pulled her eyebrows together and reached out to touch the glass. ‘The ribbon is kind of odd. Maybe a customer left it as a tip?’

‘What kind of customer tips with pots of honey?’

Millie gasped, her face lighting up. ‘Did you…’ She breathed in dramatically. ‘By any chance…’ She exhaled. ‘Serve…’

I leant forward in anticipation.

‘… a little yellow bear…’

I can’t believe I fell for it.

‘… called Winnie-the-Pooh today?’

Her laughter set me off, it always did. That sound – like a duck being strangled – was what drew me to her when she moved to Cedar Hill five years ago. At school we would always find ourselves laughing at the same things. It was the silly stuff – making stupid faces, giggling inappropriately when someone tripped and fell, enjoying long, nonsensical conversations and discussing ridiculous hypothetical situations – that brought us together. Back then I didn’t know it would be the only friendship that would survive what happened to my family eighteen months ago, but it didn’t matter any more because Millie was the best friend I’d ever have, and the only one I really needed.

We laughed all the way through closing up, until we were outside in the balmy night air. Located on the corner of Foster and Oak, the diner was a modest, low-lying building made from faded brick. It was perfectly symmetrical, its squareness reflected in the boxy windows that dominated the exterior and the small parking lot that surrounded it on all sides. Along the overhanging roof, a scrawling ‘Gracewell’s’ sign was half illuminated by street lights that lined the periphery of the lot. Right across the street, the old library loomed against the night sky, half hidden by a line of neatly clipped trees that continued west past the general post office and on down the sidewalk.

I was still holding the well-dressed pot of honey as we crossed the empty parking lot. It’s not like anyone would care, I told myself – with my uncle Jack at home nursing his self-induced headache, there was no one official around to claim it. I’d only done what any jaded, underpaid employee would do in my situation – claimed a freebie that I had no immediate use for and walked away from the diner feeling triumphant because of it.

‘So, I’ve been thinking.’ Millie slowed her pace to match mine.

‘Be careful,’ I teased her.

‘Maybe I should take the honey.’

‘Finders keepers,’ I sang.

‘Sophie, Sophie, Sophie.’ She put her arm around my shoulders and pulled me towards her. We were almost the same height, but while Millie was curvy in all the right places, I was boy-skinny and chipmunk-cheeked like my father, though I had inherited his dimples too, which was somewhat of a silver lining. Millie squished her cheek up against mine, as if to remind me of that. I felt her smile. ‘My best friend in the whole world, ever. Oh, how dull would my life be without you in it? The stars wouldn’t shine half as bright, the moon would be but a shadow of its former self. The flowers would wither and—’

‘No way!’ I slithered out of her grip. ‘You can’t compliment your way in to my honey stash. I’m immune to your charm.’

Millie scrunched her eyes and released a soul-destroying whine. ‘You already get the whole freakin’ diner. Can’t I just have the honey?’

Even though she was right, inheriting the diner when I turned eighteen was hardly my life’s greatest ambition. Those were my father’s instructions before he went away, which would no doubt be enforced by my gloriously grumpy uncle Jack, who happened to exude a particularly pungent aura of I-don’t-take-no-for-an-answer. It didn’t matter anyway. Millie and I both knew the diner wasn’t something to be excited about. It was just one big dead-end headache waiting to crash into my life. But the black-ribboned honeypot? That was pretty – a nice surprise to lift the monotony of the day.

Millie shuffled behind me. ‘Sophie, this is your conscience speaking,’ she whispered over my shoulder. ‘I know it’s been a while since we’ve talked, but it’s time for you to do the right thing. Millie is so nice and pretty. Don’t you want to give her the honey? Think of how happy it would make her.’

‘I didn’t know my conscience had a British accent.’

‘Yeah, well, don’t read too much into it. Just give her the honey.’

I stalled at the edge of the parking lot, where we would peel off separately into the night. Before my parents’ income was halved, Millie and I used to walk in the same direction, to Shrewsbury Avenue, where there were housekeepers and gardeners, giant pools, and crystal chandeliers hanging inside actual foyers. Now my walk home was a whole lot longer than it used to be.

‘Millie doesn’t even like honey,’ I hissed. ‘And she has no respect for bees. I saw her stamp on one three times last week to make sure it was dead.’

‘It’s not my fault this country is overrun with obnoxious insects.’

‘What do you expect? It’s the middle of July!’

‘It’s a disgrace.’

‘And you were wearing Flowerbomb perfume.’

‘He was being inappropriate.’

‘So you murdered him.’

Millie shot out her hand. ‘Just give me the freaking honey, Gracewell. I need it to bribe my way out of a grounding.’

I raised my eyebrows. We had just completed an eight-hour shift together and she hadn’t mentioned this. ‘Grounded?’

‘Total injustice. Complete misunderstanding.’

‘I’m listening…’

‘Alex called me a braceface.’ Millie paused for effect. ‘Can you believe that?’

Well, she did have braces. And they were technically on her face. But I didn’t say that. Instead, I did what any best friend would do. I adopted an expression of pure outrage and pretended to linger over what a rude tyrant her not-so-mature-but-definitely-hot brother was.

‘He’s such an ass,’ I offered.

‘He’s literally the worst human being on the planet. Anyway, one thing led to another, and his iPhone fell out of the window… well, it sort of fell out of my hands… which were coincidentally dangling outside of his bedroom window at the time… He completely freaked out on me.’

‘Oh, siblings…’

‘Well, you’re lucky you don’t have to share your house with any douchelords,’ she ranted. ‘What kind of nineteen-year-old guy squeals on his younger sister? I mean, where is the honour in that? He’s a total disgrace to the Parker name. And how was I even supposed to know his phone would break?’

‘Weird.’ Honey still in hand, I leant against a nearby street light and watched my shadow curve inside its puddle of light. ‘I could have sworn the latest iPhones had tiny built-in parachutes.’

Millie started to swat at the air, like the problem was floating around in front of her. ‘If I give my mum that thoughtful jar of honey to use in one of her recipes, then she’ll see me as the kind, caring daughter that I am, and take back the unjust grounding, which was unfairly handed out because of my ignorant pigman brother.’

I straightened up. ‘That’s never going to work. I’m keeping the honey.’

‘Whatever,’ she said, with an elaborate flick of her poker-straight brown hair. ‘It’s probably poisoned anyway.’

She stuck out her tongue and flounced off into the darkness, leaving me alone with my hard-won bounty. I slid the jar into my bag, watching the wisps of black ribbon fall away from me.

I crossed the road and paused, trying to decide which way to go. After six shifts in a row, the balls of my feet were throbbing, and because Millie and I had stalled for so long, it was already later than it should have been. The longer way home was usually my preferred option – it was well lit and well travelled – but the shortcut was significantly shorter, bypassing the centre of town, winding up the hill instead and looping around the haunted mansion at the end of Lockwood Avenue.






CHAPTER TWO THE BOY WITH HAUNTING EYES
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The moon was full and high but the evening seemed darker than usual. After fifteen minutes with only the sound of my footsteps as company, the turrets of the old Priestly house climbed into the sky ahead of me, peering over the neighbouring houses like watchtowers.

Beautiful as it was, the mansion had always reminded me of a child’s doll’s house that had crumpled in on itself. Its whitewashed wooden exterior caved in at strange angles, while corners jutted out like knives, piercing the overgrown masses of ivy. A stone wall covered in leaves snaked around the exterior; it was the only house in Cedar Hill that could boast such privacy, but its gothic aura did more to repel intruders than its boundary.

People who knew the house spoke of it with equal amounts of trepidation and wonder, and would often imagine their own stories about it. When I was seven years old, my mother told me of a beautiful princess who would spend her days high up in the turrets of the old house, hiding herself away from an arranged marriage to a miserable and boring prince. By the time I turned ten, kids in the neighbourhood had decided it was the spellbound home of a wily old witch. She would fill the sprawling rooms with cats and frogs, cauldrons and brooms, and, deep in the night, she would fly out into the sky and scour the neighbourhood for stray children who should have been fast asleep in bed. When I met Millie, she told me about the vampires who stood just inside the cracked windowpanes, peering out with glistening crimson eyes.

Then, at fourteen, when I was completing a school history project about Cedar Hill, I stumbled across the chilling reality of the mansion. There were no witches, no princesses and no vampires – just a story about a young woman named Violet Priestly, a front-line nurse during World War II who had come out the other side as a drastically different version of herself. Traumatic memories haunted her like ghosts until her hallucinations became too strong to ignore. Not long after poisoning her husband and their young son, she hanged herself in the foyer of the old mansion.

Of course, no one wanted to buy it after that.

Nothing could sweep away the darkness that huddled around the Priestly corner. Even during the hottest summer days, when the streets shone with mirages, there was an unmistakable iciness shrouding the mansion. And so it endured for decades, a beacon from another time and place, resolutely empty and utterly unconquerable.

That was, until tonight.

As I drew closer to the mansion, rubbing the warmth back into my suddenly chilly arms and second-guessing my decision to come this way in the first place, I realized with a start that the house had changed entirely since the last time I had seen it. Someone had finally done it – really done it. The abandoned Priestly mansion had been dragged into the twenty-first century, and now it was alive again.

I stopped walking.

The rusted wrought-iron gates were wrenched open and pushed against hedges that no longer languished across the garden wall. The weeping willows had been pruned to an almost unnatural neatness, revealing windows on the second storey that I didn’t know existed. The ivy had been cut away to reveal sturdy wooden boards and a newly painted red door, lit up by a teardrop lantern on either side. And in the light of the lanterns were two black SUVs parked side by side on freshly strewn gravel.

My phone buzzed against my hip – a text from Millie letting me know she had made it home safe, and an inadvertent reminder that I hadn’t. Reluctantly, I moved to continue on my way, but something inside was stopping me. The Priestly mansion, the frozen heart of Cedar Hill, was beating again and, lateness be damned, I had to know more about it.

And that’s when I sensed something. I shifted my gaze up past the trees and caught sight of a flickering figure in an upstairs window. It was a boy. I couldn’t be sure of his age, but even from a distance his bright eyes were unmistakable. They were too big for his delicate face and as they watched me from what seemed like another world, they rounded into discs that grew unnaturally. He leant forward and pressed his palms against the glass, like he was about to push the pane from the window frame. Was he waving? Or telling me to go?

I raised my hand to him but it stalled, clammy and unsteady, in mid-air. And then, as quickly as I had noticed him, the strange boy was gone, vanished into the darkness behind him until the house, with its brand-new face, was still again.

Frowning, I let my eyes slide down from the empty window-pane across the driveway as the darkness ahead of me came alive. The faint sound of rustling wafted through the air, and I squinted until I could make out another figure behind one of the SUVs. He was hunched over, searching for something inside.

I tried to fight the desire to investigate, but my palms grew shaky at my sides as curiosity overwhelmed me, pushing me towards the house. I shuffled forward from the sidewalk, creeping just inside the open gates, and the rustling stopped. A car door shut and I heard the sound of loose gravel shifting in the darkness. The figure straightened, his head appearing from behind the vehicle, moving in tandem with the noisy gravel until he stood between the house and the gates, watching me watch him.

Even beneath the lanterns, he was just an outline: a tall shadow with broad shoulders and sure movements. He paused and lowered his arm, easing a duffel bag towards the ground with deliberate slowness until it was settled at his feet. He stepped to the side and pushed it with the force of his boot until it disappeared behind the closest SUV and away from my prying eyes. But I had already seen it, whatever it was, and we both knew it.

He tilted his head to one side and stepped closer, one purposeful stride and then another, as he closed the space between us. With each step, my heart thumped harder in my chest. My curiosity evaporated, leaving reality in its place: I had been caught trespassing, and now this shadowed figure was stalking towards me.

I turned and stumbled back out on to the deserted street. As the sound of heavy footsteps split the silence behind me apart, I broke into a run, completely unprepared for the cat that hurtled out in front of me with a shrill meow. As I skidded to a halt, my arms flailing at my sides, the stranger crashed into my back, silencing me mid-scream by jolting the wind from my lungs, and sending me flying through the air. I dropped my bag and landed on the sidewalk with a thud. My hands and knees scraped the pavement. Dizziness flooded me, sloshing the contents of my dinner back and forth in my stomach.

Before I could piece together what had happened or just how exactly I was going to be murdered, I was lifted out of my bubble of pain, away from the asphalt and on to my feet again, to where I had been standing seconds before, like someone had pressed rewind.

Only this time, something was different. There was the feeling of strong hands on my shoulders, steadying me. They held me upright as I wobbled back and forth, trying to find my balance.

‘Stai tranquilla, sei al sicuro.’ The words were so strange and unexpected, I thought I had imagined them.

I dropped my gaze to his broad hands still on my shoulders and suddenly I saw myself from above, relaxing against a complete stranger on a deserted street in the middle of the night, in front of the most notorious house in Cedar Hill.

A stranger who had just caught me trespassing and then knocked me to the ground.

I had watched far too much CSI to stick around for another second. With a start, I pushed the unfamiliar hands away from my body and leapt forwards. I crouched and grabbed my bag from the ground, catching a glimpse of the thick silver buckle on his leather boot before springing back up and hitching my bag onto my shoulder hastily. I looked up at him, wishing I had something weapon-worthy in my handbag, just in case. But he stood still, his face a collection of shadows in the darkness. He didn’t make another attempt to attack me, and I didn’t wait around to give him the chance.

‘Don’t follow me.’ My voice sounded stronger than I felt.

I turned and started to run.

I heard him call out, but I was already gone.

I didn’t turn around, but I was sure I could feel the shadow’s eyes – his eyes – on the back of my neck as I ran. The distant sound of laughter followed me through the darkness.



I got home in record time. After depositing the pot of honey on the kitchen windowsill and trudging upstairs, I rubbed some ointment on my stinging knees and crawled into bed. After what felt like hours of staring wide-eyed at my ceiling and listening to the urgent thrumming in my chest, I fell into an uneasy sleep during which dreams of boys in windows dissolved into nightmares about shadowed figures and black-ribboned pots of honey.






CHAPTER THREE THE GOSSIP MERCHANT
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There wasn’t a whole lot that irritated me. However, the source of such rare annoyance had managed to slither into my house and ruin the sunny morning barely before it began.

‘… It’s not a good omen, Celine. I have a sixth sense about these things…’

Rita Bailey’s voice, which was shriller than a police siren, had no trouble infiltrating my bedroom despite the fact she was an entire floor below me. I scowled at my ceiling. I didn’t want to hear about Lana Green’s affair, Jenny Orin’s worsening psoriasis, or the Tyler kids’ lice scandal. But the volume of the old lady’s voice had left me with no other option. I would have to suffer it either way, and, given the depressing messiness of my bedroom coupled with my desire to eat breakfast at some point, I decided to face her head-on and get the most unpleasant part of my day over with.

I rolled out of bed, crawling between crumpled jeans and inside-out T-shirts to fish out a partially obscured bra. Springing to my feet and swivelling around without touching anything – because sometimes I liked to make a game of it – I swooped a pair of denim shorts off the ground and pulled them on before settling on a white tank top and my favourite pair of Converse. After putting on some moisturizer and pulling my hair into a messy braid, I crept downstairs, steeling myself for what I was about to hurtle into, coffee-less and overtired.

Rita Bailey, an old, portly woman with cropped white hair and pinched, shrunken features, hunched over the kitchen table, sipping her coffee in an outrageous pink pantsuit. Beside her, my mother was politely enduring her company, offering a tight smile and a robotic head nod at appropriate times. She had even cleared part of the table, which was usually buried beneath stray sewing projects and piles of fabric samples. Now confined to just one square foot of space, they balanced precariously against the wall, threatening to topple over them.

When we lived in a spacious four-bedroom house on Shrewsbury Avenue, my mother had two whole rooms dedicated to containing the explosions of materials needed for her dressmaking, but here, her works-in-progress always seemed to spill from room to room, following us around our cramped home in every shade and pattern imaginable. Yards of Chantilly and ivory lace stretched along armchairs, jostling for space beneath mannequins in short summer dresses and rich evening gowns. On several scarring occasions since we’d moved here a year and a half ago, I had woken up screaming at the sight of a half-finished dummy bride perched in the corner of my room, or a denim dress that should never see the light of day.

It wasn’t that my mother didn’t have some sort of system in place, it’s just that no one but her could ever figure it out. She was probably the most organized disorganized dressmaker in all of Chicago, and I think she liked it that way. Mrs Bailey, who was staring narrowed-eyed at the teetering pile of fabrics across the table, evidently did not.

I swept into the kitchen, pulling her attention away before her frown became so intense it broke her face. ‘Good morning, Mrs Bailey.’ That wasn’t so bad.

She re-fixed her stare on me. ‘Good morning, Persephone.’

I winced. It had been a while since I had heard my name in its hideous entirety and, unsurprisingly, nothing had changed – it still sucked. But the way the old lady said it always seemed to make it worse, drawling over the vowel sounds like she was talking to a five-year-old child – Purr-seph-an-eeeee.

‘I prefer Sophie,’ I replied with a level of exasperation that usually accompanied the topic.

‘But Persephone is so much nicer.’

‘Well, no one calls me that.’ It wasn’t my name and she knew it. It was just a symbol of my mother’s fleeting obsession with Greek mythology, which had, rather unfortunately, coincided with the time I was born. Thankfully, my father had given up on the mouthful within the first year of my birth. It didn’t take him long to think of ‘Sophie’ as a passable alternative – the name I suspect he wanted all along and one that rendered me eternally grateful to him for two reasons: one, that I didn’t have to go through life with a barely spellable relic for a name, and two, that he didn’t nickname me ‘Persy’ instead. When my mother conceded defeat, I became ‘Sophie’ for good. Plain, simple and pronounceable.

‘How do you even know to call me that anyway?’ I added as an afterthought. For all the times Mrs Bailey had intentionally wrongly addressed me, I had never thought to ask her how she had discovered one of my best-kept secrets. Then again, she was the first person to discover the location of our new house when we moved, despite the fact we had actively tried to hide it from her, and it was nearly an hour’s walk from Shrewsbury Avenue. Maybe she was clairvoyant after all.

‘I saw it on a letter once.’

‘Where?’

‘I can’t remember.’ She sounded affronted by the question. ‘It may have fallen out of your mailbox.’

‘Mmhmm.’ Snoop, I noted mentally.

Beside me, my mother was circling the top of her mug with her finger. ‘Sophie,’ she chided gently, ‘why don’t we talk about something else?’

‘Why? Are you still trying to shirk the blame for naming me the most hideously embarrassing thing you could think of?’ Even though my voice was light, I was only half joking. Not that it seemed to matter to my mother; she found my name-based indignation inexplicably amusing. I guess it made sense. The whole joke was hers in the first place and now it was following me around through people like Mrs Bailey or Uncle Jack, who used it like a weapon when he was angry at me for taking impromptu nap breaks at the diner.

‘I think the name Sophie is just as lovely. It suits you,’ my mother pandered, smirking into her mug until all I could see were the tips of her delicate pointed brows. I felt a tiny pang of envy for their symmetry. Everything about her was dainty and refined, like a pixie. Through the magic of genetics, she had only passed her sunny blonde hair and her heart-shaped face to me. But, by the wonder of mimicry, I had also acquired her tendency for extreme messiness and her inability to cook properly. I was reserving judgement on where my diminutive height came from, because I was still hoping to miraculously grow another three inches before my seventeenth birthday, which was rapidly approaching.

At the word ‘Sophie’ Mrs Bailey emitted a long noise of ragged disapproval. It sounded like she was choking – and, fleetingly, a small, morally devoid part of me hoped she was.

I crossed over to the countertop to fill my mug and caught sight of the honey jar on the windowsill. Streaks of sunlight winked at me through the glass, as if to say ‘Good morning!’ It would be a shame not to try it, I resolved. I grabbed a spoon and pried the lid from the jar, setting aside the frayed square of cloth that covered it and taking care not to disturb the black velvet ribbon.

Behind me, Mrs Bailey was practising her favourite hobby – the art of lamenting, ‘Persephone is so much more elegant. It might not suit her now, but she could always try and grow into it.’

‘Thanks, but I think I’ll just stick with Sophie and continue to live in the modern world.’ I dipped a spoon inside the jar and twirled it.

‘You look so tired this morning, Sophie,’ Mrs Bailey informed the back of my head, labouring over my name like it was difficult to pronounce.

Ignoring her taunt, as well as the civilized option to put the honey in oatmeal or on toast, I stuck the heaping spoonful of it straight into my mouth.

‘She’ll be bright and chirpy once she’s had her caffeine fix,’ my mother explained over my shoulder. The edge in her usually calm voice informed me that her patience was finally wearing thin. Even after my father’s screw-up, my mother had managed to retain her inhuman level of kindness, which meant she was still too polite to turn a sixty-something, lonely, annoying Mrs Bailey away, even when her conversation mainly consisted of disapprovals and backhanded compliments.

‘Are you sure, Celine? She seems so exhausted. She’s a shadow of what a sixteen-year-old girl should look like. She should be out in the sun, getting a tan. She used to be such a pretty little thing.’

Seriously? I would have responded with bitchiness-in-kind but the honey was sticking my teeth together.

My mother released a small sigh – a speciality of hers. It was ambiguous enough to mean anything to anyone – ‘I’m tired/happy/disappointed’ – but I had a feeling it was intended to politely draw the topic to a close.

Fighting the urge to take my coffee and run, I turned around and seated myself firmly at the kitchen table, dragging the chair legs against the floor as noisily as I could and revelling in the look of discomfort on Mrs Bailey’s face.

OK, lady. Let’s go. ‘I hope I didn’t interrupt anything important.’ The laboured, honey-laden words masked the sarcasm in my voice. I took my first, glorious sip of coffee and felt the steam rise up and warm my nose.

‘Well actually, you did.’

Quelle surprise. I always seemed to be interrupting Mrs Bailey’s ground-breaking news bulletins.

‘I was just telling your mother that a new family have moved into the Priestly house on Lockwood Avenue.’

I was utterly shocked by my unexpected interest in anything Mrs Bailey had to say. But suddenly there I was, glued to Cedar Hill’s resident gossip merchant like she was about to announce the finale plot of my favourite TV show. An onslaught of questions formed inside my brain. Where do they come from? How are they related to the Priestlys? Why are you wearing that crazy pink suit?

‘Well, I bet it will be good to have some new faces around the neighbourhood,’ my mother interjected before I could begin.

The old lady shook her head like she was having a seizure. She leant across the table and looked pointedly at each of us in turn as if calling for our undivided attention, which she knew she already had. She dropped her voice. ‘You know I have the gift of sight, Celine. I’ve been seeing things ever since I was a child…’

I had to blow into my coffee to hide my smirk.

‘I was walking by the old Priestly place a couple of weeks ago and I got the most unsettling feeling. When I saw the renovations and the moving vans, it all started to make sense. The house is full again and I just know it’s not good.’

‘Maybe we shouldn’t jump to conclusions,’ my mother offered. I could tell by the airiness in her voice that her attention was beginning to wander. She started to pick at a stray thread in her capri pants, frowning.

I considered telling Mrs Bailey to chill out too, but she had already redirected her gaze towards our backyard as if she were looking into another secret dimension. But in reality, she was just staring at the potted plant on the windowsill. She squinted her eyes and sighed, probably noticing it was dead.

‘Nothing good will come of having five young men making trouble in the neighbourhood, because that’s exactly what they’ll do, Celine. You mark my words.’

She shook her head again, but every cropped white strand of hair remained perfectly static, like they were frozen in place.

‘Wait, did you say five guys?’ I had already seen two of them. Well, one of them, sort of. The second one had knocked me over. I frowned at the memory. Even after a night of reflection, I still wasn’t sure what to make of it.

Mrs Bailey was, of course, scandalized by my interest. Her mouth was bobbing open and closed, like she was trying to find the exact words for how much of a disgrace I was. ‘Five young, troublesome men,’ she heaved at last, clutching at her chest for added effect. ‘I saw them move in and I can tell you, they do not seem like the respectable type.’

Isn’t that what you said about my father? I wanted to ask, but I stopped myself. The argument wouldn’t be worth it. It never was. And besides, I had gotten all the info I needed: there was a new family of boys in the neighbourhood. Millie was going to keel over with happiness when I told her.

Distracted, I got up to take my half-filled mug to the sink. ‘I think having new neighbours is pretty cool.’

‘What’s cool about it?’ Mrs Bailey threw the question at my back like a dagger.

I turned around. ‘What’s not cool about it? Nobody ever comes to Cedar Hill willingly. This place is so boring. It feels like any minute now we’re all just going to fossilize.’ Maybe some of us already have… I stopped myself again.

‘There’s no need to be so dramatic,’ she returned.

I blinked hard to suppress an inadvertent eye roll.

‘I’m sure those boys are perfectly fine,’ reasoned my mother, who was rifling through her sewing kit. I could tell she was more interested in finding a needle to fix the single thread on the capri pants that had betrayed her.

Mrs Bailey was still wearing a frown that was beginning to twitch from the effort of keeping it in place. ‘No, Celine, there’s something not right about it. That house has been empty for too long. And we all know the reason.’

‘Ghosts,’ I whispered dramatically. I wanted to add an ‘Oooooo’, but I figured that might be going too far.

Mrs Bailey rose abruptly from her chair, shrugging on her shawl in a show of clumsy indignation. When she spoke again, her voice was low. ‘You can make jokes all you like, Persephone, but you just better be careful.’

I glanced at my mother and was surprised to find that she had returned her attention to our conversation.

‘Notoriety attracts notoriety,’ Mrs Bailey was muttering without looking at either of us. ‘And with what your father did, it’s best to be aware of—’

‘I think that’s enough, Rita.’ My mother rose from her chair, fixing the old lady with a dark look. ‘Sophie can handle herself. She knows how to be careful.’

‘Yeah,’ I echoed, feeling a million miles away. I was thinking about how I had steered myself into trouble the night before. The stinging in my knees resurfaced at the memory.






CHAPTER FOUR THE LETTER
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Mrs Bailey’s words had kindled something I had become all too accustomed to during the last year and a half of my life: Dad-related guilt.

Back in the welcome privacy of my bedroom, I sat cross-legged on my perpetually unmade bed. Clutching the latest prison-issue envelope in one hand, I carefully removed the letter from inside it and dipped back into my father’s life, which, for now at least, was confined to the pages he sent me every couple of weeks.


Dear Sophie,

Sorry I haven’t written in a while. I like to wait until I have something to say, even if it’s not as interesting as life back in Cedar Hill. I would hate for you to think I’m becoming more boring than I was before I left. In truth, I am trying to make the most of my time here. I want to give you something to be proud of again.

You’ll be happy to know that I finished Catch-22 in just two days, which means I am finally getting faster at reading. I will have the knowledge of an English professor by the time I come back, and maybe I’ll even write a book of my own.

I hope your summer is going well. Try not to worry too much about not getting out in the sun – you will have the last laugh when all your friends are aging prematurely and you still have the skin of a teenager.

How is everything at the diner? I hope Uncle Jack is looking after you. I know he is really trying his best, so go easy on him. If you ask him, I’m sure he will give you some time off so you can get away with Millie – go on an adventure.

On the subject of your uncle, I was thinking that you should suggest some reading material for him too. It would be a good way for him to de-stress. Maybe something with colourful pictures and big block letters? Just kidding. Don’t tell him I said that! I do worry about him, which might sound ironic given the circumstances, but I am relying on you to keep an eye on him and his blood pressure. We are not getting any younger, unfortunately.

How is your mom? Has she remembered to get the dish-washer repaired or have you had to go through with your sink-filling plan? I hope she has stopped over-working herself, but I know how unlikely that is. Please let her know I am thinking about her if she asks, which I hope she does. I haven’t heard from her in a while, but I know she is still processing everything. It is difficult for her, as I expect it is for you.

It has been so long since I’ve seen you. I would really love for you to visit when you get some time off. What about after your birthday, when everything has settled down again? Jack will give you a ride if you ask him. I do miss your teenage sarcasm, despite what you may think.

That’s all for now. I look forward to your next letter and, as always, I am thinking of you and counting the days.

Love,

Dad



I slipped the letter back inside the envelope and placed it on the nightstand. I tried to shake the melancholia out of my head. Even after all of my father’s letters, I still felt sad reading them, but I knew, too, that not to have them at all would be a thousand times more painful.

With a heavy heart, I propped my notepad against my knees and began my reply, censoring the negative parts of my life and highlighting the positives as I wrote. Even if the world was falling down around me, I would not tell my father, because he, above all the people in my life, needed good tidings in whatever form he could get them. And no matter how angry and frustrated I was, I would give him what he needed to survive.


Hi Dad,

As I write this I am balancing my notepad on two skinned knees and writing with a sore hand. If you’re wondering why, it’s because on my way home from work last night I face-planted into the pavement.



A freaky shadow chased after me and knocked me to the ground. But it’s OK because I didn’t let him murder me (you’re welcome), and now I’m pretty sure that wasn’t his intention in the first place. He was probably just chasing after me like a maniac so he could ask why I was snooping around his driveway in the middle of the night on my own. Teenagers, right?


Luckily I have lived to tell the tale, though I can’t say my pride has survived. Still, I think it makes for a fitting opening to this letter, and I bet it made you smile a little.



I hope something good came of the incident, because I bolted home in a state of pain and paranoia.


It’s nice to know you are reading. I think writing a book is a great idea. They say it’s very therapeutic.



I don’t know who ‘they’ are, or whether that’s even true. And I really hope when you say book you don’t mean an autobiographical one, because I’m not crazy about having to relive the story of your murder trial in paperback format no matter how soothing it is for your psyche. And I don’t relish the thought of watching Mom go through another anxiety attack any time soon, either.


I haven’t gotten a chance to do very much other than work this summer, which I am getting used to.



I have resigned myself to the current monotony of my life.


Uncle Jack is great. He is still doing his best to step into your role, though he is a little grumpier than you. Maybe that comes with middle age? He goes back and forth to the city a lot. Millie and I have developed a theory that he has met a woman there, because what kind of ‘city business’ would he be attending to so often? What do you think, our Jack, a Casanova? Hmmm… food for thought. If it is the case, then I don’t think we need to be worrying about his health, as long as his heart is doing OK.



Though, knowing Uncle Jack, I bet it’s more of a sordid affair than an epic romance. So far, nothing has coming close to filling the void you left in his life.


Thank you for saying I will have the last laugh when all my friends wrinkle up like prunes in later years for spending the time they have now in the sun.



I am flattered you implied I still have more than one real friend and I hope you really do think that. If you knew how many people turned on me, I think it would break your heart.


And, honestly, I am happy to be out of the sun, because I know my time indoors is all part of the end goal of buying a car. I don’t know what I will do to celebrate my 17th birthday, but it will probably be something low-key.



Millie’s parents are going away, so she and Alex are going to throw a huge house party, complete with all his college friends. If you were here, you would definitely disapprove. But you’re not.


I think Mom wants to make me a dress for my birthday. Every time she sees me in sweatpants, I see the light in her eyes dim a little bit. If I don’t wear something ladylike soon, she might die inside. Last Saturday morning I caught her measuring me in my sleep.



If I see one frill or even the hint of bedazzling on it, things will get ugly.


She’s working more than ever, which she really seems to enjoy.



Most of her friends have deserted her too, in the wake of everything that happened, and those that didn’t don’t come around much any more. I think Mom has lost her social sparkle.


I know last year was really hard for all of us, but now she seems happier, and I’m sure she is missing you as much as I am.



Sometimes it feels like she hates you and everything your incarceration has put us through. Sometimes I feel that way too.


Mrs Bailey has started to come by on Sundays again. I decided earlier that she is probably the most annoying person to ever live on this planet. Do you think she might be descended from Lucifer? Just a thought.



Annoying is putting it mildly. You don’t know any of the crap she’s been saying about you. And Millie’s probably only told me half of it.


She was here this morning, talking about a new family who have moved into the old Priestly mansion. I guess they must be distant relatives. Weird, huh? I thought that place would be empty for ever.



It’s full of boys boys boys!


I will come and see you in a couple of weeks, after my birthday, when I get time off from the diner. I really can’t wait.



I am dreading seeing how gaunt and unhappy you look. It makes me want to collapse in tears every time.


That’s everything for now. I miss you so much.



Sometimes it physically hurts.


Thinking about you always.



I wish I could turn it off, like a switch.


And counting the days.



Counting the years.


Lots of love and hugs,

Sophie X








CHAPTER FIVE THE PRIESTLY BROTHERS
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I stood face down with my nose pressed against the counter-top, willing time to speed up. Even during the busiest hours of the day, the diner was never overrun with customers, but tonight it was unusually quiet. There was just one more hour to go until I could go home, and the minutes were dragging by. To make matters worse, the air conditioner was broken, the stifling humidity was frizzing out the ends of my hair, and the delivery man hadn’t shown up for the third day in a row, which meant we were low on some of the menu’s ingredients.

Millie hovered behind me, prodding my shoulder. She was, after all, part-female, part-question. ‘So if these random Priestly relatives just moved in then the shadow guy probably was one of the five boys?’

‘Yeah,’ I replied through a yawn. ‘Probably.’

She laughed like it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. ‘How embarrassing for you.’

I lifted my head. ‘Better embarrassed than dead.’

She grinned. ‘Oh come on, Soph, where is your sense of adventure?’

I pretended to contemplate her question. ‘I think it’s buried deep beneath my natural instinct to survive.’

‘You could have made out with a shadow!’ Her face was glowing.

‘Or been brutally murdered by one,’ I countered.

‘Urgh, you are such a killjoy.’

‘How about this,’ I said. ‘Next time I’m in a risky situation with a complete stranger, I promise I’ll try and make out with him.’

‘Bah! Don’t make promises you won’t keep. I don’t want to get my hopes up.’

The bell above the door jingled and three girls sauntered into the diner. I recognized two of them from school. Erin Reyes and Jane Leder were all bitchiness and long legs, and could have made a full-time career out of judging people. I was surprised to find them at Gracewell’s – it was far from the expensive hangouts they seemed to enjoy. Then again, the diner did have their favourite main attraction – me. It might have been nearly a year and a half since my father’s incarceration, but it was still Erin’s favourite topic.

She caught my eye and smirked, and I tried not to flinch as she stage-whispered to the third girl, who was already studying me with rapt attention. ‘That’s her. She actually works here, in the place where it happened. Can you believe that?’

The other two giggled, and I felt my cheeks grow hot.

‘Ugh,’ said Millie, who had as much patience for routine bitchiness as I did. ‘I’ll get this one. And if they’re not careful I’ll bring them their menus with a side of my shoe up their…’ She trailed off, rounding the counter to attend to them.

I smiled graciously at the back of her head. Gracewell’s Diner mostly catered for people who worked in town or local families who had been coming here for years. But every so often, nosy vipers from school would stop in to gawk at the infamous Michael Gracewell’s restaurant, and Millie would take the hit and serve them so that I wouldn’t have to.

Absentmindedly, I started to fix the errant strings on my apron, looping them into an uneven bow.

‘Are you going to do any work today, Sophie?’

Ursula, the assistant manager, had returned from the kitchen. She was nearly as old as Mrs Bailey but was infinitely cooler because she could rock purple hair and was able to have conversations that didn’t negatively affect my will to live. She gestured towards Millie, who was handing menus to the three girls.

‘Oh, come on. There’s no one else here, and I can’t exactly wait on ghost tables,’ I protested.

Ursula’s laugh was husky, betraying her enduring smoking habit. ‘I’m just saying you seem distracted tonight.’ She pushed her circular spectacles up the bridge of her nose, until they settled, and magnified her eyes twofold. ‘Or should I say more distracted than usual.’

‘That’s because she is distracted, Ursula.’ Millie was back, and whipping off her apron. She was leaving an hour before me, and in that moment I slightly resented her for it. ‘We should tell Ursula.’

‘Yes, we should,’ Ursula echoed, shuffling sideways so she could prop herself against the wall beside me. We were exactly the same height, so she could bore her eyes right into mine very effectively with little effort.

‘But I don’t have anything to tell,’ I swore.

‘Lies!’ Millie slipped in front of the counter, hoodie in hand. She shrugged it on, smiling so broadly nearly all of her clear braces were visible at once. She zipped it up and her name tag, MILLIE THE MAGNIFICENT – I don’t know how she had snuck that one past Uncle Jack – disappeared. Then she leant forward until her hair brushed the countertop, and dropped her voice. Ursula responded like a magnet, coming closer, and training her attention on Millie.

‘Well, you probably won’t believe this,’ Millie began, gesturing subtly at me with her thumb. ‘But Sophie has developed a crush on a shadow. A real bona fide shadow-crush. Rare as a solar eclipse, but they do happen. Our Sophie is a shadow-creeper.’

Ursula pulled her eyebrows together until they almost touched. ‘What?’

‘She’s just kidding,’ I explained, throwing Millie a death stare.

‘Am I, Sophie? Am I?’ She smirked suggestively, in the way only Millie could. ‘Ursula, I’ll need you to take over that table of wonderful specimens now that I’m leaving,’ she said, gesturing towards Erin and her friends in the corner, before crossing the diner and shouting, ‘See you guys tomorrow!’

Once Millie had disappeared, Ursula turned her penetrating gaze back to me. ‘So, what’s this shadow thing all about?’

‘It’s nothing, really. There’s this new family living in the Priestly place and I think I bumped into one of them the other night, but then I ran away from him, and now Millie thinks it’s the funniest and most tragic thing she’s ever heard.’ I grabbed a cloth and started to wipe down the countertop, which was already gleaming.

Ursula narrowed her eyes as if trying to determine whether there was more to my story, but before she could chase up a line of questioning, the bell above the door jingled.

Against a backdrop of our abrupt silence, two figures swept through the door.

I tried not to gape. One tall, dark, handsome boy is difficult to ignore, but two is near impossible.

They paused inside the door, their broad shoulders brushing as they stood side by side. They began to militarily scan the diner, as though they were looking for something that could have been under any of the tables or swinging from the ceiling fans.

Without meaning to, Ursula and I both took a step forwards.

There was something effortlessly fashionable about them – their dark straight-leg jeans were tailored to break perfectly above expensive leather boots that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe, and they wore designer T-shirts accented by the simple silver chains around their necks.

I studied the boy on the right, feeling something stir inside me. I knew his shape, his height. I dropped my gaze and recognized the silver buckles on his boots.

Ursula and I weren’t the only ones hopelessly distracted; fleetingly I noticed how the three girls in the corner had fallen out of their conversation and suddenly looked a lot hungrier than they had been a moment ago. I didn’t blame them. The boys were like something out of a Hollywood movie.

Without glancing towards us, they glided – yes, glided – over to a window booth and slid in, keeping their attention on their own whispered conversation.

‘Can you take this one, hon?’ Ursula sighed. ‘I don’t think I can stand next to them. It’s too depressing.’ She made her way across the diner to tend to the girls in the corner instead.

My midnight encounter had seemed like little more than a bad dream, but now that Shadow Boy was here, I realized I would have to confront the reality of the situation – he was Mount Olympus, I was Gracewell’s Diner, and I still had no idea why he knocked me over. With any luck, there was every chance he wouldn’t even recognize me.

Although their distinct appearances and obvious similarities had led me to assume they were brothers, the fact that they were speaking Italian when I approached their table confirmed it – it was that same lilting dialect that Shadow Boy had spoken to me.

‘Hi, my name is Sophie and I’ll be your server this evening,’ I rhymed off briskly, handing them each a menu.

Shadow Boy snapped out of his conversation. He turned and, up close, he was younger than I expected – still older than me, maybe, with chestnut brown hair that curled beneath his ears and dark, almond-shaped eyes flecked with gold. I was struck just then, not by his handsomeness, but by his familiarity. I couldn’t shake the sense that I had seen his face before – long ago – and though it was undeniably handsome, I had the unpleasant compulsion to look away from him. I tried to blink myself out of it. He had just thrown me off. If I had seen him before, I wouldn’t have forgotten him.
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