
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: image]





OTHER TITLES BY JAMIE MCGUIRE

The Beautiful Series

Beautiful Disaster

Walking Disaster

A Beautiful Wedding: A Novella

Something Beautiful: A Novella

The Maddox Brothers

Beautiful Oblivion

Beautiful Redemption

Beautiful Sacrifice

Beautiful Burn

A Beautiful Funeral

The Providence Series

Providence

Requiem

Eden

The Happenstance Novellas

Happenstance: Part One

Happenstance: Part Two

Happenstance: Part Three

The Red Hill Series

Red Hill

Among Monsters: A Red Hill Novella

Stand-Alone Works

Apolonia

Sweet Nothing

Sins of the Innocent: A Novella





[image: image]





This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Text copyright © 2018 by Jamie McGuire

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

Published by Montlake Romance, Seattle

www.apub.com

Amazon.com, the Amazon logo, and Montlake Romance are trademarks of Amazon.com, Inc., or its affiliates.

ISBN-13: 9781503902787

ISBN-10: 1503902781

Cover design by Eileen Carey





For Eden McGuire, the strongest person I’ve ever had the honor of knowing.





CONTENTS

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Epilogue

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

And thanks to. . .

UPCOMING FROM JAMIE MCGUIRE

ABOUT THE AUTHOR





Prologue

Elliott

The old oak tree I’d climbed was one of a dozen or more on Juniper Street. I’d chosen that particular wooden giant because it was standing right next to a white picket fence—one just tall enough for me to use as a step to the lowest branch. It didn’t matter that the heels of my hands, knees, and shins were scraped and bleeding from the sharp bark and branches. Feeling the sting from the wind grazing over my open wounds reminded me that I’d fought and won. It was the blood that bothered me. Not because I was squeamish, but because I had to wait until it stopped oozing to keep it from smearing on my new camera.

Ten minutes after I was settled against the trunk, my backside balancing twenty or so feet in the air on a branch older than me, the crimson stopped seeping. I smiled. I could finally properly maneuver my camera. It wasn’t brand-new, but an early eleventh birthday present from my aunt. I usually saw her two weeks after my birthday, on Thanksgiving, but she hated giving me presents late. Aunt Leigh hated a lot of things, except for me and Uncle John.

I peered through the viewfinder, moving it over the endless acres of grass, wheat, and gently rolling hills. There was a makeshift alley behind the fences of the houses that ran along the street my aunt lived on. Two tire tracks bordering a strip of grass were all that separated the backyards of our neighbors from an endless sea of wheat and canola fields. It was monotonous, but when the sun set and oranges, pinks, and purples splashed across the sky, I was sure there was no place more beautiful.

Oak Creek wasn’t the desolate disappointment my mom described, but it was a whole lot of use tos. Oak Creek use to have a strip mall, use to have a TG&Y, use to have an arcade, use to have tennis courts and a walking track around one of the parks, but now it was empty buildings and boarded-up windows. We had only visited every other Christmas before Mom and Dad’s fights got so bad she didn’t want me to witness them, and they seemed to get worse in the summers. The first day of summer break, Mom dropped me off at Uncle John and Aunt Leigh’s after an all-night fight with Dad, and I noticed she never took off her sunglasses, even in the house. That’s when I knew it was more than a visit, that I was staying for the whole summer, and when I unpacked, the amount of clothes in my suitcase proved me right.

The sky was just beginning to turn, and I snapped a few pictures, checking my settings. Aunt Leigh wasn’t the warm and fuzzy type, but she’d felt bad enough for me to buy me a decent camera. Maybe she was hoping I’d stay outside more, but it didn’t matter. My friends asked for PlayStations and iPhones, and then they magically appeared. I didn’t get what I asked for very often, so the camera in my hands was more than a gift. It meant someone was listening.

The sound of a door opening drew my attention from the setting sun, and I watched a father and daughter carry on a quiet conversation as they walked into the backyard. The man was carrying something small, wrapped in a blanket. The girl was sniffling, her cheeks wet. I didn’t move, didn’t breathe, afraid they would see me and I would ruin whatever moment they were about to have. It was then that I noticed the hole next to the trunk of the tree, beside it a small pile of red dirt.

“Careful,” the girl said. Her hair was a little bit blonde, a little bit brown, and the red around her eyes from crying made the green in them glow.

The man lowered the small thing into the hole, and the girl began to cry.

“I’m sorry, Princess. Goober was a good dog.”

I pressed my lips together. The chuckle I was fighting was inappropriate, but still I found humor in a funeral for something with a name like Goober.

A woman let the back door slam behind her, her tightly wound, dark curls poofy in the humidity. She wiped her hands on a dish towel at her waist.

“I’m here,” she said, breathless. She froze, staring down into the hole. “Oh. You already . . .” She blanched and then turned to the girl. “I’m so sorry, honey.” As the mother stared at Goober, his small paw poking out of the baby blanket he’d been loosely wrapped in, she seemed to get more upset by the second. “But I can’t . . . I can’t stay.”

“Mavis,” the man said, reaching out for his wife.

Mavis’s bottom lip trembled. “I am so sorry.” She retreated to the house.

The girl looked to her father. “It’s okay, Daddy.”

He hugged his daughter to his side. “Funerals have always been hard for her. Just tears her up.”

“And Goober was her baby before me,” the girl said, wiping her face. “It’s okay.”

“Well . . . we should pay our respects. Thank you, Goober, for being so gentle with our princess. Thank you for staying under the table to eat her vegetables . . .”

She peeked up at her dad, and he down at her.

He continued, “Thank you for the years of fetching and loyalty and—”

“Snuggles at night,” the girl said, wiping her cheek. “And kisses. And for layin’ at my feet while I did my homework, and for always being happy to see me when I came home.”

The man nodded once, and then he took the shovel propped against the fence and began filling the hole.

The girl covered her mouth, muffling her cries. Once her father was finished, they had a moment without words; then she asked to be alone and he allowed it, nodding before returning to the house.

She sat next to the mound of dirt, picking at the grass, just being sad. I wanted to watch her through my viewfinder and capture that moment, but she would hear my camera click, and I would look like a huge creeper, so I remained still and let her grieve.

She sniffled. “Thank you for protecting me.”

I frowned, wondering what Goober had protected her from and if she needed protection still. She was about my age and prettier than any girl who went to my school. I wondered what happened to her dog, and how long she’d lived in the massive house that loomed over the backyard and cast a shadow across the street onto the other houses when the sun moved into the western sky. It bothered me not knowing if she was sitting on the ground because she felt safer with her dead dog than she did inside.

The sun dropped out of sight and night settled in, the crickets chirping, the wind hissing through the oak’s leaves. My stomach was beginning to gurgle and growl. Aunt Leigh was going to rip me a new one when I got home for missing dinner, but the girl was still sitting next to her friend, and I’d decided over an hour before that I wasn’t going to disturb her.

The back door opened, a warm yellow light brightening the backyard. “Catherine?” Mavis called. “It’s time to come in now, honey. Your dinner’s getting cold. You can come back out in the morning.”

Catherine obeyed, standing and walking toward the house, stopping for a moment to look back at the grave once more before going in. When the door closed, I tried to guess what she might be looking for—maybe she was reminding herself it was real and Goober was gone, or maybe she was saying one last goodbye.

I slowly climbed down, sure to jump and land on the outside of the fence, giving the fresh grave plenty of space. The sound of my shoes crunching against the rocks in the alley stirred a few neighborhood dogs, but I completed the return trek in the dark without any problems—until I got home.

Aunt Leigh was standing at the door, her arms crossed. She looked worried at first, but when her eyes found me, instant anger flickered in her eyes. She was in her robe, reminding me of just how late I was. A single gray streak of hair sprouted from her temple, weaving in and out of the thick brown sections of her side braid.

“I’m sorry?” I offered.

“You missed dinner,” she said, opening the screen door. I walked inside, and she followed me. “Your plate’s in the microwave. Eat, then you can tell me where you’ve been.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, making a beeline past her. I passed the wooden, oval dining table to reach the kitchen, opening the microwave to see a foil-covered plate. My mouth instantly watered.

“Take that o—” Aunt Leigh began, but I had already ripped it off, shut the door, and pressed the two on the number pad.

I watched the plate turn in a circle under the glow of a warm yellow light. The steak began to sizzle, and the gravy on the mashed potatoes bubbled.

“Not yet,” Aunt Leigh snapped when I reached for the microwave handle.

My stomach gurgled.

“If you’re so hungry, why did you wait so long to get home?”

“I was stuck in a tree,” I said, reaching in the second the microwave beeped.

“Stuck in a tree?” Aunt Leigh handed me a fork as I passed and followed me to the table.

I shoveled the first bite in and hummed, taking two more before Aunt Leigh could ask another question. My mom was a good cook, too, but the older I got, the more starved I felt. No matter how many times I ate during the day or how much I ate at a time, I never felt full. I couldn’t get food—any food—in my stomach fast enough.

Aunt Leigh made a face as I hunched over my plate to create a shorter trip from the plate to my mouth.

“You’re gonna have to explain that,” Aunt Leigh said. When I didn’t stop, she leaned over to place her hand on my wrist. “Elliott, don’t make me ask again.”

I tried to chew quickly and swallow, nodding in compliance. “The huge house down the street has an oak tree. I climbed it.”

“So?”

“So while I was up there waiting for a good shot with my camera, the people came out.”

“The Calhouns? Did they see you?”

I shook my head, sneaking another quick bite.

“You know that’s Uncle John’s boss, right?”

I stopped chewing. “No.”

Aunt Leigh sat back. “Of all the trees to pick.”

“They seemed nice . . . and sad.”

“Why?” At least for the moment, she forgot about being mad.

“They were burying something in the backyard. I think their dog died.”

“Aw, that’s too bad,” Aunt Leigh said, trying to muster up sympathy. She didn’t have children or dogs, and she seemed okay with that. She scratched her head, suddenly nervous. “Your mom called today.”

I nodded, taking another bite. She let me finish, waiting patiently for me to remember to use a napkin.

“What did she want?”

“Sounds like her and your dad are working things out. She sounds happy.”

I looked away, clenching my teeth. “She always is at first.” I turned to her. “Has her eye even healed?”

“Elliott . . .”

I stood, picking up my plate and fork, taking them to the sink.

“Did you tell him?” Uncle John said, scratching his round belly. He was standing in the hall, wearing the navy-blue pajama set Aunt Leigh had bought him last Christmas. She nodded. He looked to me, acknowledging the disgust on my face. “Yep. We don’t like it, either.”

“Just now,” Aunt Leigh said, crossing her arms.

“About Mom?” I asked. Uncle John nodded. “It’s bullshit.”

“Elliott,” Aunt Leigh scolded.

“It’s okay for us not to like her going back to someone who hits her,” I said.

“He’s your dad,” Aunt Leigh said.

“What does that matter?” Uncle John asked.

Aunt Leigh sighed, touching her fingers to her forehead. “She won’t like us discussing this with Elliott. If we want him to keep coming back—”

“You want me to keep coming back?” I asked, surprised.

Aunt Leigh folded her arms over her chest, refusing to toss me that bone. Emotions made her mad. Maybe because they were hard to control and that made her feel weak, but for whatever reason, she didn’t like to talk about anything that made her feel anything but angry.

Uncle John smiled. “She hides in the bedroom for an hour every time you leave.”

“John,” Aunt Leigh hissed.

I smiled, but it faded. The sting from my scrapes reminded me of what I’d seen. “Do you guys think that girl’s okay?”

“The Calhoun girl?” Aunt Leigh asked. “Why?”

I shrugged. “I dunno. Just some weird things I saw while I was stuck in the tree.”

“You were stuck in a tree?” Uncle John asked.

Aunt Leigh waved him away, walking over to me. “What did you see?”

“I’m not sure. Her parents seem nice.”

“Nice enough,” Aunt Leigh said. “Mavis was a spoiled brat in school. Her family owned half the town because of the zinc smelter, but the smelter closed, and one by one they all died of cancer. You know that damn smelter contaminated the groundwater here? There was a big lawsuit against her family. The only thing she has left is that house. It use to be called the Van Meter Mansion, you know. They changed it once Mavis’s parents died and she married the Calhoun kid. The Van Meters are hated around here.”

“That’s sad,” I said.

“Sad? The Van Meters poisoned the town. Half the population is fighting cancer or some complication from cancer. That’s the least of what they deserve, if you ask me, especially if you take into account how they treated everyone.”

“Did Mavis treat you bad?” I asked.

“No, but she was awful to your mom and Uncle John.”

I frowned. “The husband is Uncle John’s boss?”

“He’s a good man,” Uncle John said. “Everyone likes him.”

“What about the girl?” I asked. Uncle John offered a knowing smile, and I shook my head. “Never mind.”

He winked at me. “She’s a pretty one, huh?”

“Nah.” I passed them and opened the basement door, walking down the stairs. Aunt Leigh had asked a billion times to rearrange it, buy new furniture and a rug, but I wasn’t there enough for it to matter. All I cared about was the camera, and Uncle John gave me his old laptop so I could practice editing the photos. I uploaded the shots I took, unable to concentrate, wondering about the weird girl and her weird family.

“Elliott?” Aunt Leigh called. My head snapped up, and I glanced at the small, black square clock that sat next to my monitor. I picked it up, in disbelief that two hours had passed.

“Elliott,” Aunt Leigh repeated. “Your mom’s on the phone.”

“I’ll call her back in a minute,” I yelled.

Aunt Leigh walked down the steps, cell phone in her hand. “She said if you want your own cell phone, you need to talk to her on mine.”

I sighed and pushed up from my seat, trudging over to Aunt Leigh. I took the phone, tapped the display for speakerphone, and sat it on my desk, returning to my work.

“Elliott?” Mom said.

“Hey.”

“I, um . . . I talked to your dad. He’s back. He wanted to say he’s sorry.”

“Then why doesn’t he say it?” I grumbled.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You don’t have anything to say about him coming home?”

I sat back in my chair, crossing my arms. “What does it matter? Not like you asked me or care what I think.”

“I do, too, Elliott. That’s why I’m calling.”

“How’s your eye?” I asked.

“Elliott,” Aunt Leigh hissed, taking a step forward.

It took a moment for Mom to respond. “It’s better. He promised—”

“He always promises. It’s the keeping it when he’s mad that’s the problem.”

Mom sighed. “I know. But I have to try.”

“How about you ask him to try for once?”

Mom was quiet. “I have. He doesn’t have many chances left, and he knows it. He’s trying, Elliott.”

“It’s not hard not to put your hands on a girl. If you can’t, then just stay away. Tell him that.”

“You’re right. I know you’re right. I’ll tell him. I love you.”

I clenched my teeth. She knew I loved her, but it was hard to remember that saying it back didn’t mean I agreed with her or that I was okay with Dad coming home. “Me too.”

She breathed out a laugh, but sadness weighed down her words. “It’s going to be okay, Elliott. I promise.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Don’t do that. Don’t make a promise unless you can keep it.”

“Sometimes things happen that are out of your control.”

“A promise isn’t a good intention, Mom.”

She sighed. “Sometimes I wonder who’s raising who. You don’t understand, Elliott, but one of these days you will. I’ll call tomorrow, okay?”

I glanced back at Aunt Leigh. She was standing at the bottom of the stairs, her disappointment visible even in the dim light.

“Yeah,” I said, my shoulders sagging. Trying to talk sense into my mom was normally a lost cause, but feeling like the bad guy for it exhausted me. I hung up the phone and held it out to my aunt. “Don’t look at me like that.”

She pointed to her nose, then made an invisible circle around her face. “You think this face is for you? Believe it or not, Elliott, I think you’re right.”

I waited for the but. It never came.

“Thanks, Aunt Leigh.”

“Elliott?”

“Yeah?”

“If you think that little girl needs help, you’ll tell me, right?”

I watched her for a moment and then nodded. “I’ll keep an eye out.”





Chapter One

Catherine

Nine windows, two doors, a wraparound porch, and two balconies—that was just the face of our looming two-story Victorian on Juniper Street. The chipped blue paint and the dusty windows seemed to sing a violent song about the century of relentless summers and brutally cold winters the house had endured.

My eye twitched at the faintest tickle on my cheek, and in the next moment, my skin was on fire under my palm. I’d slapped the black insect crawling across my face. It had paused there to taste the sweat dripping from my hairline. Dad had always said I couldn’t hurt a fly, but watching the house watch me did strange things. Fear was a compelling beast.

The cicadas screeched from the heat, and I closed my eyes, trying to block out the noise. I hated the crying, the buzzing of insects, the sound of the earth drying under a triple-digit temperature. A tiny breeze blew through my yard, and a few strands of hair fell into my face while I stood with my navy-blue Walmart brand backpack at my feet, my shoulders sore and raw from carrying it across town from the high school. I would have to go inside soon.

As hard as I tried to be brave, to talk myself into going inside to breathe the thick, dusty air and climb the stairs that would creak under my feet, a steady knocking from the backyard gave me an excuse not to pass through the double-wide, wooden door.

I followed the sound—something hard meeting something harder, an ax to wood, a hammer to bone—seeing a bronze-skinned boy come into view as I rounded the porch. He was pounding his bloody fist into the bark of our old oak tree, the trunk five times thicker than its assailant.

The oak’s sparse leaves weren’t enough to hide the boy from the sun, but he stood there anyway, his not-quite-long-enough T-shirt blotched with sweat. He was either dumb or dedicated, and when the intensity in his eyes chose to target me, I couldn’t look away.

My fingers pressed together to form a visor just above my forehead, blocking the sunlight enough to change the boy from a silhouette, bringing into view his round-framed glasses and his pronounced cheekbones. He seemed to give up on his plight, bending over to pick a camera up off the ground. He stood, ducking his head under a thick, black strap. The contraption dangled from his neck when he dropped it, while his fingers fumbled through greasy, shoulder-length hair.

“Hi,” he said, the sun reflecting off his braces when he spoke.

Not the profoundness I was expecting from a boy who spent his time punching trees.

The grass tickled my toes as my flip-flops snapped against the soles of my feet. I took a few steps closer, wondering who he was and why he was standing in our yard. Just as something deep inside told me to run, I took another step. I’d goaded much scarier things.

My inquisitiveness almost always beat out reason, a trait my dad said would result in my fate being shared with the unfortunate feline whose story he told as a cautionary tale. Curiosity pushed me forward, but the boy didn’t move or speak, patiently waiting for the mystery to overwhelm my sense of self-preservation.

“Catherine!” Dad called.

The boy didn’t flinch. He squinted through the bright sunshine, quietly witnessing me freeze at the sound of my name.

I took a few steps backward, grabbing my backpack and running to the front porch.

“There’s a boy,” I said, panting, “in our backyard.”

Dad was wearing his usual white-collared button-up, slacks, and a loosened tie. His dark hair was gelled into place, and his tired but kind eyes looked down on me like I’d done something amazing—if completing one full year of the torture that was high school could be considered, he was right.

“A boy, huh?” Dad said, leaning over so he could pretend to look around the corner. “From school?”

“No, but I’ve seen him around the neighborhood before. It’s the boy who mows the lawns.”

“Oh,” Dad said, slipping my backpack off my shoulders. “That’s John and Leigh Youngblood’s nephew. Leigh said he stays with them during the summers. You’ve never talked to him before?”

I shook my head.

“Does that mean boys aren’t gross anymore? I can’t say I’m happy to hear that.”

“Dad, why is he in our backyard?”

Dad shrugged. “Is he tearing it up?”

I shook my head.

“Then I don’t care why he’s in our backyard, Catherine. The question is, why do you?”

“Because he’s a stranger, and he’s on our property.”

Dad peeked over at me. “And he’s cute?”

I twisted my expression into disgust. “Ew. Dads aren’t supposed to ask things like that. And, no.”

Dad thumbed through the mail, a satisfied grin barely stretching against his five-o’clock shadow. “Just checking.”

I leaned back, peering down the stripe of grass between our house and the bare plot of dirt that use to belong to the Fentons before Mr. Fenton’s widow died and their kids had the house bulldozed. Mama said she was glad, because as bad as their house smelled from the outside, it had to have been worse on the inside, like something had died deep within.

“I was thinking,” Dad said, pulling open the screen door. “Maybe this weekend we can take the Buick for a spin.”

“Okay,” I said, wondering what he was getting at.

He twisted the knob and pushed open the door, gesturing for me to go in. “I thought you’d be excited. Don’t you get your learner’s permit soon?”

“So you mean I’m taking the Buick for a spin?”

“Why not?” he asked.

I walked past him into the foyer, letting my bag full of remnant supplies and notebooks from the school year fall to the floor.

“I guess I don’t see the point. It’s not like I’ll have a car to drive.”

“You can drive the Buick,” he said.

I looked out the window to see if the boy had moved on to assaulting trees in our front yard. “But you drive the Buick.”

He made a face, already impatient with the arguing. “When I’m not driving the Buick. You need to learn to drive, Catherine. You’ll have a car eventually.”

“Okay, okay,” I said, conceding. “I just meant I’m not in a big hurry. We don’t have to do it this weekend. You know . . . if you’re busy.”

He kissed my hair. “Never too busy, Princess. We should clean up the kitchen and start dinner before Mama gets home from work.”

“Why are you home early?” I asked.

Dad playfully mussed my hair. “You are full of questions today. How was the last day of ninth grade? I’m guessing you don’t have homework. Any plans with Minka and Owen?”

I shook my head. “Mrs. Vowel asked that we read at least five books this summer. Minka is packing, and Owen is going to science camp.”

“Oh, right. Minka’s family have that summer home in Red River. I forgot. Well, you can hang out with Owen when he gets back.”

“Yeah.” I trailed off, not knowing what else to say. Sitting in front of Owen’s enormous flat-screen to watch him play the latest video game wasn’t my idea of a fun summer.

Minka and Owen had been my only friends since the first grade, when we were all labeled as weird. Minka’s carrottop and freckles earned her enough grief, but then she’d made the cheerleading squad in the sixth grade, and that provided her with some reprieve. Owen spent most days in front of the television playing Xbox and flicking his bangs out of his eyes, but his true passion was Minka. He would forever be her best friend, and we all pretended he wasn’t in love with her.

“Well, that won’t be a problem, will it?” Dad asked.

“Huh?”

“The books,” Dad said.

“Oh,” I said, snapping back to the present. “No.”

He peered down at my backpack. “You’d better pick that up. Your mama will fuss at you if she trips over it again.”

“Depends on what kind of mood she’s in,” I replied under my breath. I grabbed the bag from the floor and held it to my chest. Dad was always saving me from Mama.

I looked up the stairs. The sun was pouring through the window that was at the end of the hall. Dust motes reflected in the light, making me feel like I needed to hold my breath. The air was stale and musty as usual, but the heat made it worse. A bead of sweat formed at the nape of my neck and streamed down, instantly absorbed by my cotton shirt.

The wooden stairs whined, even under the pressure of my 110-pound frame, as I climbed to the upper hallway and crossed straight to my bedroom, putting my bag on top of my twin-size bed.

“Is the air-conditioning out?” I asked, trotting down the stairs.

“No. Just turning it off when no one’s here to cut costs.”

“The air’s too hot to breathe.”

“I just turned it on. It’ll cool off soon.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Your mama will be home in an hour. Let’s get a move on.”

I picked up an apple from the bowl on the table and took a bite, chewing as I watched Dad roll up his sleeves and turn on the sink water to scrub the day off his hands. He seemed to have a lot on his mind—more than usual.

“You okay, Dad?”

“Yep.”

“What’s for dinner?” I asked, my question muffled by the apple in my mouth.

“You tell me.” I made a face, and he laughed. “My specialty. White bean chicken chili.”

“It’s too hot for chili.”

“Okay, shredded pork tacos, then?”

“Don’t forget the corn,” I said, setting down the apple core before taking his place at the sink.

I filled the basin with warm water and soap, and while the water bubbled and steamed in the background, I made one sweep around the rooms on the main floor for dirty dishes. In the back drawing room, I peered out the window, searching for the boy. He was sitting next to the trunk of the oak tree, looking at the field behind our house through the lens of his camera.

I wondered how long he was planning to hang out in our backyard.

The boy paused and then turned to catch me watching him. He pointed his camera in my direction and snapped a picture, lowering it to stare at me again. I backed away, unsure if I was embarrassed or creeped out.

I returned to the kitchen with the dishes, put them in the sink with the rest, and began to scrub. The water sloshed on my shirt, and while the bubbles washed away the mess, Dad marinated the pork roast and put it in the oven.

“Too hot for chili in the Crock-Pot, but you’re okay with turning on the oven,” Dad teased. He tightened Mama’s apron around his waist; the yellow fabric with pink flowers matched the faded damask wallpaper that covered all the main rooms.

“You look dapper, Dad.”

He ignored my jab and opened the fridge, sweeping his arm in dramatic fashion. “I bought a pie.”

The refrigerator hummed in reaction, accustomed to the struggle of cooling its contents whenever the door opened. Like the house and everything in it, the fridge was twice as old as me. Dad said the dent at the bottom added character. The once-white doors were covered in magnets from places I’d never been and dirty splotches from stickers Mama had placed when she was a girl only to remove as an adult. That fridge reminded me of our family: despite appearances, the various parts worked together and never gave up.

“A pie?” I asked.

“To celebrate your last day of ninth grade.”

“That does call for celebration. Three whole months without Presley and the clones.”

Dad frowned. “The Brubakers’ girl still giving you trouble?”

“Presley hates me, Dad,” I said, scrubbing the plate in my hand. “She always has.”

“Oh, I remember a time when you were friends.”

“Everyone is friends in kindergarten,” I grumbled.

“What do you think happened?” he asked, closing the fridge.

I turned to him. The thought of recalling every step along the way that changed Presley and her decision to be friends with me did not sound appealing at all. “When did you buy the pie?”

Dad blinked and fidgeted. “What, honey?”

“Did you get the day off?”

Dad sported his best painted-on smile, the kind that didn’t touch his eyes. He was trying to protect me from something he didn’t think my barely fifteen-year-old heart could handle.

My chest felt heavy. “They let you go.”

“It was time, kiddo. The price of oil has been down for months. I was just one layoff of seventy-two in my department. There will be more tomorrow.”

I looked down at the plate, half-submerged in the murky water. “You’re not just one of seventy-two.”

“We’ll be okay, Princess. I promise.”

I rinsed the suds off the plate in my hand, looking at the clock, realizing why Dad had been so preoccupied with the time. Mama would be home soon, and he would have to tell her. Dad always saved me from Mama, and as much as I tried to do the same for him, there was no way to soften her wrath this time.

We were just getting used to hearing Mama’s laughter again, to sitting down at dinner and discussing our days instead of what bills were due.

I placed the clean plate on the counter. “I believe you. You’ll find something.”

His big hand fell softly on my shoulder. “Of course I will. Finish the dishes and wipe down the counters, and then take out the trash for me, would ya?”

I nodded, leaning in to him when he kissed my cheek.

“Your hair’s getting longer. That’s good.”

I pulled at some of the tawny strands closest to my face with my wet fingertips. “Maybe a little.”

“Are you going to finally grow it out some?” he asked, hope in his voice.

“I know. You like it long.”

“Guilty,” he said, poking my side. “But you wear it the way you like. It’s your hair.”

The hands on the clock made me work faster, wondering why Dad wanted Mama to come home to a clean house and dinner on the table. Why make sure she’s in a good mood just to break bad news?

Until the past few months, Mama had been worrying about Dad’s job. Once a haven for retirees, our small town had been deteriorating around us—too many people and not enough jobs. The large oil refinery in the next city over had merged, and most of the offices had already been relocated to Texas.

“Are we going to move?” I asked, putting away the last of the pans. The thought lit a spark of hope in my chest.

Dad chuckled. “It takes money to move. This old house has been in Mama’s family since 1917. She might never forgive me if we sold it.”

“It’s okay if we have to sell it. It’s too big for us, anyway.”

“Catherine?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t mention selling the house to your mama, okay? You’ll just upset her more.”

I nodded, wiping the countertops. We finished picking up the house in silence. Dad looked lost in his own thoughts, probably going over in his head how he would break the news. I left him alone, seeing that he was nervous. That made me worry, because he’d become a pro at calming her explosive outbursts, her nonsensical rants. He let it slip once that he’d been perfecting his strategies since high school.

When I was little, before bed at least once a week, Dad told me the story of how he fell in love with her. He asked her out the first week of ninth grade and defended her against the bullying she endured over her family’s smelter. The by-products had seeped into the soil and then the groundwater, and every time someone’s mom fell ill, every time someone was diagnosed with cancer, it was the Van Meters’ fault. Dad said that my grandfather was a cruel man, but he was the worst to Mama, so much that it was a relief when he died. He warned me to never speak of it in front of her and to be patient with what he called outbursts. I tried my best to ignore her outbursts and vicious remarks to Dad. The abuse she suffered was always in her eyes, even twenty years after Grandfather’s death.

The gravel in the driveway crunched under the tires of Mama’s Lexus, snapping me to the present. The driver’s-side door was open, and she was bent over, retrieving something from the floorboards. I watched her search feverishly, holding trash bags in each of my hands.

I put the bags in the dumpster by the garage and closed the lid, wiping my hands on my denim shorts.

“How was your last day of ninth grade?” Mama asked, swinging her purse around her shoulder. “No more being the low man on the totem pole.” Her smile pushed up her rosy, full cheeks, but she barely navigated the gravel in her high heels, carefully walking toward the front gate. She was holding a small bag from the pharmacy that had already been opened.

“I’m glad it’s over,” I said.

“Aw, it wasn’t that bad, was it?”

She gripped her keys in her hand, kissed my cheek, and then stopped short of the porch. A runner in her pantyhose climbed from her knee to under her skirt, and one dark spiral of hair had fallen from her high bun to hang in her face.

“How . . . how was your day?” I asked.

Mama had worked in the drive-through of First Bank since she was nineteen. Her commute was only about twenty minutes, and she enjoyed using that time to wind down, but the best thing Mama had ever called the other two women she worked with was condescending skags. The small drive-through building was detached from the main bank, and working day in and day out in that tiny space made whatever problems the women had seem much bigger.

The longer she worked there, the more pills she needed. The open bag in her hand was a sure sign she’d already had a bad day, even if it was just because she remembered her life wasn’t panning out the way she’d planned. Mama had a habit of focusing on the negative. She tried to be different. Books like Finding Contentment and Processing Anger the Healthy Way made up most of our library shelves. Mama meditated and took long baths listening to soothing music, but it didn’t take much for her anger to surface. Her rage was always simmering, building, waiting for something or someone to create an escape.

She jutted out her bottom lip and blew the loose curl away. “Your dad is home.”

“I know.”

She didn’t take her eyes from the door. “Why?”

“He’s cooking.”

“Oh God. Oh no.” She rushed up the stairs and yanked open the screen door, letting it slam behind her.

At first I couldn’t hear them, but it didn’t take long for Mama’s panicked cries to filter through the walls. I stood in the front yard, listening to the yelling get louder as Dad tried to reassure his wife, but she wasn’t having it. She lived in the world of what-ifs, and Dad insisted on the right now.

I closed my eyes and held my breath, hoping at any moment the silhouettes in the window would collide and Dad would hold Mama while she cried until she wasn’t scared anymore.

I looked up at our house, the lattice covered in dead vines, the railing wrapping around the porch in need of a new coat of paint. The window screens were choked with dust, and the boards in the porch needed replacing. The outside only looked more ominous as the sun moved across the sky. Our home was the biggest on the block—one of the largest in town—and created its own shadow. It had been Mama’s house and her mother’s before her, but it never felt like home. There were too many rooms and too much space to fill with echoes and angry whispers my parents didn’t want me to hear.

Moments like this, I missed the hushed rage. Now it was spilling out into the street.

Mama was still pacing, and Dad was still standing next to the table, pleading with her to listen. They yelled while the shadows from the shade trees moved across the yard until the sun was hovering just above the horizon. The crickets began to chirp, signaling sunset wasn’t far away. My stomach growled as I picked at the grass—I’d resorted to sitting on our uneven sidewalk, still warm from the summer sun. The sky was splotched in pinks and purples, and the sprinklers hissed and sprayed our yard, but the war didn’t seem like it would end anytime soon.

Juniper Street was only busy with cars trying to avoid after-school traffic. After everyone had clocked out and reached home, we were back to being the quiet edge of town.

I heard a click and a winding sound behind me and turned. The boy with the camera was standing on the opposite side of the road, his odd contraption still in his hand. He lifted it one more time and snapped another photo, pointing it in my direction.

“You could at least pretend not to be taking pictures of me,” I snarled.

“Why would I do that?”

“Because taking pictures of a stranger without her permission is a creepy thing to do.”

“Who says?”

I looked around, offended by his question. “Everyone. Everyone says.”

He placed the cap on his lens and then stepped off the curb into the street. “Well, everyone didn’t see what I just saw through my lens, and it was anything but creepy.”

I glared at him, trying to decide if he’d just complimented me or not. While my arms remained crossed, my expression softened. “My dad said you’re Miss Leigh’s nephew?”

He nodded, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his shiny nose.

I glanced back at the parent-size shapes in my window and then back at the boy. “Are you here for the summer?”

He nodded again.

“Do you speak?” I seethed.

He grinned, amused. “Why are you so angry?”

“I don’t know,” I snapped, closing my eyes again. I took a deep breath and then peeked from under my lashes. “Don’t you get mad?”

He shifted. “Just like everyone else, I guess.” He nodded toward my house. “Why are they yelling?”

“My, um . . . my dad lost his job today.”

“Does he work for the oil company?” he asked.

“He did.”

“So did my uncle . . . until today,” he said. He suddenly looked vulnerable. “Don’t tell anyone.”

“I can keep a secret.” I stood, brushing off my shorts. When he didn’t say anything, I begrudgingly offered my name. “I’m Catherine.”

“I know. I’m Elliott. Want to walk down to Braum’s with me for an ice-cream cone?”

He was half a head taller than me, but by the looks of it, we weighed the same. His arms and legs were too long and skinny, and he hadn’t quite grown into his ears. His high cheekbones protruded enough to make his cheeks appear sunken, and his long, stringy hair didn’t help the appearance of his oval face.

He stepped across the cracked asphalt, and I pushed through the gate, glancing over my shoulder. The house was still watching me, and it would wait for me to come back.

My parents were still yelling. If I went inside, they would stop long enough to take the fighting into their bedroom, but that just meant I would have to listen to Mama’s muffled wrath for the rest of the night.

“Sure,” I said, turning to face him. He looked surprised. “Do you have money? I’ll have to pay you back. I’m not going back in there for my wallet.”

He nodded, patting his front pocket as proof. “I’ve got you covered. I mow the lawn for the neighbors.”

“I know,” I said.

“You know?” he asked, a small, surprised smile on his face.

I nodded and shoved my fingers in the shallow pockets of my jean shorts and, for the first time, left home without permission.

Elliott walked beside me but at a respectable distance. He didn’t speak for a block and a half, and then he wouldn’t stop.

“Do you like it here?” he asked. “In Oak Creek?”

“Not really.”

“What about the school? What’s that like?”

“I liken it to torture.”

He nodded as if I’d confirmed a suspicion. “My mom grew up here, and she always talked about how much she hated it.”

“Why?”

“Most of the First Nation kids went to their own school. Her and Uncle John got a lot of guff for being the only two native kids at Oak Creek. They were pretty mean to her.”

“Like . . . like what?” I asked.

He frowned. “Their house was vandalized, and so was her car. But I just know that from Uncle John. All Mom has told me was that the parents are small-minded and the kids are worse. I’m not sure how to take it.”

“Take what?”

His eyes fell to the road. “That she sent me to a place she hates.”

“I asked for luggage for Christmas two years ago. Dad bought me a set. I’m filling them the second I get home from graduation, and I’ll never come back.”

“When is that? Your graduation?”

I sighed. “Three more years.”

“So you’re a freshman? Or were? Me too.”

“But you’re here every summer? Don’t you miss your friends?”

He shrugged. “My parents fight a lot. I like coming here. It’s quiet.”

“Where are you from?”

“Oklahoma City. Yukon, actually.”

“Oh yeah? We play you in football.”

“Yep. I know, I know. Puke on Yukon. I’ve seen the Oak Creek banners.”

I fought a smile. I’d made a few of those banners with Minka and Owen during Pep Club meetings after school. “Do you play?”

“Yeah, like seventh string. I’m getting better, though. That’s what the coach says anyway.”

The Braum’s sign loomed high above us, giving off a pink and white neon glow. Elliott swung the door open, and the air-conditioning blasted my skin.

My shoes stuck to the red tile floor. Sugar and grease saturated the air, and families gathered in the dining area, chattering about summer plans. The pastor of the First Christian Church stood next to one of the bigger tables with his arms crossed over his middle, trapping his red tie, while he caught up with some of his flock about church events and his disappointment in the level of the local lake.

Elliott and I approached the counter. He gestured for me to order first. Anna Sue Gentry manned the register, her bleached-blonde ponytail swinging when she made a show of assessing our relationship.

“Who’s this, Catherine?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at the camera dangling from Elliott’s neck.

“Elliott Youngblood,” he said before I could answer.

Anna Sue stopped addressing me altogether, her big green eyes sparkling when the tall boy next to me proved he wasn’t afraid to speak to her.

“And who are you, Elliott? Catherine’s cousin?”

I made a face, wondering what about us drew her to that conclusion. “What?”

Anna Sue shrugged. “Your hair is about the same length. Same awful haircut. I thought maybe it was a family thing.”

Elliott looked to me, unaffected. “Mine’s longer, actually.”

“So not cousins,” Anna Sue said. “Did you trade in Minka and Owen for this one?”

“Neighbor.” Elliott shoved his hands into his khaki cargo shorts, already unimpressed.

She wrinkled her nose. “What are you, homeschooled?”

I sighed. “He’s staying with his aunt for the summer. Can we order, please?”

Anna Sue shifted her weight from one hip to the other, gripping each side of the register. The sour expression on her face didn’t surprise me. Anna Sue was friends with Presley. They looked alike, with the same shade of blonde hair, style, and thick black eyeliner—and they made the same face when I was around.

Elliott didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he pointed to the board above Anna Sue’s head. “I’ll have a banana fudge sundae.”

“With nuts?” she asked, apparent that her question was obligatory.

He nodded and then looked at me. “Catherine?”

“Orange sherbet, please.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fancy. Anything else?”

Elliott frowned. “No.”

We waited while Anna Sue lifted a clear lid and dug at the sherbet in the freezer behind the clear barrier. After she’d rolled it into a ball with a silver scoop and steadied it onto the cone, she handed it to me and then began Elliott’s sundae.

“I thought you said we were just getting cones?” I said.

He shrugged. “I changed my mind. Thought it’d be nice to sit in the AC for a while.”

Anna Sue sighed as she placed Elliott’s order on the counter. “Banana fudge sundae.”

Elliott chose a table by the window, and he passed a few napkins across to me before digging into the vanilla and fudge sauce like he’d been starving.

“Maybe we should have ordered dinner,” I said.

He looked up, wiping a smear of chocolate from his chin. “We still can.”

I looked down at my dripping ice cream. “I didn’t tell my parents I was leaving. I should probably get home soon . . . not that they’ve noticed I’ve left.”

“I heard them fighting. I’m sort of an expert at that. Sounds like an all-nighter to me.”

I sighed. “It won’t stop until he finds another job. Mama is sort of . . . neurotic.”

“My parents fight about money all the time. My dad thinks if he’s not making forty dollars an hour, he can’t work. As if a dollar isn’t better than zero. Then he gets laid off all the time.”

“What does he do?”

“He’s a welder, which is awesome because he’s gone a lot.”

“It’s a pride thing,” I said. “My dad will find something. Mama just tends to freak out.”

He smiled at me.

“What?”

“Mama. That’s cute.”

I sank back into my seat, feeling my cheeks burn. “She doesn’t like it when I call her mom. She says I’m trying to pretend I’m older than I am. It’s just habit.”

He watched me squirm with amusement, and then he finally spoke. “I’ve called my mom Mom since I could talk.”

“I’m sorry. I know it’s strange,” I said, looking away. “Mama’s always been particular about things.”

“Why are you apologizing? I just said it was cute.”

I shifted, sliding my free hand between my knees. The air-conditioning was on full blast like most businesses in Oklahoma during the summer. In winter, you layered because it was too hot inside. In summer, you wore a jacket because it was too cold.

I licked the tangy sweetness from my lips. “I wasn’t sure if you were being condescending.”

Elliott began to speak, but a small group of girls approached our table.

“Aw,” Presley said, dramatically touching her chest. “Catherine got herself a boyfriend. I feel so bad that all this time we thought you were lying about him being from out of town.”

Three carbon copies of Presley—Tara and Tatum Martin and Brie Burns—all giggled and tossed their bleached-blonde tresses. Tara and Tatum were identical twins, but they all strived to look like Presley.

“Maybe just outside of town,” Brie said. “Like a reservation, maybe?”

“Oklahoma doesn’t have reservations,” I said, appalled by her stupidity.

“Yeah, they do,” Brie argued.

“You’re thinking of tribal land,” Elliott said, unfazed.

“I’m Presley,” she said to Elliott, smug.

I looked away, not wanting to witness their introduction, but Elliott didn’t move or speak, so I turned to see what was holding up their exchange. Elliott offered me a small grin, ignoring Presley’s outstretched hand.

She made a face and crossed her arms. “Is Brie right? Do you live in White Eagle?”

Elliott raised an eyebrow. “That’s the headquarters for the Ponca tribe.”

“And?” Presley sniped.

Elliott sighed, seeming bored. “I’m Cherokee.”

“So that’s an Indian, right? Isn’t White Eagle for Indians?” she asked.

“Just go away, Presley,” I pleaded, worried she would say something even more offensive.

Excitement sparked in Presley’s eyes. “Wow, Kit-Cat. Are we getting a little big for our britches?”

I looked up at her, anger blazing in my eyes. “It’s Catherine.”

Presley led them to a booth across the room, continuing to tease Elliott and me from afar.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “They’re just doing it because you’re with me.”

“Because I’m with you?”

“They hate me,” I grumbled.

He turned his spoon upside down and stuck it in his mouth, seeming unaffected. “It’s not hard to see why.”

I wondered what about my outward appearance made it so obvious. Maybe that’s why the town hadn’t stopped blaming Mama and me for my grandparents’ mistakes. Maybe I looked like someone they should hate.

“Why do you look embarrassed?” he asked.

“I guess I was hoping you didn’t know about my family and the smelter.”

“Oh. That. My aunt told me years ago. Is that what you think? That they’re mean to you because of your family history with the town?”

“Why else?”

“Catherine.” My name sounded like a soft laugh tumbling from his mouth. “They’re jealous of you.”

I frowned and shook my head. “What could they possibly be jealous of me for? We barely have two pennies to rub together.”

“Have you seen yourself?” he asked.

I blushed and looked down. Only Dad had ever complimented my looks.

“You’re all the things they’re not.”

I crossed my arms on the table and watched the warm hue of the corner streetlight blink between the branches of a tree. It was a strange feeling, wanting to hear more and hoping he’d talk about anything else. “What they said doesn’t bother you?” I asked, surprised.

“It use to.”

“Now it doesn’t?”

“My uncle John says people can only make us angry if we let them, and if we let them, we give them power.”

“That’s pretty profound.”

“I listen to him sometimes, even though he thinks I don’t.”

“What else does he say?”

He didn’t hesitate. “That you either get good at rising above and meeting ignorance with education, or you get really good at being bitter.”

I smiled. Elliott spoke his uncle’s words with respect.

“So you just choose not to let what people say get to you?”

“Pretty much.”

“How?” I said, leaning in. I was genuinely curious, hoping he would unveil some magical secret that would end the misery Presley and her friends loved invoking in me.

“Oh, I get angry. It gets old when people feel the need to tell me their great-grandmother was a Cherokee princess, or that stupid joke about if I got my name from the first thing my parents saw after they walked out of a teepee. I can get heated when someone calls me chief, when I see people in headdresses outside of our ceremonies. But my uncle says we should either be compassionate and educate or leave them alone in their ignorance. Besides, there’s too much ignorance in the world to let it all get to me. If I did, all I’d ever feel is anger, and I don’t want to be like my mom.”

“Is that why you were punching our tree?”

He looked down, either unwilling or unable to answer the question.

“A lot bothers me,” I grumbled, sitting back. I glanced at the clones, dressed in cutoff denim shorts and floral blouses, just variations of the same shirt from the same store.

Dad tried to make sure I had the right clothes and the right backpack, but year after year Mama watched as more of my childhood friends faded away. She began to wonder what we’d done wrong, and then I began to wonder, too.

The truth was, I hated Presley for hating me. I didn’t have the heart to tell Mama that I would never fit in. I wasn’t vile enough for those small-town, small-minded girls. It took me a long time to figure out that I didn’t really want to, but at fifteen, I sometimes wondered if it was better than being alone. Dad couldn’t be my best friend forever.

I took a bite of my sherbet.

“Stop,” Elliott said.

“Stop what?” I asked, the cool orangey-goodness melting on my tongue.

“Looking at them like you wish you were sitting over there. You’re better than that.”

I smirked, amused. “You think I don’t know that?”

He swallowed whatever he was about to say next.

“So what’s your story?” I asked.

“My parents are going on a couples’ retreat for six weeks. Some kind of intense counseling. One last stab at it, I guess.”

“What happens if they stab and miss?”

He picked at his napkin. “I’m not sure. Mom talked about just the two of us moving back here as a last resort. That was a year or two ago, though.”

“What do they fight about?”

He sighed. “My dad’s drinking. Dad not taking out the trash. Mom nagging. Mom spending too much time on Facebook. Dad says he drinks because she ignores him; Mom says she’s on Facebook all the time because he never talks to her. Basically, the stupidest stuff you could imagine, and it escalates like they’ve been walking around all day waiting for the other to set them off. Now that he’s lost his job—again—it’s worse. Apparently the therapist said Dad needs to be a victim, and Mom enjoys emasculating him, whatever that means.”

“They told you that?”

“They’re not the fight-behind-closed-doors type of parents.”

“That blows. I’m sorry.”

“I don’t know,” he said, looking at me from under his glasses. “This isn’t so bad.”

I squirmed in my seat. “We should probably, um . . . we should go.”

Elliott stood, waiting for me to slide out of the booth. He followed me out, so I wasn’t sure if he noticed Presley and the clones covering their insults and giggles with their hands.

When he stopped next to the trash can behind their booth, I knew he had. “What are you laughing at?” he asked.

I tugged on his T-shirt, begging him with my eyes to keep walking.

Presley rolled her shoulders and lifted her chin, thrilled to be acknowledged. “Just how cute is Kit-Cat with her new boyfriend? It’s precious how you don’t want to hurt her feelings. I mean . . . I have to assume that’s what”—she gestured to us—“this is.”

Elliott walked over to their table, and the girls’ giggles quieted. He knocked on the wood and sighed. “You know why you’ll never outgrow the need to make others feel like shit so you can feel better, Presley?”

She narrowed her eyes at him, watching him like a snake ready to strike.

Elliott continued, “Because it’s a temporary high. It never lasts, and you’ll never stop because it’s the only happiness you’ll ever have in your sad, pathetic life that revolves around manicures and highlighting your hair. Your friends? They don’t like you. No one ever will because you don’t like yourself. So every time you give Catherine a hard time, she’ll know. She’ll know why you’re doing it, just like your friends will know. Just like you’ll know that you’re overcompensating. Every time you throw insults Catherine’s way, it’s that much less of a secret.” He made eye contact with each clone and then Presley. “Have the day you deserve.”

He returned to the door and held it open, gesturing for me to walk through. We navigated the parked cars until we were on the other side of the lot, and headed back toward our neighborhood. The streetlamps were on, the gnats and mosquitoes buzzing beneath the bright bulbs. The quiet made the sounds of our shoes against the pavement more prominent.

“That was,” I began, searching for the right word, “legendary. I could never tell someone off like that.”

“Well, I don’t live here, so that makes it easier. And that wasn’t entirely mine.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s from a scene in Detention Club Musical. Don’t tell me you didn’t watch it when you were little.”

I stared at him in disbelief, and then laughter erupted from my throat. “The movie that came out when we were eight?”

“I watched it every day for like a year and a half.”

I giggled. “Wow. I can’t believe I didn’t catch it.”

“I’m just glad Presley didn’t. That would have made my monologue much less intimidating.”

I laughed again, and this time Elliott did, too. As the laughter died down, he nudged me with his elbow. “Do you really have a boyfriend from out of town?”

I was glad it was dark. My entire face felt like it had caught fire. “No.”

“Good to know,” he said with a grin.

“I told them that once in middle school, hoping they would leave me alone.”

He stopped, looking down at me with an amused smile. “I’m guessing it didn’t work?”

I shook my head, every instance of their badgering coming to mind like a barely healed wound breaking open.

Elliott sniffed and touched the tip of his nose with a scraped knuckle.

“Doesn’t it hurt?” I asked.

The laughter and grins faded. A dog barked, low and lonely, from a few blocks away, an air-conditioning unit clicked and shuddered, an engine revved—probably the older high schoolers dragging Main Street. As the quiet surrounded us, the light in Elliott’s eyes disappeared.

“I’m sorry. That’s none of my business.”

“Why not?” he asked.

I shrugged, continuing our trek. “I don’t know. It just seems personal.”

“I’ve been telling you about my parents and all their problems, and you think my bloody knuckles are personal?”

I shrugged.

“I lost my temper. Took it out on your oak tree. See? No magic trick. I still get angry.”

I slowed. “Frustrated about your parents?”

He shook his head. I could tell he didn’t want to say more, so I didn’t push. On our quiet side of town, walking along the last road within city limits, the world as Elliott and I knew it was ending, even if we hadn’t quite realized it yet.

Houses lined each side of the street like little islands of life and activity. The lit windows broke up the darkness between streetlamps. Occasionally a shadow would skirt across one of them, and I wondered what living on their islands was like, if they were enjoying their Friday night watching a made-for-television movie, snuggled on the couch. The worry of paying bills was probably far, far away.

When we arrived at my gate, my island was dark and quiet. I wished for that warm yellow glow from the windows in the surrounding homes, the flicker from a television screen.

Elliott reached into his pockets, making the change inside jingle. “Are they home?”

I looked to the garage, seeing Dad’s Buick in the garage and Mama’s Lexus behind it. “Looks that way.”

“I hope I didn’t make things a lot worse for you with Presley.”

I waved him away. “Presley and I go way back. That’s the first time anyone has stood up for me. I’m not sure she knew what to do with it.”

“Hopefully she keeps it safe next to the stick in her ass.”

A loud laugh burst from my throat, and Elliott couldn’t hide his satisfaction at my response. “Do you have a cell number?”

“No.”

“No? Really? Or do you just not want to give me your number?”

I shook my head and breathed out a laugh. “Really. Who’s going to call me?”

He shrugged. “I was gonna, actually.”

“Oh.”

I lifted the gate latch, pushing my way through, hearing the high-pitched sound of metal rubbing on metal. It closed behind me with a click, and I turned to face Elliott, resting my hands on the top of the elegantly bent iron. He glanced up at the house like it was just another house, unafraid. His bravery warmed something deep inside of me.

“We’re practically neighbors, so . . . I’m sure I’ll see you around,” he said.

“Yeah, definitely. I mean, probably . . . it’s likely,” I said, nodding.

“What are you doing tomorrow? Do you have a summer job?”

I shook my head. “Mama wants me to help around the house in the summers.”

“Is it okay if I swing by? I’ll pretend not to take pictures of you.”

“Sure, barring anything weird with my parents.”

“Okay then,” he said, standing a bit taller, his chest puffing out a bit. He took a few steps backward. “See you tomorrow.”

He turned for home, and I did the same, walking slowly up the steps. The noise the warped, wooden slats that made up our porch made under the pressure of my 110 pounds seemed loud enough to alert my parents, but the house stayed dark. I pushed through the extra-wide door, silently cursing the creaking hinges. Once inside, I waited. No muffled conversation or footsteps. No hushed anger from upstairs. No whispering in the walls.

Each step seemed to scream my arrival as I climbed the stairs to the upper level. I kept to the middle, not wanting to brush up against the wallpaper. Mama wanted us to be careful about the house, as if it were another member of our family. I stepped softly down the hall, pausing when a board in front of my parents’ room creaked. After no signs of movement, I made my way to my room.

My bedroom’s wallpaper had horizontal stripes, and even the pink and cream colors didn’t keep it from feeling like a cage. I kicked off my shoes and padded through the darkness to the single-paned window. The white paint on the frame was chipping, creating a small cluster on the floor.

Outside, two stories down, Elliott came in and out of view as he passed under the streetlights. He was walking toward his aunt Leigh’s house, looking down at his phone while he passed the Fentons’ dirt plot. I wondered if he’d come home to a quiet house, or if Miss Leigh would have every light burning; if she would be fighting with her husband, or making up, or waiting up for Elliott.

I turned to my dresser, seeing the jewelry box Dad had bought me for my fourth birthday. I lifted the lid, and a ballerina began to twirl in front of a small, oval mirror set against baby-pink felt fabric. The few details painted on her face had worn away, leaving only two black spots for eyes. Her tutu was mashed. The spring she was perched on was bent, forcing her to lean a little too far over to the side as she pirouetted, but the slow, haunting chimes still pinged perfectly.

The wallpaper was peeling like the paint, drooping from the top in some places, peeled up from the baseboard in others. The ceiling was stained in one corner with a brown splotch that seemed to grow every year. My white iron-framed bed squeaked with the slightest movement, and my closet doors didn’t slide the way they use to, but my room was my own space, a place where the darkness couldn’t reach. My family’s status as the town pariahs and Mama’s anger all seemed so far away when I was within those walls, and I hadn’t felt that way anywhere else until I sat at a sticky table across from a bronzed boy and his big, brown eyes, watching me with no sign of sympathy or disdain.

I stood at the window, already knowing Elliott would be out of sight. He was different—more than just odd—but he had found me. And for the moment, I liked not feeling lost.





Chapter Two

Catherine

Catherine,” Dad called from downstairs.

I trotted down each step.

He was at the bottom, smiling. “You’re awfully chipper today. What’s up with that?”

I paused on the second to last stair. “It’s summer?”

“Nope. I’ve seen your ‘it’s summer’ smile before. This is different.”

I shrugged, taking a crispy slice of bacon from the napkin in his open palm. My only response was a series of crunching, to which Dad scoffed.

“I have an interview at two today, but I thought maybe we could go ride around the lake.”

I stole another piece of bacon, crunching.

Dad made a face.

“I kind of might have plans.”

Dad raised an eyebrow.

“With Elliott.”

The two lines between his brows deepened. “Elliott.” He spoke the name as if it would jog his memory.

I smiled. “Leigh’s nephew. The weird boy in our backyard.”

“The one who was punching the tree?”

I stumbled over my response until Dad finally interjected.

“That’s right. I saw him,” Dad said.

“But . . . you asked me if he was tearing up the yard.”

“I didn’t want to worry you, Princess. I’m not sure I’m okay with you spending time with a boy who assaults trees.”

“We don’t know what’s going on with him at home, Dad.”

Dad touched my shoulder. “I don’t want my daughter getting mixed up with whatever that is, either.”

I shook my head. “After last night, maybe his aunt and uncle are saying the same about our family. Pretty sure the whole neighborhood heard.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”

“It was mostly her,” I grumbled.

“It was both of us.”

“He told Presley off last night.”

“The tree boy? Wait. What do you mean, last night?”

I swallowed. “We walked to Braum’s . . . after Mama got home.”

“Oh,” Dad said. “I see. And he was okay? I mean, he didn’t try to punch Presley or anything, did he?”

I giggled. “No, Dad.”

“Sorry I didn’t come in to say good night. We were up late.”

Someone knocked on the door. Three times, and then two.

“Is that him?” Dad asked.

“I don’t know. We didn’t really have a set time . . . ,” I said, watching Dad make his way to the door. He puffed out his chest before he pulled on the knob, revealing Elliott looking freshly showered, his damp hair wavy and glistening. He held his camera with both hands, even though the strap was around his neck.

“Mister, uh . . .”

“Calhoun,” Dad said, gripping Elliott’s hand to give it a firm shake. He turned to me. “I thought you said you met him last night?” He looked to Elliott. “You didn’t even get her last name?”

Elliott smiled, looking sheepish. “I might be a little nervous to meet you.”

Dad’s eyes softened, and his shoulders relaxed. “Did you know her first name is Princess?”

“Dad!” I hissed.

Dad winked at me. “Be home by dinner.”

“Yes, sir,” Elliott said, stepping to the side.

I passed Dad, giving him a quick peck on the cheek before leading Elliott down the porch steps and out the gate.

“It’s already hot,” Elliott said, wiping his forehead. “This summer’s gonna be brutal.”

“You’re here early. What are you up to?” I asked.

He nudged me with his elbow. “Hanging out with you.”

“What’s with the camera?”

“I thought we could go to the creek today.”

“To . . . ?”

He held up his camera. “To take pictures.”

“Of the creek?”

He smiled. “You’ll see.”

We walked north toward Braum’s and turned a street before. The road turned to red dirt and gravel, and we walked one more mile up to Deep Creek. It was narrow, and apart from a few ten-foot sections, I could jump over it with a running start. Elliott led me along the bank until he found a section running over stones.

He stopped talking to me and started tinkering with his camera. Elliott snapped one picture quickly, checked the settings, and then took several more. After watching him for an hour, I walked around on my own, waiting until he was satisfied.

“Beautiful,” he said simply. “Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“The park.”

We headed back toward Juniper, stopping at Braum’s on the way for ice water. I pressed my thumb to my shoulder, leaving a temporary white spot before it turned red.

“Sunburn?” Elliott asked.

“I always do in June. Burn once, and I’m good for the summer.”

“I wouldn’t know about that,” he teased.

I scanned his bronze skin with envy. Something about it looked soft and touchable, and those thoughts made me feel uncomfortable because I’d never had them before.

“We should keep sunscreen on you. That’s gonna hurt.”

“Nah. I’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

“I’ll see what?”

“I just meant that I’ll be okay,” I said, pushing him off the curb.

He fought a smile and then pushed me back. I lost my balance too close to the fence, and my blouse somehow ended up hooking and twisting on a protruding wire. I yelped, and Elliott held out his hands as the wire sliced through the thin fabric.

“Whoa!” he said, reaching for me.

“I’m caught!” I said, bent in half. My fingers were woven into the chain link, trying not to fall over and rip my shirt further.

“I gotcha,” he said, unhooking the fabric from the fence. “Almost got it,” he said, straining. “I’m so sorry. That was stupid.”

My shirt released, and Elliott helped me to stand up straight. I checked the rip and chuckled. “It’s fine. I’m a klutz.”

He winced. “I know better than to put my hands on a girl.”

“You didn’t hurt me.”

“No, I know. It’s just that . . . my dad gets mad sometimes and just loses it. I wonder when that started or if he was always that way. I don’t wanna be like him.”

“Mama loses her temper, too.”

“Does she hit your dad?”

I shook my head. “No.”

His jaw worked under his skin, and then he turned for the park, gesturing for me to follow. He was quiet for the next few blocks until we heard the faint laughter and squealing of children.

Beatle Park had been neglected but was still overrun with tiny humans when we arrived. I wasn’t sure how Elliott was going to get any pictures without a slobbering, snotty, dirty-faced munchkin in his shot, but he somehow found beauty in the rusted barrels and splintered seesaw that no one played on. After an hour, the moms and day care workers began to corral the kids, calling them back to the vans for lunch. Within minutes, we were alone.

Elliott offered me a swing, and I sat, giggling when he pulled me back and then pushed forward, running beneath me.

He picked up his camera, and I covered my face. “No!”

“It looks worse when you fight it.”

“I just don’t like it. Please stop.”

Elliott let the camera rest against his chest, shaking his head. “That’s weird.”

“Well, I guess I’m weird, then.”

“No, it’s just . . . that’s like the setting sun wishing it wasn’t so beautiful.”

I swung back and forth, pressing my lips together in a hard line so I didn’t smile. Once again, I wasn’t sure if he was complimenting me or if it was just the way he saw the world.

“When’s your birthday?” Elliott asked.

I frowned, caught off guard. “February—why?”

He chuckled. “February what?”

“Second. When’s yours?”

“November sixteenth. I’m a Scorpio. You’re a . . .” He looked up, thinking. “Oh. You’re an Aquarius. Air sign. Very mysterious.”

A nervous laugh tumbled from my lips. “I have no idea what that means.”

“It means we should stay far, far away from each other, according to my mom. She likes all that stuff.”

“Astrology?”

“Yeah,” he said, seeming embarrassed by sharing that tidbit.

“Is astrology a Cherokee thing? Sorry if that’s a dumb question.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s just for fun.”

Elliott sat on the swing next to mine, pushing back and then using his legs to swing forward. He grabbed the chain of my swing, taking me along for the ride. I started to use my legs, too, and before long I was so high that the swing was bouncing when I got to the top. I stretched my toes toward the sky, remembering that same exhilarating feeling as when I was little.

As our swings slowed, I watched Elliott watch me. He held out his hand, but I hesitated.

“It doesn’t have to mean anything,” he said. “Just take it.”

I hooked his fingers with mine. Our hands were sweaty and slippery and felt awful, but it was the first time I’d held a boy’s hand besides my dad’s, and it sent a ridiculous thrill through me that I’d never admit to. I didn’t think Elliott was that cute or that funny, but he was sweet. His eyes seemed to see everything, and yet he still wanted to spend time with me.

“Do you like your aunt and uncle?” I asked. “Do you like it here?”

He peered over at me, squinting from the sun. “For the most part. Aunt Leigh is . . . she carries a lot around with her.”

“Like what?” I asked.

“They don’t talk about it to me, but from what I’ve heard over the years, the Youngbloods weren’t receptive to Aunt Leigh at first. Uncle John just kept loving her until they were.”

“Because she’s . . . ,” I began, stumbling over the words.

He chuckled. “It’s okay. You can say it. My grandparents had a hard time with it, too. Aunt Leigh is white.”

I pressed my lips together, trying not to laugh.

“What about you? Are you really leaving after graduation?”

I nodded. “Oak Creek is okay,” I said, drawing circles in the sand with my sandal. “I just don’t want to stay here forever . . . or a second longer than I have to.”

“I’m going to travel with my camera. Take pictures of the earth and sky and everything in-between. You could come with me.”

I laughed. “And do what?”

He shrugged. “Be the in-between.”

I thought about what Dad had said earlier. I wanted to prove him wrong. I smirked. “I’m not sure I want to travel the world with someone who punches trees.”

“Oh. That.”

I elbowed him. “Yes, that. What was that about?”

“That would be one of the times I didn’t listen to Uncle John’s philosophy on anger.”

“Everyone gets angry. It’s better to take it out on a tree. Just maybe wear boxing gloves next time.”

He breathed out a laugh. “My aunt has mentioned installing a punching bag downstairs.”

“That’s a healthy outlet if you ask me.”

“So if you’re not going to travel the world with me, what will you do?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “We’ve only got three years left. I feel like I should at least have an idea, and at the same time, it sounds crazy to think that I should at fifteen.” I looked away, frowning. “It’s stressful.”

“Just hold my hand for now.”

“Catherine?”

I looked up to see Owen, letting my hand slip away from Elliott’s. “Hey,” I said, standing.

Owen took a few steps, wiping sweat from his brow. “Your dad said you might be here.” His eyes kept bouncing between Elliott and me.

“This is Elliott. He lives down the street,” I said.

Elliott stood and held out his hand. Owen didn’t move, warily watching the tall, dark stranger.

“Owen,” I hissed.

Owen’s blond eyelashes fluttered. He shook Elliott’s hand and then returned his attention to me. “Oh. Sorry. So . . . I’m leaving for camp tomorrow. You wanna come over tonight?”

“Oh,” I said, glancing up at Elliott. “I, um . . . we sort of have plans.”

Owen frowned. “But I’m leaving tomorrow.”

“I know,” I said, envisioning hours of munching on popcorn while Owen gunned down countless space mercenaries. “You can come with us.”

“My mom won’t let me go anywhere tonight. She wants me home early.”

“I’m really sorry, Owen.”

He turned, frowning at me. “Yeah. See you in a couple of weeks, I guess.”

“Yes. Absolutely. Have fun at science camp.”

Owen flicked his sandy hair out of his eyes, stuffed his fists in his pockets, and walked in the opposite direction of my house, toward his street. Owen lived in one of the nicer neighborhoods, his house tucked into a woodsy cul-de-sac. I’d spent one-third of my childhood there, sitting on one of his beanbags vegging out in front of the TV. I wanted to spend time with him before he left, but Elliott had a lot of layers, and I only had a few weeks of summer break to peel them.

“Who was that?” Elliott asked. For the first time, the unaffected, small smile that had been perpetually on his face was absent.

“Owen. He’s a friend from school. One of two. He’s in love with my friend Minka. We’ve been hanging out since first grade. He’s like this . . . avid gamer. He likes Minka and me to watch him play. He’s not much of a two-player fan. He doesn’t like waiting on us to figure it out.”

One corner of Elliott’s mouth turned up. “One of three.”

“Pardon?”

“Owen is one of your three friends.”

“Oh. That’s . . . a nice thing to say.” I looked down at my watch to hide the flush of my cheeks, noticing the time. The sun had stretched our shadows to the east. We’d spent two hours at Beatle Park. “We should probably eat something. Want to come over for a sandwich?”

Elliott smiled and followed me through the shade to Juniper. We didn’t talk much, and he didn’t reach for my hand again, but my palm tingled where his had been. I stopped at the gate, hesitating. Mama’s car was parked behind the Buick, and I could hear them arguing.

“I can make a sandwich at home,” Elliott said. “Or I can come in with you. Your call.”

I glanced back at him. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

Elliott tucked some hair behind his ear and then made the decision for me. He pushed back through the gate and walked toward his aunt’s, wiping sweat from his temple and then readjusting his camera strap.

I walked up the porch steps slowly, cringing when they lowered their voices.

“I’m home,” I said, closing the door behind me. I walked into the dining room to see Dad sitting at the table, his fingers interlaced in front of him. “You didn’t get the job?”

Dad’s underarms were stained with sweat, his face ashen. He attempted a small smile. “There were a hundred other guys up for that position, all younger and smarter than your old dad.”

“I don’t believe that for a minute,” I said, walking past Mama to the kitchen. I made two glasses of ice water and then sat one in front of him.

“Thanks, Princess,” he said, taking a big gulp.

Mama rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “Listen to me. It could work. We have all this room, and—”

“I said no, honey,” Dad said, sounding final. “No tourists come to this town. There’s nothing to see except closed businesses and a Pizza Hut. The only people who stay the night are coming off the interstate or oil guys. They’re not going to pay extra for a bed and breakfast.”

“There’s only one hotel,” Mama snapped. “It’s full almost every night.”

“Not every night,” Dad said, patting his brow with a napkin. “And even if we got the overflow, it wouldn’t be enough to sustain a business.”

“Dad?” I said. “Aren’t you feeling well?”

“I’m okay, Catherine. Just got too hot today.”

“Take another drink,” I said, pushing his glass toward him.

Mama wrung her hands. “You know this is something I’ve always wanted to do with this house.”

“It takes money to start a business,” Dad said. “And I’m not comfortable having strangers sleeping next to Catherine every night.”

“You just said we wouldn’t have guests,” Mama snapped.

“We won’t, Mavis. If this house was in San Francisco or anywhere with a tourist attraction, it would, but we’re in the middle of Oklahoma, not a thing within two hours of us.”

“Two lakes,” she said.

“People who go to the lake either make a day trip or camp. This isn’t Missouri. We’re not on the edges of Table Rock Lake, with Branson ten minutes away. It’s not the same.”

“It could be, if we advertised. If we got the city to work with us.”

“To do what exactly? You can’t argue this. It’s just not fiscally responsible to start that kind of business when we’re already facing being a month behind on bills.” Dad glanced at me as if it were an afterthought.

“I could get a job,” I said.

Dad began to speak, but Mama cut him off. “She could work for me at the Juniper Bed and Breakfast.”

“No, honey,” Dad said, exasperated. “You couldn’t pay her for a long time, and it would defeat the point. Look at me. You know this isn’t a good idea. You know it’s not.”

“I’m calling the bank in the morning. Sally will give us a loan. I know she will.”

Dad slammed his fist on the table. “Damn it, Mavis, I said no.”

Mama’s nostrils flared. “You got us into this! If you’d done your job, they wouldn’t have let you go!”

“Mama,” I warned.

“This is your fault!” she said, ignoring me. “We’re going to be penniless, and you were supposed to take care of us! You promised! Now you’re staying home all day while I’m the sole income! We’ll have to sell the house. Where are we going to go? How did I get stuck with such a screwup?”

“Mama!” I yelled. “That’s enough!”

Mama’s hands shook while she picked at her nails and fidgeted with her messy hair. She turned on her heel and rushed up the stairs, sniffling as she climbed.

Dad looked up at me, embarrassed and remorseful. “She didn’t mean it, Princess.”

I sat down. “She never does,” I grumbled under my breath.

Dad’s mouth pulled to the side. “She’s just stressed.”

I reached across the table, grabbing his clammy hand. “Just her?”

“You know me.” He winked. “Falling is easy. The hard part is getting back up. I’ll figure this out, don’t you worry.” He rubbed his shoulder.

I smiled at him. “I’m not worried. I’ll walk down to Braum’s and see if they’re hiring.”

“Don’t get your britches in a bunch. We’ll start talking about that next month. Maybe.”

“I really don’t mind.”

“What did you eat for lunch?” he asked.

I simply shook my head, and Dad frowned.

“Best get in there and make yourself something. I’m going upstairs to calm your mama.”

I nodded, watching him struggle to get up and then nearly lose his balance. I held his arm until he was steady. “Dad! Are you sun sick?”

“I’ll take this with me,” he said, picking up the water.

I watched him slowly climb the stairs, crossing my arms across my middle. He looked older, feebler. No daughter wants to see her dad as anything but invincible.

Once he reached the top, I went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. It kicked on, humming while I searched for lunch meat and cheese. No meat, but I found one last slice of cheese and some mayonnaise. I pulled it out of the fridge and looked for bread. Nothing.

A full box of saltines was in the cabinet, so I slathered on some mayo and tore apart the cheese in small squares, trying to spread it out across as many crackers as I could. Mama had been so worried she’d forgotten to go to the store. I wondered how many more times we could afford to go.

Dad’s dining chair creaked when I sat. I picked up the first saltine and took a bite, the cracker crunching loudly in my mouth. Dad and Mama weren’t fighting—she wasn’t even crying, which she usually did when she was this stressed—and I began to wonder what was going on up there and why she wasn’t at work.

The chandelier above me trembled, and then the pipes began to whine. I exhaled, knowing Dad was probably running a bath to help Mama calm her nerves.

I finished my lunch and washed my plate, then sauntered outside to the porch swing. Elliott was already swinging there, holding two large brownies wrapped in cellophane and two bottles of Coke.

He held them up. “Dessert?”

I sat next to him, feeling relaxed and happy for the first time since he’d left. I pulled open the clear plastic and bit into the brownie, humming in satisfaction. “Your aunt?”

He squinted one eye and smiled. “She lies to her women’s auxiliary group at church and says it’s her recipe.”

“It’s not? She’s made them for us before. The whole neighborhood raves about Leigh’s brownies.”

“It’s my mom’s. Aunt Leigh keeps me very happy so I don’t rat her out.”

I smiled. “I won’t tell a soul.”

“I know,” he said, pushing off with his feet. “That’s what I like about you.”

“Which is what exactly?”

“Did you tell anyone about my uncle losing his job?”

“Of course not.”

“That.” He leaned back, cradling his head in his hands. “You can keep a secret.”





Chapter Three

Elliott

I visited Catherine the next day, and the next, and every day for two weeks. We walked for ice cream, walked to the creek, walked to the park . . . just walked. If her parents were fighting, she wasn’t home to see it, and if I could do nothing else to make that situation better, she was happy about that.

Catherine was probably sitting on the porch swing like she did every afternoon, waiting for me to wander to her section of the neighborhood. I’d been mowing lawns all morning, trying to get all my accounts caught up before the dark, puffy clouds that had begun to darken the southwestern sky reached Oak Creek.

Each time I came home for more water, Uncle John was glued to the news, listening to the meteorologist report on pressure changes and wind gusts. Thunder had been rolling for the last hour, growing louder every ten minutes or so. After my last yard, I ran home and showered, grabbed my camera, and tried very hard not to look like I was rushing when I reached Catherine’s porch.

Her thin, sleeveless blouse stuck in different spots to her glistening skin. She picked at the frayed edges of her jean shorts with what was left of her chewed nails. I struggled to breathe in the muggy air, glad for the sudden chill in the air as the sky darkened and the temperature dipped. Leaves began to hiss as the cool wind from the storm weaved through and blew away the heat that had danced above the asphalt just moments before.

Mr. Calhoun rushed out, straightening his tie. “I have a couple of interviews, Princess. See you this evening.” He trotted down the stairs only to hurry back up. After planting a quick kiss on her cheek and then giving me a look, he ran for the Buick and backed out, stomping on the gas.

The swing bounced and the chains shuddered when I sat next to Catherine. I pushed off with my feet, sending us in an uneven back and forth. Catherine sat quietly, her long, elegant fingers catching my attention. I wished I could hold her hand again, but I wanted it to be her idea this time. The chains of the porch swing creaked in a relaxing rhythm, and I leaned my head back, looking up at the cobwebs on the ceiling and noting the pile of dead bugs inside the porch light.

“Camera?” Catherine asked.

I patted the bag. “Of course.”

“You’ve taken hundreds of pictures of grass, the water flowing at Deep Creek, the swings, the slide, trees, and the railroad tracks. We’ve talked about your parents a little bit and mine a lot, at length about Presley and the clones, football, our dream colleges, and where we want to be in five years. What’s the plan for today?” she asked.

I grinned. “You.”

“Me?”

“It’s going to rain. I thought we’d stay in.”

“Here?” she asked.

I stood and held out my hand. So much for waiting for her to do it. “Come with me.”

“What? Like a photo shoot? I don’t really . . . like getting my picture taken.”

She didn’t take my hand, so I hid my fist in my pocket, trying not to die of embarrassment. “No pictures today. I wanted to show you something.”

“What?”

“The most beautiful thing I’ve ever photographed.”

Catherine followed me out the gate and down the street to my aunt and uncle’s house. It was the first time in weeks we had walked somewhere without our clothes being soaked with sweat.

Aunt Leigh’s house smelled like fresh paint and cheap air freshener. The fresh vacuum markings in the calico carpet told a short story of a busy housewife and no children. The ivy stencils and plaid came straight from 1991, but Aunt Leigh took pride in her house and spent hours a day making sure it was immaculate.

Catherine reached for a painting on the wall of a Native woman with long, dark hair, adorned with a feather. She stopped just before her fingers met with the canvas. “Is this what you wanted to show me?”

“It is beautiful, but not what I brought you here to see.”

“She’s so . . . elegant. So lost. Not just beautiful . . . the kind that makes you want to cry.”

I smiled, watching Catherine stare at the painting in awe. “She’s my mother.”

“Your mother? She’s stunning.”

“Aunt Leigh painted it.”

“Wow,” Catherine said, looking over painted plates with similar styles. Landscapes and people, all looking like any minute the wind would make the grass sway or a dark hair would brush against rich, bronze skin. “All of them?”

Elliott nodded.

The flat-screen television hanging high on the wall was on, the news anchor talking to an empty room before we’d arrived.

“Is Leigh at work?” Catherine asked.

“She leaves the TV on when she’s gone. She says it makes the burglars think someone is home.”

“What burglars?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Any burglars, I guess.” We walked past the TV down a dim hall to a brown door with a brass knob. I opened it; a rush of air with the subtle hint of mildew blew Catherine’s bangs from her eyes.

“What’s down there?” she asked, peeking down into the darkness.

“My room.”

A steady beat sounded on the roof, and I turned to look out the front windows, seeing pea-size pellets of ice bouncing in the wet grass. As they fell, they grew bigger. A white ball the size of a half dollar made contact with the sidewalk, breaking into a few pieces. As quickly as the hail came, it vanished and melted like I’d imagined it.

She returned her attention to the darkness. She seemed overly nervous. “You sleep down there?”

“Mostly. Wanna see?”

She swallowed. “You first.”

I chuckled. “Chicken.” I tromped down the steps and then disappeared into the darkness, reaching up exactly where I knew a string would be for the single bare bulb above.

“Elliott?” Catherine called from halfway down the stairs. Her calling for me with her tiny, nervous voice made something inside of me click. I only wanted her to feel safe with me. “Hang on, I’m getting the light.”

After a click and a jingle, the bulb hanging from the ceiling illuminated our surroundings.

Catherine descended the remaining stairs slowly. She looked down at the large green shag carpet centered in the middle of the concrete floor.

“It’s ugly, but it’s better than stepping on a cold floor first thing in the morning,” I said.

She peered around at the small loveseat, a console television, a desk with a computer, and the futon I slept on.

“Where’s your bed?” she asked.

I pointed to the futon. “It lays flat.”

“It doesn’t look . . . long enough.”

“It’s not,” I said simply, pulling my camera out of the bag and pinching the memory card from the bottom. I sat in the lawn chair that Uncle John had bought for me to use at the desk Aunt Leigh found sitting on the side of the road, and pushed the tiny square in my hand into a slit in the desktop.

“Elliott?”

“I just have to pull it up.” I clicked the mouse a few times, and then a faint, high-pitched wail sounded above us. I froze.

“Is that the . . . ?”

“Is it the tornado siren?” I said, scrambling to stand and then grabbing her hand, pulling her to the top of the stairs. The sound was coming from the television; a meteorologist stood in front of a map splashed with reds and greens. A severe thunderstorm warning had been issued for the whole county, and it was going to hit us at any minute.

“Elliott,” Catherine said, squeezing my hand, “I’d better get home before it gets bad.”

The sky was getting blacker by the minute. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You should just ride it out here.”

A small map of Oklahoma, divided by counties, was nestled in the top right corner of the flat-screen, lit up like a Christmas tree. Names of towns streamed across the bottom.

The meteorologist began pointing to our county, saying things like flash flood warning and take immediate precautions.

We stared out the window, watching an invisible force blow the trees and scatter leaves. Lightning flashed, splashing our shadows onto the wall between two overstuffed, brown leather recliners. Thunder rolled over Oak Creek, and it began to hail again. Rain hammered the roof, accumulating so fast that water spilled over the gutters, splashing on the ground. The streets were turning into shallow rivers filled with what looked more like chocolate milk than rainwater, and soon the overloaded drains began to gurgle and regurgitate it back into the street.

The meteorologist pleaded with viewers not to drive in the torrential rains. The wind howled through the window seams as the glass rattled.

“My dad’s out there. Probably driving. Can I borrow your phone?” she asked.

I handed her my phone, unlocked and ready to dial. She frowned when her dad’s voice mail picked up.

“Dad? It’s Catherine. I’m calling from Elliott’s phone. I’m at his house and safe. Call me when you get this so I know you’re okay. Elliott’s number is . . .” She looked at me, and I mouthed the numbers. “Three six three, five one eight five. Call me, okay? I’m worried. Love you.” She returned the cell phone to me, and I stuffed it in my pocket.

“He’ll be okay,” I said, hugging her to me.

Catherine’s hands gripped my shirt, and she pressed her cheek against my shoulder. She made me feel like a superhero.

She looked up at me, and my eyes fell to her lips. The bottom one was fuller than the top, and I imagined for half a second what it would be like to kiss her before I leaned in.

Catherine closed her eyes and I closed mine, but just before my lips touched hers, she whispered, “Elliott?”

“Yeah?” I said, not moving another inch.

Even through my closed lids, I could see lightning light up the entire house, and a crack of thunder immediately followed. Catherine threw her arms around me, hugging me tight.

I held her until she relaxed, letting me go with a giggle. Her cheeks flushed. “Sorry.”

“For what?”

“For . . . being here with me.”

I smiled. “Where else would I be?”

We watched the hail turn to rain that splashed against the ground in large drops. The wind forced the trees to bow before the storm. The first snapping sound surprised me. When the first tree fell, Catherine gasped.

“It’ll be over soon,” I said, holding her. I’d never been so thankful for a storm in my life.

“Should we go to the basement?” Catherine asked.

“We can if it’ll make you feel better.”

Catherine stared at my bedroom door, then her grip on me relaxed. “Maybe not.”

I laughed.

“What’s funny?” she asked.

“I was just thinking the opposite.”

“It’s not that I . . .” She stood next to me, hooking her arm in mine and holding tight, pressing her cheek against my arm. “I’m just going to say it. I like you.”

I leaned my head to the side, resting my cheek against her hair. She smelled like shampoo and sweat. Clean sweat. It was currently my favorite smell in the world. “I like you, too.” I stayed facing forward when I spoke. “You’re exactly like I thought you’d be.”

“What do you mean?”

The hail began again, this time blowing in the direction of the windows that ran along the front wall of Aunt Leigh’s living room. A section of glass cracked, and I stretched my arm across Catherine’s chest, stepping back. A bright light flashed from across the street, and a loud boom shook the house.

“Elliott?” Catherine said, fear in her voice.

“I won’t let anything happen to you, I promise,” I said. We watched the trees outside thrash in the wind.

“You want to be out there, don’t you? Taking pictures,” Catherine said.

“I don’t have the right camera for that. Someday.”

“You should work for National Geographic or something.”

“That’s the plan. There’s a whole world out there to see.” I turned to face her. “Have you changed your mind yet? You’re packing a bag after graduation, anyway. Why not just come with me?”

The first time I’d asked, we’d just met. A wide grin stretched across her face. “You’re asking me again?”

“As many times as it takes.”

“You know, now that we’ve spent time together, the thought of traveling the world with you feels more stable than staying at home.”

“So? You in?” I asked.

“I’m in,” she said.

“Promise?”

She nodded, and I couldn’t control the stupid look on my face.

The hail stopped all at once, and then the wind began to die down. Catherine’s smile faded with the rain.

“What’s wrong?”

“I should probably go home.”

“Oh. Yeah, okay. I’ll walk you.”

Catherine cupped both of my shoulders and then leaned in, just long enough to kiss the corner of my mouth. It was so fast, I didn’t even have time to enjoy it before it was over, but it didn’t matter. I could have climbed a mountain, run around the world, and swum the ocean in that moment, because if Catherine Calhoun could decide she wanted to kiss me, anything was possible.

The sun had just begun to peek out from behind the clouds, the darkness moving on to the next town over. The neighbors began to wander out to check the damage. Despite a few broken windows, a lot of detached and scattered shingles, broken power lines, and downed trees and branches, the houses mostly seemed to be intact. Green leaves littered Juniper Street, bordered by two streams of dirty water racing for the storm drains at the end of the road.

Catherine noticed the same time I did that her driveway was empty. I opened the gate and followed her up the walk, and we sat on the wet porch swing.

“I’ll wait with you until they get home,” I said.

“Thank you.” She reached over and slid her fingers between mine, and I pushed off with my feet, swinging and hoping that the best day of my life so far would pass slowly.





Chapter Four

Catherine

The rest of the summer was filled with triple-digit days and the constant staccato of nail guns as various companies repaired rooftops. Elliott and I spent a lot of time laughing under shade trees and taking pictures on the banks of Deep Creek, but he never invited me to his aunt’s again. Every day, I fought the urge to ask him to finally see the photograph in his basement, but my pride was the only thing stronger than my curiosity.

We watched the fireworks on the Fourth of July together in camping chairs behind the baseball fields, and we made sandwiches and shared picnic lunches every day after, talking about nothing important, like our summer together would never end.

On the last Saturday in July, it seemed we had run out of things to say. Elliott had shown up every morning at nine o’clock, waiting faithfully on the swing, but the past week he’d grown sullener.

“Your boy is on the swing again,” Dad said, straightening his tie.

“He’s not mine.”

Dad took out a handkerchief and wiped the sweat from his brow. Being unemployed had taken a toll on him. He’d lost weight and hadn’t been sleeping well.

“Is that so? Where’s Owen been?”

“I’ve stopped by his house a few times. I’d rather be outside than watching him play video games.”

“You mean outside with Elliott,” Dad said with a smirk.

“Did you eat breakfast?” I asked.

Dad shook his head. “No time.”

“You have to take better care of yourself,” I said, gently pushing his hands to the side. I adjusted his tie and patted his shoulder. His shirt was damp. “Daddy.”

He kissed my forehead. “I’m fine, Princess. Stop worrying. You should go. Don’t want to be late for your creek date. Or park date. Which is it today?”

“Park. And it’s not a date.”

“Do you like him?”

“Not like that.”

Dad smiled. “You could have fooled me. He doesn’t fool me, though. Dads know things.”

“Or imagine things,” I said, opening the door.

“Love you, Catherine.”

“Not as much as I love you.”

I stepped outside, smiling at the sight of Elliott swaying back and forth on the porch swing. He was wearing a pin-striped button-up and khaki cargo shorts, his camera hanging from the strap around his neck like always.

“Ready?” he asked. “I thought we’d grab some biscuits and gravy from Braum’s.”

“Sure,” I said.

We walked the six blocks to one of our favorite places and sat down in the booth that we’d made ours. Elliott was as quiet as he’d been for the past week, nodding and replying in the right places but he seemed a thousand miles away.

We walked downtown, not going anywhere. As we’d done for the past couple of months, we walked as an excuse to talk—to spend time together.

The sun hung high in the sky by the time we’d made it back to my house to make sandwiches. A picnic lunch had become our ritual, and we took turns picking the spot. It was Elliott’s day, and he chose the park, under our favorite shade tree.

In silence, we spread out a quilt Mama had made. Elliott unwrapped his turkey and cheese as if it had offended him—or maybe I had, but I couldn’t think of a single moment of our summer that had been anything but perfect.

“No good?” I asked, holding my sandwich in both hands. Exactly one bite was missing from Elliott’s sandwich, even though mine was half-eaten.

“No,” Elliott said, putting down his sandwich. “Definitely not good.”

“What’s wrong with it? Too much mayo?”

He paused, then offered a sheepish smile. “Not the sandwich, Catherine. Everything else but the sandwich . . . and sitting here with you.”

“Oh,” I managed to say, even though my mind was falling all over Elliott’s last sentence.

“I leave tomorrow,” he grumbled.

“You’ll come back, though, right?”

“Yeah, but . . . I don’t know when. Christmas maybe. Maybe not until next summer.”

I nodded, looking down at my lunch and putting it down, deciding I wasn’t that hungry after all. “You have to promise,” I said. “You have to promise you’ll come back.”

“I promise. It might not be until next summer, but I’ll come back.”

The emptiness and despair I felt in that moment was equal only to when I had lost my dog. It might’ve seemed like a silly connection to anyone else, but Goober lay at the end of my bed every night, and no matter how many times Mama had a down day or an outburst, Goober knew when to growl and when to wag his tail.

“What are you thinking about?” Elliott asked.

I shook my head. “It’s stupid.”

“C’mon. Tell me.”

“I had this dog. He was a mutt. Dad brought him home from the pound one day out of the blue. He was supposed to be for Mama, to help cheer her up, but he took to me. Mama would get jealous, but I wasn’t sure which of us she was jealous of, Goober or me. He died.”

“Does your mom suffer from depression?”

I shrugged. “They’ve never said. They don’t talk about it in front of me. I just know she had a tough time as a kid. Mama says she’s glad her parents died when they did, before I was born. She said they were cruel.”

“Yikes. If I’m ever a father, my kids will have a normal childhood. One they can look back on and wish they could go back to, not something they have to ride out and recover from.” He peeked up at me. “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you, too. But . . . not for long. Because you’ll be back.”

“I will. That’s a promise.”

I pretended to be happy and sipped from the straw in my pop can. Every subject after that was forced, every smile contrived. I wanted to enjoy my last days with Elliott, but knowing goodbye was just around the corner made that impossible.

“Want to help me pack?” he asked, cringing at his own words.

“Not really, but I want to see you as much as I can before you leave, so I will.”

We gathered our things. Sirens sounded in the distance and then drew closer. Elliott paused and then helped me to my feet. Another siren was coming from the other side of town—the fire station possibly, and it seemed to be heading in our direction.

Elliott rolled Mama’s blanket and tucked it under his arm. I picked up the lunch bags and threw them away. Elliott offered me his hand, and, without hesitation, I took it. Something about knowing he was leaving made me stop caring if things between us had changed.

As we neared Juniper Street, Elliott squeezed my hand. “Let’s drop off this blanket, and then we’ll pack my stuff.”

I nodded, smiling when he began to swing our hands a bit. The neighbor across the street was standing on her porch with her toddler on her hip. I waved at her, but she didn’t wave back.

Elliott’s pace slowed, and his expression changed, first confused and then worried. I looked toward my house, seeing a police cruiser and an ambulance, red and blue lights twirling. I let go of Elliott’s hand, running past the emergency vehicles, and tore at my gate, missing the latch while I panicked.

Elliott’s steady hands unlatched the gate, and I burst through, stopping midstep when my front door opened. A paramedic walked backward, pulling a stretcher with Dad on it. He was pale, and his eyes were closed, an oxygen mask on his face.

“What . . . what happened?” I cried.

“Excuse me,” the paramedic said, yanking open the back of the ambulance while they loaded Dad inside.

“Dad?” I called. “Daddy?”

He didn’t answer, and the ambulance doors closed in my face.

I ran to the police officer walking down the porch steps. “What happened?”

The officer looked down at me. “Are you Catherine?”

I nodded, feeling Elliott’s hands on my shoulders.

The officer’s mouth pulled to the side. “It appears your father’s had a heart attack. Your mom just happened to take a half day and found him on the floor. She’s inside. You should . . . probably try to talk to her. She hasn’t really said much since we arrived. She should consider going to the hospital. She could be in shock.”

I sprinted up the steps and into the house. “Mama?” I called. “Mama!”

She didn’t answer. I looked in the dining room, the kitchen, and then ran down the hall to the living room. Mama was sitting on the floor, staring at the rug beneath her.

I knelt in front of her. “Mama?”

She didn’t acknowledge me or even act like she’d heard me.

“It’s going to be okay,” I said, touching her knee. “He’s going to be okay. We should probably go to the hospital and meet him there.” She didn’t answer. “Mama?” I shook her gently. “Mama?”

Still nothing.

I stood, touching my palm to my forehead, and then ran outside to flag down the officer. I caught up to him just as the ambulance pulled away. He was plump and sweating buckets.

“Officer, um . . .” I looked at the silver nameplate pinned to his pocket. “Sanchez? Mama . . . my mom’s not well.”

“She’s still not speaking?”

“I think you’re right. She should go to the hospital, too.”

The officer nodded, looking sad. “I was hoping she’d answer you.” He pinched a tiny radio on his shoulder. “Four-seven-nine to dispatch.”

A woman answered, “Copy four-seven-nine, over.”

“I’ll be bringing Mrs. Calhoun and her daughter to the ER. Mrs. Calhoun may need medical assistance upon our arrival. Please advise hospital staff.”

“Copy that, four-seven-nine.”

I looked around for Elliott, but he was gone. Sanchez climbed the steps and walked straight back to the living room, where Mama remained, still staring at the floor.

“Mrs. Calhoun?” Sanchez said with a soft voice. He crouched in front of her. “It’s Officer Sanchez again. I’m going to take you and your daughter to the hospital to see your husband.”

Mama shook her head and whispered something I couldn’t understand.

“Can you stand, Mrs. Calhoun?”

After Mama ignored his question again, the officer strained to get her on her feet. I stood on the other side, steadying her. Together, Officer Sanchez and I walked Mama to his police cruiser, where I buckled her in.

As Sanchez walked around to the driver’s side, I looked once more for Elliott.

“Miss Calhoun?” Sanchez called.

I opened the passenger door and ducked inside, looking for Elliott as we pulled away.





Chapter Five

Elliott

Mama? Mama!” Catherine’s face contorted into an expression I’d never seen as she ran up the porch steps. She disappeared behind the door, leaving me to wonder if I should follow.

My instinct was to stay with her. I took a step, but a police officer pressed his hand against my chest.

“Are you family?”

“No, I’m her friend. Catherine’s friend.”

He shook his head. “You’ll have to wait outside.”

“But . . .” I pushed against his hand, but his fingers sank into my skin.

“I said wait here.” I glared up at him. He breathed out a laugh, unimpressed. “You must be Kay Youngblood’s kid.”

“So?” I spat.

“Elliott?” Mom was standing at the curb, holding her hands to her cheeks to form a makeshift megaphone. “Elliott!”

I glanced back at the house and then jogged over to the black iron fence. Even as the sun sank low in the sky, sweat dripped from my hairline, the air almost too thick to breathe.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, grabbing the sharp tops of the Calhouns’ black iron fence.

Mom’s eyes scanned the police and paramedics, and then she looked up at the house, clearly unsettled by the sight of it. “What’s going on?”

“Catherine’s dad, I think. They won’t let me go in.”

“We should go. C’mon.”

I frowned and shook my head. “I can’t leave. Something bad has happened. I have to make sure she’s okay.”

“Who?”

“Catherine,” I said, impatient. I turned to walk back to where I stood before, but Mom grabbed my sleeve.

“Elliott, come with me. Now.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re leaving.”

“What?” I asked, panicked. “But I’m not supposed to go until tomorrow.”

“Plans change!”

I yanked my arm away. “I’m not leaving! I can’t leave her now! Look what’s happening!” I used both hands to point at the ambulance.

Mom squared her body, ready to pounce. “Don’t you dare pull away from me. You’re not that big yet, Elliott Youngblood.”

I recoiled. She was right. There were few scarier things than my mom when she felt disrespected. “I’m sorry. I have to stay, Mom. It’s the right thing to do.”

She lifted her hands and let them fall to her thighs. “You barely know this girl.”

“She’s my friend, and I’m going to make sure she’s all right. What’s the big deal?”

Mom frowned. “This town is toxic, Elliott. You can’t stay. I warned you about making friends, especially with girls. I didn’t realize you’d walk face-first into Catherine Calhoun.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“I called Leigh today to coordinate your pickup. She told me about the Calhoun girl. She told me how much time you were spending with her. You’re not staying here, Elliott. Not for her, not for your aunt Leigh, not for anyone.”

“I want to stay, Mom. I want to go to school here. I’ve made friends and—”

“I knew it!” She pointed down the street. “That is not your home, Elliott.” She was breathing hard, and I could tell she was getting ready to offer me an ultimatum, the way she always did with Dad. “If you want to come back before you’re eighteen, you’ll march your butt to your aunt and uncle’s and get to packing.”

My shoulders sagged. “If I leave her now, she won’t want me to come back,” I said, pleading in my voice.

Mom narrowed her eyes. “I knew it. That girl is more than a friend to you, isn’t she? That’s the last thing you need, to get that girl pregnant! They’ll never leave this hellhole. You’ll be stuck here forever with that little slut!”

The muscles in my jaw ticked. “She’s not like that!”

“Damn it, Elliott!” She raked her hair back with her fingers, keeping her hands on top of her head. She paced a few times and then faced me. “I know you don’t understand it now, but you’ll thank me later for keeping you away from this place.”

“I like it here!”

She pointed down the street again. “Go. Now. Or I’ll never bring you to visit again.”

“Mom, please!” I said, gesturing to the house.

“Go!” she yelled.

I sighed, peering over at the officer, who was already amused at my exchange with Mom. “Will you please tell her? Tell Catherine I had to go. Tell her I’ll come back.”

“I’ll drag you to the car, I swear to God,” Mom said through her teeth.

The officer raised an eyebrow. “You better go, kid. She means it.”

I pushed through the gate and passed my mom, trudging to Uncle John and Aunt Leigh’s. Mom struggled to keep up, her nagging lost against the flurry of thoughts in my head. I’d have Aunt Leigh take me to the hospital to meet Catherine there. Aunt Leigh could help me explain why I’d left. I felt sick. Catherine would be so hurt when she came outside and I wasn’t there.

“What happened?” Aunt Leigh said from the porch. I climbed the steps and passed her, yanking open the door and letting it slam behind me. “What did you do?”

“Me?” Mom asked, instantly on the defensive. “I’m not the one letting him run around with the Calhouns’ daughter unsupervised!”

“Kay, they’re just kids. Elliott’s a good kid, he wouldn’t—”

“Don’t you remember what boys were like at that age?” Mom yelled. “You know I don’t want him staying here, and you’re looking the other way while he’s out there doing God knows what with her! She probably wants him to stay, too. What do you think she’d do to keep him here? Remember Amber Philips?”

“Yes,” Aunt Leigh said quietly. “Her and Paul live down the street.”

“He was graduating, and Amber was a junior, worried he’d find someone else at college. How old is their baby now?”

“Coleson’s in college. Kay,” Aunt Leigh began. She’d spent years practicing how to handle Mom’s temper. “You told him he could stay until tomorrow.”

“Well, I’m here today, so he’s leaving today.”

“Kay, you’re welcome to stay here. What’s one more day going to matter? Let him say goodbye.”

She pointed at my aunt. “I know what you’re doing. He is my son, not yours!” Mom turned to me. “We’re leaving. You’re not spending another minute with that Calhoun girl. All we need is for you to get her pregnant, and then you’ll be stuck here forever.”

“Kay!” Aunt Leigh scolded.

“You know what John and I went through growing up here. The bullying, the racism, the abuse! Do you honestly want that for Elliott?”

“No, but . . .” Aunt Leigh struggled to find a rebuttal but failed.

I begged her with my eyes for help.

“See?” Mom yelled, pointing all her fingers at me. “Look at the way he’s looking at you. Like you’re going to save him. You’re not his mother, Leigh! I ask you for help, and you try to take him from me!”

“He’s happy here, Kay,” Aunt Leigh said. “Think for two seconds about what Elliott wants.”

“I am thinking of him! Just because you’re content living in this godforsaken place doesn’t mean I’m going to let my son stay here,” Mom spat. “Pack your things, Elliott.”

“Mom—”

“Pack your shit, Elliott! We’re leaving!”

“Kay, please!” Aunt Leigh said. “Just wait for John to get home. We can talk about this.”

When I didn’t move, Mom stomped downstairs.

Aunt Leigh stared at me and held up her hands. Her eyes glossed over. “I’m sorry. I can’t . . .”

“I know,” I said. “It’s okay. Don’t cry.”

Mom appeared again, my suitcase and a few bags in her hand. “Get in the car.” She herded me toward the door.

I glanced over my shoulder. “Will you make sure Catherine knows? Will you tell her what happened?”

Aunt Leigh nodded. “I’ll try. I love you, Elliott.”

The screen door slammed, and with her hand on my back, Mom guided me to her Toyota Tacoma pickup and opened the passenger door.

I stopped, trying one last time to rationalize with her. “Mom. Please. I’ll leave with you. Just let me tell her goodbye. Let me explain.”

“No. I won’t let you rot in this place.”

“Then why let me come at all?” I yelled.

“Get in the truck!” she yelled back, throwing my bags in the back.

I sat in the passenger seat and slammed the door. Mom rushed around the front and slid behind the wheel, twisting the ignition and shoving the car into reverse. We drove away, in the opposite direction of the Calhouns’ home, just as the ambulance pulled away from the curb.
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The ceiling of my bedroom, every crack, every water stain, every painted-over speck of dirt and spider, was ingrained in my mind. When I wasn’t staring up, worrying about how much more Catherine hated me with every passing day, I was writing her letters, trying to explain, begging for her forgiveness, making new promises that—just like Mom had warned—might be impossible to keep. One letter for every day, and I’d just finished my seventeenth.

The muffled, angry voices of my parents filtered down the hall, going on the second hour. They were fighting about fighting and arguing over who was the most wrong.

“But he yelled at you! You’re telling me it’s okay to let him yell at you?” Dad shouted.

“I wonder where he gets it!” Mom said back.

“Oh, you’re going to throw that in my face? This is my fault? You’re the one who sent him there in the first place. Why would you send him there, Kay? Why Oak Creek if you’ve said all these years you want to keep him away?”

“Where else was I supposed to take him? It’s better than watching you sit around getting drunk all day!”

“Oh, don’t start that shit again. I swear to God, Kay . . .”

“What? Are facts getting in the way of your argument? What exactly did you expect me to do? He couldn’t stay here and watch us . . . watch you . . . I had no choice! Now he’s in love with that damn girl and wants to move there!”

At first, Dad’s response was too quiet for me to hear, but not for long. “And you ripped him out of there without letting him say goodbye. No wonder he’s so angry. I’d be pissed, too, if someone had done that to me when we started dating. Don’t you ever think about anyone but yourself, Kay? Couldn’t you consider his feelings for one damn minute?”

“I am thinking of him. You know how I was treated growing up there. You know how my brother was treated. I don’t want that for him. I don’t want him to get stuck there. And don’t act like you give two shits about what happens to him. All you care about is your stupid guitar and your next case of beer.”

“Something I love is stupid, all right, but it’s not my guitar!”

“Screw you!”

“Falling for a girl there isn’t a life sentence, Kay. They’ll probably break up or move.”

“Are you not listening?” Mom cried. “She’s a Calhoun! They don’t leave! They own that town! Leigh said Elliott’s been obsessed with that girl for years. And wouldn’t it be great for you if he moved? Then you wouldn’t have responsibilities staring you in the face every day. You could pretend you’re twenty-one and actually have a chance at becoming a country music star.”

“The Calhouns haven’t owned that town since we were in high school. God, you’re ignorant.”

“Go to hell!”

Glass broke, and my dad yelped. “Are you insane?”

It was better that I stayed in my room. It was the typical daily back-and-forth, maybe a remote control or a glass thrown across the room, but venturing into the rest of the house would incite a war. A few days after I unpacked my things in Yukon, it was clear fighting with Mom would bring unwanted attention from Dad, and when he got in my face, she’d defend me and go after him. As bad as things were before, it was much, much worse now.

My room was still the safe haven it had always been, but it felt different, and I couldn’t figure out why. My blue curtains still bordered the only window, the paint-chipped side of the neighbors’ house and their rusted AC unit still the only view. Mom had cleaned a little while I was gone, the Little League and Pee Wee Football trophies dusted and facing outward, all the same width apart and organized by year. Instead of providing comfort, my familiar surroundings just reminded me that I was in a depressing prison away from Catherine and the endless fields of Oak Creek. I missed the park, the creek, and walking miles of side roads just talking and making a game of finishing our ice cream cones before the sugar and milk dripped all over our fingers.

The front door slammed shut, and I stood, peering out the curtains. Mom’s truck backed out, and Dad was driving. She was in the passenger seat, and they were still yelling at each other. Once they were out of sight, I ran from my room and burst out the front door, sprinting across the street to Dawson Foster’s house. The screen door rattled as the side of my fist pounded against it. Within seconds, Dawson opened the door, his shaggy blond hair feathered over to one side and still somehow in his brown eyes.

He frowned, looking confused. “What?”

“Can I borrow your phone?” I asked, puffing.

“I guess,” he said, stepping to the side.

I yanked open the screen door and walked inside, the AC immediately cooling my skin. Empty bags of chips were lying on the worn couch, dust glinting on every surface, the sun reflecting off the dust motes in the air. The instinct to wave them away and the realization that I would breathe them in anyway made me feel choked.

“I know. It’s hot as hell,” Dawson said. “Mom says it’s an Indian summer. What does that mean?”

I glared at him, and he swiped his phone off the side table next to the couch, holding it out to me. I took it, trying to remember Aunt Leigh’s cell phone number. I tapped out the numbers and then held the phone to my ear, praying she’d answer.

“Hello?” Aunt Leigh said, already sounding suspicious.

“Aunt Leigh?”

“Elliott? Are you all settled in? How’s things?”

“Not good. I’ve been grounded pretty much since I got back.”

She sighed. “When does football practice start?”

“How’s Mr. Calhoun?” I asked.

“I’m sorry?”

“Catherine’s dad. Is he okay?”

She got quiet. “I’m sorry, Elliott. The funeral was last week.”

“Funeral.” I closed my eyes, feeling a heaviness in my chest. Then the anger began to boil.

“Elliott?”

“I’m here,” I said through my teeth. “Can you . . . can you go to the Calhouns’? Explain to Catherine why I left?”

“They’re not seeing anyone, Elliott. I’ve tried. I brought a casserole and a batch of brownies. They’re not answering the door.”

“Is she okay? Is there any way you can check?” I asked, rubbing the back of my neck.

Dawson was watching me pace, equal concern and curiosity in his eyes.

“I haven’t seen her, Elliott. I don’t think anyone has seen either of them since the burial. The town sure is talking. Mavis was very strange at the funeral, and they’ve been cooped up in that house since.”

“I’ve gotta get back there.”

“Isn’t football about to start?”

“Can you come get me?”

“Elliott,” Aunt Leigh said, remorse weighing down my name. “You know I can’t. Even if I tried, she wouldn’t allow me to. It’s just not a good idea. I’m sorry.”

I nodded, unable to form a reply.

“Bye, kiddo. I love you.”

“Love you, too,” I whispered, tossing the phone to Dawson.

“What the heck?” he asked. “Someone died?”

“Thanks for letting me use your phone, Dawson. I have to get back before my parents get home.” I jogged outside, the heat blasting my face. I was sweating by the time I reached my porch, closing the door behind me with just a few minutes to spare before the truck pulled back into the driveway. I retreated into my room, slamming the door behind me.

Her dad was dead. Catherine’s dad had died, and I’d just disappeared. As worried as I was before, panic was making me want to crawl out of my skin. Not only was she going to hate me, no one had seen her or her mom.

“Look who’s alive,” Mom said as I burst through my door and crossed the living room, passed the kitchen, stomped down the hall, and out the garage door. Dad’s weights were out there, and I wasn’t allowed to leave the house. The only way to blow off steam was to lift until my muscles shook from exhaustion. “Hey,” she said from the doorway. She leaned against the doorjamb, watching me work. “Everything okay?”

“No,” I said, grunting.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” I snapped, already feeling my muscles burn.

Mom watched me finish a set and then another, the wrinkles between her brows deepening. She crossed her arms, surrounded by bicycle tires and shelves holding various crap.

“Elliott?”

I focused on the sound of my breath, trying to make Catherine understand through sheer will that I was trying.

“Elliott!”

“What?” I yelled, dropping the weight in my hand. Mom jumped at the noise and then stepped down into the garage. “What is going on with you?”

“Where’s Dad?”

“I dropped him off at Greg’s. Why?”

“Is he coming back?”

She tucked her chin, confused by my question. “Of course.”

“Don’t act like y’all haven’t been at it all day. Again.”

She sighed. “I’m sorry. We’ll try to keep it down next time.”

“What’s the point?” I said, huffing.

She narrowed her eyes at me. “There’s something else.”

“Nope.”

“Elliott,” she warned.

“Catherine’s dad died.”

She frowned. “How do you know that?”

“I just know.”

“Did you talk to your aunt Leigh? How? I have your phone.” When I didn’t answer, she pointed at the ground. “Are you sneaking around behind my back?”

“It’s not like you give me much of a choice.”

“I could say the same to you.”

I rolled my eyes, and her jaw ticked. She hated that. “You drag me back to keep me locked up in my room to listen to you and Dad yell at each other all day? Is that your master plan to make me wanna stay here?”

“I know things are hard right now—”

“Things suck right now. I hate it here.”

“You’ve barely been back two weeks.”

“I want to go home!”

Mom’s face flashed red. “This is your home! You’re staying here!”

“Why won’t you just let me explain to Catherine why I left? Why won’t you let me find out if she’s okay?”

“Why can’t you just forget about that girl?”

“I care about her! She’s my friend, and she’s hurting!”

Mom covered her eyes and then let her hand fall, turning for the door. She stopped, peering at me from over her shoulder. “You can’t save everyone.”

I looked at her from under my brows, keeping my anger on a tight leash. “I just want to save her.”

She walked away, and I bent over to pick up my weight, holding it over my head, lowering it behind me, and pulling it back up slow, repeating the motion until my arms shook. I didn’t want to be like my dad, swinging my fists every time something or someone set me off. It was so natural to want to attack that it scared me sometimes. Keeping my anger reined in took constant practice, especially now that I had to figure out a way to get to Catherine. I had to keep my head. I had to figure out a plan without letting my emotions get in the way.

I dropped to my knees, the weights hitting the floor a second time, my fingers still curved tightly around the grips, chest heaving as my lungs begged for air, arms trembling, knuckles grazing the cement floor. Tears burned my eyes, making the anger that much harder to conquer. Keeping emotion out of the plan to find my way back to the girl I loved was going to be as impossible as getting back to Oak Creek.





Chapter Six

Catherine

Rusted hinges on the outer gate creaked to announce my return from school. I was less than two weeks into my senior year, and already my bones ached and my brain felt full. I slugged my backpack across the dirt and the broken, uneven sidewalk that led to the front porch. I passed the broken-down Buick that was supposed to be mine on my sixteenth birthday, stumbling to my knees when the tip of my shoe clipped a piece of concrete.

Falling is easy. The hard part is getting back up.

I brushed off my skinned knees, covering my face when a gust of hot wind blew stinging sand against my legs and into my eyes. The sign above creaked, and I looked up, watching it swing back and forth. To outsiders, this place was JUNIPER BED AND BREAKFAST, but unfortunately for me, it was home.

I stood up, brushing at the dirt that was turning to mud against the bloody scrapes on the heels of my hands and knees. There was no point in crying. No one would hear me.

My bag felt loaded down with bricks as I lugged it up the steps, trying to get inside the latticed porch before I was sandblasted again. Oak Creek High School was on the east side of town—my house was on the west, and my shoulders ached from the long walk from school in the hot sun. In a perfect world, Mama would be standing at the door with a smile on her face and a glass of sweet tea in her hand, but the dusty door was closed and the lights were dark. We lived in Mama’s world.

I snarled at the oversize door with the rounded arch. It frowned at me every time I came home, mocking me. I pulled on the handle and dragged my bag inside. Even though I was angry and fed up, I was careful not to let the front door slam behind me.

The house was dusty, dark, and hot, but still better than outside with the cruel sun and the screaming cicadas.

Mama wasn’t at the door holding an iced tea. She wasn’t there at all. I stayed still, listening for who was.

Against Dad’s wishes, Mama had used most of his life insurance money to transform our seven-bedroom house into a place where the road weary could rest for a night or the weekend. Just like Dad had predicted, we rarely saw a visit from someone new. And the regulars weren’t enough. Even after we’d sold Mama’s car, the bills were overdue. Even after the social security checks, if we rented every room every night for the rest of my high school career, everything would still get taken away. The house would get taken by the bank, I’d get taken by DHS, and Mama and the regulars would have to find a way to exist outside of the walls of the Juniper.

I choked on the stale, humid air, deciding to open a window. The summer had been miserably hot, even for Oklahoma, and autumn wasn’t offering much relief. Even so, Mama didn’t like to run the air conditioner unless we were expecting guests.

But we were. We were always expecting guests.

Footsteps scampered down the hall upstairs. The crystal chandelier rattled, and I smiled. Poppy was back.

I left my backpack at the door and climbed the wooden steps, two at a time. Poppy was at the end of the hall, standing by the window, looking down on the backyard.

“Do you want to go out and play?” I asked, reaching out to pet her hair.

She shook her head but didn’t turn around.

“Uh-oh,” I said. “Bad day?”

“Daddy won’t let me go outside until he gets back,” she whimpered. “He’s been gone a long time.”

“Have you had lunch?” I asked, holding out my hand. She shook her head. “I bet your dad will let you go outside with me if you eat a sandwich first. Peanut butter and jelly?”

Poppy grinned. She was practically a little sister. I’d been taking care of her since the first night she visited. She and her father were the first to come after Dad had died.

Poppy walked clumsily down the stairs, then watched as I rummaged through the cabinets for bread, a knife, jelly, and peanut butter. The corners of her dirty mouth turned up while she watched me slather together ingredients and then add a banana for good measure.

Mama use to sneak in something healthy when I was Poppy’s age, and now, five months from my eighteenth birthday, I was the adult. It had been that way since Dad died. Mama never thanked me or acknowledged what I did for us, not that I expected her to. Our life now was about making it through the day. Anything more was too overwhelming for me, and I didn’t have the luxury of quitting. At least one of us had to keep it together so we didn’t fall apart.

“Did you eat breakfast?” I asked, trying to get a sense of when she’d checked in.

She nodded, stuffing the sandwich into her mouth. A ring of grape jelly added to the dirt and stickiness already spotting her face.

I fetched my backpack and brought it to the end of our long, rectangular table in the dining room, not far from where Poppy sat. While she chomped and wiped her sticky chin with the back of her hand, I finished my geometry. Poppy was happy but lonely like me. Mama didn’t like for me to have friends over, except for the occasional visit from Tess, who mostly talked about her house down the street. She was homeschooled and a little weird, but she was someone to talk to, and she didn’t care about the goings-on at the Juniper. It wasn’t as if I had time for things like that anyway. We couldn’t allow outsiders to see what was happening inside our walls.

Bass thumped outside, and I pulled aside the curtain to peek out the window. Presley’s pearl-white convertible Mini Cooper was full of the clones, now seniors like me. The top was down, the clones laughing and bobbing their heads to the music as Presley slowed at the four-way stop in front of our house. Two years ago, jealousy or sadness might have seared through me, but the discomfort of numbness was the only thing I could feel. The part of me that wished for cars and dates and new clothes had died with Dad. Wanting something I couldn’t have was too painful, so I chose not to.

Mama and I had bills to pay, and that meant keeping secrets for the people who walked the hallways. If our neighbors knew the truth, they wouldn’t want us to stay. So we were loyal to her patrons, and we kept their secrets. I was willing to sacrifice the few friends I had to keep us all happy and lonely and together.

As soon as I opened the back door, Poppy bolted down the wooden steps to the yard below, planting her palms on the ground and kicking over in an awkward cartwheel. She giggled and covered her mouth, sitting on the crispy golden grass. My mouth felt dry just hearing it crunch beneath our feet. The summer had been one of the hottest I could remember. Even now, in late September, the trees were withered and the ground was made of dead grass, dust, and beetles. Rain was something the adults talked about like a fond memory.

“Daddy will be back soon,” Poppy said, a tinge of nostalgia in her voice.

“I know.”

“Tell me again. The story about when you were born. The story about your name.”

I smiled, sitting down on the steps. “Again?”

“Again,” Poppy said, absently pulling bleached blades from the ground.

“Mama wanted to be a princess her whole life,” I said with reverence. It was the same tone Dad used when he recounted the story at bedtime. Every night until the day before he died, he told me the Story of Catherine. “When she was just ten, Mama dreamed about fluffy dresses and marble floors and golden teacups. She wished for it so hard she was sure it would come true. She just knew when she fell in love with Dad that he had to be a secret prince.”

Poppy’s eyebrows and shoulders lifted as she became lost in my words, and then her expression fell. “But he wasn’t.”

I shook my head. “He wasn’t. But she loved him even more than she loved her dream.”

“So they got married and had a baby.”

I nodded. “She wanted to be royalty, and bestowing a name—a title—on another human being was the closest she would ever get. Catherine sounded like a princess to her.”

“Catherine Elizabeth Calhoun,” Poppy said, sitting tall.

“Regal, isn’t it?”

Poppy’s face scrunched. “What does regal mean?”

“Excuse me,” a deep voice said from the corner of the yard.

Poppy stood, glaring at the intruder.

I stood next to her, raising my hand to shield my eyes from the sun. At first, all I could see was his silhouette, and then his face came into focus. I almost didn’t recognize him, but the camera hanging from a strap around his neck gave him away.

Elliott was taller, his frame thicker with more muscle. His chiseled jaw made him look like a man instead of the boy I remembered. His hair was longer, now falling to the bottom of his shoulder blades. He hitched his elbows over the top of our peeling picket fence with a hopeful grin.

I glanced over my shoulder to Poppy. “Go inside,” I said. She obeyed, quietly retreating to the house. I looked to Elliott and then turned.

“Catherine, wait,” he pleaded.

“I have been,” I snapped.

He shoved his hands into the pockets of his khaki cargo shorts, making my heart ache. He looked so different from the last time I’d seen him, and yet the same. Far from the lanky, awkward teenager just two years earlier. His braces were gone, leaving a perfect smile behind his lying lips, bright against his skin. The deepness of his complexion had faded, and so had the light in his eyes.

Elliott’s Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed. “I’m, um . . . I’m . . .”

A liar.

The camera swayed from the thick, black strap hanging from his neck as he fidgeted. He was nervous, and guilty, and beautiful.

He tried again. “I’m—”

“Not welcome,” I said, slowly retreating up the steps.

“I just moved in,” he called after me. “With my aunt? While my parents finalize the divorce. Dad is living with his girlfriend, and Mom stays in bed most of the day.” He lifted his fist and gestured behind him with his thumb. “I’m just down the street? Do you remember where my aunt lives?”

I didn’t like the way he ended his sentences with question marks. If I were to ever talk to a boy again with even a smidgen of interest, he would talk in periods, and only sometimes in exclamation points. Only when it was interesting, the way Dad use to talk.

“Go away,” I said, glancing down at his camera.

He held up the boxy contraption with his long fingers, offering a small smile. Elliott’s new camera was old and had probably seen more than he had. “Catherine, please. Let me explain?”

I didn’t respond, instead reaching for the screen door. Elliott dropped his camera, holding out his hand. “I start school tomorrow. Transferring my senior year, can you believe it? It would . . . it would be nice to know at least one person?”

“School has already started,” I snarled.

“I know. It took me refusing to go to school in Yukon for Mom to finally allow me to come.”

The hint of desperation in his voice softened my resolve. Dad had always said I would have to put a lot of effort in to cover my soft center with a hard shell.

“You’re right. That sucks,” I said, unable to stop myself.

“Catherine,” Elliott begged.

“You know what else sucks? Being your friend,” I said, and turned to walk inside.

“Catherine.” Mama balked as I walked face-first into her throat. “I’ve never seen you behave so rudely.”

Mama was tall, but she had soft curves that I’d once loved to snuggle. There was a time after Dad died when she wasn’t so soft or curvy, when her collarbones stuck out so far they created shadows, and being held by her was like being hugged by the lifeless branches of a dead tree. Now her cheeks were full and she was soft again, even if she didn’t hold me as much. Now I held her.

“I’m sorry,” I said. She was right. She had never witnessed me being rude. It was something I did when she wasn’t around to keep persistent people away. Mama’s profession was hospitality and rudeness upset her, but it was necessary to keep our secrets.

She touched my shoulder and winked. “Well, you’re mine, aren’t cha? I suppose I’m to blame.”

“Hi, ma’am,” he said. “I’m Elliott. Youngblood?”

“I’m Mavis,” Mama said, pleasant and polite and light as if the humidity didn’t choke her like it did the rest of us.

“I just moved in with my aunt Leigh down the street.”

“Leigh Patterson Youngblood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Oh my,” Mama said. She blinked. “How do you get on with your aunt Leigh?”

“It’s getting better,” Elliott said with a smirk.

“Yes, well, bless her heart. I’m afraid she’s a bit of a bitch. Has been since high school,” Mama said.

Elliott laughed, and I realized how much I’d missed him. I cried on the inside like I’d been doing since he left.

“Goodness, where are our manners? Would you like to come in, Elliott? I believe I have some tea and fresh fruit and vegetables from the garden. Or what’s left of it after this drought.”

I turned to glower at Mama. “No. We have work to do. Poppy and her dad are here.”

“Oh. Well,” Mama said, touching her fingers to her chest. She was suddenly nervous. “I’m so sorry, Elliott.”

“Another time,” Elliott said, saying goodbye with a salute. “See you tomorrow, Princess Catherine.”

I bristled. “Don’t call me that. Ever.”

I guided Mama inside, letting the screen door slam behind me. Mama wrung her hands on her apron, fidgeting. I took her upstairs, down the hall, and up another five steps to the upper master bedroom and gestured for her to sit down at the vanity. She hadn’t been able to spend a night in her and Dad’s room since he died, so we’d transformed the small attic storage area into a place of her own.

She fussed with her hair and took a tissue to remove the smudges from her face. “Lord, no wonder you didn’t want him inside. I’m a fright.”

“You’ve been working hard, Mama.” I picked up her comb and pulled it through her hair.

She relaxed and smiled. “How was your day? How was school? Are you finished with your homework?”

No wonder she liked Elliott. She spoke in question marks, too. “All good, and yes. Just geometry.”

She snorted. “Just geometry.” She mimicked my flippant tone. “I could barely handle a simple algebra equation.”

“That’s not true,” I said.

“Only because your daddy . . .” She froze, and I watched her eyes grow vacant.

I set down the comb and walked down the hall, down the steps, trying to find something to do. Mama was upset now and would make herself scarce for the rest of the evening. She spent her days pretending everything was fine, but once in a while, when Dad came up in conversation, it would hit her too hard, she would remember too much, and she would sneak away. I would stay—cleaning, cooking, speaking with the occasional guest. My time was spent updating the books and trying to keep the decrepit house in working order. Running the Juniper, even a tiny bed and breakfast with infrequent visitors like ours, created enough work to keep two full-time employees busy. On some nights, I was glad when she shut herself away from her memories, leaving me to do it all. Busy had become peaceful.

The door slammed, and Poppy cried my name from the top of the stairwell. “Catherine!”

I rushed up the steps, holding her while her sobs shook her body. “Daddy left again!”

“I’m sorry,” I said, rocking her gently.

I was glad to deal with Poppy rather than her father. Duke was a loud, angry man, always yelling and busy (but not the peaceful kind), and not at all pleasant to accommodate. When Duke was around, Poppy was quiet. Mama was quiet. That left only me to deal with him.

“I’ll stay with you until he gets back,” I said.

She nodded and then buried her head in my chest. I sat with her on the worn, scratchy red runner that cascaded down the stairs until it was her bedtime, and then I tucked her in.

I wasn’t sure if Poppy would still be here in the morning, but it wouldn’t be hard to make sure she had something quick and sweet for breakfast or that Duke would have his oatmeal or Denver omelet. I descended the stairs to ready the kitchen for morning. If I prepped, Mama would cook while I got ready for school.

After cleaning and placing the freshly sliced tomatoes, onions, and mushrooms in the refrigerator, I trudged back up the stairs.

Mama had her good days and bad days. Today had fallen somewhere in the middle. We’d had worse. Running the Juniper was too much for Mama. I still wasn’t sure how I kept it together, but when all that mattered was making it until tomorrow, age didn’t matter, only what needed to be done.

I showered and pulled my pajama top over my head—it was too hot to wear anything else—and then crawled into bed.

In the stillness, Poppy’s whimpers traveled down the hall. I froze, waiting to hear if she would fall back asleep or if she would get more upset. Nights at the Juniper were hard for her, and I wondered what it was like when she was away, if she was sad and scared and lonely, or if she tried to forget the part of her life that existed between her nights on Juniper Street. From the little she’d told me, I knew her mother was gone. Her father, Duke, was frightening. Poppy was trapped in a cycle of being stuck in a car with him while he traveled to different towns for sales jobs and being left alone for hours and sometimes days at a time while he worked. Her time at the bed and breakfast was her favorite, but it was just a small fraction of her life.

Thoughts of school the next day interrupted my worries for Poppy. I would work hard to keep people away and even harder to keep Elliott away. We were the only two kids our age who lived on Juniper Street. Aside from Tess and a single preschooler, the neighborhood was full of empty nesters and grandparents whose kids and grandkids lived halfway across the country. Coming up with excuses to ignore or avoid Elliott wouldn’t be easy.

Maybe he would get popular fast and no longer need to try to be my friend. Maybe he would call me weird and spit in my hair like some of the other kids. Maybe Elliott would make it easier to hate him. While I drifted off to sleep, I hoped that he would. Hate made loneliness easier.





Chapter Seven

Catherine

Small white strings tied to a metal vent on the ceiling swayed to a silent beat somewhere inside the ventilation system of the school. They were meant to show that the AC was working, and it was, just not very well.

Scotty Neal twisted himself to stretch, grabbing my desk until his back popped, and then heaved a dramatic sigh. He lifted the bottom of his T-shirt and used it to wipe the sweat from his red, blotchy face.

I twisted my hair, now several inches past my shoulders, into a high bun. The strands at the nape of my neck were damp and tickling my skin, so I smoothed them upward. The other students were fidgeting, too, overheating by the minute.

“Mr. Mason.” Scotty groaned. “Can we get a fan? Water? Something?”

Mr. Mason dabbed his brow with a handkerchief and pushed his glasses up his slick nose for the dozenth time. “That’s a good idea, Scotty. Water break. Use the fountain around the corner. There are classrooms in session between here and there. I want quiet, I want an efficient system, and I want you back here in five minutes.”

Scotty nodded, and chairs scraped against the muted green tile as everyone stood and headed out the door, not at all quiet. Minka passed me, her hair frizzy and threatening to curl. She glared at me over her shoulder, still angry that I’d broken up with her and Owen two years before.

Mr. Mason rolled his eyes at the chatter and shook his head, and then he noticed me, the lone student still in the room.

“Catherine?”

I raised my eyebrows to acknowledge him.

“Aren’t you thirsty?” He waved me away, already knowing the answer. “Oh, it’s a circus out there. I get it. Make sure you go after everyone gets back in, okay?”

I nodded and then began to doodle on my notepad, trying not to think about the line of sweat forming on his shirt where his man boobs sat flat like thick, twin pancakes on his beer gut.

Mr. Mason took a breath and then held it. He was about to ask me a question, probably something like how was I doing or if everything was okay at home. But he knew better. Everything was fine or good or okay. It had been fine or good or okay in his class the year before, too. He seemed to remember to ask me on Fridays. By Christmas break, he’d stopped.

After half the students had returned, Mr. Mason looked at me over his glasses. “Okay, Catherine?”

Not wanting to protest in front of everyone, I nodded and stood, concentrating on the green and white tiles as I walked. Giggling and chatter grew louder, then several pairs of shoes came into view.

I stopped at the end of the water fountain line, and the clones giggled.

“It was nice of you to stay at the back of the line,” Presley said.

“I’m not drinking after her,” her friend Anna Sue muttered.

I dug my thumbnail into my arm.

Presley shot a smirk to her friend and then addressed me. “How’s the bed and breakfast, Cathy? It looked closed the last time I drove by.”

I sighed. “Catherine.”

“Excuse me?” Presley said, pretending to be offended that I even responded.

I looked up at her. “My name is Catherine.”

“Oh,” Presley mocked. “Kit-Cat’s feeling feisty.”

“She’s decided to walk among the peasants,” Minka muttered.

I gritted my teeth, letting go of my arm to ball my hand into a fist.

“I heard it’s haunted,” Tatum said, the excitement of drama sparking in her eyes. She raked her bleached tresses out of her eyes.

“Yes,” I snapped back. “And we drink the blood of virgins. So you’re all safe,” I said, turning for the classroom.

I rushed for the safety of Mr. Mason’s presence, sliding into my desk. He didn’t notice, even though no one was distracting him. No one was talking or moving. It was almost too hot to breathe.

Scotty returned, wiping drops of water off his chin with the back of his hand. The gesture reminded me of Poppy, and I wondered if she would be at the Juniper when I got home, how much help Mama would need, and if anyone new had checked in while I was gone.

“Can I help you?” Mr. Mason asked.

I looked up from my notepad. Elliott Youngblood stood with a gigantic boat of a sneaker partially inside the threshold of the doorway, one hand holding a small, white paper, a faded red backpack strap in the other. More students returned, pushing Elliott forward a step as they shouldered past him, like he was an inanimate object in their way. No apologies, no acknowledgment that they had brushed their sweaty skin against him without so much as an excuse me.

“Is that for me?” Mr. Mason asked, nodding to the paper in Elliott’s hand.

Elliott walked forward, the top of his head barely clearing the small paper Saturn hanging from the ceiling.

I imagined ways to hate him. People who were too tall or too short or too anything usually had exaggerated feelings of inferiority, and Elliott had likely become sensitive and insecure—impossible to be around.

Elliott’s bulky arm reached out to give Mr. Mason the paper. His nose wrinkled on one side when he sniffed. I was mad at his nose and his muscles, and that he looked so different and so much taller and older. Mostly I hated him for leaving me alone to find out Dad had died. I had given him my entire summer—my last summer with Dad—and I’d needed him, and he’d just left me there.

Mr. Mason squinted his eyes as he read the note, then placed it with the haphazardly stacked papers on his desktop.

“Welcome, Mr. Youngblood.” Mr. Mason looked up at Elliott. “Do you come to us from the White Eagle?”

Elliott lifted one eyebrow in shock at such an ignorant statement. “No?”

Mr. Mason pointed to an empty seat in the back, and Elliott walked quietly down my aisle. A few snickers floated in the air, and I glanced back, seeing Elliott trying to fit his endless legs under the confines of the desk. My height was on the short side. It hadn’t occurred to me that the desks were best suited for children. Elliott was a man, a giant, and he wasn’t going to fit in a one-size-fits-all anything.

The metal hinges creaked as Elliott adjusted again, and more giggles erupted.

“All right, all right,” Mr. Mason said, standing. When he raised his arms to gesture for the class to settle down, his dark sweat stains became visible, and the students laughed even more.

The school counselor walked in and scanned heads until she stopped on Elliott. Looking wholly disappointed, she sighed. “We’ve discussed this, Milo. Elliott is going to need a table and a chair. I thought you had one in here.”

Mr. Mason frowned, unhappy with a second disruption.

“I’m okay,” Elliott said. His voice was deep and smooth, embarrassment dripping off each word.

“Mrs. Mason.” Mr. Mason said her name with the disdain of a soon-to-be ex-husband. “We have it under control.”

The concerned look on her face vanished, and she shot him an irritated look. The rumor was that the Masons had decided on a trial separation the previous spring, but it was going significantly better for Mrs. Mason than it was for mister.

Mrs. Mason had lost fortyish pounds, grown out and highlighted her brunette hair, and wore more makeup. Her skin was brighter, and the wrinkles around her eyes were gone. She was full of happiness, and it had begun to seep out of her skin and eyes and pour out all over the floor, practically leaving a trail of rose-scented rainbows everywhere she walked. Mrs. Mason was better without her husband. Without his wife, Mr. Mason wasn’t much at all.

Mr. Mason held up his hands, palms out. “It’s in the storage closet. I’ll drag it back out.”

“It’s really not a big deal,” Elliott said.

“Trust me, son,” Mr. Mason murmured, “if Mrs. Mason decides something, you best do it.”

“That’s right,” Mrs. Mason said, her patience at an end. “So get it done.” Even when she was cross, happiness still twinkled in her eyes. Her heels clicked against the tile as she left the classroom and clomped down the hallway.

We lived in a town of one thousand, and even two years after Dad had been laid off, not many jobs were available. The Masons had no choice but to continue working together, unless one of them moved. This year seemed like a standoff.

Waiting to hear who was moving would be an interesting twist to our usual school year. I liked both the Masons, but it seemed like one of them would be leaving Oak Creek soon.

Mr. Mason closed his eyes and rubbed his temples with his thumb and middle finger. The classroom was quiet. Even kids knew not to test a man facing the end of his marriage.

“All right, all right,” Mr. Mason said, looking up. “Scotty, take my keys and get that table and chair that I had you stow in the storage room the first day of school. Take Elliott and a couple of desks with you.”

Scotty walked over to Mr. Mason’s desk, picked up his keys, and then signaled for Elliott to follow.

“It’s just down the hall,” Scotty said, waiting for Elliott to find a way out of his desk.

The laughter had melted away like our deodorant. The door opened, and a small breeze was sucked into the room, prompting those sitting next to the door to let out a small, involuntary sigh of relief.

Mr. Mason let his hands fall to his desk, rustling the paper beneath. “They’ve got to cancel school. We’re all going to get heatstroke. You kids can’t concentrate like this. I can’t concentrate like this.”

“Mrs. McKinstry let us have our English class under that big oak between the school and the auditorium building,” Elliott said. His long, dark waves were reacting to the heat, humidity, and sweat, looking stringy and dull. He took a rubber band and pulled it back into a half ponytail, making it look like a bun, with most of his hair sticking out the bottom.

“That’s not a bad idea. Although,” Mr. Mason said, thinking out loud, “it’s probably hotter outside than it is inside by now.”

“At least there’s a breeze outside,” Scotty said, huffing and dripping sweat as he helped Elliott carry in the table.

Elliott held the chair with his free hand, along with his red backpack. I hadn’t noticed him carry it out, and I noticed everything.

I looked at the vent above Mr. Mason’s head. The white strings were lying limp. The air-conditioning had finally met its demise.

“Oh my God, Mr. Mason,” Minka whined, leaning over her desk. “I’m dying.”

Mr. Mason saw me looking up and did the same, standing when he realized what I already knew. The vents weren’t blowing. The air conditioner was broken, and Mr. Mason’s classroom was on the sunny side of the school. “Okay, everyone out. It’s only going to get hotter in here. Out, out, out!” he yelled after several seconds of students looking around in confusion.

We gathered our things and followed Mr. Mason into the hallway. He instructed us to sit at the long rectangular tables in the commons area while he found Principal Augustine.

“I’ll be back,” Mr. Mason said. “Either they’re letting school out, or we’re having class at the ice cream parlor down the street.”

Everyone cheered but me. I was busy glaring at Elliott Youngblood. He sat in a chair next to me, at the empty table I’d chosen.

“Your highness,” Elliott said.

“Don’t call me that,” I said quietly, glancing around to see if anyone had heard. The last thing I needed was for them to have something new to make fun of me for.

He leaned closer. “What are the rest of your classes? Maybe we have more together.”

“We don’t.”

“How do you know?” he asked.

“Wishful thinking.”

The school secretary, Mrs. Rosalsky, came over the PA system. “Attention all students, please stand by for an announcement from Dr. Augustine.”

Some shuffling could be heard, and then Dr. Augustine’s voice came over, in her chipper, thirteen-year-old tone. “Good afternoon, students. As you may have noticed, the air-conditioning unit has been on the fritz today, and we’ve officially called a time of death. Afternoon classes have been canceled, as have tomorrow’s. Hopefully we’ll have the issue corrected by Friday. The school’s automated system will call to notify your parents when classes will resume via the phone number we have on file. Buses will run early. For any nondriving students, please have your parents or a guardian pick you up, as we are under a heat advisory today. Enjoy your vacation!”

Everyone around me stood and cheered, and seconds later, the halls filled with excited, jumping teenagers.

I looked down at the doodle on my notepad. A 3-D cube and the alphabet in a bold font were surrounded by thick vines.

“That’s not bad,” Elliott said. “Do you take an art class?”

I slid my things toward me and pushed my chair back as I stood. After just a few steps toward my locker, Elliott called my name.

“How are you getting home?” he asked.

After several seconds of hesitation, I answered, “I walk.”

“All the way across town? The heat index has been triple digits.”

“What’s your point?” I asked, turning to face him.

He shrugged. “I have a car. It’s an ancient piece of crap 1980-model Chrysler, but the AC will freeze you out if it’s set on high. I thought maybe we could stop at Braum’s and get a cherry limeade, and then I’d take you home.”

The fantasy of a cherry limeade and air-conditioning made my muscles relax. Braum’s was now the town’s only sit-down restaurant, and a ride in Elliott’s car, out of the sun, all the way to my house sounded like heaven, but when he parked at my house, he’d expect to come in, and if he came in, he would see.

“Since when do you have a car?”

He shrugged. “Since my sixteenth birthday.”

“No.” I turned on my heel and headed for my locker. He’d had a car for almost two years. There was no question now. He’d broken his promise.

I’d had homework every day for the past two weeks—since the first day of school. Leaving the high school without my backpack or books made me run over a mental checklist obsessively. I felt a momentary bout of panic every fifth step or so. I crossed Main Street and turned left toward South Avenue, a road on the edge of town that passed all the way through to the west side, straight to Juniper Street.

By the time I reached the corner of Main and South, my mind bounced from wishing for a hat, water, and sunscreen, to cussing at myself for turning down Elliott’s offer.

The sun beat down on my hair and shoulders. After five minutes of walking, droplets of sweat began to drip down my neck and the side of my face. My throat felt like I’d swallowed sand. I walked into Mr. Newby’s yard to stand beneath their shade trees for a few minutes, debating whether to stand in their sprinkler before carrying on.

A boxy, russet-colored sedan parked next to the curb, and the driver leaned over, bobbing up and down as he rolled down the manual window. Elliott’s head popped up. “Does a cold drink and air-conditioning sound good yet?”

I left the shade and continued walking without responding. Persistent people were persistent with all things they wanted. At this moment, Elliott wanted to give me a ride home. Later he might want to come inside the Juniper or hang out again.

The poop-mobile drove slowly next to me. Elliott didn’t say another word, even though the window remained down, letting his precious air-conditioning escape. I walked along the curb in the grass, silently grateful for the short burst of cold air coming from the Chrysler’s passenger side.

After three more blocks and seeing me wipe sweat from my brow for the tenth time, Elliott tried again. “Okay, we don’t have to get a drink. I’ll just take you home.”

I kept walking, even though my feet were hot, and my head felt like it was sizzling. With no clouds to break up the sun’s rays, exposure was particularly brutal.

“Catherine! Please let me drive you home. I won’t talk to you. I’ll drop you off and drive away.”

I stopped, squinting under the bright light from above. The whole world seemed to be sun-bleached, the only movement the heat waves dancing over the asphalt.

“No talking?” I asked, holding my hand against my forehead to shield my eyes long enough to see his face. His eyes would tell me even if he didn’t.

“If that’s what you want. If that’s what will get you out of the sun. It’s dangerous, Catherine. You still have three miles to go.”

I thought for a moment. He was right. I had no business walking that far in triple-digit heat. And what good would I be to Mama if I was sun sick? “Not a word?” I asked.

“I swear.”

I made a face. “You don’t keep your promises.”

“I’m back, aren’t I?” When I frowned, Elliott held out his hand, waving me in. “Please, Catherine. Let me take you home.”

He pushed the gear into park and then leaned over again, his bicep tensing nicely as he reached for the handle and pushed open the passenger door.

I slid into the chocolate velour seat, closing the door and cranking up the window. I sat back, letting the cold air blow against my skin.

“Thank you,” I said, closing my eyes.

True to his word, Elliott didn’t respond as he pulled away from the curb.

I looked over at him, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed, his fingers fidgeting on the steering wheel. He was nervous. I wanted to tell him I wouldn’t bite, that I might still hate him for leaving and making me miss him for two years, but there were far more important things in the world to be afraid of than me.





Chapter Eight

Catherine

Baby, baby, baby,” Althea said, pulling me into her arms. She guided me to a kitchen stool, rushing to the sink and wetting a rag with cool water.

I smiled, resting my chin on the heel of my hand. Althea didn’t stay with us very often, but she fussed over me, and she couldn’t have chosen a better time to check in.

She folded the rag and pressed it against my forehead, holding it steady. “It’s so hot I can’t even wear my wig. What were you thinkin’, child?”

“That I had to get home,” I said, closing my eyes. The house was still stuffy and warm, but at least the sun wasn’t bearing down on me. “Do you think Mama would let us turn on the air conditioner?”

Althea sighed, wiped her hands on her apron, and perched her hands on her hips. “I thought it already was. Let me check.” Her skirt swished against her thick thighs as she sauntered across the room. She leaned in, squinting at the thermostat. She shook her head. “It’s set on sixty. Room temperature is eighty-nine.” She clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “My, my, my. Your mama gonna have to call someone.”

“I can do it,” I said, beginning to stand.

“Baby girl, sit yourself down! The parts of you that ain’t red are stark white,” Althea said, rushing over to me.

She forced me into a chair and then rummaged through the cabinets until she found a clean glass. She filled it with ice from the freezer and then grabbed a pitcher of sweet tea. “You just sit and drink this. Your mama will be home soon, and she can call the fool who works for heating and air.”

I smiled at Althea. She was one of my favorite guests. Just thinking about dealing with Poppy and her father made me tired.

“So,” she began, leaning on her elbows, “how was school?”

“The same,” I said. “Well, almost the same. There’s a new boy at school. He gave me a ride home today.”

“Oh?” Althea said, intrigued. She had flour smeared on her face. She’d been making something again. She was the only guest who helped Mama at the Juniper, but that was because Althea couldn’t sit still. She would bake or clean while humming the same happy tune, some old church hymn I vaguely recognized. Her hair was pinned back in a low bun, with one dark strand hanging loose in the front.

She was fanning herself with a paper plate, sweat glistening on her chest and forehead.

“It’s Elliott,” I said, hoping she would recognize the name. She didn’t.

“Who’s that? I’m sorry, baby. I’ve been so wrapped up with work and my bible concordance that I’ve barely been able to pay attention.”

“I met him two summers ago. He was my friend.”

“Was your friend, or is your friend?” She raised an eyebrow. “Because you need a friend, child. You need ten friends. You spend too much time workin’. Lord knows too much for a little girl.”

“Was,” I said, picking at the granite.

“Uh-oh,” Althea said. “What happened?”

“He left and didn’t say goodbye. And he broke a promise.”

“What promise?” she asked, her tone defensive.

“To come back.”

Althea smiled and leaned closer, reaching for my hands. “My baby . . . you listen to Miss Althea. He did come back.” She stood, returning to the sink. She turned on the tap, preparing to fill the basin with water and wash the dishes that wouldn’t fit in the dishwasher. “Sounds to me like when he did, he came straight home.”

“I needed him,” I said. “He left when I needed him, and now that I don’t, he shows up. He’s too late.”

Althea swirled her fingers in the water, mixing in the dish soap. She looked up but didn’t turn around, and she spoke slow and sweet. I could hear the smile in her voice, like she was remembering a simpler time. “Maybe you still need him.”

“Nope,” I said, taking the last drink of my tea. The ice slid and surprise-attacked my face. I set the glass down and wiped my mouth.

“Well, you need someone. It’s not good to spend so much time alone. In that whole school, you can’t find one friend? Not one?”

I stood. “I have homework, and then I need to start on laundry.”

Althea clicked her tongue. “I’ll do it later, after I call the repairman. Lord Jesus, it’s too hot to breathe.”

“She says as she sweats over a tub full of hot water, scrubbing dishes,” I teased.

Althea glared at me over her shoulder, that no-nonsense mom glare that I loved so much. Sometimes I wished Althea would stay. It would be nice to be taken care of for a change. Althea’s grandchildren lived somewhere in Oak Creek, but when she visited, she stayed with us to keep her daughter’s controlling husband happy. She was the only good thing about the Juniper.

“We don’t have school tomorrow, either. Their AC is broken, too.”

“Guess it’s goin’ around,” she said, unhappy. “You need to find someplace cool to rest. The upstairs is worse than it is down here.”

I set my glass on the sink and then walked past the thermostat in the dining room, tapping it as if that would do any good. It didn’t move, and the dust and heat were choking me, so I pushed out the front door and sat on the swing.

Occasionally a light breeze would blow through the lattice on each side of our porch, providing a momentary break from the stifling heat. I gently pushed off from the wooden slats of the porch, rocking back and forth, waiting for the sun to set, watching cars drive by, and listening to the screams of kids a few blocks down—probably the ones with an aboveground pool.

The chains creaked in a slow rhythm, and I leaned back, glancing up at the dust-covered cobwebs on the ceiling. Something touched the bare skin just above my right knee, and I yelped, sitting up.

“Sorry. I was walking by and saw you sitting here. Thought I’d stop.”

“Walking by from where?” I asked, rubbing my knee.

The girl before me frowned. “Down the street, dummy. You wanna watch a movie tonight?”

“I don’t know, Tess. We’ll see.”

Tess was seventeen like me, homeschooled, a little quirky and blunt, but I enjoyed her visits. She stopped by when she was bored or when I needed a friend. She had a sixth sense that I appreciated. Her hair was piled on top of her head, and she wore what looked like hand-me-downs from her older brother, Jacob. I’d never met him, but she talked about him so much that I felt like I had.

She sniffed, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. “How’s things?” She didn’t look at me when she spoke, just stared down the street toward where she lived.

“Okay. Elliott is back.”

“Oh yeah? How’s that going?”

“I’m still mad. Althea says I shouldn’t be.”

“Althea is pretty smart, but I’m going to have to disagree. I think you should stay away from him.”

I sighed. “You’re probably right.”

“I mean, all you really know about him is that he likes cameras and leaving.”

I swallowed. “He use to like me.”

Tess frowned. “How are you going to explain to Minka and Owen that you’ve decided you can have friends after all?”

I smiled at her. “I have you.”

She mirrored my expression. “Yes, you do. So you don’t need Elliott.”

I made a face. “No, I don’t. I wouldn’t chance going through that again anyway.”

“I remember. You’ve just started getting over him, and then he shows up. Pretty cruel if you ask me.” She stood. “I should go. Jacob is waiting on me.”

“Okay. See you later.” I leaned back, closing my eyes, letting another breeze flow over me. The boards in the porch creaked, and I could tell even with my eyes closed that someone had stepped in front of me. The sun was shadowed, making the dark even darker.

My eyes popped open, and I squinted. Elliott was standing over me with a large fountain drink in each hand. The Styrofoam cups were dripping with sweat, and a cherry stem was poking out from the lid, lodged under the plastic.

He held one cup in front of my face. “Cherry limeade.”

“You promised,” I said, staring at the cup.

Elliott sat beside me, sighing. “I know. But you said it yourself . . . I break promises.”

He held out the drink again, and I took it, sealing my lips over the straw. I took a sip, tasting the ice-cold, tart lime and too-sweet cherry syrup, the carbonation bubbling on my tongue.

“I’ve missed you, whether you want to believe it or not. I thought about you every day. I tried everything to get back to you. I’m sorry about your—”

“Stop talking,” I said, closing my eyes.

He waited for a while, then spoke, as if he couldn’t stop himself. “How’s your mom?”

“She deals with it in her own way.”

“Is Presley still . . . Presley?”

I chuckled and looked at him. “You’ve been at school for a whole day. What do you think?”

He nodded once. “I think yes?”

“You’ve got to stop doing that,” I said.

“What?”

“Speaking in questions. The way your tone goes up. It’s weird.”

“Since when did you stop liking weird?”

“Since my life became its definition.”

“You want me to watch my tone?” He nodded once. “Done.”

Elliott looked like he’d spent his time away living in a gym. His neck was thick, his jaw square, and the curves of his shoulders and arms defined and solid. He moved with more confidence, gazed into my eyes for too long, and smiled with the kind of charm that came with arrogance. I liked him the way he was before: gangly and awkward, soft-spoken and quietly defiant. He was humble then. Now I was looking at a boy who knew he was attractive and certain that single trait would earn him forgiveness.

My smile faded, and I faced forward. “We’re different now, Elliott. I don’t need you anymore.”

He looked down, frowning but not yet defeated. “Looks like you don’t need anyone. I noticed Minka and Owen walk by, and you didn’t even look at them.”

“So?”

“Catherine . . . I left all my friends, my football team, my mom . . . I came back.”

“I noticed.”

“For you.”

“Stop it.”

He sighed. “You can’t stay mad at me forever.”

I stood, tossing the drink at him. He caught it against his chest, but the lid popped off, and red liquid splashed his white shirt and face.

I spat out an involuntary laugh. Elliott’s eyes were closed, his mouth open, but after the initial shock, he grinned. “Okay. I deserved that.”

It wasn’t funny anymore. “You deserve a soda in the face? My dad died, Elliott. They carried out his body on a gurney while I watched, in front of the whole neighborhood. My mom mentally checked out. You were supposed to be my friend, and you just . . . left me standing there.”

“I didn’t want to.”

Tears burned my eyes. “You’re a coward.”

He stood, a head and a half taller than me. I knew he was staring at the top of my head, but I wouldn’t look at him.

“My mom came to get me. I tried to explain. She saw the ambulance and police car and freaked out. She forced me to go with her. I was fifteen at the time, Catherine, c’mon.”

I craned my neck, narrowing my eyes at him. “And since then?”

“I wanted to call, but you don’t have a phone, and then mine got taken away. I was angry about the way they made me leave. I snuck a couple of phone calls to my aunt to check on you, but she refused to go to your house. She said things had changed, that your mom wouldn’t speak to her anyway. I was caught halfway to Oak Creek a week after I got my car, and my dad put a forty-five-mile-per-hour governor on it. I tried to drive here anyway, and they took my car away. I tried talking all my friends into driving me here. I tried everything to get back to you, Catherine, I swear to God.”

“That means nothing to me. There is no god,” I grumbled.

He touched his finger to my chin and gently lifted it until my gaze met his. “The second my parents told me they were getting a divorce, I asked to come live with my aunt until it was settled. I told them I didn’t want to spend my senior year in the middle of their war, but we all knew the real reason. I needed to get back to you.”

“Why?” I asked. “Why were they so hell-bent on keeping you away from me?”

“The day I left, Aunt Leigh called my mom. It came up that we were spending a lot of time together. My mom had a hard time here. She hates Oak Creek, and she didn’t want me to have a reason to stay. She was hoping I’d forget about you.”

“But you’re here. I guess she gave up?”

“She doesn’t care about anything anymore, Catherine. Not even herself.”

I felt my resolve wavering, and I pressed my cheek against his chest. He wrapped his arms around me, heat radiating through his thin gray T-shirt.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t want to leave you here like that. I didn’t want to leave you at all.” When I didn’t respond, he tried to guide me toward the door. “Let’s go inside.”

I pushed away from him, shaking my head. “You can’t.”

“Go in? Why?”

“You have to leave.”

“Catherine . . .”

I closed my eyes. “Just because I was angry at the way you left me doesn’t mean I’ve missed you. I haven’t. At all.”

“Why not? Because of the dozens of friends you have hanging around?”

I glared up at him. “Leave me alone.”

“Look around. You’re already alone.”

Elliott turned on his heel, shoved his hands into the pockets of his cargo shorts, and walked down the steps and through the gate to the street. He didn’t turn right toward his aunt’s. I wasn’t sure where he was going, and I tried not to care.

My eyes filled with tears, and I sat on the swing, once again pushing back and listening to the chains squeak against the hook from where they hung.

The swing sank lower, and I involuntarily leaned against Althea, who’d sat down next to me. I hadn’t even heard her come outside.

“You done run that poor boy off.”

“Good.”





Chapter Nine

Catherine

Mr. Mason turned away from his scribblings on the SMART Board, wiping his brow with a handkerchief. It was still in the midnineties, and the teachers were getting crankier every day.

“C’mon, you guys. It’s almost October. You should know this. Anyone?”

The leg of Elliott’s table screeched against the tile floor, and we all turned to stare at him.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Is the table working out for you?” Mr. Mason asked. “Mrs. Mason has been hounding me for an update.”

“It’s fine,” he said.

“Heard you won the quarterback spot,” Mr. Mason said. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” Elliott said.

“Barely.” Scotty sniffed.

Every girl in class immediately looked at Elliott with a sparkle in her eye, and I faced forward, feeling my cheeks get hot. “Photoelectric effect,” I said, desperate to take attention away from Elliott.

“That’s right,” Mr. Mason said, pleasantly surprised. “That’s right. Good job, Catherine. Thank you.”

The door opened, and Mrs. Mason stepped in, looking trim and glowing. “Mr. Mason.”

“Mrs. Mason,” he grumbled.

“I need to see Catherine Calhoun in my office, please.”

“You couldn’t have sent an aide?” Mr. Mason asked. Hope was in his eyes, as if he were waiting for his estranged wife to admit she’d just wanted to see him.

“I was next door.” Revenge glimmered in her eyes. Coach Peckham was teaching health one classroom over, and it was rumored they were dating. “Catherine, gather your things. You won’t be back today.”

I glanced over my shoulder at Elliott, although I wasn’t sure why. Maybe because I knew he’d be the only person to care why I was being summoned to the counselor’s office. He was sitting forward, a combination of curiosity and concern on his face.

I leaned over to shove my textbook, notepad, and pen into my backpack, and then stood, sliding my arms through the straps.

Mr. Mason nodded to me and then continued with his lecture, pointing to his pitiful illustrations of photoelectrons on the board.

Mrs. Mason led me down the hallway, across the commons area, to the office. Her long legs took small but graceful steps within the confines of the pencil skirt she wore. The hem hit just below her knee, almost modest if it hadn’t been skintight, balancing the sheer red blouse with the first three buttons undone. I smiled. She was enjoying her freedom, and I hoped that would be me someday.

We garnered stares from the school secretary, Mrs. Rosalsky, a few of the office aides, and a few delinquents who were carrying out their in-house suspension.

Mrs. Mason’s door was already open, a knitted heart with her name embroidered in the center hanging from a single nail in the wood. She closed the door behind me and, with a smile, directed me to sit.

“Miss Calhoun. We haven’t spoken in a while. Your grades look great. How are things?”

“Things are good,” I said, barely able to look her in the eyes.

“Catherine,” she said, her voice warm, “we’ve discussed this. You don’t have to be embarrassed. I’m here to help.”

“I can’t help it.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“No, but it’s still embarrassing.”

I sat in this chair three times a week during the first half of my sophomore year, rehashing how I felt about my father’s death. Mrs. Mason gave Mama six months, and when she felt Mama wasn’t going to get better, she called DHS to go to the Juniper for an interview. That made Mama worse, and late one night she ended up at the Masons’ home.

After that, I learned to pretend. Mrs. Mason summoned me once a week. Junior year was just once a month, and this year, I had just begun to think she wasn’t going to call me in at all.

She waited, her eyes soft and her small smile comforting. I wondered how Mr. Mason could have ever done anything but work hard to keep her. In any other town, she’d be married to a lawyer or businessman, counseling kids only because it was her passion. Instead, she’d married her high school sweetheart, who’d turned into a grumpy, round, sweaty, mustache-wearing lump of boring. I knew better than anything there were worse things to come home to, but Mrs. Mason was on her way to happy, and Mr. Mason wasn’t it.

“What about for you?” I asked.

One side of her mouth turned up, accustomed to my deflection. “Catherine, you know I can’t discuss . . .”

“I know. But I’m just curious why you left if it wasn’t that bad. Some people stay with better reasons to leave. I’m not judging you. I guess I’m just asking . . . at what point did you decide it was okay?”

She watched me for a moment, trying to decide if being honest would help me. “The only reason you need to leave is if you don’t want to stay. You know what I’m talking about. When you walk into a place and feel you don’t belong—where you’re not comfortable or even welcome. The important things are to be safe, happy, and healthy, and so many times those things are synonymous. When you’re not yet an adult, it’s important to let someone you trust help navigate that for you.”

I nodded and glanced at the clock. In ten minutes, the bell would ring, and I’d be walking home in the heat to a place that fit every one of Mrs. Mason’s descriptions.

“How are things at home?” she repeated.

“The bed and breakfast isn’t busy. It’s a lot of work, though. I still miss Dad.”

Mrs. Mason nodded. “Is your mom still talking to someone?”

I shook my head. “She’s better.”

Mrs. Mason could see that I was lying. “Catherine,” she began.

“I have a new friend.”

Her eyebrows lifted, creating three long lines across her forehead. “Really? That’s great. Who?”

“Elliott Youngblood.”

“The new quarterback. That’s fun.” She smiled. “He seems like a good kid.”

“He lives down the street from me. We walk down to Braum’s sometimes.”

She sat forward, clasping her hands together. “I’m happy. I just . . . he’s new. He seems . . .”

“Popular? Well liked? Socially opposite of me?”

Mrs. Mason smiled. “I was going to say he seems shy.”

I blinked. “I mean, I guess. I hadn’t thought of him that way. I can’t get him to shut up most of the time.”

Mrs. Mason’s singsong laugh filled the room. The bell rang, and she stood. “Darn. I was hoping we’d have more time. Is it okay to meet again next month? I want to talk to you about college options.”

“Sure,” I said, pulling on my backpack.

Mrs. Mason opened the door to reveal Mrs. Rosalsky standing on the other side of her desk, chatting with Elliott.

He turned to me, looking relieved.

“Mrs. Mason, Elliott needed to speak with Catherine before he left for football practice.”

“I wanted to make sure you didn’t need a ride home.”

Mrs. Mason smiled at me, glad to have confirmed my claim. “That’s very nice of you, Elliott.”

He knew I wouldn’t turn him down in front of school staff, so I agreed and followed him out. He even took my bag, and Mrs. Mason seemed thrilled.

Once Elliott pushed through the doors that led to the parking lot, I snatched my bag back and turned toward home.

“I figured,” he said.

I stopped, turning on my heel. “Figured what?”

“That it was for show. A thank you would be nice.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Why would I thank you?”

“For giving you a chance to fool Mrs. Mason with whatever you’re trying to fool her with.”

“You know nothing,” I said, continuing my walk.

Elliott jogged to catch up to me, tugging gently on my bag to slow me down. “I still want to take you home.”

“I only accepted because I knew that would make Mrs. Mason feel better. I just have a few more months before I turn eighteen. If pretending not to hate you will keep her from calling DHS on my mom again, that’s what I’ll do.”

He frowned. “Why did she call DHS on your mom?”

I walked away from him, holding the straps of my backpack.

“You don’t hate me,” he called.

I trudged to the corner, fighting my conflicting emotions and Althea’s words in my ear. I was behind on laundry, and even if Mama had done it while I was gone, she’d be upset with me. Elliott was distracting me, and creating any more stress for Mama was something I couldn’t afford. When she was unhappy, everyone was unhappy, and that made for a very tense household.

I stepped off the curb to cross the street, and then I was on my back, gasping for air. Elliott was hovering over me, his eyes wide.

“Oh God. Catherine, are you okay? I’m sorry.”

Once my breath returned, I pushed at him. He pulled me to a sitting position while fighting my swinging arms. “What . . . are you . . . doing?” I yelled, fighting him.

He pointed to the road. “You almost walked in front of a car!” he said, trying to subdue my wrists.

I breathed hard, looking out to the road. Besides the high schoolers leaving the parking lot, other vehicles were driving into town from the highway, going faster than they should.

I blinked, looking around, trying to gain the courage to apologize. “Thank you,” I said. “I was preoccupied.”

“Please let me take you home,” he begged.

I nodded, shook up from almost becoming a pancake. I wondered what would happen to Mama and the Juniper if something happened to me. I had to be more careful.
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Elliott’s motor could still be heard a block away, and it made me angry that my heart was crying out the farther he drove. I didn’t want to miss him. I didn’t want to want him. Elliott being nice made it that much harder to hate him. My bag hit the dining chair with a smack, and I stood at the sink, filling a cup with cold water.

The sweat that had evaporated in Elliott’s air-conditioned Chrysler was still on my skin, and new beads began to form from standing in the thick, stale air of the Juniper. I set the cup down to splash my face once and then used a dish towel to dry. The thinning fabric was soft against my skin, and I held it against my eyes, enjoying the dark until I heard a stool leg scrape across the floor.

“Who was that? He’s super tan,” Tess said in her no-nonsense tone.

“That,” I said, getting another cup of water, “was Elliott.”

“The boy who left?”

I sighed, setting the cups on the island. “Yes, and he can stay gone. That’s one more complication I don’t need.”

“For sure. Tell him you love him and start naming your future babies. Seriously. He’ll run.”

I laughed once, set one cup in front of Tess and the other in front of me. I gulped, and Tess watched me, disgusted. “Why don’t you turn on the AC? There’s an idea.”

“If you see Mama before I do, feel free to ask.”

“So who was he?”

“None of your business.”

Tess put down her cup. “I’m out. It’s got to be ninety degrees in here, and you’re cranky. Oh, and you have a guest. He was checking in just before you got home.”

I watched Tess leave, calling after her, “Who?”

A few moments later, Duke yelled from upstairs. “Damn it all to hell!” I heard something crash, and I rushed to stand at the last step. A door slammed, and then footsteps began walking down the hall, slow and steady, the wood creaking under Duke’s weight.

He peered down at me, wearing a stained white button-down with a loosened gray tie. His belly hung over the belt that held up his gray slacks, and he took a step down the stairs while hanging on to the banister.

“No towels. How many times have I told you that I need fresh towels? I shower every day! I need a damn towel every day! How hard is that?”

I swallowed, watching him descend the steps slowly. Althea had said the day before that she’d finish the laundry so I could talk to Elliott. Out of my routine, I’d forgotten to stock the rooms.

“I’m sorry, Duke. I’ll get those for you now.”

“It’s too late! I had to stand in my bathroom and drip-dry. Now I’m late. I’m sick and tired of needing something every time I check in to this shithole! Towels are a basic accommodation. Basic! How do you not understand that?”

“I’ll get the towels,” I said, stepping toward the laundry.

Duke descended the last two steps quickly and grabbed my arm, his thick fingers sinking into my flesh. “If it happens again . . .” He pulled me closer. He was short, at almost eye level with me, which didn’t make the crazy look on his sweaty face any less intimidating. He stared at me, his nostrils flaring while he breathed heavily through his nose. “You just make sure it doesn’t.”

“You’ll have to let me go first, Duke,” I said, balling my hand into a fist.

He looked down at my hand and then turned me loose, shoving me away. I walked to the laundry, seeing the towels Althea had folded perfectly on top of the dryer. I took five thickly stacked white towels to Duke’s regular room, knocking first. He didn’t answer, so I cracked the door open.

“Hello?” I asked, hoping for Poppy, or Mama, or anyone but Duke.

I stepped across the empty bedroom, noting Duke’s still-made bed and the open, empty suitcase on the stand next to the dresser. Hanging in the closet were all-too-familiar suits, allowing the always-present dull ache for my dad to grow into full-blown grief. I always missed him, but it didn’t hurt until it did, and then realization and sadness crashed over me in waves. I had gotten better about crying on the inside. Shedding tears didn’t change anything anyway.

The bathroom was clean, the shower curtain closed. I bent down in front of the wooden shelf in the corner, placing the folded, fluffy white towels there.

The rings on the shower curtain clicked behind me, and I stood, closing my eyes, waiting for whoever was standing there to make their presence known. When nothing happened, I turned around, noticing that the air conditioner had kicked on. The air blew through the vent, making the shower curtain gently wave.

I breathed out, relieved, and then quickly left the room, taking the rest of the towels into Mama’s room, saving just one for me. The rest of the rooms were vacant, but I looked for dirty laundry anyway and then carried a nearly empty basket back downstairs, starting a small load in the washer.

As water began to fill the deep basin, I silently cursed myself. It was stupid to leave my chores to someone else. I knew better, but ignoring my responsibilities for Elliott was exactly what had to be avoided. Keeping secrets meant not drawing attention to the Juniper, and Duke getting angry enough to stay somewhere else for the night would draw attention. I could just imagine him taking his ratty, olive-green suitcase to the Holiday Inn in the next town over, causing a scene at the desk while he tried to check in with an ID that didn’t match his name. We had to keep him happy, otherwise the very worst would happen, and I wasn’t even sure what that was except for knowing they would take Mama and me away from each other. Maybe for good.

I spent the next hour cleaning, and just as I finished a noodle casserole, I heard the door open and close. I wasn’t sure if it was Duke or Mama, so I waited for the sound of footsteps on the stairs.

I tensed. Duke was already back. “Are there any damn towels?” he yelled as he neared the top floor. “Every time I step outside in this godforsaken town, I’m drenched in sweat.”

“There are fresh towels in your room,” I called.

He stomped down the stairs, and I stiffened. “Did you just yell at me, little girl?”

“No, I called to you like you did to me.”

He narrowed his eyes and then wrinkled his nose, sniffing. He leaned over to look at the casserole dish behind me. “What’s that?”

“Noodle casserole. Mama’s recipe.”

“I’ve had that before.”

I had to think back to remember when the last time was that we’d had it and when he was here. It was possible. “It’ll be ready in an hour.” I turned the dial to 250 degrees.

“It better be. The service around here is worse than having to waste away in this crap town.”

“If there’s anything else you need, please let me know.”

He stomped over to me, leaning in just inches from my face. I looked at the floor.

“You tryna get rid of me, girl?” His teeth ground against one another, and he breathed through his nose again. The sound reminded me of a wild animal getting ready to charge.

I shook my head. “I’m just trying to make up for my mistake before. I want you to be happy here.” Duke wouldn’t be able to go anywhere but the Juniper even if someone did let him check in. With his demeanor and his sneaking around, no one would let him stay longer than a night if at all, and I was certain he couldn’t afford anywhere else anyway. Besides, I worried for Poppy if he did.

Duke sat up. “Happy, huh?”

I nodded. The oven beeped, and I opened the door, sliding in the casserole. I faced Duke, his round eyes bulging from the anger that always seemed to boil inside of him. “Can I? Get you anything else?”

One of his eyes twitched, but he said nothing.

I offered a forced smile and then made my way to the front door, my feet moving faster with each step. By the time I pushed through to the porch, I ran straight into Elliott.

“Whoa! Hey,” he said with a smile. It quickly faded when he saw the look on my face. “Are you all right?”

I glanced behind me. “What are you doing here?”

He smirked. “I was in the neighborhood.”

I pushed him out the door. “We should go. C’mon.”

“Where?” he asked, glancing at Duke behind me. He was standing next to the bottom of the stairs, watching us from under his brows.

“Anywhere. Please, let’s just go.”

“Okay,” Elliott said, taking my hand. He led me down the steps, down the uneven sidewalk, and out the gate, letting it crash behind us. We walked toward the park, and the farther we got from my house, the less panicked I felt.

Elliott didn’t ask me any questions while we walked, which I appreciated even more than his hand still encompassing mine. It was impossible to hate him, no matter how much I tried. Once we reached the curb that bordered the clearing surrounded by birch and maple trees, I tugged on Elliott’s hand, choosing the far bench. It was next to a smelly trash can but had the better shade.

I relaxed against the back of the bench, willing my heartbeat to slow. My hands were shaking. Duke didn’t come around often, but when he did, it was terrifying.

“Catherine, are you okay?” Elliott finally asked after several minutes of silence. “You looked scared.”

“I’m okay,” I said. “You just startled me.”

“Then what was that all about?”

“I forgot to stock the rooms with towels last night. One of the guests was upset.”

Elliott wasn’t convinced. “Are you that afraid of getting in trouble?”

I didn’t answer.

Elliott sighed. “You don’t have to tell me unless someone is hurting you. Is someone? Hurting you?”

“No.”

He was deciding if he should believe me or not, and then he nodded. “I saw you at school today. I called your name. You didn’t answer.”

“When?” I asked.

“At lunch. You’d just gotten up to throw away your tray. I tried to catch up with you, but you rounded the corner and disappeared.”

“Oh.”

“What do you mean, ‘oh’?”

“I ducked into the bathroom. Presley and the clones were headed in my direction.”

“So you hid?”

“It’s better than the alternative.”

“Which is?”

“Engaging.” I glanced down at his watch. “What time is it?”

“Almost seven.”

The sun was already setting. “Shouldn’t you be at football practice?”

He looked down at himself, and I realized what a sweaty, dirty mess he was, still in a football T-shirt and navy-blue practice shorts. “I came straight over. I dunno. I had a bad feeling, and as soon as I walked onto the porch, you came barreling into me. Now we’re sitting here like nothing happened. I’m worried about you.”

“Why?”

He lifted his eyebrows. “I already told you. You look scared, and I know you’re not telling me everything.”

I leaned to the side, scratched my chin with my shoulder, and then looked away. “You know, maybe not everything is your business.”

“I didn’t say it was, but I can still worry about you.”

“I didn’t ask you to worry about me.” I closed my eyes. “I don’t want you to worry about me. You can’t help anyway. Your life is messed up enough for both of us.”

“Stop.”

I turned to face him, surprised at the lack of hurt on his face. “Stop what?”

“Trying to piss me off. It’s not going to work.”

I opened my mouth to speak but hesitated. He was right. Pushing people away was what I had done since Dad died, but now that Elliott was back, the thought of him leaving again made my chest ache. “I’m . . . sorry.”

“You’re forgiven.”

I pointed behind me. “I should probably head home. I have something in the oven.”

“Just . . . let me have a few more minutes. Please?”

I glanced down the street toward the Juniper.

“Catherine . . .”

“I’m really okay. Some days are just harder than others.”

Elliott reached for my hand, sliding his fingers between mine. “I have bad days, too, Catherine. But I don’t run out of my house because I’m afraid of what’s inside.”

I didn’t have an answer, so I let go of his hand and left him alone in the park.





Chapter Ten

Elliott

Knock that shit off, Youngblood!” Coach Peckham said, pulling me up from the grass.

I stood, nodding.

He grabbed my face mask. “I know you’re famous for sneaks, but I don’t need you injured by your own team before the first damn game.”

“Sorry, Coach,” I said.

It was my second head-on collision of the day. I was already in trouble for being late to practice. Coach ran me half to death in the heat, but it was exactly what I needed to burn off the anger boiling inside of me. It was easier to run the ball than try to remember plays when Catherine was dominating my thoughts, so I just took the ball and ran straight for the end zone.

We stood around listening to the coaches before we were released from practice. The managers ran onto the field, handing out bottles of water. When they released us, it didn’t take long for my teammates to gather around me, slapping my ass, shoulders, and the back of my head. They were whooping and hollering as we entered the locker room, excited for the upcoming season now that they had a 5A quarterback on the team.

“Not that we’re not happy about it, but why did you say you moved here your senior year?” Connor Daniels asked. He was a fellow senior, loved to talk about what girl he was banging and how much he’d drunk the weekend before. He reminded me of a lot of the guys I played with in Yukon, as if sex and drinking were the only things to do or worth talking about. Or maybe he was trying to overcompensate for something. Either way, he annoyed me.

“Are you military or something?” Scotty Neal asked. I’d beat him out of the quarterback spot, and even though he tried to pretend to be pissed off, I could tell he was relieved.

“For a girl,” I said, proud.

My teammates laughed.

“Shut the hell up, Youngblood, you’re full of shit,” Connor said. When I didn’t waver, his eyes grew wide. “Wait. You’re serious? Which one?”

“Catherine Calhoun,” I said.

Scotty wrinkled his nose. “Catherine? What the fuck, dude?”

“She is kinda hot,” Connor said. I glowered at him, and he backed away. “It was a compliment.”

“We live in the same neighborhood. I’ve been visiting here in the summers since I was a kid.”

“Damn,” Scotty said. “You know she’s crazy, right?”

“She’s not crazy,” I said, my tone final. “She’s just . . . been through a lot.”

“Someone should warn you,” Scotty said. “Their whole family is bad news. I mean, generations of bad. They poisoned the whole town, then they went bankrupt. The dad died, and the mom is a freakin’ weirdo. Catherine . . . you could get a scholarship, maybe even go pro. You should steer clear of her.”

“Say that again,” I said, taking a step toward him.

Scotty leaned back. “Okay, man. I’m just trying to warn ya.”

The rest of the team followed him and Connor to the showers, and I grabbed my bag, threw the strap over my head, and headed out of the locker room, still steaming.

Someone grabbed my arm as I rounded the corner, and I yanked my arm away.

“Hey, whoa,” Coach Peckham said. “Good practice today, Elliott.”

“Thanks, Coach.”

“I heard what Scotty said in there. He’s not wrong. That family . . . you just need to be careful, okay?”

I frowned at him. We were the same height, making it easy to meet his gaze, letting him know no one was going to change my mind about Catherine. “You don’t know her like I do.”

“You said you’re neighbors?”

I realized my shoulders were tense, and I let them relax. Because of my size, I had to pay more attention to my body language. I’d gotten in too many fights the past two years because it looked like I was threatening someone, and the last thing I needed was for my coach to think I was trying to intimidate him. “She lives down the street from me.”

He nodded, thinking about that for a moment.

“Hi,” a woman’s voice said from the shadows. Mrs. Mason stepped out, looking embarrassed. “You’re not going to believe this. I locked my keys and my phone in my car.”

Coach Peckham smiled, his demeanor instantly changing. “Actually, I can.”

She giggled like a cheerleader with a crush, and I readjusted the strap of my duffel bag.

“Elliott?” Mrs. Mason said, touching my arm with a gentle grip. “Were you talking about Catherine?”

I nodded.

Mrs. Mason smiled. “She’s a kind person. I’m glad you see that.”

“Becca,” Coach scolded.

Mrs. Mason frowned up at him. “She’s finally found a friend, and you’re worried about your team?”

“I’ve always been her friend,” I said. Mrs. Mason looked at me, confused. “I’ve been visiting my aunt in the summers. We’ve been friends for a while.”

“Oh,” she said, her eyes bright. “That’s so great. Small towns like ours . . . people get put in a box, and it’s hard to get out. But don’t listen to anyone. I’ve gotten to know her better after her father’s death. I think Catherine’s lovely.”

I offered a small smile before heading to my car. “She is.”

“Youngblood,” Coach Peckham called after me. “Don’t be late again, or I’ll run you until you puke.”

“Yessir,” I yelled back.

Just as I reached the Chrysler, my cell phone rang a warning. That was my dad’s ringtone, so I let it go until I was settled in my seat.

“Hello?”

“Hey. How’s things? Is the football team there worth a damn?”

“It will be.”

“I need you to do something for me,” he said, emotionless.

I rolled my eyes, knowing he couldn’t see me.

“Elliott?”

“Yeah.”

“You, uh . . . you still mowing lawns?”

“I was. Starting to slow down—why?” I didn’t have to ask. I already knew what he was going to say.

“I was thinking about coming down to see your first game, but gas is way up. If you could spot me the gas money . . .”

“I don’t have any,” I lied.

“What do you mean?” he asked, annoyed. “I know you have money saved up from three summers ago.”

“The Chrysler broke down. I had to pay to fix it.”

“You couldn’t do it yourself?”

I clenched my teeth. “I don’t have any money, Dad.”

He sighed. “Guess I won’t be making it to your first game.”

I’ll survive somehow. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Damn it, Elliott! That’s just lazy! What was wrong with your car?”

“Something I couldn’t fix,” I deadpanned.

“You gettin’ smart with me?”

“No, sir,” I said, staring at bugs clamoring in the beam of the field lights.

“Because I’ll come up there, you little shit. I’ll come up and whip your ass.”

I thought you needed gas money. You could’ve caught a ride with Mom if you really wanted to watch me play. Guess you’ll have to get a job instead of owing your teenage son money. “Yessir.”

He sighed. “Well, don’t screw up. Your mom hated that town, and there’s a reason why. They might love you now, but you screw up, and that’s all over, you hear me? They’ll make you miserable, because they don’t give two shits about a redskin kid. They only like that you’re making them look good.”

“Yessir.”

“All right. Talk to you later.”

I hung up and gripped my steering wheel, breathing in through my nose and out my mouth, trying to let my hatred simmer instead of boil oil. After a few minutes and some meditation Aunt Leigh had taught me, it began to subside. I could hear her calm voice in my head. He can’t touch you, Elliott. You are in control of your emotions. You’re in control of your reaction. You can, at any time, change the way you feel.

My hands stopped shaking, and my grip relaxed. Once my heart slowed, I reached forward for the ignition and twisted the key.

I drove my junk car straight to the Calhoun mansion, parking across the street between streetlamps. All the lights inside were dark except for a bedroom upstairs. I waited, hoping she’d somehow see my car and come outside, wishing I could talk to her one more time before I went home. She had forgiven me faster than I thought—or at least she was beginning to. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was going to have to work a lot harder for her to let me in, literally and figuratively. Whatever she was keeping from me was scaring her, and she’d been left alone to fend for herself too long. I wanted to protect her, but I wasn’t sure from what.

Just as I reached for the key, a figure stood in front of the only lit window. It was Catherine, looking down the street toward my aunt’s house, holding something in her hands. She looked sad, and I was desperate to change that.

My cell phone buzzed, displaying a text from Aunt Leigh.

You should be home by now.

On my way, I typed.

You don’t get to run all over town without permission. You’re not eighteen just yet.

I was just trying to calm down before I got home. Dad called.

Oh? What did he want?

I smirked. She knew him so well. My lawn money.

It took a moment for the three dots to signal she’d begun typing again. Uncle John will make sure that doesn’t happen again. Come home. We’ll talk.

It’s okay. I feel better.

Come home.

I put the gearshift into drive and pulled away from the curb, heading home. I could see Catherine in the rearview mirror, still standing at her window. I was wondering if she was dreaming about freedom or glad the glass was separating her from the hateful world outside.





Chapter Eleven

Catherine

A wooden floor panel creaked just outside my door. When the recognition hit, my eyes popped open, and I blinked until they adjusted to the darkness. A shadow blocked the hallway light from shining beneath my door, and I waited, wondering who would be standing quietly outside my room in the middle of the night.

The knob turned, and the latch clicked. The door opened slowly. I lay motionless while footsteps approached my bed, the shadow looming above me growing larger.

“Dear God, Catherine. You look like crap.”

“I was sleeping,” I grumbled. I sat up, swung my legs over the side of the bed, and rubbed the blurriness from my eyes. I didn’t need to see to know my cousin, Imogen, had arrived sometime in the night. She couldn’t wait until morning to insult me. “How are you?” I said, staring at my bare feet. I wasn’t in the mood to chat, but Imogen would simply annoy me until I paid her attention. They didn’t come often, her and Uncle Toad, but they always came in October.

She heaved a dramatic sigh as all tweens did and let her hands fall to her thighs with a slap. “I hate it here. I can’t wait to leave.”

“Already?” I asked.

“It’s so hot.”

“You should have been here a few weeks ago. It’s cooled off since then.”

“Not everything is about you, Catherine—God!” Imogen said, twisting her dark hair around her finger. “Your mom said when she checked us in that you were in a mood.”

I tried not to snap back. Tolerating Imogen took great patience, and her late-night pop-ins made it difficult. My only cousin always dropped in with Uncle Toad, and I knew when they visited that I would either have to put up with Imogen’s incessant complaining and insults or clean up after her father because he was too lazy to move but somehow made huge messes everywhere he went.

Poppy was younger by several years but somehow more mature than Imogen and far more pleasant. It was a toss-up whether I’d rather deal with Poppy and her father, Duke, or Imogen and Uncle Toad.

My cousin rolled the quilted fabric of my blanket between her fingers, wrinkling her nose. “This place has really turned into a dump.”

“How do you like your room?” I asked. “Would you like me to walk you there?”

“No,” she said, tapping her toes on the floor.

“Please don’t . . . don’t do that,” I said, reaching for her foot as if I could stop her.

Imogen shot me a look and then rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

I stood, padding across the floor and down the hall, signaling for Imogen to follow. The sound of her heavy feet against the wood echoed through the old house, and I wondered how she didn’t wake the entire neighborhood.

“Here,” I said, keeping my voice low. I turned the corner, choosing the room next to Duke’s, which I knew was clean and ready.

Imogen walked past me, frowning in disapproval. “Is this the only one?”

“Yes,” I lied. We had several rooms open, but I hoped with Imogen sleeping so close to the stairs that led up to Mama’s room, she’d stay at her end of the hall.

Imogen folded her arms across her chest. “This whole house has turned into a dump. It use to be nice. You use to be nice. Now you’re rude. Your mom is weird. I don’t know why we even come here.”

“Me neither.” I spoke the words under my breath as I turned away. My feet dragged as I made my way back to my room. I stopped, hearing Imogen step out into the hall.

“Catherine?”

I turned to face my cousin, seeing the dark circles under her eyes. I prayed she’d fall asleep the moment her head hit the pillow.

“Yes, Imogen?”

She stuck her tongue out, wrinkling her nose to make the ugliest face possible. Her tongue glistened with slobber that gathered at the corners of her mouth. I recoiled, watching the spoiled brat continue her horrid expression until she returned to her room, slamming the door behind her.

My shoulders jolted up in reaction to the noise against the quietness of the house.

After a few moments, I heard another door, then bare feet padding across the hardwood floor. “Catherine?” Mama asked, looking tired. “Everything all right?”

“Fine,” I said, returning to my room.

I’d pushed my bed until it was flush against the door. The iron feet whined against the floor, creating new scratches in the wood. It had been almost six months since the last time I’d had to keep anyone out. The Juniper was no longer my home, and not just a bed and breakfast; Mama had created a sanctuary for people who didn’t belong in the outside world, and I was trapped there with them. Even though I fantasized about freedom, I wasn’t sure my conscience would allow me to leave her. That was hard to explain to anyone . . . to Elliott, to Mrs. Mason, even to myself. Explaining only meant more questions anyway.

I scooped up my jewelry box and listened to it play its tune while I carried it back to my bed, trying to let the music lull me back to sleep.

I pressed my head into the pillow, stretching to get comfortable and reacquainted with my mattress. I heard a creak outside my door and peered down to see another shadow partially blocking the hallway light at the bottom of my door. I waited. Imogen was mouthy, but she didn’t push confrontation. She was angry. I wondered if the person outside was Uncle Toad, or worse—Duke.

I braced myself for the pounding on the door, the grunt from Uncle Toad or the threats from Duke. Instead, the shadow moved, and the footsteps sounded farther from my room with each step. I took a deep breath and exhaled, willing my heart to stop ramming against my rib cage, and the adrenaline to soak back into my system so I could get some rest before school.

[image: image]

“Whoa. You okay?” Elliott asked, leaning against the closed locker next to mine. He readjusted the small red backpack hanging from his shoulder.

I shoved my geometry textbook between my AP chemistry and Spanish II books, almost too tired to stand. Forming a sentence threatened to crash my whole system.

“Do you have plans for lunch?” he asked. “I have an extra PB and J and a passenger seat that leans almost all the way back.”

I shot him a death glare.

“To nap,” he said quickly. He surprised me when his bronze cheeks flushed a hint of red. “Just eat and nap. We don’t even have to talk. What do you think?”

I nodded, feeling close to tears.

Elliott gestured for me to follow him, taking my backpack off my shoulders and walking slow to keep pace with me all the way down the hall until we reached the double doors that led to the parking lot.

He pushed, allowing me to walk past him.

I squinted from the sunlight, holding up my hand to shield my eyes and hopefully stave off the headache that had threatened to worsen all day.

Elliott unlocked the door and opened it wide, waiting until I was seated to show me where the lever was to adjust the angle. As soon as the door shut, I was nearly horizontal, pushing myself back until I was flat and the seat back hit the bench behind me.

The driver’s-side door opened, and Elliott slid in beside me. He pulled two cellophane-wrapped sandwiches out of a brown paper sack and handed me one.

“Thank you,” I managed, clumsily pulling at the clear edges. Once the bread was exposed, I shoved a fourth of the sandwich in my mouth, chewing quickly before taking three more bites until it was gone. I closed my eyes without saying anything else, feeling myself drift off.

In what seemed like just a few minutes later, Elliott gently poked me.

“Catherine? I’m sorry. I don’t want you to be late.”

“Hmmm?” I asked, my eyes fluttering. I sat up and wiped my eyes. “How long have I been asleep?”

“Pretty much the whole half hour. You slept like a rock. Didn’t move once.”

I gripped the strap of my nylon backpack and stepped outside. Several of our classmates were turning to do a double take, one small group walking arm in arm in between giggles and whispers.

“Aw, how sweet,” Minka said. “They still have the same haircut.” Her red hair flipped over her shoulder as she turned to stare. She nudged Owen with her elbow and glanced at us once, looking disgusted before pulling him toward the door.

“Ignore them,” Elliott said.

“I do.” We continued across the parking lot toward the school building. The double metal doors were painted red, and a silver bar across instead of handles practically screamed stay away. Immediately the rumors would begin. Presley would have a new reason to heckle me, and now it would happen to Elliott, too. He pushed on the silver bar, and it made a loud knocking sound. He gestured for me to go first, so I did.

“Hey,” Elliott said, touching my arm. “I’m worried about you. Everything okay? Didn’t you use to be really close with Minka and Owen?”

“I stopped talking to them after . . .”

Connor Daniels slapped Elliott hard on the backside.

Elliott clenched his teeth and pressed his lips together in a hard line.

“Scrimmage tonight, Youngblood! It’s on!”

Elliott pointed at him. “We are the Mudcats!”

“The mighty mighty Mudcats!” Connor yelled back, doing his best Heisman pose.

Elliott chuckled and shook his head, then sobered when he saw the look on my face. “I’m sorry. You were telling me about Minka and Owen.”

“You’re friends with Connor Daniels?”

He raised an eyebrow. “I mean, I guess. He’s on the team.”

“Oh.”

“Oh what?” he asked, nudging me with his elbow as we continued walking.

“I just didn’t know that you . . .”

“Youngblood!” another team member called out.

Elliott nodded and then looked down at me. “That I what?”

“Were friends with those people.”

“Those people?”

“You know what I mean,” I said, continuing to my locker. “He’s friends with Scotty, who’s friends with Presley. And didn’t you take Scotty’s place as senior quarterback? Why don’t they hate you?”

He shrugged. “They like winning, I guess. I’m good, Catherine. I mean . . .” He looked like he was about to backpedal but then decided against it. “Yeah, I’ll say it. I’m pretty good. I’ve been named as one of the top quarterbacks in the state.”

We continued walking. “Wow. That’s . . . that’s great, Elliott.”

He nudged me. “Don’t sound so impressed.”

Teammates randomly yelling his last name happened half a dozen more times before I stopped in front of the row of maroon lockers. I stopped at number 347 and twisted the black dial, entering my combination, and pulled.

I growled. The door stuck like it always did. Elliott watched me try it again and then stood behind me. I could feel the warmth of his skin through his shirt and mine. His arm slid over my shoulder, settled on the handle, and yanked hard. The lock released, and the door cracked open.

He leaned down to whisper in my ear, “Mine sticks, too. Just have to be persistent.”

“You are that.” I was aware of my every muscle, every movement, my posture. Everything felt awkward as I removed books from my backpack and replaced them in my locker before hanging my pack on the hook. I had to stand on the balls of my feet, but I could reach. “What’s with the little red bag?”

“Oh,” he said, looking down. “It’s my camera. It’s inconspicuous.”

“Thank goodness I can keep a secret,” I said with a grin.

Elliott stared at me, amused. “You should come to the scrimmage.”

“Tonight? No,” I said, shaking my head.

“Why?”

I thought about that for a moment, too embarrassed to answer. I wouldn’t have anyone to sit with. I wouldn’t know where to sit. Was there a student section? Did it cost to get in? I was angry at myself for being such a coward. I’d faced scarier things than an uncomfortable social situation.

“Please come,” he said, watching me from under his brow.

I chewed on my lip while I mulled over why I would or wouldn’t. Elliott waited patiently, as if the bell wouldn’t ring any second.

“I’ll think about it,” I said finally.

The bell rang, and Elliott barely noticed. “Yeah?”

I nodded and then pushed him gently. “You should get to class.”

He walked backward a few steps, grinning like an idiot. “You first.”

I gathered my things and shut my locker, letting my gaze linger on him for a few more seconds before turning toward my next class.

I didn’t make eye contact with Mr. Simons while I took my seat. He stopped speaking for a few seconds but chose not to single me out, and I quietly slid into my chair, relieved.

Mr. Simons was as animated as ever about physiology, but my thoughts were being pulled back and forth between going to the scrimmage like a regular high school student or going home like I knew I should. I didn’t know who’d checked in—if anyone—and lists began to form in my mind, scrolling through what I’d planned to do after school and if it could wait or not.

Laundry.

Scrubbing tubs.

Dinner.

What if I went to the scrimmage and Poppy was at the Juniper alone, or worse, what if Imogen was still there, pouting and angry when I returned for not coming home at a predictable time? Uncle Toad would inevitably make an appearance. Imogen’s arrival assured that. I closed my eyes, imagining my uncle’s temper flaring or Poppy’s father angry that I was late. The longer I thought about it, the more deflated I felt. The cons far outweighed the pros. The bell rang, startling me.

I trudged back to my locker. Before I could open it, a familiar bronze arm slid over my shoulder and yanked up on the handle. I tried not to smile, but when I looked up at Elliott, his contagious grin from before hadn’t faded.

“Have you thought about it?”

“What time does the game start?” I asked.

“Pretty much right after school.” He held out a set of keys. “If you need to run home, you can take my car. Just bring it back. I won’t have the energy to walk home.”

I shook my head. “I don’t have my license.”

He wrinkled his nose. “Seriously?”

“Dad never got around to it before he . . . I never learned.”

He nodded once. “Good to know. We can get to work on that. So? Scrimmage.”

I looked down. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”
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Mr. Mason was checking his phone, the pits of his ratty white shirt stained with sweat. He wiped his brow with a handkerchief. “Dear God, will it ever cool off?”

“It doesn’t cool off in hell, Mr. Mason,” Minka grumbled.

The rest of the chairs filled, the bell rang, and Mr. Mason had just pushed off his desk to stand when Mrs. Mason walked in.

She immediately noticed Elliott. “I thought I requested a table for Mr. Youngblood?”

Mr. Mason blinked and then eyed Elliott. “It’s in the back.” Scotty was sitting at Elliott’s table. “All right, you two. This isn’t musical chairs. Get back to your spots.”

Elliott sighed and then struggled to free himself of the small wooden chair and attached desk while everyone chuckled—everyone but me and the Masons.

Mr. Mason looked up at his estranged wife, waiting for some sign of her satisfaction. She was caught off guard—for once it wasn’t Mr. Mason’s fault. I watched him sit a bit taller, that small victory enough to make him feel more like a man than he had in probably a long time.

“What do you need, Becca?” he said, firm.

“I . . . need Catherine.”

I sank low in my seat, already feeling twenty pairs of eyes on the back of my head.

Mr. Mason scanned the room, and his gaze landed on me—as if he didn’t know exactly where I sat—and then he jerked his head toward the door.

I nodded, gathered my supplies, and followed Mrs. Mason to the office. She sat behind her desk and clasped her hands together, still a bit shaken from losing the upper hand.

“You okay?” I asked.

She smiled, breathing a small laugh out of her nose. “I’m supposed to be asking you that.” I waited, and she conceded. “Yes, I’m okay. I guess I’m not used to being wrong, Catherine. I’m slipping.”

“Maybe you’re not perfect. Maybe that’s okay.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, a playful scowl on her face. “Who’s the counselor here?”

I smiled.

“You know what I’m going to ask,” she said, sitting back in her chair. “Why don’t you just talk?”

I shrugged. “Things are better.”

She sat up. “Better?”

“Elliott.”

“Elliott?” She was clearly trying to keep the hope she was feeling a secret, and failing horribly.

I nodded, frowning as I stared at the floor. “Sort of. I’m trying not to.”

“Why? Because you prefer to keep to yourself, or because he’s pressuring you to be more than friends?”

My nose wrinkled. “It’s nothing like that. I’m just still angry.”

She bristled like my dad use to do when I’d talk about Presley. “What did he do?”

“He use to stay with his aunt during the summers. Then he had to go home. It was the day my . . . the day he . . .”

She nodded, and I was thankful she didn’t need me to say the words. “And?”

“He promised he’d come back, but he didn’t. Then he tried when he got his license, but he got caught. Now his parents are getting a divorce, and he’s here.”

“That’s quite a story. So you’re starting to realize that maybe it wasn’t his fault? He seems like a nice guy. And you said he tried to come back?”

I nodded, trying not to smile as I envisioned him sneaking out in the middle of the night and jumping in his rickety car, racing down the highway at forty-five miles an hour. “He tried . . . Mrs. Mason?”

“Yes?”

“Back when you were my age, did you go to football games?”

She smiled at the instant memories filling her mind. “Every one of them. Mr. Mason played football.”

“Did you have a job?”

“Yes, but they understood that I was a kid. You can’t get these years back, Catherine.”

I thought about her words. High school wasn’t my favorite, but I couldn’t go back and do it over.

“Have you been to a game?” she asked, snapping me back to reality. She knew the answer by the look on my face. “Never? Oh, you should go, Catherine. They’re so much fun. What makes you nervous about going?”

I hesitated, but Mrs. Mason’s office had always been a safe place. “I have chores at home.”

“Can they wait? Maybe if you talk to your mom about it?”

I shook my head, and she nodded in understanding. “Catherine, are you safe at home?”

“Yes. She doesn’t hit me. Never has.”

“Good. I believe you. If that changes . . .”

“It won’t.”

“I don’t want you to get into trouble. I can’t advise you to do anything against your mother’s wishes. I think you should ask permission, but a night off is not unreasonable. As a minor, it’s required. Anything else?” She noticed my unease. “Come on. You know you can talk to me. Do you want me to do my top ten most embarrassing moments of high school again?”

A laugh erupted from my throat. “No. No, I won’t make you do that.”

“Okay, then. Share.”

After a few seconds, I vomited the truth. “I’ll have to sit by myself.”

“I’m going. Sit with me.”

I made a face, and she conceded. “All right. All right. I’m not the coolest, but I’m a person to sit next to. Lots of students sit with their parents.” I eyed her, and she backpedaled. “Okay. Some of them do. For a second. Just sit with me until you’re comfortable. We can get a cherry limeade on the way home, and I can drop you off.”

“That’s um . . . that’s very nice of you, but Elliott said he’d take me home. We’re practically neighbors.”

She clapped her hands together once. “Then it’s settled. First football game. Woo!”

Her reaction might have made another student roll her eyes, but I hadn’t experienced that kind of celebrating since before Dad died. I offered her an awkward smile and then glanced over my shoulder at the clock.

“Maybe I should . . . ?”

“Yes. We’ll talk again next month if that’s okay. I’m impressed with your progress, Catherine. I’m excited for you.”

“Thanks,” I said, pushing in my chair.

The bell rang, so I went straight to my locker, placing my hand on the black dial, pausing for a second to remember the combination.

“Two, forty-four, sixteen,” Elliott said behind me.

I narrowed my eyes. “That’s none of your business.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll forget it. So? You coming?”

I sighed. “Why? Why do you want me to come so badly?”

“I just do. I want you to see us win. I want you to be there when I run off the field. I want to see you waiting by my car when I come out, my hair wet, still out of breath, high on adrenaline. I want you to be part of it.”

“Oh,” I said, overwhelmed by his admission.

“Too much?” He chuckled, amused by my reaction.

“Okay, let’s go.”

“Really?”

“Yes, let’s hurry before I change my mind.” I put all my books away except one and stuffed it in my bag, slinging one strap over my shoulder as I turned.

Elliott was holding out his hand, waiting for me to take it.

I glanced around, searching for curious eyes.

“Don’t look at them. Look at me,” he said, still extending his hand.

I took it, and he led me down the hall, out the double doors, and across the parking lot. We put our bags in his car and continued to the football field, my hand still in his.





Chapter Twelve

Catherine

Elliott received the ball from Scotty, took a few steps back, and shot the football in a perfect spiral to Connor. Connor sailed in the air, higher than I thought a human was capable of jumping, clearing the outstretched arms of two players from the other team. He clutched the ball to his chest, falling hard to the ground.

The referees blew their whistles, lifting their hands in the air, and the crowd jumped to their feet, cheering so loudly I had to hold my hands over my ears.

Mrs. Mason grabbed my arms, bouncing up and down like a giddy high school student. “We won! They did it!”

The scoreboard read 44–45, and the Mudcats, sweaty and a little beat up, stood shoulder to shoulder, their arms around each other, swaying side to side while the band played our school song.

Mrs. Mason began singing and hooked her arm around me. The rest of the crowd was doing the same, swaying and smiling.

“Ohhh-Seeee-Ayyytch-Ehsssssss!” the crowd sang, and then everyone broke into applause.

The Mudcats broke formation and began jogging to the locker room, helmets in hand—all but Elliott. He was looking for someone in the stands. His teammates were encouraging him to follow them off the field, but he ignored them.

“Is he looking for you?” Mrs. Mason asked.

“No,” I said, shaking my head.

“Catherine!” Elliott yelled.

I stepped out into the stairway from the bleacher I was sitting on.

“Catherine Calhoun!” Elliott yelled again, this time holding his free hand against the side of his mouth.

Some people in line for the exit stairs looked up, the cheerleaders turned, and then the students in a narrow line between Elliott and me stopped cheering and chatting to look up.

I ran down the steps, waving at him until he saw me. Coach Peckham touched Elliott’s arm and tugged, but Elliott kept his feet stationary, not moving until he recognized me in the crowd and waved back.

I imagined those behind me were wondering what Elliott saw in me that they didn’t. But in the moment that Elliott’s gaze met mine, none of that mattered. We might as well have been sitting on the edge of Deep Creek, picking at the ground and pretending we weren’t desperate to hold hands instead of grass. And in that moment, the pain and anger I’d held on to instead disappeared.

Elliott jogged off the field with his coach, who patted him on the backside once before they disappeared around the corner.

The crowd was dispersing, filing down the stairways and pushing past me.

Mrs. Mason finally made her way to me and hooked her arm around mine. “What a great game. Worth taking a night off. Elliott’s taking you home?” I nodded. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure. I’m supposed to wait by his car. My backpack’s in there, so . . .”

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She stopped abruptly, letting me pass her so she could turn left toward the side street that ran along the stadium. Coach Peckham met her at the corner, and they continued on together.

I raised an eyebrow and then began navigating the maze of cars between the stadium entrance and Elliott’s car. I reached his Chrysler and leaned my backside against the rusting metal just above his front driver’s-side tire.

My classmates returned to their cars, animated about the game and the inevitable party that would follow. The girls pretended they weren’t impressed with the boys’ ridiculous antics to get their attention. I swallowed when I saw Presley’s white Mini Cooper two cars away and then heard her shrill laughter.

She paused, Anna Sue, Brie, Tara, and Tatum just behind her.

“Oh my God,” she said, her hand to her chest. “Are you waiting for Elliott? Is he, like, your boyfriend?”

“No,” I said, embarrassed a second time by the trembling in my voice. I hated the way the slightest confrontation affected me.

“So you’re just waiting for him? Like a puppy? Oh my God!” Anna Sue said, covering her mouth with her hand.

“We’re friends,” I said.

“You don’t have friends,” Presley snarled.

Elliott jogged up, still wet from his shower, and wrapped his arms around me, twirling me in a circle. I held him tight, as if letting go would let in all the hurt and darkness surrounding us.

He leaned down and planted a kiss on my mouth, so quick I didn’t realize what had happened until it was over.

I blinked, knowing Presley and the clones were gawking at us.

“Let’s go celebrate!” Elliott said with a toothy grin.

“Are you going to the party, Elliott?” Brie asked, nervously twirling her hair between her fingers.

He glanced over at them, seeming to just notice they were there. “The bonfire? Nah. I’m taking my girl out.”

He knew I wouldn’t argue in front of an audience, especially not Presley.

“Oh really?” Presley snapped, finally finding her voice. She smirked at Brie before speaking again. “Kit-Cat just said you weren’t her boyfriend.”

He lifted my hand to his lips and gave it a peck, winking at me. “Her name is Catherine, and . . . not yet. I’m having a good night, though. I think I just might talk her into it.”

Presley rolled her eyes. “Gross. C’mon,” she said, herding her friends to her car.

“Ready?” he asked, opening his door.

I got behind the wheel and scooted to the middle. Elliott sat next to me, but before I could move again, he touched my knee. “Just sit here, would ya?”

“In the middle?”

He nodded, hope in his eyes.

I exhaled, feeling awkward and comfortable at the same time. Elliott made me feel safe in a way I hadn’t since the day he’d left, like I wasn’t trying to survive alone.

He backed out of the parking space and drove toward the lot’s exit, taking off like a rocket down the road to the stop sign, and then again down Main Street. Other members of the team honked at us in excess as they passed, some of their passengers hanging out the window to wave or lift their shirts or other nonsense.

We passed Walmart, where there was a concentration of vehicles parked and high schoolers standing outside in the parking lot, yelling, dancing, and whatever else to stand out. When they recognized Elliott’s Chrysler, they yelled and honked, trying to get him to pull over.

“You can take me home and go back,” I offered.

He shook his head slowly. “No way.”

“I should get home, though.”

“No problem. We’ll go through the drive-through, and you’ll be home in ten. Deal?”

The Chrysler worked hard to reach forty miles per hour on the street that led to Braum’s. Elliott pulled into the drive-through, ordered two cones and two cherry limeades, and then pulled forward.

“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll pay you back.”

“No, you won’t. My treat.”

“Thanks for the ride home, too. And inviting me to the game. It was fun to watch.”

“Fun to watch me?”

“That was fun, too,” I said, my cheeks flushing.

When we received our cones, Elliott lifted his to toast. “To the Mudcats.”

“And their quarterback,” I said, touching my ice cream gently to his.

Elliott beamed, most of the ice cream top disappearing in his mouth. He kept his cherry limeade between his thighs while he drove me home, using one hand to steer and the other to hold his ice cream.

He talked about the different football plays, why they worked, why they didn’t, the trash talk, and as he pulled next to the curb in front of my house, he sighed with contentment. “I’m gonna miss football.”

“You won’t play in college?”

He shook his head. “Nah. I’d need a scholarship, and I’m not that good.”

“You said you’re considered one of the best in the state.”

He thought about that. “Yeah . . .”

“So you’re good, Elliott. A scholarship is possible. Give yourself some credit.”

He shrugged, blinking. “Wow. I hadn’t let myself believe it, I guess. Maybe I can go to college.”

“You can.”

“You think so?”

I nodded once. “I do.”

“Mom and Aunt Leigh want me to go. I don’t know. I’m sort of tired of school. I have things I want to do. Places I want to see.”

“You could take a gap year to travel. That would be fun. Except my dad use to say that most people who take a gap year never end up enrolling in college. And that might mess with any scholarships.”

He turned in his seat, his face just inches from mine. The seats were scratchy and smelled musty, mixing with Elliott’s sweat and freshly applied deodorant. He seemed nervous, making me nervous.

“I’m good for you,” he said finally. “I know . . . I know you might not trust me yet, but—”

“Elliott,” I blurted out. I sighed. “I lost the two people I cared about most in the same day. He died, and I was alone. With her . . . and you just left me here to drown. It’s not about trust.” I pressed my lips together. “You broke my heart. Even if we could find our way back to the way it use to be . . . that girl you knew . . . she’s gone.”

He shook his head, his eyes glossing over. “You have to know I wouldn’t leave like that by choice. Mom threatened to never let me come back again. She saw how I felt about you. She knew there was nowhere else I’d rather be, and she was right.”

My eyebrows pulled together. “Why? Why do you like me so much? You have all those friends—most of whom don’t like me, by the way. You don’t need me.”

He gazed at me for several long seconds, seeming in awe. “I fell in love with you that summer, Catherine. I’ve loved you ever since.”

It took me several seconds to respond. “I’m not that girl anymore, Elliott.”

“Yeah, you are. I can still see her.”

“That was a long time ago.”

He shrugged, unapologetic. “You never get over your first love.”

I struggled for words, finding none.

His eyebrows pulled together, desperation in his eyes. “Will you give me another chance? Catherine . . . please,” he pleaded. “I promise I’ll never leave you like that again. I swear on my life. I’m not fifteen anymore. I make my own choices now, and I hope to God you choose to forgive me. I don’t know what I’ll do if you don’t.”

I looked over my shoulder at the Juniper. The windows were dark. The house was sleeping. “I believe you,” I said, looking at him. Before his smile grew wider, I inserted a quick disclaimer. “But Mama’s been worse since Dad died. I have to help her run the bed and breakfast. I barely have time for myself.”

He smiled. “I’ll take what I can get.”

I mirrored his expression, but then it fell away. “You can’t come in, and you can’t ask questions.”

His eyebrows furrowed. “Why?”

“That’s a question. I like you, and I’d like to try. But I can’t talk about Mama, and you can’t come inside.”

“Catherine,” he said, sliding his fingers between mine, “does she hurt you? Does anyone who stays there hurt you?”

I shook my head. “No. She’s just . . . a very private person.”

“Will you tell me? If that changes?” he asked, squeezing my hand.

I nodded. “Yes.”

He steadied himself and then cupped my cheeks, leaning in and closing his eyes.

I wasn’t sure what to do, so I closed my eyes, too. His lips touched mine, soft and full. He kissed me once and pulled away, smiling before leaning in again, this time letting his mouth part. I tried to mirror what he did, both panicking and melting against him. He held me while his tongue slipped inside and touched mine, wet and warm. Once the dance inside our mouths found a rhythm, I wrapped my arms around his neck and leaned closer, begging him to hold me tighter. I would walk into the Juniper soon, and I wanted the safety I felt with Elliott to encompass me for as long as I could have it.

Just when my lungs screamed for air, Elliott pulled away, touching his forehead to mine. “Finally,” he whispered, the word barely audible. His next words weren’t much louder. “I’ll be on the porch swing at nine. I’ll bring some huckleberry bread for breakfast.”

“What’s that?”

“My great-grandma’s recipe. Pretty sure it’s older than that. Aunt Leigh promised she’d make some tonight. It’s amazing. You’re gonna love it.”

“I’ll bring the OJ.”

Elliott leaned over to give me one more kiss on the cheek before reaching for the handle. He had to yank twice, and then it opened.

I stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of the Juniper. It was still dark. I let out a sigh.

“Catherine, I know you said I can’t come in. Can I at least walk you to the door?”

“Good night.” I pushed through the gate, walked over the cracks in the sidewalk, and listened for sounds inside the house before opening the door. Crickets chirped, and—once I reached the door—Elliott’s car pulled away, but there was no movement from the Juniper.

I twisted the knob and pushed, looking up. The door at the top of the stairway was open—my bedroom—and I tried not to let the heaviness in my chest overwhelm me. I always kept my door shut. Someone had been looking for me. With shaking hands, I set my backpack on a dining chair. The table was still covered in dirty dishes, and the sink was full, too. Broken shards of glass were next to the island. I hurried to search the cabinet beneath the sink to get Mama’s thick rubber gloves and then fetched the broom and dustpan. The glass scraped on the floor as it swept across the tile. The moonlight peeked through the dining room window, making the smaller shards sparkle even as they were mixed in with dust and hair.

A loud burp came from the living room, and I froze. Even though I had an idea of who it was, I waited for him to make his presence known.

“Selfish,” he slurred.

I stood, emptied the pan into the trash, and then took off the gloves, stashing them back under the sink. In no hurry, I took careful steps out of the dining room, crossing the hall into the living room, where Uncle Toad sat in the recliner. His belly was hanging over his pants, barely hidden by a thin, stained T-shirt. He held a bottle of beer in his hand, a collection of empty ones sitting next to him. He’d already vomited once, the evidence left on the floor and splattered on the empty bottles.

I covered my mouth, revolted by the smell.

He burped again.

“Oh please,” I said, running to the kitchen for a bucket. I returned, placing it on the floor next to the puddle of vomit, and pulled the towel I’d grabbed on the way from my back pocket. “Use the bucket, Uncle Toad.”

“You just . . . think you can come and go. Selfish,” he said again, looking away, disgusted.

I dabbed his chest, wiping away the drool and vomit from his neck and shirt. He hadn’t leaned over in time even once.

“You should go upstairs and shower,” I said, gagging.

Quicker than I’d ever seen him move, he lunged forward, grabbing my shirt and stopping just inches from my face. I could smell the sourness on his breath when he spoke.

“You do your ’sponsibilities before you go tellin’ me what to do, girl.”

“I’m . . . sorry. I should’ve come home to help Mama. Mama?” I called, trembling.

Uncle Toad sucked bits of dinner from his teeth and then released me, falling back against the chair.

I stood, taking a step back, then I dropped the rag and ran up the stairs to my room, closing the door behind me. The wood felt cold on my back, and I raised my hands to cover my eyes. A few short breaths came and went uncontrollably as my eyes welled up with tears that fell down my cheeks. When things outside were getting better, the inside was getting worse.

My hand smelled like vomit, and I held it away, disgusted. Hurrying into the bathroom, I scrambled for the soap and scrubbed my hands until they began to feel raw, and then my face.

A creak on the stairs froze my body in place for a moment. Once the adrenaline melted away, I clumsily yanked on the faucet knobs until the water stopped before rushing to my bed to push it against the door. The stairs creaked again, prompting me to back away and stand against the far wall, trying to stop my entire body from shaking as I stared at the door. I stood silent, waiting in the dark for Uncle Toad to pass by or try to force his way in.

He climbed another step, and then another, until he finally reached the top. Uncle Toad waddled when he walked, carrying the four hundred pounds he bragged about weighing. He wheezed a few times, and then I heard him burp again before tromping down the hall to his room.

I pulled my knees to my chest, closed my eyes, and fell over onto my side, not knowing if he would come back or if someone else would end up knocking on my door. I’d never wanted to see Mama so much in my life, but she didn’t want to see me. The Juniper was a mess. She was probably overwhelmed and holed up wherever she went when things were too hard.

I wanted to call for Mama but wasn’t sure who would hear me. I fantasized that Althea would be in the kitchen in the morning, cooking and cleaning, greeting me with a smile on her face. That was the only thing that could calm me down long enough to fall asleep. That, and knowing tomorrow was Saturday—driving lessons. I had an entire day with Elliott, safe from the Juniper and everyone in it.





Chapter Thirteen

Catherine

At first the voices seemed like part of a dream I couldn’t remember, but as they got louder, I sat up in bed, rubbing my eyes as the voices argued in hushed anger like my parents use to do. They were all there, the guests, some panicked, some angry, some trying to regain order.

I pushed off my mattress and padded across the room, turning the doorknob slowly, trying not to alert anyone that I was awake. Once the door cracked open, I listened. The voices were still chattering excitedly, even Uncle Toad and Cousin Imogen. I stepped out into the hallway, the cold floor burning my bare feet. The closer I came to the room where the guests had all gathered, the clearer the voices became.

“I’m not hearin’ this,” Althea said. “I said no, and I mean no. We’re not doing that to that poor baby. She’s been through enough.”

“Oh?” Duke snapped. “And what do you plan on doing when she leaves and this place goes to hell? It’s already headin’ in that direction at a hundred miles per hour. What about us? What about Poppy?”

“We aren’t her responsibility,” Willow said.

“What do you care?” Duke asked. “You’re barely here.”

“I’m here now,” Willow said. “My vote is no.”

“My vote is no,” Althea said. “Mavis, tell them.”

“I . . . I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” Althea asked, her voice firmer than I’d heard her speak before. “How can you not know? She’s your daughter. Put an end to this madness.”

“I—” Mama began.

The door cracked open, Mama there in her robe, blocking my line of sight into the room. “What are you doing up, Catherine? Go to bed. Now.” She slammed the door in my face, and whispers filled the room on the other side.

I took a step back and then walked to my room, closing the door behind me. I stared at the light slipping in through the crack at the bottom, wondering why they were discussing me and what they were considering that Althea had so adamantly voted against. The music box chimed a few notes, spurring me into action. I pressed the dresser against the door, and then—feeling that wasn’t enough—pushed my bed against the dresser again, and sat. I stared at the door until I couldn’t keep my eyes open, begging for the sun to rise.

The second time my eyes blinked open, I wondered if the meeting down the hall had been a dream. When I dressed for the day and made my way downstairs, I wondered if I’d dreamed everything about the night before. Uncle Toad’s mess was gone. The living room, dining room, and kitchen were spotless, even as Mama cooked. The air was filled with the smells of baking biscuits and sausage grease, the meat popping in the skillet between the notes of whatever tune Mama was humming.

“Good morning,” Mama said, draining the sausage.

“Morning,” I said, cautious. It had been so long since Mama had been more like herself and in a good mood that I wasn’t sure how to react.

“Your uncle and cousin are checked out. I told him he’s not to come back for a while. What happened last night is inexcusable.”

“How long is a while?” I asked.

Mama turned to me, remorse in her eyes. “I’m sorry for the things he said to you. It won’t happen again, I promise.” I sat down in front of the plate she placed on the dining table. “Now eat. I have a few things to do yet. We’ve got several coming down for breakfast. So, so much to do, and I didn’t sleep well last night.”

She left the room.

“Baby?” Althea said, appearing from the pantry, tying apron strings behind her back. She picked up a rag and began to clean the stove top. “Did we wake you?”

“Did you clean up after Uncle Toad, or did Mama?”

“Well, you just never mind that.” She peered out the window. “Better eat up. Your boy is here.”

“Oh,” I said, shoving a sausage in my mouth and grabbing two biscuits and my jacket before hooking my arm through the straps of my bag. Elliott was already standing on the porch when I opened the door.

“Bye-bye, baby!” Althea called.





Chapter Fourteen

Elliott

I held the door open for Catherine with one hand and held wrapped huckleberry bread in the palm of the other. “Breakfast?”

“Thanks,” she said, holding up another one.

I chuckled. “We’re already sharing a brain. We’re meant to be.”

Catherine blushed, then sat in the passenger seat. I closed the door, jogging around to the other side. She was quiet, and that made me nervous. “Everything okay, I guess?”

“Yeah. Just tired,” she said, staring out the window as I pulled away from the curb.

“Didn’t you sleep well?”

“I did. I think.”

I glanced down at her arms, noticing multiple angry, red, half-moon marks on her skin from wrist to elbow. “You sure you’re okay?”

She pulled down her sleeve. “It’s nothing. A nervous tic.”

“So what were you nervous about?”

She shrugged. “Just couldn’t sleep.”

“What can I do?” I asked, feeling desperate.

She leaned back, closing her eyes. “Right now I just need a nap.”

I touched her knee. “You sleep. I’ll drive.”

She yawned. “I heard Anna Sue is having a Halloween party next week.”

“So?”

“So are you going?”

“Are you?”

Catherine’s eyes opened. Even through her exhaustion, she seemed surprised, as if she were waiting for me to admit I was joking. “No. Dressing up as someone else doesn’t interest me.”

“Not even for one night?”

She shook her head, closing her eyes again. “No, and especially not if it involves Anna Sue Gentry.”

“Looks like it’s popcorn and a scary movie marathon at my house, then?”

She smiled, her eyes still shut. “Sounds perfect to me.”

Catherine’s shoulders sagged, her body relaxed, and her breathing evened out. I tried to drive slow, taking any corners wide. Just before we reached the dirt road I’d had in mind, Catherine scooted over and hugged my arm, resting her cheek against my shoulder. I used my other hand to put the car in park and turn off the ignition, and then we sat on the side of the road while she slept. Her nose made the slightest wheezing sound, and even though my arm and my butt began to go numb, I didn’t dare move.

The sky opened up for a few minutes off and on, raining down a light mist. I played on my phone until the battery was at 1 percent, and then I slowly maneuvered to plug it into the car charger, looking down at the girl snuggled up next to me. Catherine seemed so much smaller than when we first met—more frail, more delicate, and still she was tough as nails. I’d never met anyone like her, but I knew that had something to do with the fact that I’d never loved anyone else the way I loved her, and I never would again. She was more important to me than she knew. I’d been waiting to get back to her for so long, and now that we were sitting together in the quiet, cold car, it seemed surreal. I touched her hair, just to remind myself that it was real.

My phone rang, and I scrambled to answer before it woke Catherine. “Hello?” I whispered.

“Hey,” Dad said.

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah?”

“So I promised your uncle John I wouldn’t call and ask you for anything, but Kimmy lost the apartment, and we’ve been staying with Rick, and he’s got this new girlfriend and her and Kimmy don’t get along. I haven’t been able to find a job, and things just aren’t looking real good. I know . . . I know you’ve got a birthday coming up and your aunt Leigh always gives you a couple hundred bucks. If you could ask her for it early and lend it to me, I swear I’ll get you paid back by Christmas and then some.”

I frowned. “You’re asking for my birthday money I haven’t gotten yet?”

“Didn’t you hear what I said? We’re going to be homeless in a week or two.”

I clenched my teeth. “Get a job, Dad. Does Kim or whoever have a job?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“If you’re wanting to borrow money from me, it is.”

He was quiet for a few moments. “No, she ain’t got a job. Are you going to lend it to me or not?”

“I’m not asking Aunt Leigh for money for you. She takes good care of me. I’m not doing that. If you want to borrow money from her, ask her yourself.”

“I tried! I already owe them five hundred.”

“And you haven’t paid them back, but you want to borrow money from me.”

He stumbled over his lies, frustrated. “I can get you all paid back next month. I just need to get on my feet, son. After everything I’ve done for you, you can’t help out your old man?”

“What have you done for me?” I said, trying to keep my voice at a whisper.

“What did you say to me?” he asked, his voice low and menacing.

“You heard me. Mom was the one paying your bills. You left her for someone who doesn’t, and now you’re borrowing money from your seventeen-year-old son. You beat the shit out of me and Mom, you left, you never worked . . . your contribution to my life ends at accomplishing something guys think about twenty-four hours a day. That doesn’t qualify you for anything, Dad, especially not a loan. Stop calling me . . . unless it’s to apologize.”

“You little motherfu—”

I hung up, letting my head fall back. I silenced my phone, and seconds later it buzzed. I pressed and held the button, swiping to turn it off completely.

Catherine hugged my arm tight.

I looked out the window, cussing my dad under my breath. My entire body was shaking, and I couldn’t make it stop.

“I didn’t know,” she said, squeezing me. “I’m so sorry.”

“Hey,” I said, smiling down at her. “It’s okay, don’t worry about it. I’m sorry I woke you.”

She looked around, noticing my new letterman jacket over her lap. She handed it back, sad. “He hurt you?”

I brushed her hair back from her face, then held my palm against her cheek. “It’s over. He can’t hurt me anymore.”

“Are you okay?” she asked. “Is there anything I can do?”

I smiled. “It’s enough that you care to even ask.”

She leaned against my hand. “Of course I do.”

The shakes slowly vanished, the anger melting away. Catherine didn’t talk about her feelings very often, and any crumb she dropped for me felt like a huge gesture.

She looked around, trying to figure out where we were. “How long have I been asleep?”

I shrugged. “A while. Twenty-Ninth Street. When you get good and woke up, we’ll switch places.”

“You know,” she said, sitting up, “we don’t have to do this today.”

I breathed out a laugh. “Yeah, we kinda do.”

“I was having the best dream,” she said.

“Yeah? Was I there?”

She shook her head, her eyes glossing over.

“Hey,” I said, squeezing her to me. “It’s okay. Talk to me.”

“My dad came home, but it was now, not before. He was really confused, and when he realized what Mama had done, he was angry. Angrier than I’d ever seen him. He told her he was leaving, and he left, but he took me with him. I packed a few things, and we left in the Buick. It was like new. Started right up. The farther we drove away from the Juniper, the safer I felt. I wish . . . maybe if we had really done that, Dad would be alive right now.”

“I can’t fix that, but I can drive you away from the Juniper. We can get in the car, and just . . . drive.”

She leaned against me, looking at the gray sky through the blurry windshield. “To where?”

“Wherever you want. Anywhere.”

“That sounds . . . free.”

“We will be,” I said. “But you’ve gotta learn to drive first. It’s not safe for you to go if you can’t take over if you need to.”

“Why would I need to?” she asked, turning to face me.

“In case something happens to me.”

She smiled. “Nothing will happen to you. You’re like . . . invincible.”

I sat a little taller, felt a little stronger, just knowing she felt that way about me. “You think?”

She nodded.

“Good, then your driving can’t kill me.”

I pulled on the lever and backed out, narrowly missing a playful swipe from Catherine. I got out, and my shoes crunched against wet gravel. It had been sprinkling on and off for hours, but still wasn’t enough to make the dirt roads muddy. I jogged around to the passenger side and opened the door, encouraging her to scoot behind the wheel.

“Okay,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “First, seat belt.” We both buckled in. “Next, mirrors. Check them all, both sides and the rearview, to make sure you can see out of them, and adjust your seat and steering wheel to where you can comfortably reach.”

“You sound like a driver’s ed instructor,” she mumbled, looking at the mirrors and fidgeting with the seat. She yelped as the seat shot forward.

I winced. “It’s touchy. Sorry. So now you should turn the key. You twist it forward. On newer cars, you don’t need to press on the gas, but for mine . . . just lightly press the gas until it catches. Don’t pump it. You’ll flood the engine. Just lightly put pressure on the pedal with your foot.”

“That’s a lot of pressure.”

“I can fix it.”

Catherine twisted the key in the ignition, and the engine instantly revved, and she sat back. “Oh, thank the flying spaghetti monster!”

I chuckled. “Now put on your left blinker because we’re pretending you’re pulling out into traffic. It’s the long stem-looking thing on the left side of the steering wheel. Down for left, up for right.” She did it, and the indicator began to blink and click. “So now you just press on the brake, pull the gearshift down to drive, and then press lightly on the gas.”

“Geez. Okay. This is nerve racking.”

“It’ll be okay,” I said, trying my best to sound reassuring.

Catherine did exactly as I said, pulling out slowly onto the road. After I reminded her to turn off the signal, she held onto the steering wheel at ten and two, gripping it for dear life as she rolled down Twenty-Ninth at fifteen miles per hour.

“You’re doing it,” I said.

“I’m doing it!” she squealed. She giggled for the first time since the summer I’d met her, and it sounded like wind chimes and a symphony and triumph all at once. She was happy, and all I wanted to do was sit back and watch her enjoy the moment.





Chapter Fifteen

Catherine

Rain pelted the rectangular windows that made up the north wall of Mr. Mason’s classroom. The students were quiet, heads down, taking a test, so the fat droplets were the only sound other than the occasional pencil lead breaking or someone using their eraser and then wiping away the crumbs.

November rain brought autumn as it did every year, finally cooling the triple-digit temperatures to tolerable highs. The dark clouds were swirling in the sky, and the gutters were overflowing, allowing a curtain of water to steadily drip onto the ground. I could hear the splattering in the dirt as mini-ditches in the soil began to form below.

I circled my last multiple-choice answer and put down my pencil, picking at my nails. Minka was usually the first to finish, and I was typically second, or third after Ava Cartwright. I glanced over, curious, and was surprised to see Ava and Minka still working. I looked over my test again, worried I’d missed something. I flipped the two stapled pages, checking over each question, out of order, the way I’d answered.

“You finished, Catherine?” Mr. Mason asked.

Ava looked up at me long enough for me to notice her aggravation and then leaned closer to her paper.

I nodded.

He waved me forward. “Bring it up, then.”

His forehead was covered in beads of sweat, the underarms of his short-sleeved button-down wet even though it was comfortably cool.

I laid my test on his desk, and he immediately started grading it.

“Are you feeling okay, Mr. Mason? You look a little pale.”

He nodded. “Yes, thanks, Catherine. Just hungry. I’ve only had a couple of protein shakes today. Have a seat, please.”

I turned, meeting Elliott’s eyes. He was smiling at me, as he had been every time he saw me since his first football game. It was the first time he’d kissed me, the first time he’d told me he loved me, and he hadn’t missed an opportunity to do either since.

Elliott’s last few games had been out of town, but there was a home game at seven thirty against the Blackwell Maroons. Both teams were undefeated, and Elliott had been talking about it all week, as well as the scholarships he could be awarded. College, for the first time, was real to him, making his football victories mean more. A home game meant we could celebrate together, and Elliott couldn’t contain his excitement.

One by one, the other students turned in their papers. Elliott was one of the last, handing his test to Mr. Mason just as the bell rang.

I gathered my things, staying behind while Elliott did the same. We walked together to my locker, and he waited while I fought with the handle. This time, though, I opened it on my own. Elliott kissed my cheek. “Homework?”

“For once . . . no.”

“You think . . . you think you might want to go with me somewhere after the game?”

I shook my head. “I’m not comfortable at parties.”

“Not a party. It’s um . . . it’s senior night. My mom’s coming into town, and they’re cooking this big dinner after the game. All my favorites.”

“Huckleberry bread?”

“Yes.” He nodded once, seeming nervous. “And . . . I thought maybe your mom could come, too.”

I turned my head, giving him side-eye. “That’s not possible. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry. But I kind of told my mom about you, and she’s really looking forward to meeting you and . . . your mom.”

I stared at him for a moment, feeling my heart thump in my chest. “You already told her she’d come, didn’t you? Elliott . . .”

“No, not that she’d come. I told her I’d ask. I also told her your mom hasn’t been feeling well.”

I closed my eyes, relieved. “Good.” I sighed. “Okay, we’ll just stick with that.”

“Catherine . . .”

“No,” I said, closing my locker.

“She might enjoy herself.”

“I said no.”

Elliott frowned, but when I began to walk down the hall to the double doors leading to the parking lot, he followed.

The rain stopped just a few steps into our trek from the door to Elliott’s Chrysler, and the clean smell of a passing storm seemed to energize the already antsy students. It’d been a few weeks since we had a home game, and everyone seemed to feel the same electricity in the air. Pep Club banners hung from the ceiling, bearing phrases like Beat Blackwell and Murder the Morons, the football players were wearing their jerseys, the cheerleaders wore their matching uniforms, and the student body was a sea of white and blue.

Elliott used the palm of his hand to wipe away the droplets on the hood of his car. I touched the cobalt blue number seven on Elliott’s white mesh jersey and looked up at him. “I’m sorry if you’re disappointed. I told you.”

“I know,” he said, touching his lips to my forehead.

Another wave of students burst through the double doors. Car engines were revving, horns were honking, and Scotty and Connor were spinning donuts in the far lot closest to the street.

Presley was parked four spots down from Elliott, and she passed us with a smile.

“Elliott,” she called. “Thanks for the help last night.”

Elliott frowned, waved her away, and then shoved his hands in his pockets.

It took a while for me to process her words, and I still wasn’t sure what she had meant.

Elliott didn’t wait for me to ask. “She um . . . she texted me for help on Mason’s study guide.” He opened his door, and I slid inside, anger slowly engulfing me from the inside out. Presley knowing something about Elliott that I didn’t made me feel irrationally upset, and my body was reacting in strange ways.

He sat next to me and produced his phone, showing me the back-and-forth. I barely glanced at it, not wanting to look as desperate as I felt. “Look,” he said. “I gave her the answers, and that was it.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

Elliott started his car. “You know I’m not interested in her. She’s awful, Catherine.” I picked at my nails, sullen. He continued, “Never in a million years. I know she texted me just so she could thank me in front of you today.”

“I don’t care.”

He frowned. “Don’t say that.”

“What should I say?”

“That you care.”

I looked out the window as Elliott backed out of his parking spot and drove toward the exit. Coach Peckham was standing at his truck near the stadium, and Mrs. Mason was standing with him. She was tossing her hair over her shoulder, her grin almost as wide as her face.

Elliott honked his horn, and they immediately sobered, waving at him. I wondered why Mrs. Mason would so fervently leave her small-town husband and marriage behind just to fall face-first into another one. Coach Peckham was twice divorced—his second wife a former student who’d just graduated four years before—and Mrs. Mason behaved like she’d caught the town’s most eligible bachelor.

Elliott and I didn’t speak the entire way to the Juniper, and the closer we came, the more Elliott fidgeted. The windshield wipers swept the rain away, offering a calming rhythm, but Elliott ignored it, looking like he was trying to think of something to say that would make everything okay. When he pulled his car up to the curb, he shoved the gear into park.

“I didn’t mean that I didn’t care,” I said before he could speak. “I just meant that I wasn’t going to argue over Presley. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what she’s up to.”

“We don’t have to argue. We can just talk.”

His response stunned me. My parents never just talked when they disagreed. It was always a shouting match, a war of words, crying, pleading, and opening old wounds. “Don’t you have to get to the game? This seems like a long conversation.”

He checked his watch and then cleared his throat, unhappy that we were pressed for time. “You’re right. I need to get to the locker room.”

“I just have to check in, but if I take too long, go ahead. I can walk to the game.”

Elliott frowned. “Catherine, it’s pouring. You’re not walking in the rain.”

I reached for the passenger door’s handle, but Elliott took my hand in his, staring at our intertwined fingers. “Maybe you could sit with my family during the game?”

I tried to smile, but it felt strange on my face, coming across as more of a pained expression. “You’ll be down on the field. It will be weird.”

“It won’t be weird. Aunt Leigh will want you to sit with them.”

“Oh. Okay,” I said, the words sounding garbled in my mouth. “I’ll just be a minute.”

I ducked out of the Chrysler and ran to the house, only stopping long enough to open the gate. Before I reached the porch, the front door opened.

“Goodness, child. Don’t you own an umbrella?” Althea asked, brushing me off with a tea towel.

I turned to see Elliott wave at me, and I pulled Althea inside, closing the door behind us.

“How’s it going with the boy?”

“Pretty great, actually,” I said, raking back my half-wet hair. I looked around, noticing that everything seemed to still be in order. I knew I had Althea to thank for it. “Elliott has a football game tonight. I’ll be home late. Did Mama say she needed anything?”

“I’ll tell you what. If she does, I’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you,” I said, trying to catch my breath from the short sprint to the house. “I have to change. I’ll be down in a second.”

“Get an umbrella, baby!” Althea called after me as I climbed the stairs.

In my room, I peeled off my sweatshirt and replaced it with a blue sweater and a coat. After combing my hair, brushing my teeth, and running ChapStick over my lips, I stopped just short of my bedroom door, snatching my umbrella from the corner.

The sound of my shoes squeaking against the stairs was unavoidable, but Mama was bound to say something about it.

“Catherine Elizabeth,” Mama lilted from the kitchen.

“I’m sorry, I have to run. You have everything you need?” I asked.

Mama was standing in front of the sink, washing potatoes. Her dark curls were pulled back away from her face, and she turned to me with a smile. “When will you be back?”

“Late,” I said. “It’s senior night.”

“Not too late,” she warned.

“I’ll have everything ready for the morning. Promise.” I kissed her cheek and turned for the door, but she held me back by my coat sleeve, her happy expression gone.

“Catherine. Be careful with that boy. He doesn’t have plans to stick around.”

“Mama . . .”

“I mean it. It’s fun, I know. But don’t get too caught up with him. You have responsibilities here.”

“You’re right. He doesn’t want to stay here. He plans to travel. Maybe with National Geographic. He asked if you . . .” I trailed off.

“Asked if I what?”

“If you’d like to come to his aunt’s house for dinner.”

She whipped around, taking a potato in one hand, a peeler in the other. “I couldn’t. Too much to do. We’re at capacity.”

“We are?” I asked, looking up.

Mama grew quiet, raking the peeler against the potato, skinning it bare. The faucet was still running, and she raked faster.

“Mama?”

She turned, pointing the peeler at me. “You just be careful of that boy, you hear me? He’s not safe. No one outside of this house is safe.”

I shook my head. “I haven’t told him anything.”

Her shoulders relaxed. “Good. Now go on. I have work to do.”

I nodded, turning on my heel, and walked toward the door as fast as I could, opening the umbrella once I was outside. The Chrysler was still idling at the curb, the windshield wipers swaying back and forth.

Sitting in the passenger seat and shaking out the umbrella without bringing the rain inside was a delicate maneuver, but I somehow shut the door without making a mess.

“Did you ask about dinner?”

“I asked,” I said. “She’s busy.”

Elliott nodded, resting his arm on the back of the seat. “Well, we tried, right?”

“I can’t stay too long after,” I said.

“What? Why?”

“She’s being weird. Weirder than usual. She’s in a really, really good mood and has been for a while, but she said the Juniper is full.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I should get home early . . . just in case.”

“In case of what?”

I looked at him, wishing I could tell him the truth, and then settling for a version of it. “I don’t know. It’s never happened before.”
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I sidestepped down the walkway in front of the bleachers where Elliott’s aunt Leigh and his mom sat. They seemed to recognize me right away.

Leigh smiled. “Hi, Catherine. Can you sit with us? Elliott said you might.”

I nodded. “I’d love to.”

Leigh scooted over, directing me to sit between her and her sister-in-law. I could see where Elliott got his rich skin, dark hair that shined even in the moonlight, and beautiful cheekbones.

“Catherine, this is Elliott’s mom, Kay. Kay, this is Elliott’s friend, Catherine.”

Kay response was wooden. “Hi, Catherine. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

I smiled, trying not to shrink under her intense stare. “Elliott said you’re having a dinner for him tonight. Should I bring anything?”

“That’s nice, but we have it covered,” Kay said, looking forward. “We know what he likes.”

I nodded, doing the same. Elliott was sure that I would feel comfortable sitting next to his mother. Either she was a good actress, or he didn’t see how cold she was to unwelcome strangers.

“Should I go down now?” Kay asked.

“I think it’s at halftime?” Leigh said.

“I’m going to go check.” Kay stood and carefully stepped around Leigh and me, descending the stairs. People from the stands called her name, and she looked up and waved with a contrived smile on her face.

“Maybe I should sit with Mrs. Mason,” I thought aloud.

“Don’t be silly. Take it from me, it just takes Kay a while to warm up. That, and she’s never happy to be back in Oak Creek.”

“Oh,” I said.

“I remember when John and I first started dating, Kay was fit to be tied. No one in the family had dated anyone but Cherokee before. Kay and their mother, Wilma, were not happy, and it took a lot of assurances from John that they’d come around.”

“How long?”

“Oh, you know,” she said, brushing off her pants. “Just a couple of years.”

“A couple of years? But . . . Elliott’s dad is . . . ?”

Leigh snorted. “Cherokee. And German, I think. Kay doesn’t talk about the German, even though he’s lighter skinned than I am. And yes, two years. They were long, but it made John and me inseparable. It’s good, you know, for things not to come easy. You appreciate them more. I think that’s why Elliott spent the last two years grounded trying to get to you.”

I pressed my lips together, trying not to smile. Kay returned, looking annoyed.

“You were right. Halftime,” she said. Someone else called her name, and she looked up, waved twice without smiling, and sat down.

“It was your idea to let him finish high school here,” Leigh said.

“It was his idea,” Kay said. She looked at me, unimpressed. “I wonder why.”

“Elliott said to be nice,” Leigh warned.

“He also said she’s an Aquarius,” Kay said, smug.

Leigh shook her head and laughed once. “Lord, not that again. You tried that with John and me, remember?”

“You’re both on the cusp,” Kay said. She forced a smile and then focused on the field.

The band began to play, and then the cheerleaders and Pep Club ran out onto the field, creating a pathway for the players. Another minute later, the team burst through a paper banner, and Kay immediately picked out Elliott from the dozens of students and pointed, a real smile lighting her face.

“There he is,” she said, grabbing Leigh’s arm. “He looks so big.”

Elliott wasn’t hard to spot. His dark hair poked out from under his helmet.

Leigh patted her arm. “That’s because he is, sis. You spawned a giant.”

I smiled, watching as Elliott did a quick scan of the crowd and found his mom, aunt, and then me. He held up his hand, his index and pinky fingers pointing to the sky, his thumb out to the side. Leigh and Kay returned the gesture, but when they put their hands down, he still left his up. Leigh gently nudged me.

“That’s your cue, kiddo.”

“Oh,” I said, holding up my hand, my pinky and index finger in the air, my thumb out to the side, and then bringing my hand back into my lap.

Elliott turned around, but I caught the trademark wide grin on his face.

Kay looked to Leigh. “He loves her?”

Leigh patted her arm again. “Don’t pretend you didn’t know.”





Chapter Sixteen

Catherine

The Youngbloods sat around Leigh’s oval dining table, spooning out everything from huckleberry bread to cheesy mac casserole. Leigh and her sister-in-law, Kay, had made all Elliott’s favorites earlier in the day, and they were ready when we arrived.

Elliott’s uncle John sat across from me, his already round belly meeting the edge of the table. He wore his hair long like Elliott, but John’s was in a ponytail, wrapped with a thin leather strap down the length of his hair, then tied into a knot at the bottom. Gray strands were mixed in with the dark, concentrated just above his ears. His gold-rimmed glasses sat halfway down his nose.

Elliott stuffed his face, his cheeks still flushed from working hard in the cold fall air, his hair still damp from sweating under his helmet.

I reached up to touch his bruised eye, getting more purple and swollen by the minute. “Does that hurt?”

“It probably will in the morning, but it was worth it to score that touchdown,” he said, grabbing my hand quickly to kiss it before spooning more food onto his plate.

“Slow down, Elliott. You’re gonna throw up,” Kay scolded.

“He never gets full,” Leigh said with borderline disgust, watching him eat.

“Maybe we should put ice on it?” I asked, still staring at his eye.

He chewed quickly, swallowed, and smiled. “I promise it’s okay.” He reached over, pulled my chair closer to him, and kissed my temple quickly before returning his attention to his food.

It struck me that I was sitting next to and getting kissed by the high school’s senior quarterback across the table from his family.

Elliott wiped his mouth with a napkin.

“At least he still has manners,” Kay deadpanned. “The Neal boy said there was a party tonight for the seniors. Are you going?”

Elliott frowned. “No, Mom. I told you that.”

“I just . . .” She only hesitated for a moment. “I don’t want you missing out on anything because—”

“Mom,” Elliott snapped, too loud.

Leigh raised an eyebrow, and Elliott lowered his head a bit. “We’re not going.”

“Well,” John said, “what are you gonna do then?”

“I don’t know,” Elliott said, turning toward me. “Maybe watch a movie?”

“Elliott, go. I have to get home anyway to make sure everything is ready for breakfast in the morning.”

“Is that B and B still going?” Kay asked. “Didn’t look like it was.”

“It is,” Elliott said. “Catherine works her tail off.”

“Oh?” Kay prompted.

“I help my mom with the laundry and food prep and general cleaning and supplies,” I said.

Kay chuckled. “What on earth do people do in Oak Creek when they stay at a B and B? I can’t imagine we get many tourists.”

“People staying for work, mostly,” I said, feeling more uncomfortable with each question. I didn’t like lying, but discussing the Juniper meant anything but the truth. I tried to turn it toward something that was less deceitful. “One of our guests stays when she visits her family.”

“That’s awfully strange. Why doesn’t she stay with her family?” John asked.

“They don’t have the room,” I said simply.

“So here in town? Which family?” Leigh asked.

I took a bite and covered my mouth while I chewed, buying time while I thought of an answer. “I’m not . . . I’m not allowed to discuss our guests’ information.”

“Good girl,” John said.

“Okay,” Elliott said. “Let her eat. You have plenty of time to grill her later.”

I shot Elliott an appreciative grin and then forked a small section of cheesy mac casserole onto my plate. I took a bite and hummed.

Elliott gently nudged me. “Good, huh?”

“It’s amazing. I should get the recipe.”

“You cook?” Kay asked.

“Mom,” Elliott warned.

“Fine,” Kay said, tending to the food on her plate.

John leaned back, resting his hand on his round belly. “I’m proud of you, Elliott. You played a damn good game.”

“Thank you,” Elliott said. He didn’t look up from his plate, instead shoveling food into his mouth as fast as he could. After his second plate of food, he finally slowed his pace.

“You should have seen Coach Peckham when you couldn’t find an open receiver and ran the ball yourself for a touchdown. I thought he was going to tear up,” I said.

John and Elliott chuckled.

“I wish your father had been here,” Kay grumbled.

“Kay,” John scolded.

“I gave him a week’s notice,” Kay said, letting her fork clang against her empty plate.

“Mom,” Elliott said, annoyed.

Kay shrugged. “I guess I’m not allowed to point anything out about David.”

“No, Mom, he’s an abusive, selfish jerk, but we don’t have to talk about it,” Elliott said. He glanced at me for half a second and then glared at his mom. “I had to listen to it my whole life. You’re getting a divorce. I don’t live with you anymore. Enough.”

Kay sat quietly for a moment and then stood.

“Mom, I’m sorry,” Elliott said, watching her walk into the next room. A door down the hall slammed.

Elliott closed his eyes. “Damn it,” he hissed. “I’m sorry,” he said, briefly turning his head in my direction.

I felt caught between sympathy for Elliott and relief that other families had problems, too, but it didn’t matter how I felt. Not when Elliott looked so miserable. “Please don’t be sorry.”

Leigh tapped the table in front of his plate. Elliott opened his eyes, and she turned her hand, palm up. Elliott took it, and she squeezed.

“It’s okay,” Leigh said.

Elliott’s jaw twitched. “She’s hurting. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Who’s the adult in this situation?” Leigh said.

Elliott sighed and then nodded. “I should get Catherine home.”

Elliott and I helped Leigh and John clear the table. John rinsed the dirty dishes while Leigh and I loaded the dishwasher. Elliott wiped down the table and swept the kitchen and dining room floors. It was finished in less than ten minutes, and I smiled as John and Leigh hugged and kissed each other.

“I’ve got to answer some emails, honey; then I’ll be up for bed and we can watch that movie you’ve been wanting to get on demand.”

“Really?” Leigh said, excited.

John nodded and kissed her one last time before nodding to me. “Nice to meet you, Catherine. Hope we see you around more often.”

“You will,” Elliott said.

John and Leigh were exactly what marriage should look like. Helping each other, affection, and understanding. They were on the same side, like Elliott and me. I smiled at him as he helped me put on my jacket and again when he held the front door open for me. I stopped on the porch, waiting for him to slide on his letterman jacket before taking my hand.

“Ready?” he asked.

We walked together in the dark toward the Juniper. Dead leaves somersaulted down the street, their brittle edges hissing against the asphalt as they moved together in herds with the chilly wind.

“So? What did you think?” he asked, his tone laced with hesitation.

“Tonight was fun.”

“Which part?”

“Um,” I began, “watching you play. Sitting with Leigh and Kay. Eating dinner with your family. Watching you inhale your mom’s and Leigh’s cooking. Now this.”

He held up our clasped hands. “This is my favorite, and winning, and making that touchdown, and when you held up your hand.”

“You mean this?” I said, making the I love you sign with my fingers.

“Yeah. My mom use to do it before my Pee Wee games. Then Aunt Leigh did. I don’t know, though. With you, it’s different.” He paused, thinking about his next words. “Did you mean it?”

“Are you asking if I love you?” I asked.

He shrugged, looking vulnerable.

We stopped at my gate, and Elliott opened it, closing it again after I stepped through. I rested my arms on top of the iron, smiling. He leaned over to peck my lips.

“How do you know?” I asked.

He thought about my question only for a few moments. “Catherine, every time I’m close to you, I’m aware of every breath you take. When we’re not, everything reminds me of you. I know because nothing else matters.”

I thought about his words, then turned to look at the Juniper. I had responsibilities, but were they more important than Elliott? Could I walk away from them if he needed me to? Mama needed me. I didn’t think I could.

Elliott saw the worry in my eyes. “You don’t have to say it. You don’t have to say anything.”

I slowly held up my hand, extending my index and pinky fingers and thumb. Elliott smiled, did the same, and then cupped my cheeks, kissing my cheek. His lips were soft, but they blazed against my cold skin.

“Good night,” he whispered. He watched me step over the uneven pieces of sidewalk and then climb the steps to my porch. Just as I put my hand on the knob, the door flew open.

A woman stood in the dark doorway, clothed all in black.

“Willow?” I said.

“Where have you been? Your mama’s been waiting for you for hours.”

I turned to look at Elliott. He was frowning in confusion but then waved.

I waved back, pushing my way through the door and then pulling Willow inside so I could close it.

She yanked her arm away. “What are you doing?”

“He can’t see you,” I hissed.

“Who?” she asked.

“Elliott!”

“Oh.” She crossed her arms. “Is he your boyfriend?”

I frowned at her as I pulled off my jacket, hanging it on a hook by the door. Almost everyone else’s coats were on it, too: Mama’s chocolate-brown fuzzy coat, Althea’s maroon wrap coat, Duke’s trench coat, Poppy’s pink duffel coat, Willow’s black leather jacket, and Tess’s dirty white quilted parka with a matted fur-lined hood.

“Is your room satisfactory?” I asked.

“I guess.” She sniffed. “Is that your boyfriend?” Willow was shifting her weight from one leg to the other. She could never sit still, was always a ball of nervous energy. She didn’t stay at the Juniper very often, just spending the night on her way somewhere . . . anywhere. Mama called her a vagrant. Experiencing firsthand Willow’s mood swings from bouncy to debilitating depression, I called her other things.

When I didn’t answer, Willow’s eyes widened. “Wow, okay. I guess I’ll go back to my room.”

“Good night,” I said, heading toward the kitchen. I used a rag to wipe down the leftover crumbs, grease, and pasta sauce drippings from dinner. A low hum and swishing sounds came from the dishwashers, and I was thankful that Mama had at least done that. I had a worksheet to complete, a paper to write, and an early Saturday morning running the kitchen. The rest of the day would hopefully be spent with Elliott.

“Hey,” a small voice said from across the kitchen island.

I glanced up for a moment before concentrating on a stubborn drop of sauce. “Hey.”

“Are you mad at me? I know it’s been a while since I’ve been over, but my parents are acting crazy again, and you’ve been . . . busy.”

“No, Tess. Of course not. You’re right. I’ve been busy, but I should make time for friends. I’m sorry.” I opened the cabinet under the sink and searched for the kitchen spray. I spritzed the counter, wiping with the cloth in my hand.

A loud bump sounded on the ceiling, and Tess and I both looked up slowly.

“What was that?” Tess asked, still staring at the ceiling.

The house was silent again, but we waited for a few more moments. “I don’t know. Lots of coats by the door. We’re full.”

“I saw Poppy when I got here. She’s probably running around up there.”

I put away the kitchen spray. “Let’s find out, shall we?”

“What do you mean?” Tess asked. When I passed her, she scrambled to follow. “That’s a bad idea. You don’t know who’s up there.”

I jingled the keys as I walked up the stairs. “But I can find out.”

Only one door was closed in the upstairs hallway. I chose the corresponding key and turned it in the doorknob, pushing it open. A man was standing in a button-down shirt, boxers, tall socks, and nothing else.

“Holy shit!” he yelled, covering himself.

“Oh my God! Oh! I’m so sorry!”

“Who are you?” he cried.

“I’m . . . I’m Mavis’s daughter. I heard a loud noise. I didn’t realize you’d checked in. I’m so sorry, sir. Very sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“Close the door! What kind of place is this?”

I slammed the door and closed my eyes as I heard the man rush over to turn the lock.

Tess wasn’t happy. “I told you,” she said, peeking from the top of the stairs.

I covered my eyes, trying to gather my thoughts, and then shook my head, rushing for the stairs. “I can’t believe I did that.” I looked through the log, seeing William Heitmeyer written down in Mama’s handwriting. I looked up, wondering if I should offer him a full refund and suggest the Super 8.

“It was an honest mistake,” Tess assured me.

“I didn’t even check the book. I just assumed the noise upstairs was something weird, because weird is the norm around here.”

“Don’t say that. He’ll come back.”

“They never come back.” I peeked back at her. “Don’t go up there. Stay away from his room.”

She held up her hands. “What? Have I ever done anything to make you think I would? Why would you even say that to me?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Just don’t.”

“Maybe this house is getting inside of your head, not that there’s enough room in there. Seems like someone is monopolizing your thoughts.”

I tried not to smile. “You mean Elliott?”

“I mean Elliott,” Tess said, sitting on a barstool next to the island. She rested her chin in her hands. “What’s he like? I’ve seen him around. He’s sort of cute.”

“Sort of?”

“He’s a giant.”

“He’s not a giant. He’s just . . . tall and covered in muscles, and he makes me feel safe.”

“Safe,” Tess repeated.

“Tonight at the football game, he ran the ball for the winning touchdown. It was like a movie, Tess. His team rushed the field—the whole crowd did—and they lifted him in their arms. When they finally put him down, he looked for me in the crowd.”

I placed a rack of clean silverware and a stack of flat cloth napkins on the counter and began to roll them for the following morning.

Looking sleepy and content, Tess watched me work, waiting for me to tell the rest of the story.

“And he”—I covered my mouth, trying to hide the ridiculous grin on my face—“pointed at me and held up his hand like this,” I said, making the I love you sign.

“So he loves you?” Tess said, her eyes wide.

I shrugged. “He says he does.”

“And how do you feel?”

“I think . . . I love him, too. I wouldn’t know, though.”

“He graduates in May, Catherine.”

“So do I,” I said, smiling while rolling the last napkin.

“What are you saying? That you’re leaving? You can’t leave. You promised you’d stay.”

“I . . .” haven’t thought that far ahead. “No one said anything about leaving.”

“Does he want to stay?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t asked. Don’t start worrying about something you have no control over.”

She stood, tears threatening to fall. “You’re my only friend. If he loves you and you love him, too, you’re gonna leave. You’re gonna leave us. What are we supposed to do?”

“I’m not going anywhere. Calm down,” I said, worrying the commotion would wake Duke.

“Do you want to leave?” Tess asked.

I looked up at her, meeting her tearful gaze. In the few seconds before I spoke, I thought about lying, but Dad had always told me to be honest, even if it was hard—even if it hurt.

“I’ve always wanted to leave. Since I was little. Oak Creek isn’t home.”

Tess pressed her trembling lips together and then stormed out, slamming the front door behind her. I closed my eyes, waiting for the guest upstairs to pitch a fit about the intrusion and now the noise.

The kitchen was clean, so I made my way upstairs, closing my bedroom door behind me. I breathed on my hands and rubbed them together, deciding to retrieve the thick blanket from the closet. The once-white quilted down comforter was folded on a shelf above my clothes. I jumped to reach it, pulling it down and spreading it over my full-size bed.

The small white tiles on my bathroom floor felt like ice on my bare feet, and the water from the shower was freezing when I first turned the knob. Another icy Oklahoma winter was ahead, and I grumbled, remembering that just a few weeks ago, the sun would broil anyone not cowering in the shade.

The hot water took several minutes to reach the pipes in my upstairs bathroom, the old metal shaking and whining as the water changed temperature. I often wondered if the noise would wake anyone, but it never did.

Tess’s anger lingered in my mind, but I refused to feel guilty. I stepped under the warm water, fantasizing of summer air tangling my hair as Elliott and I drove in a convertible down to the gulf or maybe even the West Coast. Wherever we were, all I could see was highway and palm trees. He reached for my hand, sliding his fingers between mine. We were driving toward a place where summer never died, and when it became too hot, the ocean would provide a reprieve.

My fingers massaged shampoo into my hair as I envisioned our road trip, but the longer we drove, the darker the sky became, and the colder the wind. Elliott drove us down the California freeway, but he wasn’t smiling. We both shivered, realizing we were suddenly the last vehicle on the road. I turned to see that the houses on each side of us were all the same—the Juniper. We passed it again and again, and no matter how hard Elliott pressed on the gas, there it was. Night surrounded us, and the streetlamps extinguished one by one. Elliott seemed confused as the car sputtered and finally came to a rest in the middle of a barren two-lane overpass that seemed to loom over Los Angeles.

All the front doors of all the Junipers opened, and there stood Mama, something black smeared all over her face.

I sat up in bed, my eyes wide as they adjusted to the darkness. Wrapped in my robe, I tried to remember finishing my shower and lying down, but couldn’t. It was unsettling, losing time.

I slipped on my house shoes and padded across my room to the door, peering out into the hallway. The Juniper was quiet except for the occasional creaking of the walls from the settling foundation.

The wood floor felt freezing under my feet, so I checked the thermostat. Fifty degrees! Oh no. No, no, no. Please don’t be broken.

I turned the dial and waited, sighing when the heat kicked on, and the air began to blow through the vents. “Thank God,” I said.

The downstairs landline began to ring, and I rushed down the steps to the desk in the foyer. “Front desk.”

“Hi, this is Bill in room six. I have no hot water. It’s freezing. I leave to get on the road in an hour. What the hell kind of place are you running? I knew I should have stayed at the Super 8.”

“I’m so sorry about the heat. It was turned down somehow, but it’s on now. It will be comfortable soon.”

“What about the hot water?”

“I’m . . . I’m not sure. I’ll look into it. I’m so sorry. Breakfast will be ready by the time you’re downstairs.”

“I won’t have time for breakfast!” he yelled, slamming down the phone.

I set the receiver in the base, deflated.

“Was that Mr. Heitmeyer?” Willow asked, leaning against the doorframe.

“Uh . . . yes.”

“Did he just scream at you?”

“No.” I shook my head. “No, he’s just a loud talker.”

She nodded once and then headed to the staircase. I ran after her.

“Willow? Checkout time is in an hour. Mama said you were checking out today?”

“She did?”

“She did.”

She nodded and, instead of going up the stairs, walked back toward the drawing room. I waited until she was out of sight and then walked down the hall to the basement door. The tart smell of mildew slipped around the inch-thick cracks of the door. I turned to the table in the hall and took a flashlight from a drawer. The metal of the hinges scraped when I pulled the door open, quietly telling me to turn around and walk away.

Cobwebs swayed from the ceiling, the concrete walls were cracked and water stained, the stairs rickety and rotting. I put half my weight on the first step and waited. The last time I ventured into the basement, someone locked me inside for three hours, and it gave me waking nightmares for a month. As I descended each wobbly plank, the room grew colder, and I pulled my robe tighter around me. The hot water tanks were standing together on platforms against the far wall, just past a row of thirty or so suitcases of various shapes and sizes that were parked along the adjacent wall.

The already dim glow from the overhead lights didn’t quite make it to where the tanks stood, so I pressed the button on the flashlight with my thumb, pointing it into the corner and then gliding it along the wall.

I leaned down, shining my light at the base of the first tank. The pilot lights were on. The thermostats were turned all the way down. “What the . . . ?”

Something creaked behind me, and I froze, waiting for another noise. Nothing. I turned the dial on the first tank and then the next.

Gravel softly scratched the concrete floor.

“Who’s there?” I asked, shining my flashlight.

I jumped and yelped, covering my mouth. Mama slowly turned to face me, standing on her bare feet, looking pale and angry. Her fingers pinched and twisted the same section of her thin cotton nightgown over and over.

“What are you doing down here?” I asked.

The anger on her face melted away, and she peered around the basement, seeming confused. “I was looking for something.”

“Were you trying to fix the tanks?” I asked. I bent down, shining the flashlight on the controls, rotating the rest of the dials. “Mama,” I said, peering up at her, “did you do this?”

She just stared at me, looking lost.

“Did you do that to the thermostat upstairs, too? We have a guest. Why would you . . .”

She touched her chest. “Me? I didn’t do this. Someone is trying to sabotage us. Someone wants the Juniper to close down.”

The pilot lights were brighter, one after another igniting the flames beneath, causing a low humming to come from the tanks. I stood, exasperated. “Who, Mama? Who would care enough about our failing bed and breakfast to sabotage it?”

“It’s not about the bed and breakfast. Don’t you see? It’s what we’re trying to do here! We’re being watched, Catherine. I think . . . I think it’s . . .”

“Who?”

“I think it’s your father.”

My face metamorphosed from annoyance to rage. “Don’t say that.”

“I’ve suspected for months.”

“Mama, it’s not him.”

“He’s been sneaking in here, changing things, scaring our guests away. He never wanted this bed and breakfast. He doesn’t like our guests. He doesn’t want them around you.”

“Mama . . .”

“He left us, Catherine. He left us, and now he’s trying to ruin us!”

“Mama, stop! He didn’t leave us. He’s dead!”

Mama’s wet eyes met mine. It took her a long time to speak, and when she did, her voice was broken. “You’re so cruel, Catherine.” She turned and climbed the steps, shutting the door behind her.





Chapter Seventeen

Catherine

Each class was a blur. The teachers spoke, and I pretended to listen, but my head was swarming with worry and foggy from sleep deprivation. Mr. Heitmeyer would not be back to the Juniper, and part of me hoped no one else would come.

The clouds outside were low and gray. I stared outside, watching school buses and cars pass, their tires sloshing through the rivers that were lining the streets. The forecast called for freezing rain by noon, and everyone was out trying to buy bread and milk and fill their gas tanks as if one loaf of bread and one tank of gas was the difference between life and death.

The last ten minutes before lunch, I sat with my chin in my hand, blinking to keep my heavy eyes from staying closed. Each minute felt like an hour, and by the time the bell rang, I felt too tired to move.

“Catherine?” Mrs. Faust said, her carrot-colored hair sticking up in places like she’d taken a nap between classes and forgotten to comb it.

The other students had already packed up and left for lunch. I was still struggling with getting my things together.

“Come up here, Catherine. I want to chat.”

I did as she asked, waiting while she finished filing a small stack of papers.

“You’re quieter than usual. You look exhausted. Everything okay at home? I know you’ve been helping your mom.”

“The hot water went out early this morning. I’ll get caught back up on sleep tonight.”

Mrs. Faust frowned. “Have you spoken to Mrs. Mason lately?”

I nodded.

Mrs. Faust studied me with the familiar stare I experienced when someone was trying to figure out if I was covering for Mama. “All right. Have a good lunch. See you tomorrow.”

I offered her a smile and then dragged myself to locker 347, where Elliott was waiting. This time, he wasn’t waiting alone. He was standing with Sam Soap, one of the receivers on the football team, and his girlfriend, Madison. They had the same hair color, and her blonde locks hung nearly to her waist. Both looked unsure about standing next to my locker.

“How are you feeling?” Elliott asked, hugging me to his side.

“Still tired.”

“I asked Sam and Maddy to lunch. Hope that’s all right.”

The couple watched me, expecting an answer and hopeful for the right one. Sam was the great-grandson of James and Edna Soap, the original power couple of Oak Creek. James Soap started in oil but branched out, his fingers in everything from convenience stores to laundromats. Sam’s family was wealthy, but Sam wasn’t the outgoing type. He had all the makings of a popular kid: a big house, brand-name clothes, and athleticism. He was a cocaptain on the football team, and he’d asked Madison to be his girlfriend in the fifth grade. Sam was in line to be valedictorian, but his hobbies included Madison Saylor and not much else.

Madison was known for being quiet, except for the occasional outburst. The previous year she was sent to the office for hurling shocking insults at Scotty Neal for mouthing off to Sam. Madison’s dad was a deacon at the Oak Creek Christian Church, her mother the piano player. Her parents kept her home, out of harm’s way, sure not to let anything bad happen to her, or anything happen to her at all.

“Is it?” Elliott asked. “Okay?”

“Yeah, I mean . . . yeah.” I stumbled over the words, wondering what he was up to.

Elliott took my hand, and we walked down the hall, following Sam and Madison. Sam pushed the double doors open for his girlfriend. Their movements seemed to be in unison, their expressions communicating to each other without saying anything at all.

Instead of taking Elliott’s Chrysler, we walked toward Madison’s black Toyota 4Runner.

“We’re not taking your car?” I asked, immediately feeling uncomfortable.

“Maddy offered to drive,” Elliott said.

“You wanna sit in front with me?” Madison asked with a smile.

A sudden, irrational worry that I’d be stranded somewhere away from school popped into my thoughts. Elliott would never let that happen, though. Even if it did, he wouldn’t let me walk back alone, but I was exhausted and incapable of taming my anxiety.

I said, “I forgot. I was just going to eat here.”

“I’ve got it, Catherine. Don’t worry,” Elliott said.

“It’s not about the money,” I said.

“Then what is it?” Elliott asked.

I peeked over at Sam and Madison. Sam was opening his door, already getting into the back seat. Madison was still standing next to the driver’s-side door, patience and kindness in her eyes.

“I . . .” I was stalling, trying to decide if the embarrassment of running away would be worse than the anxiety.

Elliott looked to Madison. “Give us a sec.”

“Sure,” she said, opening her door and then sitting behind the wheel. Her voice sounded like birdsong, childlike and sweet.

Elliott hunched over and tilted his head, trying to force his way into my line of sight. He cupped my shoulders.

“I told you,” I whispered. “I can’t. Owen and Minka wanted to come over. They were curious. When I tell Madison and Sam no, the rumors will start all over again. It’s just easier to—”

“It’s just lunch. We’re not gonna go to your house.”

“This won’t end well.”

“You don’t know that. You deserve friends, Catherine. Maddy said she’s always thought you were nice. Her parents are overbearing, so she won’t even ask to come to the Juniper because she can’t. Sam is on the football team, and he’s really cool. He’s not a ’roid freak like the rest of those idiots. That’s why I picked them. C’mon. Please?”

“You picked them? What are you doing? You’re shopping for friends for us now? Am I too boring to hang out with alone?”

“No. That’s not it at all. I’ve already told you why. You deserve friends.”

I sighed in resignation. Elliott’s mouth stretched across his face in a wide grin, and he reached for the passenger side, pulling on the handle.

I slid in next to Madison and fastened my seat belt, hearing Elliott slam the back door behind me. My seat inched back as he used it to lean forward, and then he kissed me quickly on the cheek.

“So,” Madison said, “Sonic or Braum’s? Braum’s or Sonic?”

“Sonic,” Sam said from the back.

Madison backed out of her spot and pulled forward, driving cautiously with the parking lot traffic. Madison flipped on her blinker, and once we arrived at the stop sign, she barely paused before taking off.

“We still need to get you some driving time in,” Elliott said.

“You don’t have your license yet?” Madison asked, judgment absent from her voice.

I shook my head. “I was supposed to learn in my dad’s Buick, but it’s sort of been sitting in the yard since . . .”

“Oh right. Since he died,” Sam said.

I was glad I couldn’t see Elliott’s face. I knew this short lunch trip was meant to be a trial run. He’d been asked to several parties and turned them down because he refused to go without me. It was a sweet gesture, but I couldn’t help but feel he was missing out.

“Yeah,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

“So your house,” Sam began. “Is it really haunted?”

Madison covered the giggle bubbling from her mouth. She pressed on the brakes, stopping at the first of the only four stoplights in Oak Creek. “Sam! Don’t be stupid!”

Sam sat forward. “We watch Paranormal Ghost Homes every Sunday night. It’s kind of our thing. We think it’s pretty cool if it is.”

“It’s not haunted,” I said, seeing Presley’s white Mini Cooper sitting next to us. I tried not to stare, but from the corner of my eye, I could see the excitement and activity under the convertible’s top.

Madison turned and made a face. “Are they all having seizures?” she asked, rolling down my window with a push of a button.

The cold air breached the vehicle, instantly burning my skin.

“What?” Madison called.

I sat back, making it clear that I had no intention of engaging.

“Oh my God, Maddy! Does your mother know you’re giving rides to hobos?” Presley asked. The clones cackled loudly.

Madison turned to glance at Elliott. I couldn’t see his face, but gauging by Madison’s response, he wasn’t happy. “Shut your whore mouth!” she yelled. The words didn’t match her high-pitched, sweet voice.

Elliott and Sam burst into laughter. My mouth fell open, just like Presley’s and her friends’.

Madison pressed the button again. The passenger-side window finished its rise to the top as she began to speak. “Ugh. Ignore them. Tatum likes Elliott, so they’re on a mission to make you miserable.”

“Good to know that hasn’t changed,” I said under my breath.

“What? What do you mean?” she asked.

Elliott spoke up. “They’ve been giving her a hard time for years.”

“Really? I didn’t know that. Did you know that, Sam?” Madison asked, looking at him in the rearview mirror.

“No, but I’m not surprised. The whole football team calls them the Brubitches.”

Madison frowned. “Brubitches? Oh, because Presley’s last name is Brubaker—got it.” She giggled. “Good one.” The light turned green, and she pressed on the gas. The lights seemed to keep changing for her until we reached the northeast corner of town. Madison turned the 4Runner left toward Sonic and then whipped her car to the right, jerking the car into the first open space she found.

“Sorry for the terrible driving,” she said. “We got a late start, so I wanted to make sure we snagged a spot.” She rolled down her window, and once again, the air bit at my nose and cheeks.

Madison reached down to press the button on the speaker box and then turned to us. “What does everyone want?”

“Cheeseburger,” Elliott said.

“Cheeseburger,” Sam said.

Madison waited for me to answer, but the speaker began to squawk.

“Welcome to Sonic, may I take your order?”

“Um,” Madison hummed. “Two cheeseburger meals.”

“Number one or two?” the girl on the other end of the speaker asked.

“Mustard,” both boys said.

“Twos,” Madison said. “A Chili Cheese Coney, and . . .”

I nodded. “That sounds good. I’ll go with that.”

“Drinks?” Madison asked.

“Vanilla Coke,” Sam said.

“Cherry vanilla limeade,” Elliott said.

I nodded. “That sounds good, too.”

Madison finished ordering and then rolled up her window, rubbing her hands together. She reached down and turned the heater on full blast.

I closed my eyes, basking in the heat as Elliott, Sam, and Madison chatted about their school day, who was dating whom, and the away game that weekend. Mama kept the Juniper so cold, and the school wasn’t much better. The hot air coming from the vents felt like a warm blanket, and I let my body relax against the seat, happily baking in the heat.

“Catherine?” Elliott said.

My lids popped open. “What? I’m sorry.”

“The game is in Yukon this weekend,” Madison said with amusement. “I’m still in the process of talking my dad into finally letting me drive to one, but it will be easier to convince him if I bring a friend. You want to drive with me? Road trip!”

Mama was acting stranger than usual, and so were the guests. I was afraid being gone an entire day would put her over the edge. “I can’t. I’m working.”

Elliott kept quiet, and an awkward silence filled the car until Sam piped up again.

“What is it like?” Sam asked. “Living there?”

“Cold,” I said, fingering the vent.

“But what about the people coming in and out? It would be weird to have strangers living in my home,” Sam said.

“They um . . . they don’t live there. And they’re not strangers. We mostly have regulars.”

“What are they like?” Madison asked.

“I’m not really supposed to . . .”

“Please?” Madison said. “We’re so curious. I’m not trying to pry, but you’re kind of an enigma.”

“Good word, Maddy,” Sam said, impressed.

Madison smirked. “I’ve been studying for the SAT. So Catherine? Pretty please?”

I glanced back at Elliott. He was unhappy. “You don’t have to, Catherine. I told them not to grill you.”

I met their gazes, one by one, feeling the blood under my face ignite. “You did what?”

Elliott’s expression changed from irritation to recognition. “I just . . . I knew they were curious about you and the house and you wouldn’t want to answer a bunch of questions, so I told them before lunch not to . . . you know . . . bug you about it.”

The thought of Elliott having to give a disclaimer before something as simple as a car ride to a half-hour lunch was so humiliating that I wasn’t sure how to respond.

“Catherine,” he began.

I had to do something, to say something so I didn’t look like the freak everyone thought I was. “My mom, Mavis, checks people in and keeps things in order during the day. We have Althea, who comes to visit her grandchildren. Duke, who stays while he’s working in the area. Sometimes he brings his daughter, Poppy. My uncle and cousin sometimes visit. A girl named Willow. I think she’s just a year older than me. She passes through sometimes.”

“But is it haunted?” Sam asked. “It’s gotta be haunted. You can tell us.”

“No.” The Juniper was full of frightening things, but they were real.

Sam looked confused. “But . . . didn’t your dad die in there?”

“Sam!” Madison snapped.

“Okay, that’s enough,” Elliott said.

The carhop tapped on the glass, startling Madison. She rolled down the window, taking the money Sam and Elliott handed her. We took our food, and Madison proved adept at driving and eating at the same time, but as hungry as I was before, the hot dog smothered in chili and melted cheese was no longer appetizing.

Madison looked over at me with apologetic eyes. “We’re gonna have less than five minutes once we get back,” Madison said. “You should eat.”

“Here,” Elliott said, opening his Sonic sack. “Put it in here, and we’ll eat in the commons.”

I dropped my Coney inside, and Elliott rolled the top of the bag down. I sipped on my drink until we got to school, pulling on the handle the second Madison put her car in park.

“Catherine,” Elliott called to me, jogging to my side with his Sonic sack in one hand. He had already inhaled his meal, but I was sure he’d follow me around with my food until I ate it. “Hey,” he said, tugging on my sweater until I stopped. “I’m sorry.”

“That was so humiliating,” I seethed. “First, you’re talking people into being my friend, then you’re vetting them?”

“I just want you to be happy,” he said, sad.

“I’ve already told you. I don’t want friends.”

He sighed. “Yes, you do. And you should be able to go out and do normal high school stuff. You should go to parties and road trips to ball games and—”

“Maybe it’s just personal preference. Not everyone has to like partying and going to ball games.”

“You don’t like going to my games?” he asked, surprised.

My shoulders sagged. The expression on his face made me feel ashamed. “Of course I do. I just think . . . maybe we’re different.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa . . . let me stop you right there. I don’t like where this is going.” Elliott’s expression tightened, a deep line forming between his brows. His hands were shaking, his mouth twitching.

“That’s not what I meant. I don’t mean that,” I said, not even wanting to say the word breakup. Elliott was my best friend. The only thing I remembered about my life before he came back was feeling miserable.

His shoulders relaxed, and he exhaled. “Okay.” He nodded. “Good.” He took my hand and led me inside, finding a spot in the commons area.

We sat, and he unrolled the sack, handing me my Chili Cheese Coney. He checked his watch. “First bell rings in six minutes.”

I nodded, peeling my food out of its wrapper and taking a bite. My appetite hadn’t returned, but I knew Elliott would make a big deal if I didn’t eat. As soon as the savory meat, sauce, and melted cheese hit my tongue, I was glad I did. It was the best thing I’d ever tasted. Dad wasn’t a fan of eating out, and after he’d died, we couldn’t afford to. I would splurge on the occasional ice cream cone in the summers, mainly to get out of the house, but Sonic was too far away from the Juniper, and now I would have to figure out how to make this at home so I could experience it again.

“Oh my God,” I said, taking another large bite.

Elliott grinned. “You’ve never had a chili cheese dog?”

I swallowed. “No, but it’s now my favorite food ever. Who knew a hot dog could be transformed into the equivalent of heaven inside my mouth with a scoop of chili and some melted cheese?” I took another bite, humming as I chewed.

I took the last bite and sat back, feeling full and euphoric.

“What is that? I’ve never seen that look on your face,” Elliott said, looking just as happy as I felt.

“That is grease and sodium filling my belly. And I don’t have to do the dishes after.”

Elliott’s smile fell away, and he leaned forward, cautious. “Why don’t you let me help you on the weekends? You work so hard, Catherine. I’m not gonna judge you. No matter what it is you don’t want me to see, I’m not gonna think of you any different.”

“You . . .” I paused. What I wanted to say would take us down a path I couldn’t go. “You can’t.”

Elliott’s jaw ticked. I hadn’t seen him angry since we were fifteen; in fact, he was one of the most even-tempered and patient people I had ever met, but my resistance to let him inside was wearing on him. “What were you really going to say?”

The bell rang, and I smiled, standing up. “I’d better go. Mr. Simons will wring my neck if I’m late again.”

Elliott nodded, unhappy.

I rushed to my locker and then down C Hall to my physiology class. The second bell rang just as I sat down, and Mr. Simons peeked up at me before returning to his planner.

“Hey,” Madison said, sliding into the desk next to me. Minka usually sat there, so I was surprised to hear a different, nicer voice coming from that direction. “I’m really sorry about today. We were just excited that you were coming to lunch, and we both got carried away.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Excited?”

She shrugged. “You’re a person, I get it. We shouldn’t treat you like a novelty. But everyone is so curious about you, and you’re so private, and so everyone speculates. There are some wild stories out there about you.”

“About me?”

“Yes,” she said with a giggle. “I promise we’ll be cool next time. Elliott was hoping you’d ride to the game with me. His mom couldn’t get off work, and his aunt and uncle can’t go, so . . .”

“Oh,” I said. I hadn’t realized no one would be there to watch Elliott play, and he’d be playing against his old Yukon teammates. He was going to be under a lot of pressure, and someone needed to be there. “Oh, hell,” I said, touching my forehead. “This Friday is November sixteenth.”

“Yeah?” Madison said, batting her long lashes.

I covered my eyes with my hand and groaned. “It’s also Elliott’s birthday. I’m awful. No wonder he was so hurt.”

“You’re right! You have to go. You have to.”

I nodded.

“You’re in the wrong seat,” Minka barked.

Madison looked up, instantly annoyed. “Are you a toddler? You can’t wait five seconds while I finish my conversation with my friend?”

Minka’s eyes targeted me. “Your friend?” she said, unconvinced.

Madison stood up, meeting Minka’s gaze. “What of it?”

Minka sat, giving me one last glance before cowering in her seat. I wanted to high-five Madison but settled for an appreciative grin. She winked at me and then walked to her desk in the back.

“Please turn your textbooks to page one seventy-three,” Mr. Simons said. “The study guide will be online tonight, and the test is Friday. Don’t forget the paper on disuse muscle atrophy is due Monday.”

Besides the paper for Mr. Simons, I had homework in three other classes, plus work at the Juniper and the game. I wasn’t sure I could fit it all in, but Elliott needed me.

I turned to Madison, waiting until she looked at me, to give her a thumbs-up and mouth, I’m in. She clapped her hands together a few times without sound, and I turned around, smiling. It would be a delicate balance, having friends and keeping the Juniper private, but for the first time, I felt it was possible.





Chapter Eighteen

Elliott

The brakes of the Chrysler whined as it came to a stop in front of the Calhoun mansion. Catherine was sitting next to me on the bench seat, seeming content with her hand in mine. Most teenagers felt stress their senior year, but for college applications, SAT scores, and ordering caps and gowns on time. Catherine was trapped deep inside something darker. All I wanted to do was save her or even just make it easier somehow—more bearable—but she wouldn’t let me in. She’d been handling it all on her own for so long, I wasn’t sure she knew how to let someone else help.

But I had to try.

“I’m going to warn you now. This weekend is driving practice number two,” I said, squeezing her hand.

The beginnings of a smile turned her mouth upward. “Really?”

“You’re turning eighteen in a few months, and you’ve only driven once.”

Catherine peered over at Mr. Calhoun’s Buick. It had sat next to the house in the same spot since the day I’d left—the day Mr. Calhoun was taken away in an ambulance and never came home. Grass had grown up around his car and died away for two summers, and two of the tires were flat.

“I don’t know why you’re so adamant for me to drive. I don’t have a car,” Catherine said.

“I was thinking more about taking turns driving when we start traveling. We only need one car for that.”

“Traveling?”

“After graduation. Remember? We talked about it before your first driving lesson. I thought we’d agreed? That it was set in stone?” It bothered me that she had to ask.

“I know, but you’re probably going to college, and I haven’t seen you with your camera in a long time.”

I gestured to the back, and she turned, seeing my camera bag on the seat.

“You’re still taking pictures?” she asked.

“Tons.”

“So you’re like a ninja paparazzi? That’s kind of creepy.”

“I photograph more things than just you,” I said with a smirk.

“Like what?”

“Football practice, the guys on the athletics bus, leaves, trees, insects, empty benches, my aunt cooking . . . whatever catches my eye.”

“Good to know I’m not the only one you stalk.”

“You’re still my favorite subject.”

“Maybe you can take photography in college? Not that you’re not already good, but if you love it so much, you should.”

The smile that was on my face melted away. I wasn’t sure if I was going to college or not. “Coach said some scouts will be at the Yukon game. The entire team is pissed at me for leaving. It’s going to get dirty. Of all games for the scouts to watch.”

“I told Maddy I’d ride with her.”

I checked for some sign that she was joking. “Are you messing with me?”

“No! I wouldn’t do that.”

A huge weight was lifted off my shoulders. Catherine couldn’t do anything about the hell they’d inevitably put me through on the field, but knowing she was out there cheering me on would help me fight through it. “You’re really going to ride with Maddy? Do you know my aunt and uncle can’t go?”

“Maddy mentioned it.”

“So you’re going.”

“It’s your birthday. I’m going.”

A wide grin stretched across my face. “You remembered that?”

“You’re a Scorpio. I’m an Aquarius. It means we’re terrible for each other. I’m sure I memorized that entire summer, but especially that.”

I stared at her in awe, shaking my head and then cupping her face, planting a soft kiss on her lips. I leaned forward, touching her forehead to mine. She had to love me. She had to. I closed my eyes. “Promise me something.”

“What?” she asked.

“Please let this be something that lasts. Not like our parents. Not something trivial. I don’t want to be the high school boyfriend you tell your friends about when you’re an adult.”

“You give me too much credit, assuming I’ll have friends.”

“You’ll have friends. Lots of friends. People who adore you like I do.”

She lifted her chin and rose up on the balls of her feet to kiss me one last time before she pulled on the handle. It stuck, so I reached across and pushed on it hard enough that it opened.

I gently held her arm, stopping her before she stepped out onto the curb. The Chrysler was our space, a place where outside forces couldn’t touch. I felt more connected with her there and brave enough to tell her whatever was on my mind. “I love you, Catherine.”

Her eyes sparkled. “I love you, too.”

The door closed, and I watched her walk through the gate and up the steps. She paused before going in, turning to wave at me.





Chapter Nineteen

Catherine

I stood on the porch and waved to Elliott. It wasn’t yet four o’clock, but already the sun was low in the sky. I didn’t want to go in, so I waved at him for too long. I didn’t want him to worry more than he already was, but there I stood, blatantly delaying the moment of walking into the Juniper.

The days were shorter, and dark things happened at the Juniper at night. The guests were up more, walking the halls, unable to sleep, whispering to one another about plans to keep the bed and breakfast going, to keep me there. As the days passed, they were only more restless, worried about the Juniper’s future and worried what would happen if I tried to leave.

I watched Elliott wave back at me, waiting until I was safely inside, because he didn’t know my frightening reality. If I told him what I’d gone through and was going through now, he would believe me. If I told him, he would keep me safe, but I wasn’t sure I could do the same for him. The truth would only trap him like it had me. He couldn’t tell; he couldn’t fight it. He would be reduced to watching helplessly on the sidelines, just as he was doing now. Telling him would change nothing.

I opened the door just enough that he’d pull away, feeling sentimental as I watched the Chrysler drive farther down the street. A tear welled up in my eye. I was ignoring the inevitable, selfishly enjoying my time with Elliott while I could. After graduation, he was going to leave me—again—because I couldn’t go with him. Mama didn’t have anyone else. Last time, it was his mom’s fault; this time it would be mine.

As the door opened, I saw Poppy in her favorite dress sitting in the middle of the floor, her face in her hands.

“Poppy?” I said, kneeling beside her. “What is it?”

She looked up at me with wet eyes. “I tried to help today. I tried, and I think I broke the washing machine.”

I took in a deep breath, trying not to panic. “Show me.”

Poppy stood and led me by the hand to the utility room. Suds and water were all over the floor, the machine silent. I reached behind to turn off the water and then peered into the drum. Towels that were once white were now pink, mixed with Mama’s favorite red sweater that was supposed to be washed by hand.

I pressed my fingers to my forehead. “Oh my. Well, first things first . . . the mop.”

Poppy scampered off and, within seconds, brought me the mop and a bucket.

“Poppy . . .”

“I know. No more helping.”

“We’ve talked about this. When you’re here, you wait for me.”

Poppy nodded, her finger in her mouth. “I’m sorry.”

“So what have you been up to?” I asked, hoping she’d talk while I worked. I put dry towels into laundry baskets and then separated the soaked items.

“How are you going to fix it?” she asked.

“I think,” I grunted, “if I just tighten the hose, it should be okay. I wish Elliott . . .” I trailed off.

“Elliott who?”

I smiled. “Elliott’s a friend.”

Poppy frowned. “The boy with the camera?”

“Yes, from the backyard. I forgot you were there that day.” I stood up and stretched my back. “Now where do you suppose we’ve put the wrench?”

I looked through cabinets in the kitchen and utility room, finally finding the toolbox in the cabinet next to the washing machine. I pulled the washer away from the wall and, after a few turns of the wrench, turned on the water and then the washer, and watched as it filled without leaking all over the floor.

Poppy clapped. “See? You didn’t need Elliott.”

“I guess not,” I said, blowing a strand of hair from my face. “You know what we should do now?”

Poppy shook her head.

I hugged her to me. “We should read Alice in Wonderland.”

Poppy stepped back and bounced up and down, clapping again. “Really?”

“Yes, and then I have to work on a paper.”

“I’ll get the book!” Poppy said, leaving me alone in the utility room.

“Isn’t that paper due on Monday?” Mama asked from the kitchen.

I wiped my brow. “Yes, but . . . I was going to talk to you about Friday night. Elliott has a game. It’s out of town.”

Mama didn’t answer, so I walked around the corner. She looked better than she had the night I’d found her in the basement. She seemed rested, the color back in her cheeks.

“Mama?”

“I heard you. You said you had a paper due Monday.” She was busy putting away dishes, avoiding eye contact.

“I was going to start on it tonight so I’d have it finished in time.”

“What about the rest of your homework?”

“I’ll get it done.”

“What about the Juniper?”

I fidgeted, picking at my fingers until I conjured up the courage. “I’d like Friday night off.”

It took a full minute for Mama to answer. I knew Duke was close, so I hoped she wouldn’t get angry and her yelling would get his attention. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d tried to discipline me for Mama.

“If you just tell me what you need done, I can try to finish it Thursday night. And Friday morning before school.”

She looked away, shaking her head.

“Mama . . .”

“You listen to me, Catherine. I knew that boy was trouble the first time you talked about him. You moped around this house for two years after he left, and now that he’s back, you’ve fallen right back into his claws. He’s using you. The second he graduates, he’ll be out of here, and he won’t look back.”

“That’s not true.”

“You don’t know anything.”

“I know that he’s asked me to come with him after graduation. He wants to travel, Mama, and he wants me with him. He . . . he loves me.”

She turned her back to me and chuckled, the tittering, scary laugh she had just before she lost her temper. But this time, she was quiet, and that was more frightening than Duke.

“You’re not leaving,” she said finally. “We discussed it.”

“Who discussed it?”

“The guests and me. The other night. We agreed.”

“You agreed? Mama,” I pleaded, “what are you talking about? The guests don’t get to decide that for me. You don’t get to decide.”

“You’re staying.”

“The game is just ninety minutes away,” I begged.

“After graduation, I need you here. You can’t go.”

Everything I wanted to say caught in my throat behind years of pent-up frustration and loneliness. She knew what I’d been through, how miserable I was in the Juniper, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t, because the alternative was to sink with the ship. My shoulders sagged. Part of me hoped she would release me and tell me to go. “I’m not going after graduation, Mama. I’ve already decided.”

Mama turned, wringing her apron in her hands with tears in her eyes. “You have?”

I nodded, and Mama walked the few steps to wrap me in her arms, her shoulders shaking with each sob. “Thank you, Catherine. I told them you wouldn’t leave us. I knew it.”

I let her go. “Told who?”

“You know . . . the guests. Except for that Bill fellow. I don’t think he’ll be back,” she said, almost to herself. “Althea is the only one who thinks it’s a good idea that you go.”

“Bill?”

She waved me away. “Oh, Mr. Heitmeyer. He was fit to be tied when he left. He’s the sort who needs a cold shower. I don’t know what the fuss was about.” She cupped my shoulders. “Catherine, you keep this place running. You keep us together. If it weren’t for you, we couldn’t keep going the way we are.”

I frowned, letting her words simmer. “I’m taking Friday night off.”

Mama nodded her head. “Okay. That’s fair. You just . . . you promised not to leave.”

“I know what I said.”

I left her to go upstairs, picking up my backpack along the way. A flash of black caught my eye, and I passed my bedroom and the guest rooms to peer around the corner. A four-wheeled carry-on was standing with the handle fully extended next to the stairway that led to Mama’s room. I checked the luggage tag, praying I wasn’t right.
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My breath caught, and I backed away from the roller bag. There were two rows of suitcases in the basement, all with different names. Mr. Heitmeyer’s would be added to the pile of things left behind—that’s what Mama called them. My head began to spin, and my chest felt tight. People didn’t just leave things behind. I didn’t believe that anymore. Not since Elliott came back.

“Catherine?” Althea said.

I jumped, then touched my hand to my chest. “Oh. Althea. Do you, um . . . do you know about this?” I asked, gesturing to the bag.

Althea scanned the bag and then smiled at me. “No. Want me to ask your mama when I see her?”

“No, that’s okay. I’ll ask her. Thanks.” I made my way to my room.

“Everything okay, sugar?”

“All good. Let me know if you need anything,” I called back.

“You do the same,” she said.

I could hear the uncertainty in her voice, and I was sure to her my behavior seemed odd, but it was best not to drag Althea into any suspicious activity. Althea was the only solid ground I had within the walls of the Juniper, and I didn’t want her to be involved in whatever that suitcase meant.

The four books inside my bag hit my bed with a thud, and I sat down next to it. After five minutes, Poppy still hadn’t come in for the story. I was glad; I had too much to do before the game. The night meeting when the guests were in one room, talking in frightened, panicked voices, was about me, and it was disturbing to know I was the reason for it. I wondered if it was the first one and if there would be more.

With all of them so invested in preventing my departure, I had to wonder what they had planned for me.

I cracked my book open, fishing a pen out of the front zipper pocket of my bag. Mrs. Faust wanted a five-hundred-word literary analysis of Grendel. That wouldn’t be so difficult if I didn’t also have the paper on muscle atrophy, two worksheets for Mr. Mason, and geometry homework. The good news was that none of it was due until Monday. I was too exhausted to concentrate, so the new plan was to take a nap before diving into Grendel’s supernatural powers and how his bitterness for the Danes led to his demise.

Someone knocked on my door, and I blinked, my head feeling almost too heavy to move.

“Who is it?” I asked.

“It’s me,” Mama said.

I sat up. “The suitcase in the hallway . . .”

“There are some girls for you at the door.”

“Girls?” I asked, putting emphasis on the plural.

“Yes, girls. Now don’t be rude and keep them waiting.”

“Are they inside?”

“No, silly. On the porch swing.”

My curiosity helped me leave my bed and make my way downstairs to the porch. It shouldn’t have surprised me that Presley and her clones were there as Mama had said.

“What do you want?” I asked.

Presley pushed off with her foot, swaying back and forth on my swing, the same one where I felt so safe with Elliott. It made me angry that she was tainting that memory.

“Why so angry, Kit-Cat? We’re just here to talk.” I waited, knowing she’d tell me whether I prompted her or not. “We hear you’re going to the game on Friday. True?”

“None of your business,” I said.

Presley giggled, and her clones mimicked her. Anna Sue, Tara, Tatum, and Brie were all bundled in coats, puffs of white air wafting from their mouths as they laughed. I realized I was cold, standing only in a long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans.

Anna Sue stood up and circled around me, standing between me and the lattice. I kept my back to the door, unsure of what they were planning.

Anna Sue pulled at one of her platinum curls. “You and Elliott are so cute. Tell us . . . how did that happen?”

I frowned.

“Was it his idea for you to go to Yukon? Or Madison and Sam’s?” Presley asked. When she realized I was going with the silent treatment, she took it up a notch. “You know Elliott missed one hell of a party last weekend. Tatum asked him to go, but he refused to go without poor Princess Catherine.”

“Don’t call me that,” I snapped.

Presley’s smug grin burned a hole through my patience. “Has he said why he dotes on you? He’s told the football team. He’s explained to his friends when they tease him.”

“It’s sad, really,” Tatum said. She was staring past me, her focus somewhere else. She genuinely felt sorry for Elliott.

“What do you want?” I asked again.

“We just came to warn you,” Presley said, standing. “That Madison is apparently excited that Creepy Catherine is riding with her to the game tomorrow night, because she tells whoever asks. It was the hot topic after school. I know you don’t have a phone, but you were all over the group chat, and it’s just you and Madison. All alone.” Presley stepped toward me. “And she called me a whore.”

“Get to the point, Presley. I have things to do,” I snarled.

“My point,” she said, accentuating the T, “is that you have a special surprise waiting for you in Yukon.”

“Very special,” Tatum said with a smile.

“Looking forward to seeing you there,” Tara said, turning to follow a smiling Presley to the gate.

“So don’t miss it,” Anna Sue said before following her friends.

“Seriously?” I asked.

All five girls turned.

I was tired, behind on homework and housework, and they had come to my home to issue threats.

“You’re threatening me? Are we talking a brawl or a Carrie situation?” I asked.

Presley crossed her arms. “You’ll find out.”

I stepped down one stair and then another, feeling the Juniper at my back. “You don’t scare me, Presley. You never have. I’m going to the game.”

“Good,” she said with a smile. “It would be a shame if you didn’t.”

They left through the gate, and it clanged behind them. The clones piled into Presley’s Mini Cooper, and then they drove off, chattering and laughing like they’d just left an amusement park.

I turned on my heel, pushed through the door, and ran up the stairs, falling onto my bed face-first. No tears came; instead, a rage welled up inside me that I hadn’t felt since I thought Elliott had left without saying goodbye.

A light knock on the door preceded a long, drawn-out creaking noise as whoever it was pushed it open.

“Sugar?” Althea said in her slow, rich voice. “Are those girls bothering you?”

“No,” I said into my comforter.

Althea put her warm hand on my back. “Goodness, you’re ice-cold, child. What were you thinking, standing outside without a coat?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t feel it,” I said. I wanted to be alone, but Althea had always been good to me. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.

She rubbed my back for a minute and then spoke again. “What did they say to you?”

“That if I went to the game, they were going to do something to me.”

“They threatened you? They came here, to our house, and threatened my Catherine? Oh no. Surely not.”

I sat up, feeling my eyebrows pull together. “They did.”

“And what did you do? You know what? It doesn’t matter. I’m going to march right up to their mamas and . . .” She caught a glimpse of my expression and took a breath, smiling as she touched my hair. “You’re right. I know you’re right. You can handle it just fine on your own.”

“Althea?”

“Yes, baby?”

“Mama said you had a meeting the other night with the other guests. She said you were talking about me.”

Althea pressed her palms against her skirt, looking uncomfortable. “She did, did she? I wish she hadn’t.”

“Why were you having a meeting about me?”

Althea touched my cheek with her warm palm and smiled with maternal affection. “You don’t worry about anything, you hear me? We’ve got it all taken care of.”

“What? You’ve got what taken care of?”

“How to keep this place going. There aren’t a lot of us, but we depend on the Juniper. We’re working together.”

“But why were you talking about me?”

“Because you’re part of it, baby.”

“But . . . Mama said you didn’t think I should stay.”

“I don’t,” she said, fidgeting with her dress again. “But I was outvoted. Now it’s my job to make sure you’re happy here.”

I smiled at her. “Isn’t that my job?”

Althea’s eyes filled with happy tears, and she kissed my cheek. “My goodness. Look what you’ve gone and done.” She dug into her pocket and pulled out a tissue. She leaned in, touching my knee. “You go to that game, and you show those girls they can’t run you off. Elliott’s a good boy. He’ll take care of you.”

“He says he loves me.”

“Loves you?” She blew out a breath through her lips. “Well, what’s not to love?”

I sat on the bed, watching Althea gather herself. She walked over to my dresser and picked up the music box, giving it a few turns before waving to me and closing the door behind her. I lay back, looking up at the ceiling, letting my eyes grow heavy to the familiar chime.





Chapter Twenty

Catherine

Madison had only been driving forty-five minutes before the sun began to set. Sleet had been forecast for the way home, but fifteen minutes from Oklahoma City, tiny balls of white began to plink against the windshield.

“Don’t worry,” Madison said. “My dad made me pack an entire arsenal of winter survival gear in the back.”

“Is this really your first time driving to a game out of town?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said sheepishly. “I usually drive with my parents, but now that I have you to come with me . . .”

I smiled. It felt nice to be wanted.

“Thanks for inviting me. I didn’t know I wanted to go.”

She shrugged, keeping her eyes on the road. “You work a lot. You have more responsibilities than most of us. I’ll just remind you now and then. I mean, if that’s okay. I don’t know, you might not even like me.”

I chuckled. “I like you.”

“Good.” She smiled. “That’s good. I don’t have many friends. Most people think I’m . . . quirky.”

“Me too.”

Madison was a breath of fresh air. She reminded me of the way Elliott made me feel: relaxed and normal. He was right about introducing me to her, and I wondered if he knew me better than I knew myself.

Madison gasped and reached for the radio. She turned up the volume and bobbed her head. “Gah, I love this song.”

I smiled and sat back, closing my eyes. The music flowed through the speakers and into me. Madison’s buoyant mood was contagious, filling the car and making the corners of my mouth turn up. She began to giggle for no reason, so much that I did, too. Our giggling turned into a barrage of laughter, wheezing, and failed attempts to stop. Madison wiped away tears, her fingers and the windshield wipers working extra hard to help her see.

“What was that?” I asked, still chuckling.

“I don’t know,” she said. She held her breath, and a laugh escaped again, then we started all over.

After five minutes of uncontrollable laughter, Oklahoma City traffic converged, and Madison wiped her cheeks, concentrating on the road.

“I haven’t done that in a long time. Since I was little. It felt good but weird,” I said.

“Like you laughed so hard you felt like crying?”

I nodded.

“Oh my God! I thought that was just me. I feel exhausted after. Depressed almost.”

“Yep, I’m there,” I said.

Madison’s bottom lip quivered. “Will you still be my friend if I cry?”

I nodded, and tears streamed down her face. She choked out a cry, and I felt my eyes start to water. I hadn’t really cried in years, and here I was with Madison, practically a stranger, allowing myself some vulnerability.

She glanced at me. “It’s nice to be weird with someone else.”

I breathed out a laugh. “It kind of is.”

“You live with a lot of people. You must not ever feel lonely.”

“I do, actually.”

Madison stared forward, her lip trembling again. “Me too. I don’t tell anyone. Please don’t tell Sam. It would make him sad.”

“Why?”

“Because up until now, he’s been my only friend. He worries that’s why I keep him around.”

“Is it?”

“No.” She shook her head and turned to me, smiling with wet eyes. “I love him. Since we were eleven.” She paused. “You know what? I think Elliott loves you also.”

I nodded, looking down at my hands clasped in my lap. “He says so.”

“He does?” she asked, her voice an octave higher. “Did you say it back?”

“Yeah,” I said with a smile, waiting for judgment. There was none.

“Then I can finally tell you . . . he talks about you constantly.” She rolled her eyes. “In geography. And lit. Before you finally forgave him, it was worse.”

“Oh, he told you about that?”

She shook her head. “Only that he was trying to say sorry and you wouldn’t forgive him. I asked, but he wouldn’t tell me. You can, though, if you want.”

She was only half teasing, but it was nice to talk to someone else. This was something I could talk about without consequences. “I met him the summer after my freshman year.”

She grinned. “He told me that part.”

“We spent pretty much every day together after that. I knew he would go back at some point, but then my dad died. Elliott had to leave. He wasn’t allowed to say goodbye, but I didn’t know that at the time.”

“Oh God. You thought he just saw that your dad died and bailed?”

I nodded.

“He felt wretched. He came here for you, I know that.”

“Did . . .” I trailed off, not sure how open I should be. Madison waited patiently, and it made me feel comfortable continuing. “Did he ever say why?”

Madison blurted out a laugh and covered her mouth. “For you, silly.”

“No, I know. But why me?”

“You don’t know?” I shook my head. “Oh. Uh-uh. I’m not going to be the one. You’re going to have to ask him.”

“I have. He won’t tell me.”

Madison’s expression turned to sympathy. “Aw! I can’t believe he hasn’t told you. It’s so sweet!”

I tried not to smile while I imagined sweet reasons Elliott was so devoted to me.

“Well, now that we’ve been through every emotion possible, here we are,” Madison said, pulling in the drive to the school. She drove slowly through the parking lot, trying to find a spot. It took longer than Madison expected, but we found an open parking space in a dark corner of the lot.

I stepped out, feeling the coldness permeate every part of me. I began to shiver after just a few seconds. “This is a perfect place for Presley’s surprise. I’m thinking pig’s blood. Hopefully it’s warm.”

Madison zipped her coat and narrowed her eyes. “I dare her.”

“I don’t,” I said.

Madison giggled. “Don’t worry. What could she possibly do?”

“I don’t know, and I think that makes me more worried than anything.”

Madison put on a hat and black mittens and then opened the back gate of her 4Runner, pulling out two thick blankets. She handed a fleece-backed quilt to me, and then hooked her free arm around mine. “Come on. We’re going to watch our boys kick some Yukon Millers a—”

“Hey, Maddy!” Presley said, walking with the clones.

Madison shot her an equally fake smile. “Hey, girl, hey!”

Presley was no longer amused, her smug grin melting away. They continued across the parking lot to the ticket booth, and we made sure to stay far enough behind so we didn’t have to engage again.

The stadium was already churning with noise, deafening before we reached the ticket booth. Huge banners with Yukon Millers hung from almost every side, and the field lights were cutting through the night sky.

Madison’s boots skirted across the asphalt with each step, making me think about Althea’s insistence that I pick up my feet when I walk. I could almost hear her voice in my head, and that made me stop in my tracks. I didn’t want to carry them with me, even Althea. I wanted to be able to leave them all behind when I could finally step away.

“Catherine?” Madison said, tugging on my arm.

I blinked and chuckled to cover that I’d checked out for a few minutes.

“Are you okay?” she asked, genuine concern in her voice.

“Yeah,” I said, taking a step. She took one with me, her arm still hooked around mine. “Yes, I’m fine.”

We stopped at the ticket booth, showed our student IDs, and the grandmother behind the window stamped our hands with a smile.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Enjoy losing,” the grandma said, a Cheshire cat’s grin stretching across her wrinkled face.

Madison’s mouth fell open, and I pulled her away, guiding her through the gate.

“Did she say . . . ?”

“Yes. She did,” I said, stopping at the bottom of the steps that led to the guests’ side of the stadium. Half of it was filled with overflow from the home side, but there were a lot of empty bleachers and sporadic groups of parents.

We climbed the steps and sat in the sixth row from the walkway, as close to the center of the players’ benches as we could get. The cheerleaders were bundled and standing on the track in front of the band, dressed in full regalia. The players of the trumpets, tubas, and drums were already warming up in random, separate song.

Madison rubbed her gloved hands together and then noticed my bare hands. She grabbed my fingers, looking up at me with wide eyes. “Did you forget yours in the 4Runner?”

I shook my head. “I don’t have any. It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not okay! It’s twenty degrees!” She lifted my blanket and shoved my hands under, holding hers on top of mine until she felt they’d had enough time to warm.

The band’s conductor stood in front, holding up a signal. A few of the horn players blew quick practice notes, and then they all bleated the same scale. The announcer came on over the PA system, welcoming the spectators and thanking them for braving the cold.

Madison and I sat closer as the air seeped inside our blankets and coats, watching as the Oak Creek Mudcats ran onto the field to the sound of our school song.

“Look! There they are!” she said, pointing to our boyfriends. They were standing on the sideline next to each other, listening to Coach Peckham.

Once the coach walked off, Elliott turned around, looking up in the stands. I held up my hand, raising my fingers and thumb. Elliott did the same, and like last time, I felt the eyes of those in the line of sight between us staring. Elliott turned back around, bouncing up and down, his breath puffing above his black helmet in a cloud of white.

“That might be the cutest thing I’ve ever seen,” Madison said. “No wonder you don’t wear mittens. You couldn’t do that with these on,” she said, holding up one hand.

I bowed my head, feeling embarrassment heat my cheeks, but couldn’t stop looking at number seven as he moved to keep warm. Maybe for the first time, I realized what I meant to him and what he meant to me. The warmth spread to my chest and then the rest of me. I wasn’t alone anymore.

“Aw!” Presley said from a few rows up. “How sweet!”

Madison turned around, batting her lashes and smiling. “Eat shit, Presley!”

“Madison Saylor!” a blonde woman sitting next to Presley yelled.

“Mrs. Brubaker!” Madison said, surprised. A nervous laugh tittered from her mouth. “Good to see you. Maybe your daughter won’t be such a troll while you’re here.”

Presley’s mouth fell open, and the clones’ did the same. Mrs. Brubaker’s expression turned severe.

“That’s enough,” she said, unamused.

Madison turned, speaking under her breath. “Is she texting?”

I peeked up from the corner of my eye. “Yes.”

She hunched over and groaned. “She’s texting my dad. They go to our church.”

“No one is shocked more than me. I’ve always thought you were shy,” I said.

“I’m not. I’ve just never had a friend to defend. Isn’t that what friends do?”

I nudged her with my shoulder. “You’re a really good friend.”

She looked at me, beaming. “I am?”

I nodded.

She held up her phone, the display alerting her to a text from her dad. “Worth it,” she said, putting her phone down without reading the message.

Elliott, Sam, Scotty, and Connor walked to the center of the field to meet the Yukon team captains. A coin was tossed, Elliott calling a side. Whatever he said, the referee pointed to Elliott, and the few Oak Creek fans in the stands cheered. Elliott chose to receive the ball, and we cheered again. Canned music played through the PA system as the players lined up on the field and as the Yukon team got ready to kick to our receiver. We made a failed attempt to be louder than the home side.

Sam caught the ball, and Madison screamed, clapping for him the whole sixty yards he carried it.

When Elliott jogged out onto the field, I felt a strange twinge in my stomach. He was getting ready to face off against his old teammates, and I wondered what that must feel like. The pressure to win had to have been insurmountable.

Elliott yelled words I could barely hear over the noise, and Scotty hiked him the ball. Elliott took a few steps back and, after a few seconds, fired a perfect spiral to one of the receivers. I wasn’t sure what was going on and had a hard time following, but then the crowd gasped, the referees threw yellow flags, and I saw a Yukon defensive lineman stand up and point down at Elliott. My number seven was on the ground, his arms and legs splayed out.

“Oh my God. What happened?” I asked.

“They were worried about this,” Madison said.

“About what?”

“That Elliott’s old team would try to take him out. They know how good he is. They’re also pissed he left his senior year.”

I winced at her words, feeling guilty. I knew exactly why he’d left his teammates.

Elliott slowly crawled to his feet, and the crowd applauded. I put my frozen hands together, even though it shot pain up my arms every time I clapped. I slid them under the blanket, watching Elliott slightly limp back to the line.

The next time Elliott threw the football, it was caught in the end zone. Then the Millers made a touchdown, and the teams seemed to go back and forth that way until we caught a slight lead at halftime.

Madison talked me into standing in line with her for hot chocolate. I walked in place, trying to stay warm while we waited for our turn.

“Anna Sue?” Presley said loudly behind us. “He said he’d text you on his way home, right?”

“We’ll see,” Anna Sue answered. “He’s been kind of a baby lately about her finding out.”

“Don’t turn around,” Madison said. “They’re just trying to get your attention.”

“It was going to happen. A guy can’t love ice cream that much and not see you all the time,” Presley said, this time louder. “Buttered pecan, right?”

Madison’s eye twitched, and she turned around slowly.

Presley noticed, and a small smile touched her lips. “Well, let me know if you’re missing the party again to meet him. I’m not waiting an hour like I did last weekend.”

Madison turned, her eyes watering. She blew out a long breath. “They’re lying.”

“Lying?” I asked. “About what?”

“Sam goes to Braum’s every day. Buttered pecan is his favorite.”

I made a face. “That doesn’t mean anything. If that’s what he orders every time, of course she’s going to know.”

“Sam was an hour late to the party last weekend. He said his homework took longer than he thought.”

“Nope. No way. I see the way he looks at you.”

Madison nodded. “You’re right. I still want to rip out that cheerleader reject’s blonde ringlets one by one.”

“Please don’t.”

“I’m not even going to ask him. Sam would never in a million years. He hates Anna Sue.”

We stepped up to the concession stand and ordered two large hot chocolates. I paid with the few dollars I had to help offset the cost of gas, and then we made our way back to our seats, ignoring the giggles of the clones.

The Oak Creek marching band performed “Back in Black.” We cheered as they left, replaced by the enormous Yukon band. They performed a Beyoncé mash-up and made a moving T. rex. The crowd erupted. Even Oak Creek’s spectators stood up and cheered.

Not long after the home team’s band left the field, the Mudcats ran out of their tunnel. I yelled for Elliott when I spotted the number seven jersey, settling in for another hour of freezing temps and human pileups.

Elliott was sacked twice, and the second time it took him a full minute to stand. When he got to his feet, he seemed even more determined to win. He went on to run for another touchdown. With one minute left in the game, we were twelve points ahead, and Yukon had the ball. They lined up at Yukon’s twenty-yard line.

“What does first and ten mean?” I asked Madison. The cheerleaders had been chanting it throughout the game.

“Basically, every time a team gets the ball, they have four tries to gain ten yards at a time. If they don’t get ten yards in four tries, the other team gets the ball. Make sense?”

I nodded.

The clock counted down as Yukon tried again and failed. On their fourth attempt, they fumbled, and Oak Creek’s number twenty-two—whoever that was—carried the ball all the way to our end zone.

Madison and I were on our feet, bouncing up and down with our empty Styrofoam cups. Oak Creek and Yukon high-fived, and then Elliott and his teammates headed for the locker room. Sam and Elliott waved to us as they passed, but Elliott was limping. I tried to be brave and smile, but Elliott saw the worry on my face. His gloved hand touched my cheek for a brief second as he passed. “I’m okay, babe.”

Madison lowered her chin and smiled at me, and then we walked over to wait by the gate near the bus.

“What do you think it is?” I asked.

Madison wrinkled her nose. “Huh?”

“Presley’s surprise. You think because her mom is here she’ll back off?”

“Probably not. How do you think she got that way? You think her mother cares that Presley is awful?”

“Good point,” I said. I wondered what Madison would think if she ever met Mama, then quickly dismissed it. That was never going to happen.

When the football team began filing out, Elliott was one of the first.

“Happy birthday!” I said.

He lifted me in his arms, stealing a quick kiss before his coaches came out. He had a scrape across his swollen nose and another black eye. His chin and cheekbone were scraped, too. He looked beat-up, but he was smiling.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

Sam slapped Elliott on the shoulder, and Elliott winced.

“We knew they were going to target him. We had his back, though,” Sam said.

“For the most part,” Elliott said, sliding from Sam’s grasp.

“Elliott,” I began.

He smiled. “I’m fine. Just another night on the field. It was fun.”

“Doesn’t look like fun. Is your nose broken?” Madison asked.

“Coach says no,” Elliott said. “We won. And,” he glanced around, leaning in, “Coach says there’s a couple of scouts coming to the playoff game. So if I do well, I could be playing college ball.”

“I thought you said that wasn’t an option.” I winked.

He leaned down to kiss my cheek.

Madison turned to Elliott. “Don’t Native Americans get to go to college for free?”

Elliott chuckled. “No.”

“Oh my God. Was that offensive? I’m so sorry,” Madison said.

“Common misconception.” He looked at me with a smile. “With a scholarship, though, looks like we might be picking a college soon.”

I peeked around, not wanting to discuss this in front of Madison and Sam. “I can’t go to college, Elliott. I can’t afford it,” I said quietly.

Elliott seemed unfazed. “We’ll make it work.”

“Great game, Elliott,” Presley said, smug. “Hey, Princess Kit-Cat.”

Tatum waved from behind her.

Elliott nodded, keeping his voice low when he spoke. “Have they bothered you?”

I shook my head. “They tried stirring up trouble with Sam and Maddy.”

“Huh?” Sam said, confused. “Me? What’d I do?”

“Nothing,” Madison said, kissing his cheek.

“What did they say?” he asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Madison said. “I don’t believe it.”

“Now you have to tell me,” Sam said, a frown on his face.

She shifted her weight, fidgeting. “That you’re cheating on me with Anna Sue.”

Sam and Elliott bent over, their entire bodies shaking with laughter.

“So that’s a no,” I said, amused.

When they finally settled down, Sam looked disgusted. “They’d better not be spreading that around school. Gross.”

Madison hugged him and kissed his cheek. “I didn’t believe it for a second.”

Elliott stood up, taking a deep breath. “Well, don’t think that’s all they have up their sleeves.”

“We’ll stick together,” Madison said, hooking her arm in mine. “They won’t touch her.”

“Maddy has two older brothers. She can be scrappy if she needs to,” Sam said, hugging her to his side.

Madison took off her knit cap and quickly twisted her long platinum hair back into a tight bun. “Let’s just say I’ve got this . . . probably. I can try.”

I turned to Elliott. “I’m not afraid.”

Elliott brushed my hair from my face and kissed my nose. “Catherine isn’t a name for a princess. Sounds like a warrior to me.”

I grinned. I’d always loved the story Mama had told about how my name came about and I loved it when my dad called me Princess, but everything was different now, and Elliott’s version fit me better.

He hugged me one last time before he stepped onto the bus.

Sam waved to Madison, and we walked together to her 4Runner. My feet crunched against glass at the same time the locks disengaged, and I hopped in, trying to find some relief from the cold.

Madison turned the heat on full blast. We shivered for a moment, rubbing our hands together while Madison texted her father. I held my hand in front of the vents, anxious for the moment the air turned warmer.

She chuckled. “He’s not even mad.”

“That’s good,” I said.

“I’m just telling him we’re heading out, and then we can go.” She tapped a few more times and then put her hand on the gear stick, shifting into reverse. Madison flipped a switch a few times, frowned, and then pushed open her door, walking to the front of the 4Runner. Her eyes grew wide, and she covered her mouth.

I jumped out, joining her at the front of the car, but two steps in, I could feel the glass under my shoes again, and I already knew what she was looking at. The headlights had been bashed out.

“Those . . . those . . . I’m going to kill them!” Madison screamed.

The buses were still sitting at the stadium, so I gathered our things, shut the doors, and yanked on Madison’s coat. “We have to catch the bus before it leaves, or we’ll be stranded!”

Madison stopped being dragged and ran with me. I was out of breath halfway there, but the first bus was leaving, and the second would follow right after that.

Just as the bus pulled forward, I banged on the door. The bus driver slammed on the brakes. He glanced behind him and then down at us. Madison banged on the door, too.

“Let us in!” she cried, her cheeks already wet with anger.

Elliott appeared at the door, pulled on the lever, and helped us up the steps.

Coach Peckham stood. He’d been sitting next to Mrs. Mason.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“We need a ride home,” Madison said.

Coach Peckham placed his hands on his hips. “We can’t do that.”

“Someone bashed in her headlights. There’s glass all over the parking lot,” I said.

“What?” Elliott said, sudden rage in his eyes.

The coach sighed. “Must have been the other team.”

“It was Presley Brubaker and her friends,” Madison said. “They told us if we came to the game, they were going to do something!”

“That’s a serious accusation,” Mrs. Mason stated. “Call your parents. Make sure it’s okay for you to catch a ride on the athletics bus.”

“Becca, we need to clear it through the athletics director. Maybe even the superintendent,” Coach Peckham said.

“We can’t leave them here. With the weather like it is, it could be morning before their parents could get to them. I’m on the bus, so they’ll have female supervision. I’ll text Mr. Thornton and Mrs. DeMarco and update them on the situation.”

Coach Peckham thought for a moment, prompting Elliott to speak up. “What is there to think about? You’re actually considering leaving them over two hours from home in freezing temperatures?”

“Youngblood, that’s enough,” Coach said. “There are rules to consider.”

Elliott turned his body, standing in front of me a bit as if he were protecting me from the coach’s decision. “If the rules mean you’re leaving them here, then the rules are wrong.”

“Just let me think a minute!” Coach Peckham yelled.

All the excited chatter in the back of the bus stopped, all eyes focused on the front.

“It’s not unheard of, Brad,” Mrs. Mason said. “The managers are on the other bus. Those girls ride with the team all the time.”

“The managers signed waivers, just like the rest of the team. This is different.”

Elliott took my hand. “I’m just telling you now, if we can’t get hold of Mr. Thornton or the superintendent . . . if you can’t get the clearance and you decide to leave them here, I’m staying.”

“Youngblood, you’ll be suspended, and you won’t be able to play. Sit down!” Coach growled.

“Me too, Coach,” Sam said, standing next to Maddy. “We can’t leave them here, and you know it.”

“Me too,” Scotty said, standing.

“Me too,” another player said from the back. Soon every player on the bus was standing.

Coach Peckham’s hand slid down his face. “This is ridiculous. Fine. Girls, sit in the seat across from us. Mrs. Mason, you’ve got the aisle seat. All athletes, move a seat back. I want one full empty row behind me and the girls. Do it!” he barked. “Now!”

Mrs. Mason facilitated the move, and the boys did so without complaint, quickly and quietly. Mrs. Mason directed us to sit across from her, and Elliott stopped before making his way to the back.

“It was the right thing to do, Coach.”

Coach Peckham looked up at him. “Elliott, when you’re an adult, right and wrong isn’t so black and white.”

“It should be,” Elliott said, walking back to his seat.

Coach sat, directing the driver to leave.

Madison’s phone was the only light on the dark bus, shining in Coach Peckham’s face when he saw the text from her dad.

Thank God the bus was still there. Tell Coach Peckham thank you for making sure you got home safe.

Coach Peckham nodded, appearing ashamed. Mrs. Mason patted his knee and relaxed, smiling as she spoke to him.

Madison doodled on the frosty window with her finger, and I pulled the blankets over us, trying to stay warm in the drafty bus. The hum of the engine and road noise made my eyelids feel heavy, and I drifted off, knowing I was surrounded by a team of boys who would do anything for Elliott, and Elliott would do anything for me.





Chapter Twenty-One

Elliott

Sam and I sat two rows behind Catherine and Madison. It was so dark, I could barely see the silhouettes of their heads poking above the seat. At first the girls were looking out the window and at each other as they talked, and then I could tell when Catherine had nodded off, because her head was wobbling back and forth until she finally settled against Madison’s shoulder.

I felt half-frustrated, half-cheated. Catherine would have been much more comfortable sleeping on my shoulder.

“Hey,” Sam said, nudging my elbow. “You finished staring at her yet?”

I breathed out a laugh and shook my head. There was no point in denying it. Sam already knew I was stupid in love with that girl. The bus was driving painfully slow, and I was finding it more and more difficult to be so close to Catherine without being able to talk to her. School was bad enough. This was torture.

The raindrops flittering against the wind on the windows created glowing specks as they magnified the headlights of cars passing for seconds at a time. The windshield wipers swayed back and forth, and together with the hum of the engine and the road noise vibrating the dark bus, a soothing rhythm made it almost impossible to stay awake. Usually the bus was abuzz with celebration and energy on the way home from a won away game, but aside from a few deep voices murmuring somewhere in the back, it was eerily quiet.

“There’s a keg party at the dam,” Sam began, but I was already shaking my head. “C’mon, Elliott, why not? It’s the best way to get back at Presley and them, anyway. They were hoping Tatum would get some alone time with you, and they could spread another rumor. If we show up with the girls and they find out they rode all the way back with us on the bus? They’ll be livid,” he said, chuckling.

“Catherine has to get home.”

He elbowed me. “We can sneak her out.”

I looked out the window. “Nah, man. You don’t know what she goes through.”

“Her mom’s pretty strict, huh? Well, you can still go. With Madison and me there, at least the Brubitches can’t say you did something you didn’t.” When I shook my head again, Sam frowned. “Why? You haven’t been to a party since school started.”

“And I won’t. Not without her.”

“Then talk her into it. A little guilt trip never hurt no one.”

“I can’t do that, Sam. You don’t know how hard it was for me to win her trust back. I came here with no idea if she’d forgive me or not. I spent two years away from her, and I felt like I was going to suffocate right up until she spoke to me for the first time. We’re just getting back to where we were before I left. Maybe even better. I’m not ruining everything I’ve worked for over a party. It’s not more important to me than Catherine.”

“Is there anything that is? Football?”

“No.”

“Your camera?”

“Nope.”

“What about food?”

I chuckled. “If I had to choose, I’d starve.”

“I mean, I’m crazy in love with Madison, so I get it, but . . . I don’t know about all that.”

I shook my head. “Then you don’t get it.”

“Explain it to me.”

“What’s the point in going to a party if I wouldn’t have fun without her there?” I asked.

“You don’t know that. You haven’t seen Scotty jump over the bonfire.”

“Can he clear it?” I asked.

“Most of the time,” Sam said.

We laughed.

“By the way,” Sam said, “I do get it. Madison can’t go to parties, either. When I go, I’m just wishing the whole time that she’s there.” He looked out the window and shrugged. “But she wants me to go. She doesn’t want to feel like she’s holding me back. If Catherine feels that way, just go for an hour. Hang out with the guys and go home. Then you’ll feel like you bonded with the team, and she doesn’t feel guilty all the time. Maddy knows I’d never do anything to hurt her. She’s my best friend.”

I nodded. Catherine was my everything. If something happened to her while I was at a stupid party, if she came to my house and I wasn’t there, if she was hurt even for a second by some rumor, I’d never forgive myself. But I couldn’t tell Sam any of that.

“Catherine is my best friend, too.” My phone began to buzz. The closer we got to Oak Creek, the more the team texted about the party.

Sam read the messages. “See? It’ll suck if you don’t go.”

“I’ll talk to Catherine,” I said.





Chapter Twenty-Two

Catherine

I blinked my eyes just as the buses pulled into the parking lot. I stretched, hearing the football team stir behind us. We filed off the bus. Just as Elliott took my hand, Mrs. Mason stopped us.

“Let me know if your mom wants answers about tonight, okay? I’ll have Mr. Thornton send a letter home. If she’s still unhappy, he can call.”

“It’ll be fine,” I said.

“You’re sure? Catherine, if she’s upset . . .”

“I’m sure. Thanks, Mrs. Mason. Good night.”

Mrs. Mason smiled at me and then Elliott before turning her attention to Coach Peckham.

Elliott walked me straight to his car. The ground was wet from the freezing rain, the parking lot lights glinting off the puddles Elliott lifted me over like I weighed nothing. He was still limping, but not as much.

He started his car, and we waited inside for it to warm up. He took my hands in his, blowing his warm breath on them.

“Madison said there was a party tonight. Did you want to go?”

He shrugged. “I mean, yeah, but it won’t kill me not to.”

“So you want to go?”

“I’ve been to plenty of parties. They’re all the same.”

“But it’s your senior year, and these parties are for you. To celebrate you. You’re the star quarterback. You’ve turned this team around. They love you.”

“I love you.”

I looked down, trying not to blush. “I . . . made you something. It’s stupid,” I said, feeling a disclaimer was necessary.

“You got me something?” he asked, his brows shooting up. His grin widened.

I pulled a stack of cards out of the inside pocket of my coat and handed them to him, watching for his reaction as he read each of the envelopes.

“When you’re lonely,” he read. “When you’re having a bad day,” he said, flipping to the next one. “When you miss me. When we’re fighting. When we just finished a great day. If we break up.” His head popped up, and he frowned. “I’m tearing this one up.”

“Please don’t! It’s four pages long.”

He looked down at the envelopes again. “For now.” He opened the envelope and unfolded the notebook paper, reading over my words.

Dear Elliott,

I don’t have anything else to give you, so I hope this will do. I’m not good at talking about my feelings. I’m not good at talking about anything, really. It’s easier for me to write it down.

Elliott, you make me feel loved and safe in a way no one has in a long time. You’re brave, and you let the horrible things people say roll off your shoulders like nothing can touch you, and then you say things that make me think I’m the only one who can. You make me feel beautiful when you’re the beautiful one. You make me feel strong when you’re the strong one. You’re my best friend, and I also happen to be in love with you, which is just the best thing I could’ve hoped for. So thank you. You’ll never know how much better you make my life just for being in it.

Love,

Catherine

Elliott looked up at me, beaming. “This is the best present anyone has ever given me.”

“Really?” I said, cringing. “I’ve been racking my brain trying to think of something to make, but . . .”

“It’s perfect. You’re perfect.” He leaned over to kiss my lips, pecking them twice before finally pulling away. He looked down, his cheeks flushing red. “You’re my best friend, too. I’m glad you wrote that.”

I picked at my nails, already feeling exposed, but my curiosity was stronger than my hatred of feeling vulnerable. “Maddy said . . . she said she knew something you weren’t telling me, but she wouldn’t say what. It has to do with why you came here.”

“Oh. That.” He massaged the top of my hand with his thumb.

“Are you nervous to tell me?”

“A little bit. Yeah.”

I breathed out a laugh. “Why? You weren’t nervous to tell Maddy.” I nudged him. “Tell me.”

He rubbed the back of his neck, relaxing as the heater warmed the car. We were one of the last cars out of the parking lot. Everyone else was in a hurry to get to the party.

“Do you remember the first time you saw me?” he asked.

I arched a brow. “When you were punching the tree?”

“Yeah.” He looked down at his scarred knuckles. “I don’t want you to think I’m weird or some creepy stalker.” He turned, put on his seat belt, and shifted the car into reverse. “It’ll be easier just to show you.”

We drove to his aunt’s house, and he pulled into the drive. The house was dark, the garage empty.

“Where are they?” I asked.

“Out with Uncle John’s boss. They shouldn’t be too much longer.”

I nodded, following him downstairs to his room in the basement. It looked nothing like it did the last time I was there. It was a regular bedroom, with a full-size bed, a dresser, a desk, and decorations on the wall. The green shag rug had been replaced with an earth-toned modern one.

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing to a new built-in.

“Uncle John made me a bathroom so I didn’t have to shower upstairs.”

“That was really nice.”

Elliott opened a drawer in his desk, taking out a cardboard box with a lid. He stood for a moment with his hands on the lid and then closed his eyes. “Don’t freak out. This is not as weird as it seems.”

“O-okay . . .”

“Remember when I wanted to show you the most beautiful thing I’d ever photographed?”

I nodded.

He picked up the box and carried it to his bed. He lifted the lid, struggling to gather whatever was inside, and then placed a stack of photos, all black and whites and various sizes, on his quilt. He spread them out. Every single one was of me—this year, my freshman year, and very few of them were taken when I was looking at the camera. Then I noticed some photos of me when I was in middle school, and one where I was wearing a dress I hadn’t been able to fit into since the sixth grade.

“Elliott . . .”

“I know. I know what you’re thinking, and it’s creepy. That’s why I haven’t told you.”

“Where did you get these?” I asked, pointing at the photos of me from years before.

“I took them.”

“You took these? They look like magazine photos.”

He smiled, fidgeting. “Thanks. Aunt Leigh bought me my first camera the year I took this one,” he said, pointing at the one of me in the dress. “I’d spend all day outside taking pictures on that thing, then I’d come home and spend all night editing on Uncle John’s old computer. Halfway through the summer, though, I decided to climb this huge oak tree to get a shot of the setting sun. The people who owned the yard the oak tree was in came outside, and I was stuck. They were sad and having a moment I didn’t want to disturb. They were burying something. It was you and your dad. You were burying Goober.”

“You were watching us? You were in the tree?”

“I didn’t mean to, Catherine, I swear.”

“But . . . I sat out there until well after dark. I didn’t see you.”

Elliott cringed. “I waited. I didn’t know what else to do.”

I sat next to the photos, touching each of them. “I remember seeing you walking around the neighborhood and mowing lawns. I saw you looking at me, but you never talked to me.”

“Because I was terrified,” he said with a nervous chuckle.

“Of me?”

“I thought you were the prettiest girl I’d ever seen.”

I sat down on the bed, one of the photos in my hands. “Tell me more.”

“The next summer,” Elliott continued, “I saw you sitting on the porch swing. You saw something in the yard. It was a baby bird. I watched you climb almost to the top of the birch tree just to put it back in its nest. It took you half an hour to get back down, but you did it. In a pink dress.”

He tapped a photo of me sitting on the steps of our front porch, lost in thought. I was eleven or twelve and wearing my dad’s favorite dress. “This is the most beautiful photo I’ve ever taken. I could see it on your face. The pondering of what you’d done, the wonder, the pride.” He breathed out a laugh, nodding his head. “It’s okay, you can make fun of me.”

“No, it’s . . .” I shrugged one shoulder. “Unexpected.”

“And a little creepy?” he asked. He waited for my answer like he was expecting to be punched at any moment.

“I don’t know. Now I have photos of me and my dad I didn’t know existed. What about here?” I asked.

“You were helping your dad fix a broken board on the porch.”

“And here?”

“Admiring the Fentons’ rosebush. You kept coming back to the really big white one, but you didn’t pick it.”

“I thought that house looked familiar. I’ve missed it since they tore it down. It’s just a pile of dirt now. They’re supposed to be building a new one.”

“I miss the lights on the street. Seems like more go out every year,” Elliott said.

“Me too. But it makes the stars easier to see.”

He smiled. “Always looking on the bright side.”

“What were you doing in my backyard that day?” I asked, pointing at a photo of the old oak tree. “The first time I saw you, when you were punching our tree.”

“Blowing off steam.” I waited for him to continue. He seemed embarrassed. “My parents were still fighting a lot. Mom hated Oak Creek, but I was falling for it more every day. I’d asked to stay.”

“The day we met?”

“Yeah. I don’t know. I felt sort of at peace around that oak tree, but that day . . . nothing was peaceful. The longer I sat at the base of the tree, the longer I tried to be calm and mindful, the angrier I got. Before I knew what I was doing, I was throwing punches. It felt good to finally blow off steam. I didn’t know you were home from school, though. Of all the times I’d imagined us meeting, it was never like that.”

“Do you do that a lot? Blow off steam?”

“Not so much anymore. I use to put my fist through doors pretty often. Aunt Leigh threatened to stop letting me visit if I broke another one. She taught me how to channel my anger in a different way. Working out, football, taking pictures, helping Uncle John.”

“Why do you get so angry?”

He shook his head, seeming vexed. “I wish I knew. It just happens. I’m a lot better at controlling it now.”

“I can’t imagine you that angry.”

“I try to keep it reined in. Mom says I’m too much like my dad. Once it’s out . . . it’s out.” He seemed unsettled at the thought.

He sat on the bed next to me, and I shook my head in wonder. There were so many different expressions in the photos—all mine. Angry, bored, sad, lost in thought—so many captured moments of my life.

“Trust me, I see at eighteen that it wasn’t okay for me to take pictures of someone without her consent. I’m happy to give them to you. I’ve never shown them to anyone else. I just . . . at ten, I thought you were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I believe that still. That’s why I told Madison I came back.”

“Because you think I’m beautiful?”

“Because I’ve loved you for almost half my life.”

I turned to look in the mirror that hung on the wall behind his desk. My tawny hair had grown out ten inches since Elliott had taken his first picture of me. I looked like a young woman instead of a girl. My eyes were a boring green—I was perfectly ordinary, not the spectacular beauty he described.

“Elliott . . . I don’t see what you see. And I’m not the only one.”

“You think that’s why insecure girls like Presley and her friends bother you so much? Because you’re plain? Because you’re boring? Ordinary?”

“I am plain and boring and ordinary,” I said.

Elliott stood me in front of the mirror, forcing me to look at myself again. He was a whole head taller than me, able to rest his chin on top of my head if he wanted. His bronze skin was such a contrast to my peachy hue, his straight, dark hair like typed words on a cream page against my tawny waves.

“If you can’t see it . . . trust me, you’re beautiful.”

I looked again. “Fourth grade? Really? I was all knees and teeth.”

“No, you were flowing blonde hair, delicate fingers, with at least ten lifetimes in your eyes.”

I turned to him, sliding my hands under his shirt. “I miss how light my hair was when I was little.”

He stiffened; my hands on his bare skin took him off guard. “Your . . . your hair is perfect the way it is.” He was warm, the solid muscles of his back tensing under my grip. He leaned down, his soft lips pressing against mine. I took a step back toward the bed, and he froze. “What are you doing?” he asked.

“Getting comfortable?”

He smiled. “Now you’re talking in question marks.”

I giggled, pulling him toward me. “Shut up.”

He took a few steps, his entire body reacting when I parted my lips and searched his mouth with my tongue. When I leaned back, Elliott went with me, catching both of us with one hand on the mattress. His chest pressed against mine, and I reached down to lift the bottom hem of his shirt. When the cotton fabric was halfway up his back, the front door closed.

Elliott jumped up, rubbing the back of his neck. “That’s Uncle John and Aunt Leigh,” he said.

I sat up, embarrassed. “I should get home anyway. You should go to the party. I want you to go.”

He looked deflated. “Are you sure?”

I nodded.

“I’ll take a shower, then walk you home. Want some hot chocolate or anything while you wait?”

I shook my head.

“I’ll just be a second.”

He gathered some clothes and then disappeared behind the door of the built-in his uncle John had made. The water from the shower hummed, and steam began billowing from the top of the door.

I sat on Elliott’s bed, next to the pictures of me. There were so few where I was in a field or walking on the sidewalk or even in my yard. In most of the pictures, I was sitting on my porch swing, the windows of the Juniper watching over my shoulder. Never did I smile. I was always deep in thought, even when my father was in the shot, nearby.

The shower turned off, and the faucet turned on. A few minutes later, the door opened, and Elliott appeared, wearing an Oak Creek Football hoodie, jeans, sneakers, and a wide grin, his dimple sinking into his cheek.

“You smell good,” I said, hugging him again. Body wash and mint surrounded me when he locked his arms at the small of my back. His hair was still damp and fell all around me when he bent down to kiss my lips. He took my hand and headed for the stairs but then stopped and kissed me again.

“What was that for?”

“It took me six summers to get up the nerve to talk to you. Two more summers to get back to you. No more, okay? I’m done missing summers with you.”

I smiled.

“What?” he asked.

“I like that you end your sentences in periods now.”

He held my hand in his, my cold skin comforted in the confines of his warmth.

“C’mon,” he said. “Let’s get you home before it gets too late.”

We walked together to the Juniper, counting which of the streetlamps were out and which were still burning. Elliott looked up, agreeing that it was easier to see the stars when it was darker.

We passed the Fentons’ dirt plot, and Elliott stepped through the iron gate this time, walking me all the way to my front porch.

“Have fun tonight, okay?” I said, keeping my voice low. The Juniper was dark, and I wanted it to stay that way while Elliott was so close.

Elliott twirled a strand of my hair. “I wish you’d go with me.”

For the first time in my life, I wanted to go to a party. I would have gone anywhere if it meant I could spend another hour with Elliott. I swallowed those feelings and shook my head. “I’d better go inside.” I kissed his cheek. “Happy birthday.”

Elliott nodded and then took my cheeks in his hands. He pressed his full, warm lips against mine. His mouth moved differently, this time with more desire. The act of sharing a secret and my acceptance had changed things, had broken down a wall. His lips parted, and I let his tongue slip inside, allowing a delicate dance as he pulled me closer.

Our breathing puffed up into a white cloud above us. Elliott took a step closer, gently backing me against the door.

“I should go,” I whispered between kisses.

I reached behind me and turned the handle. The latch clicked, and the hinges creaked. I took a step back, and Elliott followed, stepping inside.

We stood in the doorway, tasting each other, lost in being so close. It was in that moment that I thought seriously about packing up to be with him, leaving everything frightening and draining behind.

“What the hell is going on here?” Duke yelled, yanking me back by my coat.

“Whoa, easy,” Elliott said, his hands up.

“Go, Elliott,” I said, panicked.

“Are you . . . ,” Elliott began.

“Just go! Go!” I yelled, pushing him back through the threshold. I slammed the door in his face.

“Catherine!” Elliott yelled, banging on the door.

“Get out of here, you mutt!” Duke growled.

I held up my finger to Duke, begging him to be quiet. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Just shhhh,” I said, my hands trembling. I touched my palms to the door. “Elliott? I’m okay. Just . . . go home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“You’re not okay!” Elliott said. “Let me in, Catherine. I’ll explain.”

Duke grabbed my arm, but I yanked it away. I took a deep breath, twisting the lock bolt. “You can’t come in. I’m okay, I promise. Just . . . please go home. Please leave.”

“I can’t leave you here,” Elliott said.

I swallowed and looked over my shoulder, seeing the rage in Duke’s eyes. “Elliott, I don’t want you to get hurt. I promise I’ll see you tomorrow, and I promise everything will be fine. Please trust me.”

“Catherine,” Elliott said, his voice desperate and muffled.

I walked over to the window and tapped. Elliott met me there, pressing his hands against the glass. I forced a smile, and Elliott looked around for Duke, who’d stayed just out of sight.

“You have to leave,” I said.

Elliott frowned, the muscles of his jaw ticking. I could see the conflict in his eyes. “Come with me. I can keep you safe.”

A tear spilled down my cheek. “You have to leave, Elliott, or I can’t see you anymore.”

Elliott’s bottom lip trembled with anger. He tried to see behind me one more time. “Go straight to your room and lock the door.”

“I will. I promise.”

“I’ll be here first thing in the morning.”

“Okay.”

Elliott turned on his heel and ran down the porch steps. He jumped over the gate, sprinting home.

I closed my eyes, feeling more tears wet my face. I wiped them away and turned to face Duke. He was still breathing hard, still glowering at me.

“Keep him away from here, Catherine, or I’ll make him disappear.”

I pushed through my fear and walked toward him, pointing at his stained button-down. “You won’t go near Elliott, do you hear me? I’ll leave. I’ll leave and never come back if you lay a finger on him!”

Duke was surprised, blinking and fidgeting, unsure how to respond.

“The Juniper can’t keep going without me. You do what I say,” I hissed. “Go to bed!” I commanded, pointing upstairs.

Duke smoothed his tie and then backed away, turning for the stairway. He climbed slowly, reaching the top and turning right toward his room down the hall. When I heard his door slam shut, I hurried upstairs and into my room, then pushed my bed against the door and sat on the mattress for extra weight.

I covered my mouth, both mortified and afraid. I’d never spoken to Duke that way, and I wasn’t sure what would happen now. He was the most intimidating of the guests, and his failure to frighten me into submission meant uncertainty. I worried someone new and more frightening would come to keep me in line.

The dresser scraped against the floor as I pushed it against my door. Just as I positioned myself to move the bed, a strange noise gave me pause.

Plink, plink.

I froze.

Plink.

The sound was coming from my bedroom window.

I walked over, noticing Elliott in the perfect circle cast by one of the remaining streetlamps. I raised my window, smiling down at him.

“You okay?” he called.

I nodded, wiping my face. “I’m sorry. I hate that you saw that.”

“Don’t worry about me. I can help you down if you want. You don’t have to stay there.”

“I’m in my room. The door’s locked. I’m safe.”

“Catherine.”

“You know I can’t,” I said.

“I didn’t know it was this bad.”

“It’s not bad. I’m fine.”

“I don’t know what that was, but it wasn’t right. I’m worried about you.”

“You have to trust me,” I said.

Elliott dropped the rocks in his hand and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m terrified I’m going to hear that something’s happened to you. I’m afraid of what you said, about not being able to see me anymore. What kind of choice is that?”

“A real one.” I looked behind me. “You should go.”

“I can’t,” he said.

I felt the tears come again. Life at the Juniper was getting worse. Something dark was building inside, and I didn’t want Elliott to get caught in it. Him being unable to leave me was going to get him hurt—or worse.

“Please don’t,” I said. “I can handle this.”

“I should call someone. At least let me talk to Aunt Leigh.”

“You promised,” I said.

“That’s not fair. You shouldn’t have asked me to promise something like that.”

“But I did. And you did . . . and you’re breaking it.”

“Catherine,” he begged. “Let me come up. I can’t leave after seeing what I saw.”

When I didn’t protest, he took a running start, climbing up the side of the house and into my window. He stood with his hands on his hips until he caught his breath.

I looked back at my door. “You shouldn’t be here!” I hissed. It was the first time someone other than a guest, Tess, or Mama had been inside since Dad was taken away in the ambulance.

He stood, towering over me, then looked around. “Lightning didn’t strike. I’ll be quiet.” He turned to close my window and then took a few steps. “Has this changed at all since you were a little girl?”

I shook my head, trying not to panic. Mama would be furious if she knew. She was more protective of the Juniper than she was of me.

“You shouldn’t be here,” I whispered.

“But I am, and unless you kick me out, I’m staying.”

“Your aunt will freak out. She might say something to Mama.”

“I’m eighteen.” He looked past me and frowned. “Why is your dresser against your door?”

I peered up at him.

“Catherine . . .” His eyes roamed over me, desperate to protect me from whatever made me so afraid that my furniture was barricading the door.

“Okay,” I said, closing my eyes. “Okay, I’ll tell you, but you can’t stay. I don’t want you feeling sorry for me. I don’t want your pity. And you have to promise not to tell. Not your aunt, not anyone at the school. No one.”

“It’s not pity, Catherine, I’m worried.”

“Promise.”

“I won’t tell anyone.”

“Duke never comes in here, but sometimes Mama does, or Willow, or Poppy, or my cousin Imogen. Mama won’t let me drill holes in the wall for a lock, so I use the bed to keep them out.”

Elliott frowned. “That’s not okay.”

“They just come in to talk. They wake me up in the middle of the night sometimes. It’s unsettling. I fall asleep better with my bed against the door.” After a beat, I nudged him toward the window. “Okay, I told you. Now go to the party.”

“Catherine, I’m not going to that stupid party. I’m staying here and keeping you safe.”

“You can’t be with me all the time. Besides, I’ve handled this for over two years. Just because you know doesn’t mean anything has changed. I don’t want both of us missing things because of this place, now go.”

“Catherine . . .”

“Go, Elliott. Go, or I can’t do this with you. I can’t carry around that guilt, too.”

Elliott’s face fell, and he turned toward the window and crawled out, closing the window behind him. He pressed his fist against the glass, holding up his I love you sign. I did the same.

Happy birthday, I mouthed.

After Elliott crawled down, I opened my bottom drawer and pulled out my dad’s favorite Oklahoma University T-shirt. It was thin and had a couple of small holes, but it was the closest I could be to him after something so frightening. I rolled it up and lay in my bed, hugging it to me. The shirt hadn’t smelled like him in a long time, but I remembered, and I tried to visualize him sitting on the end of the bed, waiting for me to fall asleep like he did when I was little. Before long, I was drifting off, but it wasn’t Dad I felt was keeping me safe in that space between awake and asleep. It was Elliott.





Chapter Twenty-Three

Elliott

I buttoned up my letterman jacket and shoved my hands in my pockets. The bonfire was twice my size, but the freezing rain that was drizzling made it hard to ward off the cold. Everyone except the football players was already drunk by the time Sam and I had arrived, but the team was taking swigs from tequila bottles to catch up.

I ducked my head when the wind would blow, tucking my chin into the top of my wool jacket. Sam jumped up and down and bounced from one foot to the other to keep the blood flowing. “I’m going to ask Scotty for a shot. He brought a bottle of Fireball. You want some?”

I frowned. “This is miserable. I’m going back to Catherine’s.”

Sam’s eyebrows shot up. “You go inside?”

“I did tonight.”

“How did her mom feel about that? I thought she didn’t allow anyone in but family and guests.”

I shrugged, looking down. “I climbed up the lattice to her window. She let me in long enough to kick me out.”

“Uh-oh. Did you get into it?”

I felt my eyebrows pull in. “Not really. It was kind of like what you said. She doesn’t want to be responsible for keeping me from this. She’s never been to a party before. She clearly thinks it’s something different.”

A group was chanting across the fire. Another keg stand.

“Elliott,” Tatum said, raking her wet hair back. “I didn’t think you’d come.”

“I’m not staying long,” I said, looking past her to the activity at the keg.

“Did you want a drink? I brought—”

“No, thank you. I need to talk to Scotty about something,” I said, leaving Sam alone with Tatum.

“Hey,” I said, tapping Scotty’s shoulder.

“It’s the birthday boy!” Scotty said. The liter of Fireball was already half gone. He was weaving but smiling. “Wanna shot? Let’s do shots!” He took a swig.

“Nah, I’m good,” I said. He couldn’t feel the cold, so he was farther from the fire. I began to shiver, so I took a few steps back, bumping into Cruz Miller. He was holding hands with Minka.

“Watch where the hell you’re going, Youngblood,” he spat. He was drunk but not as drunk as Scotty, who stepped between us like we were about to fight.

“Hey, hey, hey . . . it’s Elliott’s birthday,” Scotty slurred. “Don’t be a dick to him on his birthday.”

“Where’s Catherine?” Minka asked, smug. “Couldn’t she come? Or did she have to clean toilets or something?”

“Shut up, Minka,” I said dismissively.

“What did you just say?” Cruz asked. He was more than a foot shorter than me, but he was the star of the wrestling team, his ears and nose all jacked, his neck as thick as his head.

“Elliott,” Sam said, standing next to me. “Is there a problem?”

More of the wrestlers stood next to Cruz, prompting Scotty to sober up enough to signal the team to gather behind me.

“Say it again, paint sniffer,” Cruz said.

All the muscles in my body stiffened. It had been a long time since someone had attacked my heritage, but that’s what it always came down to, the easiest insult for mouth breathers like Cruz.

I closed my eyes, trying to calm down, hearing Aunt Leigh’s voice in my head telling me to control my anger. “I’m not fighting you, Cruz. You’re drunk.”

Cruz laughed. “Oh, you can insult my girlfriend, but you’re not going to fight me? You might be big, but you’re slow.”

Sam smiled. “You haven’t been to any of our games this year, have you, Cruz?”

“And what?” Cruz asked. “He’s hot shit now? He can’t even get a normal girl; Catherine’s a freak.”

The wrestlers laughed.

“Shut up. Right now,” I said through my teeth.

“Oh, you can talk shit to my girl, but Catherine is off-limits, huh?” Cruz said.

“Catherine hasn’t done anything to you. She hasn’t done anything to any of you,” I said, feeling myself close to snapping.

Sam cupped my shoulder, pulling me back a few inches. I hadn’t realized I was leaning forward.

Minka hugged Cruz’s arm. “You don’t know what she’s done. But you will. Catherine is just using you.”

I made a face. “For what?”

“For a while, like she does everyone else.”

“Everyone else,” I said. “Her dad died, Minka. They started a new company. And you feel snubbed? It’s a good thing she doesn’t have you as a friend anymore. Talk about selfish . . .”

“Catherine’s a great friend to Maddy,” Sam said. “Maybe she just got tired of your annoying chipmunk voice. I know I would.”

Minka’s mouth fell open, and Cruz swung at Sam. That’s when it happened. That’s when I snapped. I grabbed Cruz, threw him to the ground, and whaled on him. Minka was screaming in the background, the football players and wrestlers yelling above me, at times someone would pull on my coat, but everything else was a blur. I couldn’t feel the pain in my knuckles when my bones crashed against the bones in Cruz’s face, but I could hear it.

I wasn’t sure how much time had gone by when my teammates finally pulled me off Cruz. He was lying on the ground, his face a bloody mess. Minka was crying, and the wrestlers were looking at me like I was a monster.

The football players patted me on the back like I’d just won us another game.

“We should go,” Sam said, dazed.

Scotty was trying to congratulate me, but I yanked away from him. “Get off me!” I screamed in his face.

“Sorry, man . . . I just . . .”

I didn’t hear the rest of his sentence or if he’d even finished it. Sam followed me to the Chrysler, and we both slammed our doors at the same time. I gripped the steering wheel, noticing the blood oozing from my knuckles.

“Freakin’ asshole! Jesus! You okay, Elliott?” Sam asked.

I was shaking, still trying to calm down. “Just . . . give me a second.”

Sam nodded, staring forward. “I can drive if you want.”

I shook my head and twisted the ignition. “I’m going to drop you off. I have somewhere to be. I have to see Catherine.”

Sam frowned. “You sure you want her to see your hands like that? Might freak her out.”

I sighed. “She’s going to hear about it at school on Monday anyway. She might as well hear it from me.” I slammed the car into reverse and stomped on the gas, then peeled out of the dirt plot we’d all parked on. I was glad we’d gotten there last. Otherwise, I would have been blocked in.

Sam didn’t talk much on the way to his house, and I was glad. The voices in my head were so loud, any other noise would have been too much. I worried about what Catherine would say, about what Aunt Leigh would say. In seconds, all the hard work I’d done to control my anger over the years went poof.

Sam patted the top of the Chrysler when he got out. “Thanks for saving my tail back there. Call me tomorrow.”

I nodded and then turned my car toward Juniper Street.

Catherine’s light was still on when I pulled up, making adrenaline shoot through my veins all over again. I wasn’t sure if she’d understand or be angry or scared. I closed my eyes and let my head fall back against the seat. She didn’t freak out when she saw me punching the oak tree, but that was a long time ago. She’s been through a lot since then. Still, I couldn’t put it off. I didn’t want her to hear from anyone but me.

I walked across the street and jogged to the side of the house next to the Fentons’ dirt plot, picking up speed as I got closer to the lattice. I climbed up, feeling the grit from the shingles scrape my palms.

Catherine was curled up in a ball, holding something gray to her chest. She’d slept with the light on. Guilt washed over me, and I felt anger boiling in my blood again. I took a few deep breaths, willing myself to calm down before I tapped on the window with my finger.

Catherine stirred and then sat up, startling at the sight of me crouching next to her window. I waved with a forced smile, feeling guilty again that I’d scared her.

She looked over her shoulder at the door and then padded over to the window, lifting it up. She breathed out a white puff of air as I climbed past her and then closed the window.

She was already frowning, immediately seeing my hands. “What happened?”

“I went to the party,” I said.

“Are you okay?” she asked, gently looking over my hands. “Let’s get these cleaned up.”

Catherine led me to the bathroom, turning on tepid water and running it over the dirt and blood. She knelt down and then stood, holding a bottle of peroxide. “Ready?” I nodded, and she squirted the clear liquid onto my wounds. I sucked in a breath, watching as it turned light red and escaped down the drain. She bandaged my skin with what she had and then led me to the bed.

We sat down carefully, waiting after it squeaked to see if we’d woken anyone.

“Tell me,” Catherine said.

“Cruz Miller.”

“Oh,” she said, understanding in her eyes.

“I think he was there looking for a fight. Minka mouthed off, and he defended her when I told her to shut up.”

“About me?” she asked, her face crumbling. “This was about me.”

“It’s not your fault, Catherine,” I said with a frown. I knew she’d blame herself.

“You can’t even enjoy one party . . . on your birthday . . . because you get into a fight defending me.”

“I’d do it again.”

“You shouldn’t have to,” she said, standing. She paced back and forth, her long nightgown swaying between her legs. She stopped, looking at me, resolution on her face.

“Don’t say it. Don’t you dare say it to me right now,” I said. “I can deal with a lot of stuff being thrown at me, but not that.”

Her eyes glossed over. “I’m not good for you. It’s not fair what’s happening to you. You’re the star quarterback. Everyone would love you if it weren’t for me.”

“I only care about one person loving me.” I paused. “Catherine?” I rubbed the back of my neck. “You’re going to hear at school on Monday that I lost my shit. I kind of did. I don’t remember a lot of it. Cruz is pretty messed up.”

“What are you saying?”

“Everyone looked kind of scared of me when I left. Even Sam.”

She stared at me, not saying anything for several seconds. “You lost your temper? Like when you punch holes in doors?” I nodded. “I thought you didn’t do that anymore?”

I sighed. “I don’t know what happened. I snapped.”

She sat next to me, holding my hand, careful not to touch my knuckles. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

“Can I stay?” I asked.

She nodded, lying down on the bed. I lay next to her, and she hooked her arm over my middle, resting her cheek against my chest. The gray piece of fabric fell off the bed, landing quietly on the floor, but Catherine didn’t seem to notice. Instead, she hung on to me tight until her breathing evened out and her entire body relaxed.





Chapter Twenty-Four

Catherine

On Monday, after the final bell rang, I gathered my things and headed to my locker. Cruz wasn’t at school, and Minka wouldn’t even look at me in the few classes we had together. It was like an alternate universe. The week before, we couldn’t walk down the hall without someone trying to get Elliott’s attention. Now he got the same curious or disgusted expressions usually reserved for me.

Elliott was quiet on the way to the Juniper, but he kept his hand in mine, occasionally squeezing it, I assumed when he had a thought he didn’t want to say out loud.

“Thank you for the ride home,” I said to Elliott as I pushed the passenger door open against the wind. “You okay?”

“Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. I’ll be back right after practice.”

I closed the door, and he held up his hand, his index and pinky pointing up, his thumb extended. I did the same before turning to walk toward the Juniper.

My hair blew against my face, helping to keep the cold from blasting my cheeks, but it wasn’t just the blast of freezing wind rushing my steps to the door. Elliott wouldn’t leave until I was inside, and he couldn’t be late for practice.

“Catherine?” Mama called as I crossed the threshold.

“I’m home,” I said, peeling off layers and hanging my coat, scarf, and knit cap on the hooks by the door.

The log for the day was empty, so I trudged into the kitchen and heaved my backpack onto the counter, unzipping it and pulling out five textbooks. It had been three days since Elliott’s run-in with Duke, and I was still worrying about it, making it difficult to concentrate in class. I hadn’t finished any of my assignments and hadn’t caught most of the notes. Staring at the stack of books made me feel tired.

“My brother dated a girl once that my mom didn’t like. Didn’t last very long.” Tess placed a mug of hot chocolate in front of me, sipping her own.

“Who says Mama doesn’t like Elliott? Did she tell you that?”

Tess shrugged. “She said Duke freaked out in front of Elliott. She feels bad, but maybe it’s for the best.”

I sighed. “Thank you for the drink, but not today, Tess.”

“Not today? You’ve got to end this now. You’re going to break his heart. You know you’re not going with him, and he’s not staying here.”

“I don’t know,” I snapped. I let out a breath, trying to rein in my temper.

“It’s not your fault,” Tess said. “It’s normal to want to belong, so it makes sense that you’d want both—Elliott and the Juniper.”

“Who says I want both?” I asked. “The Juniper is a necessary evil, not a want. Elliott is a want, and I was doing just fine until Duke nearly ruined everything. I can still do this. I’ll figure something out. I always do.”

“It sucks, but you know what you have here is too important, and you’re screwing it up.”

I closed my eyes. “I don’t know anything. Neither do you.”

“I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong. You can’t have both. Eventually, you’re going to have to choose.”

“I can have both as long as he’s here. When he leaves, I’ll . . . I’ll let him go, but for now, just let me enjoy it. For once, just let me be happy.”

“He makes you happy?”

“You know he does.”

“So you did choose.”

“It’s not much of a choice, Tess. Please. I have a lot on my plate right now. Just . . . go home.”

“The choice is to be loyal to your mama or run off with a boy who’s going to leave. To anyone else, it would be a clear choice. I can’t believe you.” I sighed and stood, but Tess grabbed my arm. “I came by Friday night. You weren’t here. Mavis said you went to his game. You’ve been taking off work an awful lot.”

I pulled away. “I’m allowed to take off once in a while. I’ve worked seven days a week for two years, Tess.”

“I guess. So . . . how was it? The game? Did you have fun?”

“Not as much as I’d hoped.”

Tess looked at me, her eyes narrowing. “The game? Why not?”

The wind outside rattled the windows, the draft making the curtains sway gently.

When I didn’t answer, Tess came to her own conclusion. “Was he mean to you?”

“Elliott? No, he would rather cut off his arm than upset me. He won’t even go to parties without me. He stood up to his coach for me. He loves me, Tess. Sometimes I think he loves me more than anything.”

Her cheeks flushed red. “What did the coach do?”

“Nothing,” I said with a sigh. “He didn’t do anything. It’s complicated.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Those girls. The ones who give you a hard time. Did they bother you? It was Presley again, wasn’t it? Is that what Althea was talking about? I heard her telling your mama they were bothering you. Mavis said they came by before.” With each sentence, Tess became more upset.

“Tatum likes Elliott, so Presley is being more hateful than usual, that’s all.”

“Well, at least when you dump him, they’ll leave you alone.”

“I’m not dumping him . . . and not likely.”

“You don’t think they’ll leave you alone?” Tess asked.

I shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know why they would. They’ve been bothering me for years, and they enjoy it. Presley especially. They bashed out the headlights of Madison’s car, trying to strand us in Yukon.” Tess frowned while she took another sip of her hot chocolate. “But it’s okay. They’ll all be leaving for college in a few months.”

“That reminds me,” Tess said, sliding a stack of letters toward me. “Althea said to make sure you saw these.”

I thumbed through them. They were all from different colleges in different states. There was a 99.99 percent chance I couldn’t afford any of them. Some envelopes were just surveys. Others were brochures from the schools. The campuses were all beautiful, shot in the summer, when they were covered in plush green grass and sunshine. My heart sank. Those places were so far out of my reach, they might as well have been on the moon.

I wondered if Elliott would be recruited by scouts during playoffs, which college he would end up choosing, and how far away he would go, if he would be one of the college freshmen gathered together on one of those lawns, and which girl would be cheering for him in the stands. My eyes filled with tears, and I pushed them away.

“The quicker you cut him loose, the easier it will be on you both.”

I looked over at Tess. “You have to go. I have a lot of homework, and then I have chores.”

Tess nodded and slid off the stool to leave.

I opened my geometry textbook, pulling out the folded notebook paper still inside. I had only finished half the assignment in class, my mind swirling with how much longer I could ignore that Elliott was leaving. I’d let him get too close, and I’d put him in danger. Now he was a pariah at school. When it was time, I’d have to let him go.

Page after page, problem after problem, I finished each assignment as the sun set and night set in. The Juniper grew noisier at night. The walls creaked, water whooshed through the pipes, and the refrigerator hummed. In winter, the wind would blow so hard at times the front door would struggle to stay closed.

The refrigerator clicked off, and the humming stopped. For once, it was too quiet. The back door opened and then closed, and footsteps seemed to walk in circles.

“Mama?” I called. She didn’t answer. “The heater isn’t working quite right. Want me to call someone?”

Duke came around the corner, sweaty and huffing, his tie loose and hanging askew. I tensed, waiting for an outburst.

“Duke. I . . . didn’t realize anyone was here. I’m sorry, what can I do for you?”

“I’ll take care of the heater. You stay out of the basement from now on. I hear you have a bad habit of getting locked down there.”

“Like you didn’t know?” I asked.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he snarled.

“Nothing,” I grumbled, putting my finished homework away. He was referring to the time I was stuck down there for three hours. I’d gone down to check the water heater, and someone shut the door on me. I had a suspicion it was Duke, but when Mama finally answered my calls for help, she said Duke hadn’t checked in.

The basement door slammed, and Duke’s heavy boots stomped down the rickety steps, stopping only when he reached the bottom. He was moving things around, making a racket. I was glad I’d finished my homework. The banging and screeching of chair legs being pulled across concrete would have made concentration impossible.

I readied my backpack for the next day, placed it by the door, then climbed the stairs, exhaustion building with each step. My heavy feet caught on the matted, dirty carpet, forcing me to hold on to the grungy wooden railing to keep myself from tripping. The house had aged twenty years in the two years since Dad had been gone. I only knew how to do upkeep like light the pilot light and check for leaks in the plumbing. The paint was peeling, the pipes were leaking, the lamps would blink, and the house was drafty. Mama wouldn’t let me do even small updates. She didn’t want anything to change, so we just let it rot.

Once in my room, I peeled off my clothes, listening to the pipes rattle and whistle before the water sprayed through the showerhead.

Freshly scrubbed and shampooed, I stood in my robe in front of the mirror, wiping away the hundreds of tiny water droplets with my palm. The girl in the mirror was different than the one who’d stood in front of the mirror with Elliott just a few days before. The dark circles had returned, and my eyes were sad and tired. Even knowing how it would end, I still looked forward to seeing him at school every day. It was the only thing I looked forward to, and I was going to let him go for reasons I didn’t completely understand.

My comb slid through my wet hair. I wondered what my dad would think about how long my hair had grown, if he’d have approved of Elliott, and how different my life would be if Dad had lived. The music box on my dresser began to play one chime at a time, and I walked into my bedroom, gazing at the pink cube. It was closed and I hadn’t wound it in days, but since the day after Dad’s funeral, I’d pretended the misfiring of the pin drum that created the slow, haunting tune was Dad’s way of talking to me.

I carried the music box to my window, winding the tiny gold crank and then opening the lid, watching my misshapen ballerina twirl to the comforting tune.

I sat on the small bench seat beneath the window, already feeling the cold air seeping through the cracks. The Fentons’ maple tree on the far side of their lot was obscuring a full view of the night sky, but I could still see hundreds of twinkling stars between the branches.

The streetlamps had been neglected and were slowly going out one at a time, but the millions of stars above would always be there: mysterious, silent witnesses, just like the guests of the Juniper.

A handful of gravel rocks bounced off the glass, and I looked two stories down to see Elliott standing in the dark.

I pushed up the window with a smile, winter breathing in my face. “I didn’t think you were coming.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Because practice has been over for hours?”

He looked ashamed. “Sorry, I got tied up. I thought . . . I think I should come up again,” he called up as quietly as he could. “That I should stay.”

“Elliott . . . ,” I sighed. One night was a risk. Two was making a decision.

Icy wind blew Elliott’s hair forward. After just one night of having him in my room, I was desperate to be surrounded by that hair, his arms, and the safety I felt just being close to him. Another gust blew in through the window, and I wrapped my robe tighter around me. “It’s freezing. You should go home.”

“Just a second,” he said, backing up a few steps before taking a running start and climbing and jumping up to the roof beneath my window.

I stopped him before he climbed in, pressing my hand against his shoulder. “We’re going to get caught.”

“That’s why I’m here, right? In case someone comes into your room without permission?”

“I don’t want you to be here if that happens, Elliott. It will make it even harder to explain.”

“You don’t have to explain anything to me.”

“This is a mess,” I said with a sigh. “My life is a mess.”

“Well, now your mess is my mess.”

I touched his cheek, and he leaned against it, creating a twinge in my chest. “I know you’re just trying to help, but if I cared about you at all, I wouldn’t let you get involved. Maybe”—my stomach felt sick before I even said the words—“Elliott, I think it’s time we . . . we should break up. You’re leaving anyway, and I want to keep you far away from all this.”

He frowned. “Damn it, Catherine, don’t say that. Don’t ever say that. You’re coming with me, remember? And besides, I do the protecting around here.”

“I thought I was the warrior?”

“How about you take a break for a while?”

I heaved out a frustrated sigh. “Elliott, you have no idea what you’re saying. You don’t even know what you’re dealing with.”

“Is this about the fight?” he asked.

“No.”

“Okay. Okay, then maybe,” he began, choosing his words carefully. I could tell he was angry that I’d even said the words break up, just as agitated as the first time we went to lunch with Sam and Madison. “Okay, all right? I get it. If no one is hurting you, I won’t say anything. I’m just worried about you. Not knowing what’s going on is making it worse.”

The wind blew, and I hugged my middle.

“All right, this is ridiculous,” he said, climbing in.

Elliott closed the window and walked across the room, sitting on my bed. It creaked under his weight. He gazed at me, patting the space next to him with a sweet smile.

I glanced at the door, trying to keep my voice down. “I appreciate that you worry about me, but as you can see, I’m fine. Now please . . .”

Muffled voices filtered down the hall, and we froze. I recognized Duke and Mama, and then Willow, but Elliott frowned, seeming confused. “Is that . . . ?”

I covered my eyes with my hands, feeling hot tears threaten to fall. “Elliott, you have to leave.”

“Sorry. I won’t talk in question marks.”

“I’m serious. This is serious. I’m trying to protect you.”

“From what?”

I pointed to the door. “None of them were here earlier, and now they are. There has to be a reason. They’re up to something. You have to go. It’s not safe here.”

He stood up, holding his hand out to me. “Then you shouldn’t be here, either. C’mon.”

I held my palm to my chest. “I don’t have a choice!”

Elliott held his finger to his lips and then stood, pulling me into a warm, tight hug. I wanted to stay cocooned there forever.

“I’m giving you at least one,” Elliott said quietly against my hair. He wasn’t afraid, and I couldn’t show him how dangerous it was without putting him and the Juniper in jeopardy. “What about Mrs. Mason? Can’t you talk to her?”

I shook my head, pressing my cheek against his chest. It was hard to argue when I wanted nothing more than for him to be in my room.

“We’ll figure something out. But no more talk about breaking up or me leaving you here alone. Look at me. Do I look like I need you to save me?” He tried a grin, but it quickly faded when he saw the sadness in my eyes.

“You’re going to leave me here alone, Elliott. Eventually you’ll go, and I can’t go with you. It’s better if you just—”

A board down the hall creaked. I covered my mouth, stepping away from the door and watching the crack beneath, waiting for a shadow to break the light.

Elliott held me close while the steps passed my door and turned for the stairs, boots stomping down each step, and then the basement door slammed.

“That was Duke,” I whispered. I gazed up at Elliott, begging him with my eyes. “You can’t chance getting caught here. Not with him here. It will make things worse. He won’t come in my room. Mama won’t let him. So please . . . just go.”

“If you’re not afraid he’ll come in, why is your dresser against your door?”

“It’s not for him.”

Elliott rubbed his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Catherine, enough. I can’t take one more nonanswer. You’ve gotta trust me enough to tell me what’s going on. Who is the barricade for?”

I swallowed. “Mama.”

His shoulders fell. “She hurts you?”

I shook my head. “No, she just scares me. It gets worse every day. It’s hard to explain, and Elliott . . . I promise you it wouldn’t matter if I did. You can’t fix it.”

“Let me try.”

I bit my lip, thinking. “Okay. Okay, you can stay.”

He sighed in relief. “Thank you.”

The back door closed, and I walked over to the window, peering out into the night, gasping when I saw someone standing below.

Mama was at the center of the Fentons’ dirt plot in her nightgown, staring down the road. The Fentons’ children had just commissioned the ground to be tilled with a tractor, getting it ready to pour the foundation for a new house. Mama’s bare feet were covered in cold mud, but she didn’t seem to notice.

She turned to look up at my bedroom window, but I stepped away before she could see me, standing with my back against the wall. After a few seconds, I peeked again. Mama was still there, staring up at the house; this time her body was angled toward the window of the next room over. Realization that it had been Mama—not the Juniper—I’d been scared of all along made my blood run cold.

Like always, it was my first inclination to ignore the fear and to go out to her, to make her come back in, but she looked angry, and I was too afraid of who else was out there.

I backed away from the window and into Elliott’s arms.

“Is that . . . is that your mom?”

“She’ll come back in and go to bed.”

Elliott leaned forward to see out the window and then righted himself, looking as creeped out as I felt. “What do you think she’s looking for down there? You think she’s looking for me?”

I shook my head, staring down at her, watching her watch the road. “She has no idea you’re here.”

Mama looked down at her feet, sinking her toes into the cold, wet clods of dirt.

“What is she doing?” Elliott asked.

“I don’t think she knows that, either.”

“You’re right. She’s scary.”

“You don’t have to stay,” I said. “Just wait to leave until she comes in.”

He squeezed me to him. “I’m not going anywhere.”





Chapter Twenty-Five

Elliott

We were careful not to let the bed make too much noise as we settled in for the night. Catherine was right about the Juniper being creepy. The sounds the house made happened so often, it sounded like the walls, the pipes, the floors, and the foundation were all communicating.

I imagined over and over what to do if someone came through the door. Still, not one of the worst-case scenarios my mind could come up with was more frightening than what Catherine had said. More than once now, she’d said it aloud, which meant she’d thought it ten times more. She thought we were too different, that what was going on with her was too monstrous for us to overcome, and that she needed me out of her life to protect me. I’d simply refused to acknowledge it, but the closer we came to graduation, the more I worried she was going to tell me goodbye.

The fact that Catherine had finally told me even an ounce of the truth gave me hope, and as I held her in my arms, I told myself that in the end, I could love her enough that she would choose me. If she didn’t, I wasn’t sure I could pack up my car for college and leave her here alone again to fend for herself.

I wanted her to rest, and I also wanted her to talk to me about our future. I stayed quiet while my compassion and greed warred it out with each other, waiting for one to win.

“Elliott?” Catherine whispered.

My relief was palpable. “Yeah?”

“I don’t want you to get hurt. Not by me, not by anyone.”

“You’re the only one who could,” I said, feeling a burning in my chest. I had no idea what she might say next.

Catherine buried her head in my chest and squeezed me tight. “What you said, about how you know you love someone . . . what if . . . what if they’re the most important thing, but there are things out of your control that get in the way?”

I looked down at her, waiting until she gazed up at me. Her eyes were glossed over, and I tried not to panic. “I remember the first time I saw you. I thought you were the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. Then, you were the most compassionate, then the saddest. The scaredest. The bravest. I am more in awe of you every day, and if you wanna know what scares me, it’s that I probably don’t deserve you, but I know I will love you more than anyone else will. I’ll do anything to keep you safe and happy. I just have to hope that’s enough.”

“I know that. I know all that, and I love you for it. I feel the most safe, the most happy when I’m with you. But what if . . . what if I can’t leave?”

“What if I can help you?” I asked.

“How?” she said. I could touch her hope and wrap it around us both like a blanket; she was waiting for me to show her the way out, but she was chained here by her duty to her mother, and that I wasn’t sure I could compete with. Guilt and fear were powerful beasts, and they had been feeding on her for years from the inside out.

“I can pack your things and put them in my car.”

Catherine looked away.

“This place is going under with or without you to go down with it. No one would blame you for abandoning ship. If your mom was in the right state of mind, she wouldn’t, either. Anyone who loves you wants you just as far away from this place as you want me. So just ask yourself, when it goes down—and it will—will it have been worth it? What would your dad want you to do?”

A tear fell down Catherine’s cheek, and she shook her head. “But I can’t just leave her here.”

“So let’s find another way. A program, the government, we can get jobs and send money back. We can call and find her help, assistance, but . . . you don’t belong here, Catherine. This house is not yours. The guests aren’t your family.”

“But she is. She’s all I have.”

“You’ve got me,” I said. “You’re not alone, and you never will be again.”

“If I go with you.”

I touched her chin, lifting it gently until her gaze met mine. “Haven’t you figured me out by now? You go where you want. I’ll follow. But we can’t stay here. You can’t stay here, Catherine. You don’t want to, I know you don’t.”

She shook her head, another tear falling down her cheek. “I don’t.” She closed her eyes and touched her lips to mine, and I cupped the back of her head with one hand, hugging her to me with the other. She sniffed, pulling away. “I already told her I’d stay.”

“Plans change.”

“I’m afraid of what will happen to her when I leave.”

“Catherine, listen to me. She’s the adult. She’s not your responsibility. She can’t keep you imprisoned here, and besides, once you leave, she’ll have to get help. She’s using you to stay stagnant. She’ll have to move forward or . . .”

“Drown,” Catherine said, staring at the door.

“You can’t get someone out of quicksand if you’re stuck in it, too,” I said.

She rested her cheek against my chest. “You’re right. I know you’re right, but . . . it’s hard to explain. The thought of leaving is so exciting, and it’s also completely terrifying. I don’t know if I can help her once I leave.”

“I know you definitely can’t help her here.”

She nodded, thinking.

I squeezed her tight. “There are a lot of things we don’t know, but I can promise you won’t do it alone.”





Chapter Twenty-Six

Catherine

The halls of the high school were particularly quiet on Tuesday morning. The students seemed tired, and at first, I thought it was just the cloud-covered sky and the cold. But something else was blowing in with the cold front. We just didn’t know it yet.

An office aide stood in the doorway, his hair frizzy and carrot-hued. He was more freckles than alabaster, already a chip on his shoulder as a freshman. Today the years of teasing and bullying were missing from his expression. Instead, he seemed anxious as he placed the note on the teacher’s desk.

“Tatum?” Ms. Winston called. “You’re wanted in the office.”

“But the test,” she argued.

“Gather your things,” Ms. Winston said, staring at the paper in her hand. “Now.”

Through the glass wall, I saw Anna Sue walking down the hall, escorted by another office aide. She had her books with her.

Tatum paused, watching her friend. Their gazes met for half a second before Anna Sue passed.

Tatum grabbed her backpack and hurried into the hallway, calling for Anna Sue to wait.

The moment they were out of sight, a few whispers lingered, but then we all went back to our tests. As I filled in circles, the uneasy feeling that something was wrong settled over me. The halls were quiet and tense. The students were exhausted, subconsciously ready for the terror that was about to settle into the bones of the school.

The bell rang, and hundreds of teenagers filed out into the hallways, stopping off at their lockers to exchange books and supplies in the two minutes we were allowed.

“Did you hear?” Madison said, breathless.

“No, but I can feel it,” I said, closing my locker door.

Elliott and Sam appeared next to us with the same confused expressions.

“They’re saying Presley isn’t at school today, and all the clones were called into the office,” Sam said.

“Madison,” Mrs. Mason said, glancing at me. She touched Madison’s arm. “I need you to come with me.”

“Me? Why?” Madison asked.

“What’s going on?” Sam asked.

“Just come with me, Maddy. Don’t argue,” Mrs. Mason whispered.

Madison walked with Mrs. Mason down C Hall toward the office.

We stood watching, a crowd forming around us. People were asking questions, but their voices blurred together.

“Do you think it’s about Maddy’s car?” Sam asked. “Maybe they got caught and want to talk to her about it?”

“Didn’t you see Mrs. Mason’s face?” Elliott said. “Whatever it is . . . it’s bad.” He reached down, sliding his fingers between mine.

Second and third hour came and went. After class, I expected Madison to be at my locker, talking so fast about whatever they’d taken her to the office for, her words barely audible. Elliott, Sam, and I waited at my locker, but Madison never came.

“She’s still in the office,” Sam said.

That was when I noticed the tears, the somber faces, some even looking afraid.

“What the hell is going on?” Elliott asked.

Sam pulled out his cell phone. “I’m texting Maddy’s dad. He should know what’s going o—”

Mr. Saylor passed us, giving Sam a strange look before disappearing around the corner.

“He’s going to the office,” Sam said, putting his phone away.

“I’m going,” I said.

“Catherine, no,” Elliott said, but before he could finish his sentence, I had already closed my locker and was following Mr. Saylor.

Mrs. Rosalsky seemed panicked the moment Elliott, Sam, and I walked in. She stood, holding out her hand.

“Catherine, you should go. You too, Elliott. Sam, go with them.”

“Where is Maddy?” I asked. “Mrs. Mason came for her two hours ago. We just saw her dad.”

Mrs. Rosalsky lowered her chin, meeting my gaze. “Catherine, go. They’ll call you in soon enough.”

“Miss Calhoun,” a man said, stepping out of Mrs. Mason’s office. Madison followed him out with her father, looking horrified.

“What’s going on?” Elliott asked.

“I’m Detective Thompson,” he said, shaking Elliott’s hand. He eyed us with his bulging blue eyes.

“Nice to meet you,” Elliott said, nodding once before peering around to see Madison. “You okay?”

Madison nodded, looking small behind her father.

Detective Thompson wore a dark, worn suit, his Western boots wet from a weekend of rain. His wiry gray mustache made him look more like a cowboy than an officer of the law. “Since you’re both here, why don’t you step into Mrs. Mason’s office?”

I looked to Elliott, searching for an answer in his expression. I hadn’t a clue what was going on, but Elliott seemed unfazed. He took my hand, leading the way. As we passed, Madison’s eyes expressed a dozen warnings. Her hand brushed over mine and Elliott’s as she left with her father, silently wishing us good luck.

Mrs. Mason was standing behind her desk, gesturing for us to take the two chairs that sat in front of it. We did, but Elliott kept hold of my hand.

Detective Thompson stared at our interlaced fingers as he sat in Mrs. Mason’s chair, clasping his hands behind her nameplate.

“Do you know why we’ve brought you in here today?” Thompson asked.

Elliott and I traded glances and then shook our heads no.

“Presley Brubaker didn’t come home last night,” Thompson said matter-of-factly.

I frowned, waiting for the words to make sense, for the detective to explain.

“She ran away?” Elliott asked.

Thompson’s mouth twitched. “It’s interesting you’d say that, Elliott. No one else I’ve spoken to seems to think so.”

Elliott shrugged. “What else could it be?”

The detective sat back, as calm and collected as Elliott. They were staring at each other in a sort of standoff. “I’ll need your birthdates. Let’s start with Elliott.”

“November sixteenth. Nineteen ninety-nine,” Elliott said.

“February second,” I said.

Detective Thompson snatched a pen from Mrs. Mason’s jar and scribbled down our answers.

“You had a birthday this weekend, huh?” the detective said.

Elliott nodded.

“Catherine?” Mrs. Mason said. “Do you know where Presley is? Have you heard from her?”

“I’ll ask the questions, Mrs. Mason.” Thompson said the words, but he waited for me to answer.

I tried to relax, to appear as confident as Elliott, but Thompson had already made up his mind. It felt more like he was expecting a confession than conducting an informal interview.

“The last time I saw her was after the game Friday night in Yukon,” I said.

“You traded words?” Thompson said.

“That sounds an awful lot like leading, Detective,” Elliott said.

Thompson’s mouth twitched again. “Kids these days,” he said, putting his muddy boots on Mrs. Mason’s desk. Some flat, dried pieces fell off onto the wood and the carpet. “You watch far too much television. Wouldn’t you agree, Mrs. Mason?”

“In some cases. Elliott and Catherine are two of our best students. They show exemplary behavior as well as maintain impressive grade point averages.”

“You’ve seen Catherine quite a bit since her father died, haven’t you?” Thompson asked. He’d meant the question for Mrs. Mason, but his eyes remained on me.

Mrs. Mason stumbled over her words. “I’m sorry, Detective. You know I can’t discuss—”

“Of course,” he said, sitting up. “So? Catherine? You and Presley traded words at the ball game in Yukon?”

I thought for a moment. “No, I don’t think we did.”

“Madison seems to disagree,” Thompson said. “Isn’t that how you got to the game? Your friend Madison?”

“Yes, but I never spoke to Presley,” I said with confidence. “Madison responded to her a couple of times. She told her hi, and then . . .” I swallowed my words. Implicating Madison in any way was the last thing I wanted, and if Presley was missing, any hostility, even if it was warranted, would draw Thompson’s focus.

“Told her to eat shit?” Thompson asked. “Isn’t that what she said?”

I felt my cheeks flush.

“Yes?” he asked.

I nodded.

Elliott breathed out a laugh.

“Is that funny?” Thompson asked.

“Presley doesn’t get talked to that way a lot,” Elliott said. “So yes. It’s a little funny.”

Thompson pointed to me and then to Elliott, wagging his finger back and forth. “You two are an item, aren’t you?”

“Why does that matter?” Elliott asked. For the first time, he showed signs of discomfort, and Thompson zeroed in on it.

“Do you have a problem answering that question?” Thompson asked.

Elliott frowned. “No. I’m just not sure what it has to do with Presley Brubaker or why we’re in here at all.”

Thompson gestured to our hands. “Answer the question.”

Elliott squeezed my hand again. “Yes.”

“Presley has a history of bullying Catherine, doesn’t she? And you . . . you have a history of punching holes in walls.”

“Doors,” Elliott corrected.

“Kids,” Mrs. Mason said. “Remember, you can have an attorney present. Or your parents.”

“Why would we do that?” Elliott asked. “He can ask us anything.”

“There was a party after the game. Did either of you go?” he asked.

“I went with Sam,” Elliott said.

“Not with Catherine?” Thompson asked, arching an eyebrow.

“I didn’t want to go,” I said.

Thompson watched us for several seconds before he spoke again. “And why is that?”

“Elliott took me home, and I went to bed,” I said.

“You went home?” he asked, pointing at Elliott. “The night of his birthday? After a big win against Yukon? That’s odd.”

“I don’t go to parties,” I said.

“Never?” Detective Thompson asked.

“Never,” I said.

Thompson puffed out a laugh, but then he grew stern. “Did either of you see Presley after Friday night?”

“No,” we both answered in unison.

“What about last night, Youngblood? Tell me about your evening after football practice.”

“I walked around for a while.”

I looked at Elliott. He’d told me he had things to do between football practice and coming to my house. It didn’t occur to me to ask what he’d been doing at the time.

Thompson’s eyes narrowed. “Walked where?”

“Around my neighborhood, waiting for Catherine to settle in.”

“And why’s that?”

“I waited, and when I saw some movement, I threw a few pebbles until she came to the window.”

“You threw rocks at her window?” Thompson repeated, unimpressed. “How romantic.”

“I’m trying,” Elliott said with a small grin.

Mrs. Mason leaned against her file cabinet, pressing her lips together into a hard line. Elliott took most things in stride, but the detective didn’t know that. To him, Elliott could seem flippant—or worse, callous.

“Did Cathy come to the window?” Thompson asked.

“It’s Catherine,” Elliott said, his tone firm. Much too firm for speaking to an adult, especially a detective.

“My apologies,” Thompson said, a spark in his eye. “Continue.”

Elliott sat forward and cleared his throat. “Catherine came to the window, and . . . we talked.”

“That’s it?”

“I might have climbed the side of her house and stolen a kiss,” Elliott said.

“Is that how you scraped your hands?” Thompson asked.

Elliott held up his free hand. “Yep.”

“What about your knuckles?”

“Fight Friday night after the game.”

“Oh?” the detective said.

“We were still feeling invincible after the game. Got into it with the wrestlers. Stupid guy stuff.”

“I heard you beat Cruz Miller senseless. Is that true?”

“I got a little carried away, yeah.”

“Was it over Catherine?” Thompson asked.

“We were both mouthing off. We’re over it.”

“When did you leave Catherine’s house last night?”

Elliott moved around in his chair. Honesty meant risking the detective telling Mama that he’d stayed the night in the Juniper.

“Elliott,” Thompson prodded, “what time did you leave Catherine’s?”

“I can’t remember,” Elliott said finally.

“You two aren’t telling me something. I can tell you now, it’s best just to be honest in the first place. Otherwise, anything you say later will be questioned.” When we didn’t divulge, he sighed. “Do you have any idea what time he left?”

I shrugged. “I didn’t look at the clock. I’m sorry.”

“Tell me, Catherine. Is Elliott a little too possessive for your taste? Maybe a little controlling?”

I swallowed. “No.”

“He just moved here, right? You two look awfully serious.”

“He stays with his aunt in the summers,” I said. “We’ve known each other for several years.” Walking the tightrope between the truth and lies was something I’d done many times, but in this case, Thompson had an agenda, and I wasn’t sure if my half truths were doing more harm than good.

Thompson tapped his wrinkled index finger on Mrs. Mason’s desk, his wedding ring catching the fluorescent light. He cradled his chin with his other hand. I kept my eyes on his thin hand, counting the liver spots, wondering if his wife knew he terrorized high school kids for sport. The way he watched Elliott made me think he was just getting started.

“Anything else?” Elliott asked. “We should get back to class.”

Detective Thompson was quiet for a while, and then he stood up abruptly. “Yes. Catherine, why don’t you head back to class.”

We stood, hand in hand.

“Elliott, I’m going to have to ask you to come with me,” Thompson said.

Elliott took a protective stance in front of me, holding me close. “What? Why?”

“I need to ask you a few more questions. You can decline, but I’d just be back with a warrant. We can question you then.”

“A warrant for my arrest?” Elliott asked. Every muscle in his body was tense, as if he couldn’t decide whether to run or attack. “Why?”

Mrs. Mason stood, holding out her hands. “Detective, I know you’re not familiar with Elliott, but I think you’re sensing possessiveness when Elliott is actually just very protective of Catherine. Her father passed away a few summers ago, and she and Elliott have a history together. He cares about her very much.”

Thompson arched a brow. “And Catherine has a history with Presley Brubaker. We’ve established that Elliott is very protective of Catherine . . .”

Mrs. Mason shook her head. “No. You’re twisting things. Elliott would never—”

“Will you come to the station with me, Mr. Youngblood? Or will I be seeing you at football practice with a sweet new pair of silver bracelets?” Thompson asked.

Elliott looked down at me, then back at the detective, exhaling through his nose, his nostrils flaring. His expression was severe. I’d only seen that look on his face once before—the day we met.

“I’ll go,” he said simply.

Detective Thompson’s face lit up, and he patted Elliott on the shoulder. “Well, then, Mrs. Mason. I might not be familiar with Mr. Youngblood now, but we’re going to get to know each other real well this evening.” He gripped Elliott’s arm, but I held on to him.

“Wait! Wait a second,” I said.

“It’s going to be okay.” Elliott kissed my forehead. “Call my aunt.” He fished in his pocket and handed me his car keys.

“I . . . don’t know her number.”

“I do,” Mrs. Mason said. “Request a lawyer, Elliott. Don’t say anything else until one arrives.”

Elliott nodded and then left with Detective Thompson. I followed a respectful distance behind, escorted by Mrs. Mason. I watched out the wall of windows at the front of the school while Thompson opened the back of his navy-blue Crown Victoria. I touched the icy window, watching helplessly until Elliott and Thompson were out of sight.

I turned to Mrs. Mason. “He has nothing to do with this!”

“Come back to my office. We’ll find Leigh’s number. We should call her. Now.”

I nodded, following the counselor back to her office. I sat down in the seat I had just occupied minutes before. My knee bounced, and I dug my thumbnail into my forearm while Mrs. Mason tapped on her computer, then picked up her phone.

“Mrs. Youngblood? Hi, it’s Rebecca Mason. I’m afraid I have some bad news. Presley Brubaker has gone missing, and Detective Thompson from the Oak Creek Police Department has come to collect Elliott for questioning. He just took him to the station less than five minutes ago. Elliott asked that I call you.”

I could hear Leigh panicking through the phone, firing off questions.

“Mrs. Youngblood . . . Leigh . . . I know. I know he’s a good boy. But I think . . . I think you should call an attorney to meet Elliott at the station as soon as possible. Yes. Yes, I’m so sorry. Yes. Goodbye.”

Mrs. Mason hung up the phone and then covered her eyes with one hand.

“Becca,” Mr. Mason said, walking through the door.

Mrs. Mason looked up, trying her best to keep it together, but when she saw her husband, tears welled up in her eyes and spilled over her cheeks.

Mr. Mason rounded the desk and helped his wife to her feet, holding her tight as she tried not to cry. I fell into Mrs. Mason’s line of sight, and she released her husband, straightening her blazer and skirt.

“Catherine?” She cleared her throat. “Leigh is on the way to the police station. John should be there soon. They’re calling Elliott an attorney. I want you to go to class”—sympathy touched her eyes—“and I want you to try very hard not to worry. If anyone, and I mean anyone, bothers you about this, you come straight to me. Do you understand?”

I nodded.

She wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. “Good. I have an appointment with Tatum, Anna Sue, and Brie in ten minutes. Check in with me after lunch, please.”

I nodded, watching her stride out of her office, determined to hold the school together if needed.

The walk to my locker from the office seemed to take twice as long as usual. I twisted the dial, but when I yanked, the door wouldn’t open. The bell rang, and I tried again, desperate to avoid suspicious eyes and whispers. When I failed again, my bottom lip trembled.

“Let me,” Sam said, yanking straight up on the latch. The lock released, and he pulled my locker open.

I quickly switched out my books and slammed the door, twisting the dial again.

“Maddy went home,” Sam said. “Can I walk you?” He looked around. “I should walk you.”

I glanced over my shoulder, cowering under the accusatory glares of other students passing by. Word had already spread. “Thank you.”

Sam kept me close, walking me across the commons to B Hall. The students glared at me and Sam, and I worried he would become a target, too.

When we reached my world lit class, Sam waved to me and went on to his class. I slipped behind my desk, unable to miss Mrs. McKinstry pausing to look at me before taking roll.

I closed my eyes, holding Elliott’s keys tight in my hand. Just a few more hours, and I could go to him. Just a few more hours, and—

“Catherine!” Mrs. McKinstry said.

I looked down, feeling warm liquid pool in my palm and drip down my wrist. Elliott’s keys had punctured my hand.

Mrs. McKinstry grabbed a paper towel and rushed over, forcing me to open my hand. She dabbed my palm, the white paper soaking up the crimson.

“Are you okay?”

I nodded. “Sorry.”

“Sorry?” she asked, surprised. “What on earth do you have to be sorry about? Just . . . go to the nurse. She’ll get you cleaned up.”

I gathered my things and rushed out, relieved that I didn’t have to suffer through an entire class with twenty-five pairs of eyes on the back of my head.

The nurse’s office was across from administration, just around the corner and ten feet down from my locker. I stopped at 347, unable to take another step. Feeling Elliott’s keys wadded with the paper towel, I turned on my heel, running toward the double doors that led to the parking lot.





Chapter Twenty-Seven

Catherine

My worn, black Converses looked painfully juvenile next to Leigh’s snakeskin stilettos. She sat with perfect posture, waiting in one of the ten or so unpadded metal chairs that lined the main hall of the Oak Creek Police Department.

The walls were a dirty tan, the matching baseboards scuffed with black and splattered with coffee and unknown stains. I counted seven doors breaking up the monotony of the walls that bordered the hallway, most of their top halves taken up by Plexiglas windows that were covered by cheap miniblinds.

The fluorescent lights buzzed above our heads, a reminder that the sunlight from the front windows only reached to the end of the hall.

Occasionally an officer or two would pass us, each one watching with wary eyes, as if we were part of some intricate plan to help Elliott escape.

“I don’t have to tell you that it’s not a good idea to drive Elliott’s vehicle without a license,” Leigh said, keeping her voice low.

I cowered. “Yes. It won’t happen again.”

“Well,” she said, wiping her palms on her slacks, “I’m sure Elliott doesn’t mind, but next time, call me. I’ll come.”

I didn’t bother arguing that Leigh should have come straight to the police station instead of detouring to give me a ride. Leigh was in no mood for backtalk.

“John!” Leigh said, standing.

“I got here as quick as I could. Is he still in there?”

Leigh nodded, her bottom lip trembling.

“Has Kent made it?”

“Yes, he’s been in there for about half an hour. Elliott’s been in there twice as long. I’m not sure what’s happening. They won’t let me see him.”

“Did you call Kay?”

Leigh rubbed her forehead. “She’s on her way.”

John hugged her and then reached for me. I stood, letting him pull me in for a hug.

“It’s going to be okay, girls. We know Elliott had nothing to do with this.”

“Has she been found?” I asked.

John sighed and shook his head. He sat in the chair to my right, Leigh to my left, turning me into a Youngblood sandwich and offering some of the safety I felt when Elliott was close. John turned to his phone, typing arrest process into the search engine bar.

“John,” Leigh said, reaching over me to tap her husband’s knee.

She gestured to the right, and we turned to see Presley’s parents leaving one of the offices, the miniblinds swaying back and forth.

Mrs. Brubaker was dabbing the skin beneath her eyes with a wadded tissue, Presley’s dad guiding his wife with his arm around her shoulders. They stopped, seeing us sitting in the hallway. Mrs. Brubaker sniffed, staring at us in disbelief.

“Uh,” the officer said, holding up her arm to motion for the Brubakers to continue, “this way.”

After several seconds, the officer finally convinced the couple to proceed.

“It’s going to be okay, honey,” John said.

He was talking to his wife, but she hadn’t said anything, so I was surprised when she responded as if she had.

“Don’t tell me it’s going to be okay. Of all the kids in that school, it’s Elliott who was brought back to the police station?”

“Leigh . . . ,” John warned.

“We both know if he was my sister’s son instead of yours, he wouldn’t be here.”

John stared at the door across from him, his eyebrows pulling in a fraction of an inch. “Elliott’s a good boy.”

“Yes, he is, which is why he shouldn’t be here.”

“Catherine?” John asked, turning to me. “What happened at school?”

I took in a breath. I couldn’t tell them Elliott was taken into custody because of his behavior at the school. John and Leigh would want to know why he was being so protective of me. But a part of me wondered why Elliott wasn’t more surprised to hear about Presley. I knew he didn’t care for her, but as laid-back as Elliott was, even he should have been shocked to hear about Presley’s disappearance.

“Well . . . ,” I began. I didn’t want to lie. “The detective questioned him. They don’t know where he walked after he left my house. I think that’s why they’re suspicious.” I wanted to tell Leigh he’d spent the night, but I didn’t want to have to get into why. I considered letting her just assume he’d stayed there to do what most teenagers did, but I couldn’t say it.

Leigh fidgeted. “Last night? We were out. When we got home, I assumed he was in bed.”

“Leigh, don’t say that again,” John said. “The answer is, Elliott came straight home.”

“Dear God,” Leigh whispered. “This looks bad, doesn’t it? We haven’t been on a date in three years, and the first time we go, we needed to be our nephew’s alibi.”

Alibi? The word was familiar but foreign.

The double doors at the end of the hall opened, and Elliott walked out with a man in a gray suit. Elliott looked flushed, his eyes reflecting the stress and anger that had built up over the past three hours.

Leigh stood and threw her arms around Elliott. He stood there without emotion until his gaze fell on me.

“Are you all right?” Leigh asked, pulling away to look him over. “Did they hurt you? Kent? Is he okay?” she asked.

Kent straightened his tie. “He’s not officially a suspect yet, but he will be if they find a body. They certainly think he has something to do with her disappearance.” He looked to me. “Are you Catherine?”

“Leave her alone, Kent,” Elliott warned. He was shaking with anger.

“Let’s go outside,” Kent said.

Elliott helped me with my coat and then curved his arm around my shoulders, guiding me to the station parking lot. We walked until we reached Leigh’s sedan.

Kent zipped up his coat, looking around at the various cars in the lot. His breath was visible, puffing out and then disappearing into the night air.

“Tell us,” John said. “Are they charging him with something?”

“I didn’t do anything!” Elliott said, his cheeks beet-red.

“I know!” John growled. “Let me talk, damn it!”

“They haven’t found Presley,” Kent said. “It seems she disappeared without a trace. With no witnesses or a body, there are no charges to make.”

I leaned against the car, thinking about the way Kent said body. I imagined Presley lying lifeless in a ditch somewhere, her alabaster skin covered in dead grass and smudged with dirt.

“You okay?” Elliott asked.

“I’m just . . . dizzy.”

“I should get her home,” Elliott said.

“We’re all going home,” John said.

“That’s a good idea,” Kent said, aggravated. He jingled the keys in his suit pocket before pulling them out. “Detective Thompson is out for blood. He thinks something isn’t right with Elliott and Catherine. He said he has a hunch,” he scoffed. “It is my professional advice that you take Elliott straight home. He shouldn’t be walking around in the dark anymore. You know, just in case anyone else goes missing.”

“This is serious, Kent,” Leigh snapped.

“Oh, I know. And it’s not over until that girl is found. And even then, it still might not be over. His anger isn’t helping, Leigh. Make sure he gets a handle on that.”

“Elliott,” Leigh said, as disappointed as she was surprised, “what happened in there?”

Elliott looked ashamed. “I tried. I tried everything. But they wouldn’t let up. One officer kept putting his finger in my face. After an hour, I backhanded it away.”

“Oh, for the love of . . .” She saw Elliott’s expression and touched his shoulder. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

“Why are you letting a cop put his finger in Elliott’s face?” John asked Kent.

Kent sighed. “I told him to stop.”

“You riding with me or Aunt Leigh?” John asked.

“I drove his car here,” I said.

“You did?” Elliott asked, surprised.

“He shouldn’t be driving. Not after the night he’s had,” John said.

Elliott gestured to the sedan. “We’ll fit better in Aunt Leigh’s car.”

John nodded, seeming shocked Elliott didn’t put up a fight. “See you at home.”

Elliott opened my door, and I slid into Leigh’s back seat. The leather was cold against my jeans, but it subsided when Elliott sat beside me and pulled me close.

Leigh slammed the door and twisted the ignition. A small dream catcher hung from her key ring, the light glinting off the metal as it dangled just above her knee.

“I’ll drop Catherine off.”

“No,” Elliott blurted out. “I need to talk to her first.”

“So the house, then?” Leigh asked, exasperated.

“Yes, please,” he said.

I knew how he felt. There was so much to say, but I didn’t feel comfortable discussing any of it in the back seat of Leigh’s car.

Elliott held me close, tense and still shaking from his time at the police station. I couldn’t imagine what he’d been through, the things they’d asked and accused him of.

Leigh slowed as she turned into the drive, waiting for the automatic garage door to roll up enough for her to pull in.

“Don’t leave the house,” Leigh warned as we walked inside.

“I have to walk her home,” Elliott said, stopping just inside the threshold.

Leigh closed the door and locked it, pointing at her nephew’s chest. She was half his size but intimidating. “You listen to me, Elliott Youngblood. I’m either taking her home or she’s staying here, but you are not to leave this house. Do you understand me?”

“I didn’t do anything wrong, Aunt Leigh.”

She sighed. “I know. I’m just trying to keep you safe. Your mom should be here in a couple of hours.”

Elliott nodded, watching Leigh disappear down the hall, and then took my hand, leading me to his bedroom in the basement.

The old springs in Elliott’s bed squeaked when I sat on the edge, wrapping my arms around my middle. Elliott draped a blanket around my shoulders, and it was then I realized I was the one shaking.

He knelt in front of me, gazing up at me with his warm, russet eyes. “It wasn’t me.”

“I know,” I said simply.

“They . . . they had me answering the same questions over and over, in ways that had me so confused that at one point I was afraid I’d gone crazy and wasn’t remembering right. But I know I didn’t see Presley. I wasn’t anywhere near her house. It wasn’t me.”

He was saying the words more to himself than to me.

“Where did you go?” I asked. “After you left practice?”

He stood and shrugged. “I walked around, trying to think of what to do about leaving. I can’t not be with you, Catherine. I can’t leave you at that house alone. You refuse to leave, so I was trying to think of a solution. You keep saying you’re not good for me, that you’re trying to protect me. You even tried to break up with me once. I was trying to clear my head and think of some way to talk you out of it.”

“You’re a person of interest in a disappearance, Elliott. This is the last thing—”

“It’s the only thing!” he said, working to rein in his temper. He took a deep breath, walked away a few steps, and then returned. “I was sitting in that white room with white floors and white furniture, feeling like I was suffocating. I was thirsty, hungry, and afraid. I just kept thinking of all the little lights on our street and what it felt like to walk down it holding your hand, in and out of the darkness. Nothing they could say could change that. Nothing anyone can do can take that away from us. Except you. And you love me, I know you do. I just can’t figure out why you won’t let me in.”

“I’ve told you.”

“Not enough!” He dropped to his knees, grabbing mine. “Trust me, Catherine. I swear I won’t make you regret it.”

I stared at him, watching the worry and desperation swarm in his eyes. I turned toward the stairs.

“Does what’s going on in there have to do with Presley?” he asked.

My mouth fell open, and I pushed his hands off my knees. “You think I have something to do with this?”

“No,” he said, holding his hands up. “I would never think that, Catherine, c’mon.”

I stood. “But you still asked.” I let the blanket fall to the ground and headed for the stairs.

“Catherine, don’t leave. Catherine!” he called.

When my foot touched the first step, a loud crash sounded behind me, and I whipped around. Elliott had punched his new bathroom door. His fist went straight through the flimsy, hollow wood, and then he reared back again.

As his fist landed another blow, I ran up the stairs, yanking the door open to see Leigh standing on the other side, eyes wide. She passed me, rushing down to stop Elliott from trashing his room.

I pushed out the front door. Winter blasted me in the face, and my lungs felt on fire with every icy breath. One of the last lit streetlights highlighted a snowflake as it danced in front of me on its way to the ground. I stopped, glancing up to see large flakes falling around me, clinging to my hair and settling on my shoulders. I closed my eyes, feeling the frozen pieces kiss my face. Snow had a way of silencing the world, enticing me to stay submerged in it. The thin layer of snow sticking to the ground crunched under my feet as I took my first step toward the Juniper, away from the person who was my island away from the dangerous things that lived outside my bedroom door. Nothing was safe anymore. Maybe nothing ever was.





Chapter Twenty-Eight

Catherine

Mrs. Mason twisted her number two pencil between her fingers, waiting for me to speak. She’d remarked on the dark circles under my eyes.

I sat in the scratchy chair in front of her desk, swallowed by my puffy coat and scarf. Mrs. Mason had the same concerned expression she wore the day she’d called DHS on Mama.

“Things aren’t great,” I said simply.

She leaned forward. “You went to the police station last night. How did that go?”

“It went.”

A ghost of a smile touched her lips. “Is Elliott okay?”

I sank further into the seat. It would be so easy to expose the Juniper, but to do that I’d have to betray Mama. Althea was right. They couldn’t continue as they had without me. But should they? I gazed up at Mrs. Mason from under my lashes.

“He’s okay,” I said simply. “They were pretty hard on him.”

Mrs. Mason sighed. “I was worried about that. What do you think?”

“Do I think he has something to do with Presley’s disappearance? No.”

“He likes you. A lot. You don’t think he’d be angry about the way she treated you? I heard she was pretty awful. Why didn’t you tell me, Catherine? Of all the hours we spent in here together, you couldn’t tell me Presley Brubaker was bullying you?”

“Elliott wouldn’t hurt Presley. She’s done all kinds of things to me since I’ve met him, and he’s no more than mouthed off to her a few times. He’s been in scuffles with other guys, but he’d never hurt a girl. Never.”

“I believe you,” Mrs. Mason said. “Is there anything you’re not telling me?” When I didn’t respond, she clasped her hands together. “Catherine, I can see you’re tired. You’re stressed. You’re pulling away. Let me help you.”

I rubbed the heaviness from my eyes. The clock said eight forty-five. The day was going to drag on, especially knowing Elliott would want to talk. Maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe he was tired of failing to climb over all the walls I’d built. I hadn’t seen him since leaving his house the night before.

“Catherine—”

“You can’t help me,” I said, standing. “First hour is already over. I should go.”

“Detective Thompson wants me to report to him. I can’t tell him what we talked about, of course, but he wants me to email him an assessment of your emotional state.”

I frowned. “He . . . what?”

“Once you leave, I have to email him. They plan to bring you in for questioning.”

“We haven’t done anything! Not liking Presley isn’t a crime! Why don’t they concentrate on finding her instead of us?” I yelled.

Mrs. Mason sat back in her chair. “Well, that’s the most honesty I’ve seen from you. That’s incredibly brave. Honesty requires vulnerability. How did that feel?”

I paused, feeling more manipulated than anything else. “Send Thompson whatever you want. I’m leaving.”

I pulled the strap of my backpack over my shoulder and yanked on the door. Mrs. Rosalsky and Dr. Augustine watched me storm out, as did the handful of student aides.

A yellow note was taped to my locker with the word CONFESS written in block letters. I ripped it off, wadded it up, and threw it to the ground, returning my attention to my locker. I yanked up on the handle, but the door wouldn’t open. I tried my combination again and again, feeling dozens of eyes on the back of my head. I tried once more and yanked again. Nothing. Hot tears welled in my eyes.

An arm appeared over my right shoulder, turned the dial, and then yanked, hard. The latch released, and I grabbed Elliott’s arm with both hands, feeling my breath catch in my throat.

He pressed his right cheek against my left, his skin feeling like sunshine on mine. He smelled like soap and serenity, his voice warming me like a soft blanket. “Are you okay?”

I shook my head. He was important. I should protect him the way he did me, but I wasn’t strong enough to let go. Elliott was anchoring me to everything normal I had left in the world.

Elliott let go of my locker and wrapped his arm across my collarbones, holding on to my shoulder, his cheek still against mine.

“I’m so sorry about last night, Catherine. I swore I’d never do that again. You’re the last person I’d want to see that. I was tired and raw, and . . . I lost it. I would never, ever lay a hand on you. Just doors, apparently. And trees . . . and Cruz Miller. Aunt Leigh says I need a punching bag in my room. I . . .”

I turned, burying my face into his chest. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight. His warm lips pressed against my hair, and then he pressed his cheek against the same spot.

“I’m so sorry,” he repeated.

I shook my head, feeling tears run down my nose. I couldn’t speak, feeling more vulnerable in that hour than I had in three years.

“How was it at home?”

The hall cleared, and the bell rang, but we remained.

“I’m just . . .” Tears overflowed onto my cheeks. “I’m very tired.”

Elliott’s eyes danced while the wheels in his head turned. “I’m staying tonight.”

“I don’t want you to get hurt.”

He pressed his forehead against mine. “Do you know what it would do to me if something happened to you? I’d cut off my throwing hand to keep you safe.”

I held him tighter. “So we’ll keep each other safe.”

[image: image]

The engine of Madison’s mother’s Nissan hummed quietly as it idled in front of the Juniper. Madison picked at the steering wheel, recounting her minutes with Detective Thompson.

“Once my dad came in,” she said, narrowing her eyes, “he changed his tune, but oh, was he sure I knew something. Yes, I think she bashed out my headlights. That doesn’t mean I’d kidnap her or kill her or do whatever happened to her. Thompson was . . .”

“Relentless,” I said, staring down Juniper Street. The wind was blowing the branches of the bare trees, making me shiver.

“Yes, that. He said he might call us to the station. Me, you, even Sam. But he is obsessed with Elliott. Do you think . . . do you think it’s because he’s Cherokee?”

“His aunt Leigh seems to think so. I’m sure she’s right.”

Madison growled. “He’s the best of us! Elliott is a great guy. Everyone loves him! Even Scotty Neal, and Elliott took his quarterback position on the football team.”

“They don’t love him now,” I said. We’d been getting harassed with anonymous notes all day. “Rumors are spreading. They think because we were questioned, we did it. Whatever it is.”

“Some people think Presley’s dead.”

“Do you think she’s dead?” I asked.

Madison grew quiet. “I don’t know. I hope not. I hope she’s okay. I really do.”

“Me too.”

“If she was taken, it wasn’t us, but it was someone. He’s still out there. That freaks me out. Maybe that’s why everyone is so hell-bent on blaming us. If they know it’s us, then they feel safer somehow.”

“I guess,” I said. “Thanks for the ride home.”

“You’re welcome. Are you going to the game this weekend? It’s going to be weird cheering and having fun with Presley still missing. Some people are saying they’re going to hold a vigil before the game.”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure if it’s appropriate. I don’t want to leave Elliott alone, though.”

“We’ll go together.”

I nodded and pulled on the handle, stepping out of the Nissan, the dead grass crunching beneath my shoes as I walked from the curb to the sidewalk. The ground was dusted with billions of tiny specks of Oklahoma snow, much of what wasn’t blown away settling into the cracks of the concrete. I stopped at the black iron gate, gazing up at the Juniper.

Madison’s chipper goodbye was a jarring contrast, startling me for half a second before I waved.

The Nissan pulled away, and I reached for the gate’s handle, pressing down and hearing the familiar whine of the hinges as it opened and then again when the springs pulled it shut. I wished for Althea or Poppy or even Willow to be on the other side of the door. Anyone but Duke or Mama.

“Baby, baby, baby.”

I sighed and smiled. “Althea.”

“Give me that coat and come in here for some hot cocoa. It’ll warm you right up. Did you walk home?”

“No,” I said, hanging my coat on a vacant hook by the door.

I carried my backpack to the island and set it next to a stool before climbing up. Althea set a steaming cup of hot chocolate in front of me, complete with a handful of marshmallows. She wiped her hands on her apron and leaned on the counter, resting her chin in her hand.

“Althea, why do you stay here? Why don’t you stay with your daughter?”

Althea stood, busying herself with the dishes in the sink. “Well, it’s that man of hers. He says the house is too small. It’s just a dinky two bedroom, you see, but I’ve offered to sleep on the couch. I use to when the babies were tiny.”

She began cleaning more vigorously. She was uncomfortable, and I looked up, wondering if Duke was around. The guests seemed on edge when he was close. Or maybe he was close because they were on edge.

“How’s the cocoa?” Althea asked.

“Good,” I said, making a show of taking a sip.

“How’s school?”

“Today was long. I didn’t sleep well last night, and Mrs. Mason called me in first thing.”

“Oh? Was she asking questions again?”

“There’s a girl at school who’s missing. She was asking about her.”

“Oh? Who?”

“Presley Brubaker.”

“Oh. Her. You said she’s gone missing?”

I nodded, warming my hands on the mug. “No one saw anything. There’s a detective in town who thinks because I didn’t get along with her that maybe I had something to do with it.”

“And what does Mrs. Mason say?”

“She asked me a lot of questions today. The detective asked her to send him some kind of report.”

Althea curled her lip, seeming disgusted. “She’s the one who called the DHS on your mama before, ain’t she?”

“She was just worried.”

“Is she worried now?” Althea asked.

“Probably. She’s worried about Elliott. I am, too.”

“Lord knows you are. I’m glad you forgave him. You’re happier when you’re getting along. Forgiveness is good. It heals the soul.”

“I pushed him away for a while. Just like I did Minka and Owen.” I paused. “I thought it would be safer for him if I did.”

She puffed out a laugh. “Minka and Owen? Been a long time since you’ve talked about those two. They weren’t good for you.”

“But you think Elliott is?”

“I like to see you smile, and when you talk about that boy, your whole face lights up.”

“Althea . . . Mama was outside the other night. She was in her nightgown. Do you know why?”

She shook her head. “Your mama’s been strange lately. I just sit back and watch.”

I nodded, taking another sip. “So do you talk to Mama? Has she told you why she’s been so . . . different?”

“I spoke to her at the meeting.”

“The meeting about me.”

She nodded.

“You wouldn’t let anyone hurt me, right, Althea?”

“Don’t be silly.”

“Not even Mama?”

Althea stopped cleaning. “Your mama would never hurt you. She wouldn’t let anyone hurt you, either. She’s proven it over and over. Don’t you disrespect her to me. Never.” She fled the room as if she’d been called. She rushed up the stairs, and a door slamming echoed through the Juniper.

I covered my eyes with my hand. I’d just offended my only ally.





Chapter Twenty-Nine

Catherine

Madison held on to my arm, waiting for the Mudcats to break from time-out. We were down to the last few seconds of the fourth quarter of the championship game, on the twenty-yard line. The bleachers were packed, and we were tied with the Kingfisher Yellowjackets, 35–35. Coach Peckham was in a deep conversation with Elliott, whose eyes were focused on his coach’s every word.

Once they clapped and jogged out onto the field, the crowd erupted.

“They’re not going for the field goal!” Mrs. Mason said, covering her mouth.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Madison squeezed my arm, watching Sam bang Elliott’s shoulder pad with the side of his fist. “It means they have four seconds to make this play, or we go into overtime and Kingfisher has the ball.”

I looked up at the scouts in the press box. Some were on the phone, some writing notes. Elliott stood behind Sam, made a call, and then Sam hiked him the ball. The receivers spread out, and Elliott took his time, despite the screams and pressure from the stands.

“Oh my God! Get open!” Madison yelled at the receivers.

Elliott took off, carrying the ball toward the end zone, and Madison and Mrs. Mason began jumping up and down on each side of me. Elliott jumped over one Yellowjacket, then a second, and seeing he was unable to enter the end zone on the right, spun around and leaped, landing with the ball just inside the line. The referees lifted their hands in the air, and the team and fans detonated.

Madison and Mrs. Mason were screaming in my ear one second, and the next, we were running down the steps, jumping over the railing, and running onto the field with the team. Everyone was smiling and bouncing and screaming. It was a sea of happiness, and I was in the middle, trying to make my way to Elliott. He was a head above the crowd, searching faces. I lifted my hand, shooting my fingers into the air.

He saw them and tried parting the sea to get to me.

“Catherine!” he yelled.

I did my best to push through, but Elliott got to me first, lifting me off my feet with one arm to plant a kiss on my mouth.

“You did it!” I said, excited. “If they don’t give you a scholarship now, they’re crazy!”

He stared at me for a moment.

“What?” I asked, laughing.

“I’ve just never seen you so happy. It’s kind of amazing.”

I pressed my lips together, trying not to grin like an idiot. “I love you.”

He laughed once and then squeezed me tight, burying his face in my neck. I pressed my cheek against his wet hair and kissed his forehead. The crowd was still celebrating, keeping the local police force’s hands full as they tried to keep control. The other side of the stadium was quickly scattering, and Kingfisher’s buses were already started and warming up.

“Youngblood!” Coach Peckham called.

Elliott winked at me. “Meet you at my car.” He kissed me on the cheek one last time before setting me down and pushing through the crowd to reach the rest of the team in the center of the field.

I bounced around like a pinball until I was pushed to the outer edge of the mob. Parents and students were passing out white candles with white cardboard wax catchers. The students settled down as the candles spread.

Mrs. Brubaker froze in front of me, a white candle in her hand. “It’s . . . um . . . it’s a vigil for Presley.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking the candle.

Mrs. Brubaker attempted a smile, the corners of her mouth trembling. When she failed, she started handing out candles to other students.

“You are disgusting,” Tatum said, standing a few feet away in her cheer uniform. “How can you hold that candle knowing what you know?”

“What do I know?” I asked.

“Where she is!” Tatum shouted.

The people around us turned toward the noise.

“Yeah,” Brie said. “Where is she, Catherine? What did you and Elliott do to her?”

“You can’t be serious,” I snapped.

“Come on,” Madison said, hooking her arm in mine. “You don’t have to take this.”

“Get out!” Brie shouted, pointing toward the parking lot. “Elliott did something to Presley! He’s not a hero. He’s a murderer!”

“Brie,” Tatum said, trying to shush her, “it’s not Elliott’s fault. It was her.” She took a step toward me, her eyes glossing over. “It was you.”

One of the dads held Tatum back. “Okay, girls. What’s going on here?”

Brie pointed to me. “Catherine hated Presley.” She pointed to Elliott. “And he got rid of Presley for her.”

“Is this true?” a mom asked.

“No,” I insisted, feeling dozens of eyes on me.

Murmuring spread throughout the crowd, and the cheering died down.

Tatum’s mom held her to her side. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“Why not?” Madison asked. “She didn’t do anything wrong.”

“They need to leave!” someone shouted. “Get them out!”

“Get out!”

“Leave!”

“Stop congratulating him! He did something to her! To Presley Brubaker!”

“Murderer!”

“Oh my God,” Madison said.

Students were shoving Elliott, and he was shoving back.

“Leave him alone!” I cried.

“Let’s go, Catherine. Catherine,” Madison said, pulling me. I could see the fear in her eyes.

The parents began to boo Elliott, too. Uncle John pushed through the crowd, and once he reached Elliott, he held up his hands, trying to defuse the situation. But soon he was pushing back dads and yelling in their faces when they got too close. Elliott stood behind him but was still getting pushed from every direction.

“Stop!” Leigh cried from the edge of the crowd. “Stop it!”

Kay was yelling at another mom and then shoved her down.

The lights shined down on the mob, spotlighting the sudden change. Those still in the stands stopped to stare at the chaos on the field. It wasn’t a war. Wars had sides. This was emotional retaliation.

Elliott looked for me, motioning for me to go to the gate while he was still getting screamed at and shoved. Madison pulled on me, and I watched Elliott over my shoulder as she dragged me away. The police grabbed Elliott and pushed him and his uncle John through the crowd, shielding them from the spit and wadded rosters. Even the police were having to yell and make threats to get through. All it took was a few reminders about Presley, and in seconds, Elliott went from being a small-town hero to the unwanted villain.

We followed the police and Elliott, stopping only when we reached the stadium gate.

“I wouldn’t come back in,” one of the officers said. “That’s a big crowd, and emotions are high.”

Elliott frowned but nodded.

Kay and Leigh rushed over to where we stood with John. Kay hugged Elliott, and John hugged Leigh to his side.

“Are you okay?” Kay asked, hugging her son.

“Yeah,” Elliott said, noticing that the collar of his jersey was ripped. “They just started attacking me.”

“Come on,” Leigh said. “We should go.”

“I’m going to take Catherine home first,” Elliott said.

“I can take her,” Madison offered.

Elliott looked to me, worry in his eyes.

“I’m okay. Go ahead. I’ll see you later,” I said, pushing up on the balls of my feet to kiss the corner of his mouth.

Leigh and Kay walked with Elliott, ushering him to his car. He kept his eyes on me, not looking forward until Kay said something to him.

Madison looked back at the crowd. The stadium lights dimmed, and hundreds of tiny glowing lights were visible. The students and parents began singing a hymn, and Madison tugged on my coat.

“I feel bad for saying this, but it’s creepy that they just tried to attack Elliott and are now singing ‘Amazing Grace.’”

“It is a little creepy. They were ready to tear him apart, and now they’re calm, standing there like pod people.”

“Let’s go.”

“You sure you don’t want to wait for Sam?” I asked.

“I’ll text him. We’ll meet up later.”

I walked with her to her 4Runner, the brand-new headlights erasing the evidence of what Presley and the clones had done. Madison pulled out of the parking lot and drove toward the Juniper.

“This town has gone nuts,” she said, her eyes wide. “Seconds before, they were cheering for him. I’m glad the cops got him out of there. It could have been a lot worse.”

I shook my head. “It’s like they forgot to blame him until the candles came out.”

“Poor Elliott,” Madison said. “His teammates just stood there and let it happen when he won that game for them. He won for the whole town. I just feel so awful for him.”

Her pity made my heart sink. Elliott didn’t deserve any of this. He was just having the best moment of his life, and in an instant, it changed. In Yukon, he was a star. They grieved when he left. Now because of me, he was stuck in a place where most people thought he was guilty of murder, and worse, they thought he was getting away with it.

“Me too.”

“I feel bad for you, too, Catherine. He’s not the only one taking heat for this. And I know you didn’t do it. I just wish they’d find her or find who did it.” Madison parked in the Juniper’s driveway.

Madison hugged me, and I thanked her for the ride, following the black iron fence that protected the neighborhood from the Juniper to the gate. The 4Runner backed out into the street and headed back toward the school.

I pushed through and made my way into the house, pausing for a moment in the foyer to listen for a few seconds before climbing the stairs to the second floor. The hinges of my bedroom door whined when I opened it, and I leaned back against the old wood, looking up. Tears threatened to fill my eyes, but I blinked them back.

The music box on my dresser plinked out a few notes, and I walked over to it, opening the lid and greeting the ballerina inside. I twisted the crank and listened to the sweet song, letting the anger and fear melt away. Elliott would be here soon, away from the angry mob, away from the flickering candles, and one day he would be away from Oak Creek, safe from the accusing eyes of everyone we knew.

Rocks tapped against my window, and I lowered the music box, walking over and lifting the window.

Elliott climbed in, with a black-and-gray duffel bag hanging from a long strap across his chest. He stood and pulled his hoodie off, his hair pulled back into a low braid, his cheeks still flushed from the game.

“I went to Aunt Leigh’s to pick up a few things and then came straight here. Is it okay if I take a shower?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

“Yeah, of course,” I whispered, pointing across the room.

He nodded once, offering a nervous smile before taking his duffel into the bathroom and closing the door. A few seconds later, the pipes began to whine. I looked up, wondering who could hear.

The music box still played, the dancer twirling. Elliott didn’t mention it, and I wondered how upset he was about the game. A part of me worried that at some point, he’d stop believing that loving me was worth it.

Less than ten minutes later, Elliott opened the door wearing a fresh T-shirt and red basketball shorts, holding something small in his hands. He padded to my bed in his bare feet and leaned over, tying leather strands to the head of my bed, letting the small hoop with a woven web inside hang over my pillow.

“It’s a dream catcher. My mom made this one for me when I was little. I thought you could use it.” He slid under the covers, shivering. “Is it always this cold in here?”

I stared at the beautiful shapes inside the circle, unable to look away. “Mama’s been keeping the thermostat lower to help with bills. She turns it up when we have new guests. You’ve had that since you were little?”

“New guests?”

“Other than our regulars.”

Elliott watched me for a moment and then lifted the covers, patting the space next to him. “Since I was a baby. It was in my crib.”

I tightened my robe. “Maybe we should, um . . .” I walked over to the foot of the bed, gripping the iron rails.

Elliott hopped up, moved my dresser against the door, and then helped me move my full-size bed against it. The panic that overwhelmed me with every sound was crippling. I’d stop and have to summon every bit of courage within me to continue.

Once we finished, I waited for a door to creak, a board to complain, anything that would signal movement outside my bedroom door. Nothing.

“Okay?” he asked.

I crawled under the covers next to Elliott. The sheets were cold for less than a minute, reacting to Elliott’s body heat. Having him here was like adding an electric blanket, and I kicked off my fuzzy socks, wondering if my fleece pants and long-sleeved thermal shirt would get too hot in the middle of the night.

I lay on my stomach, holding my pillow and facing Elliott. He reached over, gently pulling my chin until my lips were against his. We’d kissed dozens of times before, but this time his hand slid down my thigh and he hooked my knee at his hip. I melted against him, a warm sensation forming in my chest and spreading to the rest of my body.

“Elliott,” I whispered, pulling away, “thank you for doing this. But—”

“I know why I’m here,” he said, tucking his hands under the pillow. “Sorry, you can sleep. I won’t let anything bad happen to you. I promise.”

“You can’t promise that. Just like tonight. Bad things happen whether we want them to or not.”

“I don’t care about that.”

“How? How can you not? What they did was awful.”

“You’ve spent two years fending for yourself inside the Juniper and at school. I can handle a few more months of school.” He hesitated. “Catherine . . . what was it like? After your dad died?”

I sighed. “Lonely. Minka and Owen tried to come over a lot at first, but I’d just turn them away. Eventually I stopped answering the door, and they stopped trying. They got angry. That made it a little easier. It was hard to ignore them when they were sad.”

“Why did you stop letting them in?”

“I couldn’t let anyone in.”

“I know I’m not supposed to ask why—”

“Then please don’t.”

Elliott smiled. He reached over, sliding his fingers between mine.

“Elliott?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you ever think not loving me would be easier?”

“Never. Not once.” He settled back against the headboard and pulled me against him, resting his chin on top of my head. “That’s something I can promise.”

[image: image]

“Catherine!” Poppy called from downstairs.

“Coming!” I yelled, pulling a brush through my hair a few times before hurrying down the steps. Monday mornings were always hectic, but especially when Poppy was at the Juniper.

I smiled when I saw her sitting in the kitchen alone. She looked unhappy, and it didn’t take long to see why.

“No breakfast this morning?” I asked, looking around. Other than a tray with remnants of a ham sandwich and grape stems, there were no eggs, no sausage, not even toast.

Poppy shook her head, her curls frizzy and tangled. “I’m hungry.”

I frowned. It was the first time Mama had missed breakfast since we’d opened.

“How did you sleep?” I asked, already knowing the answer. The thin skin beneath Poppy’s eyes was purple.

“There were noises.”

“What kind of noises?” I pulled out a pan from the cabinet beneath the stove and then opened the refrigerator. “No bacon. No eggs . . .” I frowned. Mama hadn’t been shopping, either. “What about a bagel?”

Poppy nodded.

“Butter or cream cheese?”

She shrugged.

“We have strawberry cream cheese,” I said, taking it out of the bottom drawer. “I bet you’ll like that.”

I left her alone in the kitchen to search the pantry. The shelves were nearly bare except for a box of Cheerios, instant rice, some sauces, a few cans of vegetables, and, yes! Bagels!

I returned to the kitchen with the bag of bagels in hand, but my celebration was short-lived. The grocery list I’d made was still stuck to the refrigerator with a magnet. I was going to have to go shopping after school, and I wasn’t sure how much money we had in the bank account.

Poppy was huddled on the stool, her knees to her chest.

The cream cheese opened with a pop, and once the bagels sprang up, I handed the first one to Poppy. She was humming to herself—the same song my music box played.

She inspected it for a few seconds before stuffing it in her mouth. The cream cheese melted around her lips, leaving a pink, sticky residue. I turned to toast my bagel. “Is it just you and your dad? Will he want breakfast?” I asked.

She shook her head. “He’s gone.”

I added cream cheese to my bagel and took a bite, watching Poppy annihilate hers in record time. “Did you eat dinner last night?”

“I think so.”

“What noises?”

“Huh?” she asked, her mouth full.

“You said you didn’t sleep because of noises. I didn’t hear anything.”

“It was beneath,” she said.

I finished my food, and the drawer next to the sink squeaked when I pulled it open to retrieve a dishrag. I held it under the faucet, then wiped the mess from Poppy’s face. She let me do it as she’d done dozens of times before.

“Beneath what? Your bed?”

She grimaced, twisting at her nightgown.

“I’ll tell you what. I’ll double-check your bed tonight.”

She nodded again, leaning her head against my chest. I hugged her to me and then popped into the hall to rummage through the chest for coloring books and crayons.

“Look, Poppy,” I said, holding up the book and small box.

“You just missed her,” Althea said, cleaning up the breakfast dishes. “That girl is a world-class sneak.”

The straps of my bag dug into my shoulders when I slid my arms through. “Good morning.”

“Morning, baby. Is Elliott picking you up today?”

“He is,” I said, pulling my hair back into a low ponytail. “I think he is. I shouldn’t assume.”

An engine idled outside, and a car door closed. I peeked out of the dining room window, smiling as Elliott jogged to the front porch. He stopped just short of knocking on the door.

“Tell Mama I said bye,” I said, waving to Althea.

She seemed tired and uncharacteristically morose. “I will, baby. Have a good day at school.”

Elliott didn’t smile when he saw me. Instead, he gestured to the police cruiser parked down the street.

“Who’s that?” I asked, walking to the edge of the porch.

“There’s one outside Aunt Leigh’s, too.”

“They’re . . . watching us? Why?”

“Uncle John says we must be suspects.”

I glanced back at the house and then followed Elliott to his car. The heater had made it toasty inside the Chrysler, but I was still shivering. “Did they see you leave my house this morning?”

“No.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I made sure they didn’t.”

“I don’t understand,” I said as Elliott pulled his Chrysler away from the Juniper. “Why are they watching us instead of looking for who took Presley?”

“I think they think that’s what they’re doing. Mrs. Brubaker called my aunt last night, begging. She said if I knew anything about Presley to please say something.”

“But you don’t know anything.”

Elliott shook his head. His hair was pulled up into a bun, giving a rare look at his full face. His defined jawline had a dusting of stubble, his eyes still tired from a long night.

I stared out the window at the fog settling just above the dead wheat and soybean fields, wondering where Presley was, if she’d run away or if she’d been taken. The rumor was that there was no sign of a struggle, but that didn’t stop the police from investigating Elliott and me.

“What if they say it’s you?” I asked. “What if they charge you?”

“They can’t. I didn’t do it.”

“Innocent people are charged with crimes every day.”

Elliott parked the Chrysler in its usual spot and turned off the engine, but he didn’t move. His shoulders were sagging, the most deflated I’d seen him since we became friends again.

“When you were being questioned at the station, did you tell them you spent the night?” I asked.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want them to say anything to your mom.”

I nodded. That would definitely put a halt to my restful nights.

“What time did you leave?” I asked.

He squirmed in his seat. “I fell asleep and didn’t wake up until sunrise. I climbed down just after dawn.”

“You should tell them.”

“No.”

“Damn it, Elliott!”

He looked down, chuckling. “I’m not going to get arrested.”

We walked into the school together under the glares of other students. Elliott stood at my locker while I dropped off my backpack and gathered my supplies for first hour.

Madison and Sam stopped by, their matching hair part of a wall between me and the rest of the students.

“Hey,” Sam said, “did you get cuffed and everything?”

Madison elbowed him. “Sam! God!”

“What?” he asked, rubbing his ribs.

“Are you guys okay?” Madison asked, hugging me.

Elliott nodded. “We’re fine. The cops will find her, and they’ll find out what happened soon enough.”

“You hope,” Sam said.

Madison rolled her eyes. “They will.” She looked at me. “Don’t put up with anyone’s shit today. I will cut a bitch.”

One side of my mouth curled up, and Sam pulled Madison away to their next class.

Elliott walked me down the hall and then kissed my cheek outside my Spanish II class. “You sure you’re okay?”

I nodded. “Why?”

He shrugged. “Just have a weird feeling.”

“I’ll be fine.”

He kissed my cheek again quickly before jogging down the hall and disappearing around the corner, hurrying to get to his class on the other side of the building.

I held my textbook close to my chest as I walked to my seat, my every step watched by the other students. Even Señora Tipton warily watched me take a seat. She patted her short, salt-and-pepper perm with her hand, welcomed the class in Spanish, and then asked us to turn our workbooks to page 374.

Just after Señora announced the assignment and the room grew quiet as everyone focused on their work, my stomach began to cramp. I pressed my fingertips against the pain. It was low, just inside my hip bones. Great. My period was the last thing I needed.

Hesitant to draw attention to myself, I quietly walked to Señora’s desk and leaned down. “I need to go to my locker.”

“Why?” she asked, loud enough for everyone to hear.

I cringed. “It’s personal.”

Recognition lit her eyes, and she waved me away. I took the orange laminated rectangle that read HALL PASS in block letters. When I rounded the corner, I saw Anna Sue and Tatum standing at my locker, working feverishly.

A scratching sound—metal on metal—cut through the air. Anna Sue stopped moving, and Tatum turned around.

“Where is she?” Anna Sue asked, rage in her eyes. She took a step toward me, holding the paring knife. “I know you know!”

I took a step back, glancing over Anna Sue’s artwork, a word cut into the paint of my locker from the top corner to the bottom.

CONFESS

Tatum took the knife from her, holding it up to my face, backing me against the line of lockers.

“Is she alive?” Tatum whispered. “Did that savage tell you where he put her, or did he just kill her? Is she buried somewhere? Tell us!”

The fluorescent lights above glinted off the tip of the knife, just inches from my eye.

“I don’t know where she is,” I breathed. “Elliott doesn’t know where she is. He was at my house all night. It couldn’t have been him.”

Anna Sue yelled in my face. “Everyone knows it was him! We just want her back! We just want her safe! Tell us where she is!”

“I’m warning you. Get away from me,” I seethed.

“Is that a threat?” Tatum asked, touching the tip of the sharp metal to my cheek.

I closed my eyes and screamed, lashing out with my fists. Tatum fell back, the knife clanging to the ground. I kicked it away and pushed Tatum against one of the large windows across from my locker, feeling my knuckles make contact with the bones in her face but feeling no pain. I could have kept swinging for the rest of the day.

Anna Sue grabbed my hair and pulled me backward. We both lost our balance and tumbled to the tile floor. I climbed on top of her, landing punches against her forearms that were covering her face.

“I said,” I yelled, tightening my fist, “leave me alone! I’ve never done anything to you! You’ve bullied me almost my entire life! No more! Do you understand me? No! More!” I hit Anna Sue after every other word, my anger seeping from every pore.

She tried to throw a punch of her own, but I used that opportunity to shove my fist into her unprotected face.

“Stop! Stop this now!”

By the time someone pulled me away, my chest was heaving, my muscles shaking from adrenaline and exhaustion. I kicked and thrashed to get at Anna Sue again. From the corner of my eye, I spotted Tatum flattened against the wall, terrified.

“I said stop!” Mr. Mason yelled. He maintained his grip around my middle.

My arms fell to my sides, my knees gave out, and a sob I’d been waiting to cry since I was seven bubbled up and overflowed.

Mrs. Mason turned the corner, surprised to see her husband holding me and Anna Sue on the ground with a bloody lip.

“What the hell happened?” She saw the markings on my locker and then her eyes zeroed in on the knife lying on the floor. She scrambled to pick it up. “Whose is this? Anna Sue, did you use this to write on Catherine’s locker?”

Anna Sue sat up with a frown, wiping her bloody lip with the back of her hand.

“Answer me!” Mrs. Mason yelled. When Anna Sue refused to comply, the counselor looked to Tatum. “Tell me. What happened?”

“We know they’re being investigated! We want to know what they did with Presley!” Tatum cried.

Mr. Mason let me go, peering over his glasses at me. “You attacked these girls for scratching up your locker? Catherine, that’s not like you. What happened?”

Anna Sue and Tatum glowered at me. I looked down for a moment, noticing my bloody knuckles. They looked just like Elliott’s the first time we met. My gaze met Mrs. Mason’s.

“Anna Sue used the knife to scratch the letters into my locker, and I caught them. They asked me where Presley was, then Tatum took the knife and held it to my face. She backed me against the lockers.”

Mr. and Mrs. Mason looked at Tatum, their mouths open.

“Tatum, did you threaten Catherine with this knife?” Mrs. Mason asked.

Tatum’s eyes danced between the Masons, and then she settled on Anna Sue, seeming to refocus. “We’ll do whatever we have to do to get our friend back.”

Mrs. Mason looked to me, fear in her eyes. She cleared her throat. “Mr. Mason, please take Anna Sue and Tatum to Dr. Augustine. And call the police. Catherine Calhoun was just threatened with a dangerous weapon on school property.”

Mr. Mason grabbed Tatum’s arm and then Anna Sue’s, pulling her to stand.

“Wait,” Tatum said, struggling. “She attacked us! She attacked us!”

“After you threatened her with a knife,” Mr. Mason said, his deep voice echoing down the hallway. “C’mon. Let’s go.”

I turned the dial of my locker, yanked, and for the first time, the latch released on the first try. I pulled out a thin pad and a tampon, slipping them both into the inside pocket of my coat.

“Oh. That’s why you came to your locker in the middle of class,” Mrs. Mason said. She cupped my cheeks in her hands, then brushed my hair. “Are you all right?”

I nodded, still feeling tears cooling on my cheeks.

She hugged me to her, holding me tight. I realized I was still shaking, my cheek against her chest. “You’re not safe out here anymore.”

“I didn’t do anything to Presley. Neither did Elliott. I swear to you we didn’t.”

“I know. Come on,” she said, pulling me by the hand.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

Mrs. Mason sighed. “You’re going to receive and complete your work in my office until this settles down.”





Chapter Thirty

Catherine

Rain pelted the Chrysler’s windshield and dripped down without interference from the wipers. Elliott had been quiet all evening, after school, at the grocery store, and sitting in his idling car in front of the Juniper.

“Can I come in?” he asked finally, water still dripping from his nose. He stared at his steering wheel, waiting for my answer.

I touched his cheek. “Yeah. We need to get you dried off.”

“I’ll carry the bags to the porch, then I’ll meet you upstairs.”

I nodded.

When I carried the last bag to the kitchen, I stopped, noticing Mama was sitting on the couch, watching a dark television screen.

“I picked up groceries,” I said, peeling off my coat and hanging it with the others. “Want to help me put them away?” She didn’t answer. “How was your day?”

One item after another, I filled the pantry and then the refrigerator. My wet clothes were stuck to my skin, and my teeth began to chatter as I put the empty plastic bags in the recycling bin. I removed my boots, dropping them off in the foyer before walking into the living room.

“Mama?”

She didn’t move.

I walked around, seeing her pale face and red-rimmed eyes focused on the floor. “What are you doing?” I asked, kneeling in front of her. I combed her tangled hair from her face with my fingers, a sick feeling stirring in my stomach. She’d been that low once or twice before, but her behavior was becoming increasingly unsettling.

“Everyone dies,” she whispered, her eyes glossing over.

“Are you missing Dad?” I asked.

Her eyes flicked up to glare at me, and then she turned away, a tear falling down her cheek.

“Okay. Let’s get you to bed.” I stood, helping her up with a grunt. I took her upstairs, down the hall, and then up the short, second set of stairs to her master suite. She sat on the bed, the same sad expression on her face. I unbuttoned her blouse, removed her bra, and found her favorite nightgown, tugging it over her head.

“Here,” I said, pulling back the covers. When she lay back, I helped her out of her shoes and jeans, covering her with the sheet and blanket as she turned her back to me.

Her skin felt cold and clammy when I pressed my lips to her cheek, but she remained still. I patted her hands, noticing dirt packed under her fingernails.

“Mama, what have you been doing?”

She pulled her hand away.

“Okay. We can talk about it tomorrow. I love you.”

I closed her door and tried to keep my footsteps light as I descended the stairs and walked down the hall to my bedroom. I passed my door and turned the dial on the thermostat, sighing when the vents kicked on. Mama hadn’t even asked why I was wet and shivering.

“It’s me,” I whispered as I slipped in through the small opening the dresser behind my door allowed. I expected to see Elliott in my bedroom, but he wasn’t there. Instead, he was standing in my bathroom, dripping wet and shivering. He only wore his wet jeans, with one of my towels wrapped around his bare shoulders.

“What are you doing?” I asked, joining him in the bathroom.

His lips were a bluish tint, his teeth chattering. “Can’t get warm,” he said.

The shower curtain rings scraped against the pole, and I twisted the knob. I peeled off my coat and stepped into the tub, pulling Elliott with me.

We stood together under the warm stream, the uncontrollable trembling of our bodies slowing to a tolerable level. I reached for the knob again and again, adjusting the temperature, warming the water as it did the same for us.

Elliott looked down at me, finally able to notice something other than the cold. Water dripped from the tip of his nose and chin as he stared, seeing that my sweater and jeans were drenched. He reached down to the bottom hem of my top and tugged up, leaving me in a thin, pink tank top. He leaned down, cupping my cheeks before touching his lips to mine.

I reached down to unbutton my jeans, but they didn’t slide off as normal, sticking to my skin every inch of the way. I kicked them to the back of the tub. Elliott’s fingers felt different on my skin, his fingertips sank in deeper, his breath faster, his mouth hungrier. He wrapped his arms around my middle and pulled me closer, and just as his mouth left mine to taste my neck, his kisses slowed, his touch returning to normal.

He reached back to turn off the shower and then for two towels, handing one to me and then drying his face with the other.

“What?” I asked.

“You should probably . . .” He gestured to my bedroom, seeming embarrassed.

“Did I do something wrong?”

“No,” he said quickly, desperate to save me from the same humiliation he felt. “I’m not . . . prepared.”

“Oh.” I blinked, waiting for the realization to hit. When it did, my eyes widened. “Oh.”

“Yeah. Sorry. I didn’t realize that was an option.”

I tried not to smile but failed. I couldn’t blame him. I hadn’t given him any clues that it was. “I’ll just . . .” I pointed to my dresser, closing the bathroom door behind me. I covered my mouth, stifling a giggle before opening a drawer.

I slipped one leg and then the other into a dry pair of panties and then pulled the first nightgown I touched out of the drawer and over my head.

Elliott tapped on the door. “Can you grab my shirt and shorts from my bag?”

“Yes,” I said, turning toward his duffel bag in the corner. A black T-shirt and a pair of gray cotton shorts were folded on top. I snatched them, rushing over to the bathroom door. It cracked open, and Elliott’s hand appeared, palm up.

Once the clothes were in his hand, the door closed again.

I sat on the bed, brushing my hair to the sweet chime of my music box, waiting for Elliott to appear. Finally, he stepped out, still sheepish.

“Don’t be embarrassed,” I said. “I’m not.”

“It’s just that . . . Aunt Leigh brought this up after the first night I stayed here. I assured her that wasn’t a possibility anytime soon. Now I wish I had listened to her.”

“Now that’s embarrassing.”

Elliott chuckled, sitting next to me and trying his best to pull the hair tie from his wet bun.

“Here, let me help,” I said, smiling as he relaxed back against me. It took me a solid minute, but I finally worked all his hair from the black band and started to unravel it. I began at the ends, holding them as I gently brushed through his hair. He took a deep breath, closing his eyes as the sound of the dark strands passing through the teeth of my brush became a steady rhythm.

“No one’s brushed my hair since I was little,” he said.

“It’s relaxing. You should let me do it more often.”

“You can do it as much as you’d like.”

When I could start at the roots and pull the brush through to the ends, Elliott took the hair band from me and pulled it up again.

“You’re like that guy in the Bible,” I said. “The strong one with the strong hair.”

Elliott lifted an eyebrow. “You’ve read the Bible? I thought you said you didn’t believe in God.”

“I use to.”

“What changed your mind?” he asked.

“Do you? Believe in God?”

“I believe in a connection, to the earth, the stars, to every living thing, my family, my ancestors.”

“Me?”

He seemed surprised. “You’re family.”

I leaned down, barely touching my lips to a dark red split in his lip. He winced.

“I’ll get some ice.”

“No, it’s fine. Don’t leave.”

I chuckled. “I’ll be right back.” I slipped outside and down the stairs, opening the freezer and reaching inside for a cold pack. I wrapped it in a dish towel and hurried back upstairs, realizing it was second nature now for me to listen for any movement. There was only silence. Even the water heater downstairs was quiet.

When I returned to the bedroom, Elliott helped me to replace the dresser and bed against the door.

“I could come in sometime when your mom is gone and install a bolt lock.”

I shook my head. “She’d know then. And she would freak out if I altered the house.”

“She has to understand her teenage daughter getting a lock on her bedroom door. Especially if the guests are coming in.”

“She won’t.” I touched the dark line on his lip, split from where Cruz had hit him. “I’m so sorry, Elliott. If you had stayed away, you wouldn’t be in this situation right now.”

“Think about it. Why do they think you had a reason to hurt Presley? Because she was horrible to you. You’ll never convince me any of this is your fault. They could jump me a dozen times, and it still wouldn’t be your fault. That’s their choice. Their hate. Their fear. You don’t make them do anything.”

“You think they’ll try to jump you again?”

He sighed, irritated. “I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“Yes. Because you’re right. It’s getting worse. Maybe you should do your work in Mrs. Mason’s office, too,” I said.

“That’s not a bad idea. I miss seeing you in the hall and in Mr. Mason’s class.”

“Tell me about it. I’ve been back there for a month. It’s almost Christmas break, with no end in sight.”

“Mrs. Mason is worried about you. I am, too.”

“Let’s worry about you for a while.”

We both paused when a floorboard creaked down the hall.

“Who’s here?” Elliott whispered.

“Willow was here when I got home from school. That’s probably her.”

“Who’s Willow?”

I sighed. “She’s nineteen. Wears a lot of black eyeliner. That’s how you can pick her out of a crowd. She’s . . . sad.”

“Where is she from?”

“I don’t talk to her as much as I do the others. Most of the time she’s too depressed. Mama says she’s a runaway. From her accent, I think Chicago.”

“What about the rest? You said the Juniper has regulars.”

“Um . . .” It felt strange to discuss the guests with anyone. “There’s Duke and his daughter, Poppy. He says he’s an oil guy from Texas, but he mostly just yells. He’s angry . . . scary angry, and Poppy’s like this little mouse who scampers around the Juniper.”

“That’s awful. Why does she travel with him?”

“He comes here for work. Poppy doesn’t have a mother.”

“Poor kid.”

I squirmed.

“Who else?”

“When Althea stays, she helps me cook and clean, and she always gives great advice. She’s the one who told me to forgive you.”

“Smart lady,” Elliott said with a smile.

“Then my uncle Toad and cousin Imogen come sometimes, but not as often as the others. After last time, Mama told Uncle Toad he couldn’t come back for a while.”

“Uncle Toad?”

I shrugged. “If he looks like a toad and sounds like a toad . . .”

“Is he your mom’s brother or dad’s brother? Or someone’s sister’s husband?”

“I don’t know,” I said, looking up at the ceiling in thought. “I’ve never asked.”

Elliott chuckled. “That’s weird.”

“It’s all weird, trust me.”

The room was dark, and the Juniper was quiet except for Willow’s occasional pacing and the cars driving down our street. The dresser was against the door and the bed against the dresser, so I barely worried about guests wandering into my room at night anymore. I leaned down to gently kiss Elliott’s swollen lip.

“Is that okay?” I asked.

“It’s always okay.”

I lay down on Elliott’s chest, listening to his heartbeat. It sped up for a few seconds before finally settling down. He hugged me to him, his voice low and soothing.

“Christmas break, then Christmas, then New Year’s, then the last semester of high school. You turn eighteen in just over a month.”

I blinked. “Wow. It doesn’t seem possible.”

“Still plan on staying here?”

I thought about his question. Eighteen had felt like it would never come. Now that it was here and I felt so safe and warm in Elliott’s arms, my resolve was wavering.

“Hesitation is good,” he said.

I pinched his side, and he let out an almost silent yelp. His fingers found the ticklish spot on my ribs, and I squealed. I covered my mouth, my eyes wide.

We chuckled until the doorknob turned.

“Catherine?” Willow said.

I froze, feeling fear burrow a hole in my chest and spread through my veins. It took every bit of courage I could muster to speak.

“I’m in bed, Willow. What do you need?” I asked.

The door rattled again. “What’s in front of the door?”

“My dresser?”

She pushed at the door again. “Why?”

“Because I don’t have a lock, and the guests think they can just walk in.”

“Let me in!” she whined.

It took me a few seconds to gain the courage, but the alternative was worse. “No. I’m in bed. Go away.”

“Catherine!”

“I said go away!”

The doorknob released, and Willow’s footsteps sounded farther away as she made her way back down the hall.

I let my head fall against Elliott’s chest, finally exhaling like I’d been underwater. “That was too close.”

He hugged me to him, the warmth of his arms helping my heart rate return to normal. “She’s definitely from the Chicago area.”

I leaned back against Elliott’s chest, keeping my gaze on the door.

“Are you going to stare at it until morning?” he asked.

“Elliott, if she comes in . . .”

He waited for me to finish a truth that wouldn’t come. “Say it. Tell me.”

I frowned, everything inside me screaming not to say the words. “They’re going to try to keep me here. Mama. The guests.”

“Why?”

“More questions,” I said, already miles outside of comfort.

“Catherine,” he prompted, “what is going on here? What are they doing?”

I bit on my bottom lip and then moved into a new position. “The new guests . . . they don’t leave. Sometimes I find their suitcases in the basement, their toiletries still in their rooms. We don’t have guests other than the regulars very often, but . . .”

Elliott was quiet for a long time. “How long has this been happening?”

“Not long after we opened.”

“What happens to them? The new guests.”

I shrugged, feeling tears sting my eyes.

Elliott hugged me to his chest. He was quiet for a long time. “Has anyone come looking?”

“No.”

“Maybe it’s something else. Maybe the regulars are just stealing from them.”

“Maybe.”

“You’ve never seen anyone leave?”

“Not anyone who’s come alone.”

He sighed, holding me close. Eventually, my eyes felt heavy, and no matter how hard I tried to watch for shadows in the light that slipped under the door, blackness surrounded me, and I tumbled backward into the dark.

When my eyes opened again, Elliott was gone. The winter birds were chirping in the bright sun, and the wind was silent for a change. I dressed for school, and just as I pulled my hair back into a ponytail, I heard plates clattering in the kitchen, and the fire alarm began to bleat. I scrambled downstairs, stopping when I saw the chaos in the kitchen. Mama was struggling to put a breakfast together, the smell of burned bacon mixing with the smoke in the air.

I opened the kitchen window, grabbing a place mat and using it to fan the smoke away. After a few seconds, the alarm silenced.

“Goodness, I’ve probably woken the entire house,” she said.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I . . .” She looked around, sniffing at the sight of a broken egg on the floor.

I bent down to scoop the yolk and shell into my hands, standing to fling them into the sink. Mama was a seasoned cook and baker, and it didn’t take long to figure out what had happened.

“Is Duke here?” I asked. But before she could answer, I saw the Chrysler parked outside at the curb. “Oh! I have to go!” I called back.

Elliott stepped out, standing next to his car, but his smile wasn’t as bright, his eyes weren’t as animated as I walked toward him.

When I sat in the passenger seat, he held my hand, but the ride to school was quiet. We both knew that day would be worse than the day before. Each day that passed without news of Presley, the more hostile the school became for us.

Elliott parked and sighed. I squeezed his hand. “Three more days until Christmas break.”

“I’m going to get suspended. I can feel it.”

“Let me ask her about you doing your work in her office, too, okay?”

He shook his head, trying to hide his anxiety with a smile. “Nah. I want to see you more, but I won’t hide.”

“It’s not fair that I’m protected in there, and you’re a sitting duck. And you wouldn’t be hiding. You’d be avoiding a fight.”

“It’s not in my blood to avoid a fight.”

We walked hand in hand into the high school. He kept me a bit behind him—just enough for him to take the brunt of a hard shoulder from his teammates and other students in the hall. The smiles and high fives were gone, replaced by accusing stares and fear.

Elliott kept his eyes forward, his jaw ticking after every shove. He could have put his fist into the faces of every one of them, knocking out teeth or breaking noses, but he quietly repeated his mantra, counting down to Christmas break.

He stayed with me while I opened my locker. After I had Spanish, physics, and world history textbooks stacked in my hands, Elliott walked me to the office and kissed my cheek before trying to make it to his locker and then class before the bell. I wondered if he would get stopped on the way.

“Good morning, Catherine,” Mrs. Mason said. She was already typing away when I stepped inside her office. She noticed my silence and looked up. “Uh-oh. Is everything okay?”

I chewed on the inside of my lip, wanting so badly to tell her about Elliott, but he would hate feeling he was hiding in her office all day.

“It was a hectic morning. Breakfast burned. We had to start over.”

“Were you distracted?”

“It wasn’t me. It was Mama. She’s . . . sad again.” Spending almost four weeks in a small office with Mrs. Mason made it impossible to avoid conversation. After the first week, she was beginning to get suspicious, so I’d tell her just enough to keep her happy.

“Did something happen, or . . . ?”

“You know. She just gets this way sometimes. It’s getting worse the closer I get to graduation.”

“Have you applied to any colleges yet? You still have time.”

I shook my head, instantly dismissing the idea.

“You could easily get a scholarship, Catherine. I could help you.”

“We’ve talked about this. You know I can’t leave her.”

“Why? Lots of kids go to college when their parents are business owners. You could come back with your knowledge and do something amazing with the Juniper. What about hotel management?”

I chuckled.

Mrs. Mason smiled. “Is that funny?”

“It’s just not possible.”

“Catherine, are you telling me you can’t go to college because your mom can’t take care of herself while you’re gone? Does that mean you’re taking care of her?”

“Some days more than others.”

“Catherine,” Mrs. Mason said, clasping her hands behind her nameplate. She leaned over, her eyes sad and desperate. “Please. Please let me help you. What is going on over there?”

I frowned, then turned my back to her, opening my Spanish workbook.

She sighed, and then a steady stream of clicking on her keyboard filled the silence of the small space.

My number two pencil scratched against the notebook paper, adding a new rhythm to Mrs. Mason’s tapping. Sitting in silence with her had become comfortable—safe, even. There was nothing to do here but schoolwork. I could just be.

Just before lunch, the blinds in Mrs. Mason’s office rattled. After some yelling and commotion, Mrs. Mason peeked out and then yanked on the cord.

Coach Peckham stood just inside the office door, holding Elliott’s arm with one hand and the arm of another student I didn’t recognize because both of his eyes were nearly swollen shut.

Mrs. Mason ran out, and I followed her.

“This one,” Coach Peckham said, pushing the boy forward, “started it. This one,” he said, shoving Elliott forward, “finished it.”

“Who is that?” Mrs. Rosalsky asked, scurrying in with an ice pack. She helped the boy to sit, holding two cold squares against his eyes.

“Not one of mine . . . for once,” Coach Peckham said. “Owen Roe.”

I covered my mouth.

Mrs. Rosalsky looked up. “I’m calling the nurse. I’m pretty sure his nose is broken.”

Mrs. Mason lowered her chin. “Dr. Augustine and Vice Principal Sharp are in an administration meeting. Elliott, follow me to Dr. Augustine’s office, please. Catherine, back to your desk.”

I nodded, catching the shame on Elliott’s face as he walked by with not a scratch on him. His left hand was swollen, and I wondered how many times those knuckles had made contact with Owen’s face before someone stopped him, how much pent-up rage was behind the same punches that put holes in doors.

I walked over to Owen, sitting next to him and helping him hold the ice pack to his left eye.

“Hey,” I said.

“Catherine?”

“It’s me,” I said, pulling my hand away when he jerked back.

“I’m just trying to help,” I said.

“Even though your boyfriend blinded me?”

“You’re not blind. The swelling will go down.” I hesitated, unsure if I wanted to know. “What happened?”

He leaned away. “Like you care.”

“I do. I do care. I know we’ve . . . I know I’ve been distant.”

“Distant? More like nonexistent. What did we do to you, Catherine?”

“Nothing. You didn’t do anything.”

He turned his chin toward me, unable to see my expression. “You don’t just leave two people in the dust—people you’ve been friends with for most of your life—for nothing.”

I sighed. “My dad died.”

“We know. We tried to be there for you.”

“That’s not what I needed.”

“Then why not tell us? Why make Minka feel like she was worthless and make me feel like I was garbage you could just throw away? I get you were hurting. So tell us you need space.”

I nodded, looking down. “You’re right. That’s what I should have done.”

“You slammed the door in our faces. More than once.”

“I was awful to you, and you were just trying to be my friend. But I wasn’t myself. I’m still not . . . the girl you knew. And things are far worse now than they were then.”

“What do you mean?” he asked. The hurt and anger in his voice melted away.

I stood. “You still need to stay away from me. It’s still not safe.”

He sat back, the sullen expression returning. “But Madison and Sam are invincible against that, I guess?”

“Maddy and Sam don’t want to come in,” I whispered.

“What do you mean? Something’s happening in your house?”

Two paramedics walked in, one short and soft around the middle, the other tall and lanky. They introduced themselves to Owen, and I stepped back.

“Catherine?” Mrs. Rosalsky said, looking toward the counselor’s open door.

I knew what she wanted, so I returned to Mrs. Mason’s office to study alone. The bell to release first hour rang, and then again to initiate second. Elliott was still in the principal’s office, and the rest of the administration were carrying on like normal.

Half an hour later, Elliott emerged from Dr. Augustine’s office. He kept his gaze locked on the floor, an apology barely audible when he passed.

“Hey,” I said, reaching out to him with a comforting smile, but he ignored me, storming out the door. Two school security guards followed him, and I turned to Mrs. Mason. “You suspended him?”

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said, pulling me into her office and closing the door. “He sent a student to the hospital. He didn’t exactly give me a choice.”

“What happened?” I demanded.

“You know I can’t discuss it with you.”

“He’ll just tell me after school.”

Mrs. Mason fell into her chair. “Are you sure about that?” I frowned. She sighed, sitting up. “Owen said something Elliott didn’t like. Elliott punched him. A lot.”

“He wouldn’t do that unprovoked.”

“Really? Because I heard about his fight with Cruz Miller at the bonfire party.” She busied herself with organizing papers on her desk, clearly rattled.

“Do you have any idea what he’s gone through the past month? Ever since we were dragged in here and questioned about Presley, everyone thinks we did something to her.”

“Well, it wasn’t self-defense today.” Mrs. Mason stopped fussing with her papers and sighed, looking up at me with sincerity in her eyes. “When he didn’t stop, he became the aggressor. Don’t worry. You’re safe here.”

“But he’s been out there.”

She mulled over my words. “You think I should have brought him in, too? Surely no one is stupid enough to bother Elliott. He’s nearly the size of an NFL player.”

“It’s a good thing he is. It’s like plowing through a football field coming down C Hall from the parking lot every morning, at lunch, and after school.”

“They’re putting hands on you?”

“Mrs. Mason . . . please. You can’t suspend him. He could lose any scholarship he’s being considered for.”

She watched me for a moment. This was the most I’d spoken to her about my thoughts or feelings, and I could see her deciding to use it to her advantage. Her next question proved me right.

“Tell me what’s going on at home, and I’ll reconsider.”

“Are you . . . are you bribing me?”

“Yes,” she said flatly. “Tell me what you and Elliott are covering up, and I’ll let him come back to school tomorrow.”

My mouth dropped open. The room began to spin, and the air felt thinner. “This isn’t fair. I’m not sure this is even ethical.”

“Does it matter?” she asked, sitting back. She was proud of herself. She knew she’d already won.

“Can you even do that? Reverse his suspension?”

“I can give him in-house suspension with counseling. That should appease Owen’s parents.”

I rolled my eyes. “I told you, he could lose his scholarship.”

She shrugged. “That’s what I can do. Take it or leave it.”

“In-house suspension with counseling. You’re doing the counseling?”

“If you tell me the truth about what’s been happening in your home.”

I sat in my chair, hanging on to the back like it was a lifeline.

“You can think about it,” Mrs. Mason said.

It was easier than I thought to make the decision to leave. Now that Mrs. Mason was forcing me to choose between saving Elliott or the Juniper, the answer came to me in seconds. In that moment, I was sure that I loved him, that I was worthy of his love, and that letting the Juniper go under was what would truly save Mama in the end. She might hate me until she got better, or she might hate me forever, but I knew it was the right thing to do for everyone I loved. Althea and Poppy, I knew, would understand.

I met Mrs. Mason’s gaze; the decision was easy, but the words were difficult to say aloud. I was about to go against everything I had fought to protect for over two years, every reason for pushing Elliott away—for pushing everyone away. My cage was about to blow wide open. For the first time in a very long time, I didn’t know what would happen next.

“I don’t need to,” I said.

Mrs. Mason lowered her chin as if she were bracing herself for what I might say. “Catherine, are you being cared for at home?”

I cleared my throat, my heart thumping so loud I thought Mrs. Mason could surely hear it. “No.”

Mrs. Mason clasped her hands together, waiting patiently for me to continue.





Chapter Thirty-One

Catherine

Madison slowed to a stop in front of the Juniper, and Sam leaned forward, looking up at the dusty windows and chipped paint.

“Wow,” Sam said, his mouth hanging open.

“Thanks, Maddy. I know your dad doesn’t want you around me, so I appreciate you giving me a ride. I hope you don’t get into any trouble.”

Madison turned in her seat to show her disgust in its full glory. “It’s two degrees below freezing, and Elliott isn’t allowed on campus to pick you up. Of course I’m going to give you a ride home.”

I smiled. “Thank you. Mrs. Mason offered, but I saw her to-do list for this evening, and it was two pages long.”

“Want me to walk you to the door? Or inside?” Sam asked, peering out the window in awe.

“Sam! God!” Madison scolded. “Not the time!”

“No, thank you,” I said, gathering my things.

Madison touched my arm.

I carried my backpack inside and went upstairs, folding my clothes and placing as many shirts, pants, socks, and underwear as I could fit in the luggage my dad had bought me years before. I’d fantasized a hundred times about using it for the first time, but never in those fantasies did leaving the Juniper for just another place in Oak Creek cross my mind.

Different scenarios played over and over in my mind, Mama’s reaction, saying goodbye, and hoping it would all be okay in the end. Still, nothing I could imagine made me regret helping Elliott. He was good, like Althea and Dad were good. Elliott had been pushed into a corner and then fought his way out, but there weren’t many things he wouldn’t do for those he loved. I just happened to be one of the lucky few.

Cupboards slammed downstairs, and then someone called my name—someone young and impatient, but it wasn’t Poppy.

“Hey,” I said, rounding the corner and sitting on the island.

“You look terrible,” Cousin Imogen snarled. She set a cup of tea in front of me and crossed her arms.

I sat with my coat on at the kitchen island, holding my hands over the cup of steaming tea like it was a campfire. Imogen seemed unaffected, wearing her favorite peace sign T-shirt, her hair tucked behind her ears. She stood with her backside leaning against the counter, watching me. Nearly all the cupboards were wide open, left that way after she’d rummaged through them looking for the tea bags.

She usually offered an olive branch in the form of tea after her dad treated me terribly, but before, it had always been a day or two after it happened. Mama had never forbidden anyone to come back before, and until that moment, I’d held out hope that she could actually make them stay away.

Imogen glared at me. “Well? Are you going to drink the stupid tea or not?”

A thick silence followed Imogen’s question, allowing the whistling wind sneaking inside the weak parts of the Juniper to be noticed. A door slammed upstairs, and we both looked up.

“Duke?” Imogen asked, unsettled.

“Change in pressure. It’s just the wind.”

The curtains were pulled, only allowing slivers of silver light into the dining room and kitchen. The clouds outside seemed to have moved over Oak Creek and unpacked, happy to stay for the rest of the winter. Allowed but unwelcome, just like the guests at the Juniper.

“You never said. Why are you so sad? What happened today? Your mama was telling my dad about a girl who went missing. Did you hear anything about her today?”

The thought of Uncle Toad being here made me angry. He wasn’t supposed to be allowed back. Her failure to stand her ground was just another sign Mama’s depression was getting worse. I picked at the chip in the cup in front of me.

“No.”

“No?” Imogen asked. “You haven’t heard anything about her?”

“Just that she’s still missing,” I said, taking a sip. “Imogen . . . where’s Mama?”

Imogen fidgeted. “Upstairs. Why?”

“You need to have her come down. I need to talk to her.”

Imogen snarled. “About what?”

“I want to talk to Mama. Not you. Tell her to come.”

Imogen crossed her arms, her expression set in a stubborn smirk.

“Fine,” I said, taking another sip. “I’m leaving. Today.”

“What?” Imogen said, walking around the island. “What are you talking about?”

“Elliott got suspended today. I told Mrs. Mason about the Juniper to keep it off his record.”

Imogen leaned down, looking at me from under her brows. She kept her voice low. “Told her what about the Juniper?”

I stared ahead, unable to see the fear I knew was in Imogen’s eyes. “That Mama’s sick, and I’ve been taking care of things.”

“That’s a lie,” Imogen hissed. “Aunt Mavis takes good care of you.”

“Not for a long time,” I said, picking at the mug, avoiding her eyes.

“Take that back. Take it back!” she screamed in my ear. I winced, leaning away from her.

“You need to get Mama,” I said, keeping my voice calm. “They’ll be here soon.”

“Who?” she shrieked.

“DHS.”

Imogen’s face twisted into disgust. “What’s that?”

“Department of Human Services,” I said, the words absorbing into my chest and weighing me down. I’d done what I promised I would never do.

Imogen seemed to panic and then whimpered, running upstairs, calling for Mama.

“Mavis!” she cried. “Mavis!”

Someone pounded on the door, and I scrambled to open it. Elliott was on the other side, finally wearing his coat, his breath puffing out in white clouds with every exhale. He looked surprised to see me, holding up a torn envelope and folded paper.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“What did you do?” Mama said, stomping down the stairs. She grabbed my shoulders, shaking me.

Elliott pulled me back, standing between us. “Whoa, whoa . . . wait a minute. Let’s calm down.”

“Calm down? Calm down?” Mama asked, her voice shrill.

I closed my eyes. “She hates that.”

“How could you do this to me?” Mama asked, pushing Elliott aside. “You told that . . . that bitch counselor about us, and now what? You’re going to live in some dilapidated foster home with ten other kids? With strangers? For what? For him?”

“What?” Elliott asked, turning to me. He looked betrayed, and I could see the hurt in his eyes at the realization that she knew and he didn’t. “You told Mrs. Mason?”

“I told her enough.”

“Enough for what?” Elliott asked. He held up the envelope. “For this?”

A black van slowed to a stop next to the curb in front of Elliott’s Chrysler, a police cruiser behind it, and I broke free, running upstairs.

Elliott looked at the van, down at the paper, and then at me. “You’re leaving? Where are they taking you?”

“I can’t say right now.” I grabbed two bags and my backpack, taking two steps at a time until I was at the front door. Mama grabbed my coat in her fist and held on.

“No. You’re not going.”

“Mama, you have to get better. You have to close down the Juniper—”

“No!” she yelled.

“You have to close it down, and everyone has to leave. Then I’ll come back. I’ll stay with you. But . . .” When I realized she was gawking at the van and not paying attention, I gently pulled her by the chin to face me. “Mama? I need you to listen. They’re going to ask you who you’d prefer I stay with. You need to tell them Mrs. Mason. Rebecca Mason. The school counselor. You have to say it’s okay that I stay with her.”

A woman and a man stepped out of the van and walked toward our house.

“Mama? Mrs. Mason,” I repeated, emphasizing my counselor’s name. Mrs. Mason told me DHS would need Mama to sign paperwork okaying my move to her home. Otherwise, I would go to the DHS office and wait for placement.

“No!” Mama said, trying to pull me inside while she attempted to close the door.

I met her terrified gaze. “I’ll be back.”

“When? W—what am I going to do? I’ll be alone. What am I going to do?” Mama said, tears spilling over her cheeks.

After a quick knock, the screen door swung open, and the man smoothed his jacket and straightened his tie. Elliott was standing behind them, unsure and worried.

“Mrs. Calhoun, I’m Stephanie Barnes,” the woman said. She was in her midtwenties, the same build as Mama, but shorter. She seemed nervous. “I’m here with Steven Fry from the Oklahoma Department of Human Services and Officer Culpepper from the Oak Creek Police Department. We’ve come to transfer Catherine to a safe environment until we can get some further information on what she’s shared with her counselor at school today.”

“Where are you taking her?” Mama pleaded, holding my coat with both fists. The panic and fear in her voice were heartbreaking.

The police officer stepped between us. “Mrs. Calhoun, we have a court order. You’re going to need to step back and let Mr. Fry and Miss Barnes do their jobs.”

“Mama, do as he says,” I said, letting them pull me away from her. “Be sure to eat. There’s bread, peanut butter, and jelly for Poppy.”

“Catherine!” Mama called, staying behind with the officer and Miss Barnes.

“Hey! Wait!” Elliott said, pushing his way through the front door. Mr. Fry pulled me with him off the porch and over the uneven sidewalk.

Mr. Fry paused at the gate and held out his arm to keep Elliott away, but I pressed it down.

“It’s okay,” I said. “He’s a friend.”

“Where are you going?” Elliott said, panicked. “Are you leaving Oak Creek?”

“To Mrs. Mason’s. I’m going to stay with her for a while.”

“Really?” he asked, relieved. “Is that . . . is that okay?”

I shrugged one shoulder. “It was necessary.”

He wrinkled his nose. “Catherine, you didn’t do all this for . . .” He looked down at the envelope in his hand.

“Yes,” I said. “And I’d do it again.”

Mr. Fry gestured for me to follow him to the van, and I did, looking over my shoulder once.

Elliott jogged over, stopping just short of the gate. “Can I come see you?”

“Yes,” I said, climbing into the back seat.

“You said Mrs. Mason’s house?” he asked.

I nodded.

Mr. Fry closed the door and rounded the front to the driver’s side. He slid behind the wheel and met my gaze in the rearview mirror. “Everything’s going to be okay, Catherine.”

Miss Barnes passed Elliott as she pushed through the gate. She opened the passenger door and sat in the seat, buckling her seat belt.

She turned to face me with a warm smile. “You have everything?” she asked.

I nodded. “Is Mama okay?”

“She’s going to stay with Officer Culpepper until she calms down. Buckle up, please, Catherine.”

I waved to Elliott, watching him get smaller as we drove down Juniper Street to the other side of town.

I wondered if I would ever feel like I hadn’t just betrayed my family, if it would be enough to know that my absence would mean the end of the Juniper and the darkness inside. I worried Mama would stop being sad and hate me, but I worried more that Althea and Poppy would feel I’d turned my back on them. More than anyone, I wanted them to understand my choice.

Mr. Fry parked the van in the driveway of Mrs. Mason’s charming Craftsman-style home. The wraparound porch reminded me a bit of the Juniper, but that was the only similarity. The warmth from inside radiated from its large windows, even on a frigid winter’s day. The outside was welcoming, with muted green shingle siding and white trim, greenery and multicolored lights climbing the porch beams, and a Christmas wreath hanging from the door.

The shallow pitch of the gable roof made it seem less looming than the Juniper and more like a cozy home.

Mrs. Mason stepped out from under her porch light, wrapped in a sweater and wearing a smile that didn’t hide her nerves or relief.

Miss Barnes walked with me to the porch, carrying one bag.

“Hey,” Mrs. Mason said, touching my cheek. She stepped to the side, allowing Miss Barnes and me to enter.

I used the toe of each boot to pull off the other, leaving them on the hardwood floor and stepping onto the plush, beige carpet of her living room in my socks. Mrs. Mason took my coat, hanging it in the front closet before escorting us through a wide entrance that led into the living room.

An artificial Christmas tree stretched to the nine-foot ceiling, leaving only a few centimeters above the glass-angel topper’s head. The branches were adorned with red and green ornaments, some homemade. White lights glistened behind the synthetic needles, and a red-and-green skirt covered the tree stand, two dozen or so presents already under the tree.

“Have a seat,” Mrs. Mason said, gesturing to her couch. It was a taupe microfiber sectional, with floral and solid teal throw pillows—so immaculate, I hesitated.

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Mrs. Mason said, sitting in a leather rocking recliner. “I have a niece and nephew covered in ice cream who climb all over it every Sunday. That’s why I went with the microfiber.”

Miss Barnes sat, so I sat next to her.

“How did it go?” Mrs. Mason asked, peeling off her sweater.

“Mavis was understandably upset, but it went better than expected. The room is ready?”

“It is,” she said with a relieved smile.

“I know you had to scramble to get things ready,” Miss Barnes began.

“Don’t we always?” Mrs. Mason asked.

“Oh, I didn’t know you were a regular foster parent, Mrs. Mason,” I said.

“I’m not. I mean, not until now. Miss Barnes and I just work together frequently. And I’m just Becca here,” she said, twisting her chestnut hair into a bun and then pulling the ends through into a knot.

I’d never seen her in lounge clothes. She looked much younger in her heather-gray cotton pants and faded navy-blue University of Central Oklahoma sweatshirt.

Miss Barnes gestured to the room. “Is this okay?”

I blinked, surprised by her question. I’d left a cold, rickety, nineteenth-century Victorian for a warm, immaculate, cottagelike home. “Uh, yes. It’s great.”

Mrs. Mason and Miss Barnes shared a chuckle, and then the social worker stood. “Okay, then. I’ll leave you two to it.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Mason said, hugging Miss Barnes. The door closed, and then Mrs. Mason clasped her hands together.

“Is it um . . . is it just us?” I asked.

It took a moment for my question to register, and then she nodded once. “Yep. Yes. Just us. Would you like to see your room?”

I nodded, gathering my things, and then followed her down the hallway.

“Guest bath straight ahead. I’m to the right at the end of the hall.” She pointed. “You’re to the left at the end of the hall. You have your own bathroom.”

Mrs. Mason flipped the light on to reveal a full-size bed, a wooden dresser, and a desk. An open door led to a small bathroom. Everything seemed so bright and new. The walls were a dusty purple trimmed with white, the carpet a light gray. Instead of heavy, blackout curtains that hung from dark iron, sheer panels outlined the window.

“How long have you lived here?” I asked.

She scanned the room, pride in her eyes. “Seven years, three months, two days.” She smiled at me. “But who’s counting?”

“Did you remodel? Everything looks so new.”

She nodded, taking one of my bags to the bed and setting it on the purple-and-gray plaid quilt. “We did.” The rest of her answer lingered in the air, unsaid. The doorbell chimed, and Mrs. Mason’s eyes brightened. “Oh! That’s the pizza! C’mon!”

I followed her to the living room, watched her tip the delivery boy, thank him by name, and then carry two boxes to the kitchen.

We padded to the dining table, and I watched as Mrs. Mason opened the boxes, breathing in the amazing smells of grease and spices just as I did.

“Plates!” she said, jogging to the kitchen. “Here you are.” She set one in front of me, pulling out a slice and taking a bite while encouraging me with her free hand to sit across from her. “Oh God. I’m sorry. I’m starving.”

I looked over my choices. One pizza was half-cheese, half-pepperoni. The other was half-supreme, half-sausage.

“I didn’t know what you liked,” she said, chewing. “I guessed.”

I took a slice of each, piled them on my plate, and looked up at Mrs. Mason.

“Attagirl,” she said.

I bit the tip off the pepperoni slice first, humming as the melted cheese overwhelmed my senses. I hadn’t had delivery pizza in years. My eyes closed, and my body instantly relaxed. “That’s good,” I said.

Mrs. Mason nodded, giggled, and took another slice.

My enjoyment didn’t last long, as the thought of Mama eating alone—if she was eating at all—infiltrated my mind. Suddenly the pizza tasted like guilt instead of satisfaction.

“It’s okay, Catherine. You’re allowed to feel whatever you’re feeling. It’s normal.”

I looked down. “It’s normal to feel trapped even when you’re free?”

She dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “It’s part of the process. It takes people years to navigate something like this. The guilt, the uncertainty, regret . . . the loss. But it’s okay. Try to live in the right now and take it one second at a time. And in this second, you’re allowed to enjoy your pizza and feel relaxed here with me. Being happy away from the Juniper doesn’t mean you love your mother any less.”

I took another bite, trying to digest her words as I did my food. “It’s hard to relax. My mind is still going through lists of things that need to be done before the morning.”

“Also normal. Be patient with yourself. Be patient with the process.”

I glanced over my shoulder at the Christmas tree glistening in the living room. “That’s pretty.”

“Did you have a tree at home?”

I shook my head. “Not since Dad died. He use to do all that. Put up the tree and the lights. They never really looked right on the Juniper anyway. But I like to look out my window at the neighbors’.”

Mrs. Mason checked her watch. “Well, you’re in for a treat.” She whispered a countdown and then pointed to the ceiling. The lights outside flashed on, and two blobs in the front yard began to inflate. Seconds later, a huge, glowing snowman and Santa Claus were standing upright on the lawn, swaying in the wind.

“Wow,” I said flatly.

Mrs. Mason clapped and giggled. “I know, right? Completely ridiculous.”

The corner of my mouth turned up. “It’s pretty great.”

The doorbell chimed again, and Mrs. Mason struggled to keep a smile on her face. “Stay here.”





Chapter Thirty-Two

Catherine

In her sweatshirt, gray lounge pants, and bare feet, Mrs. Mason slowly approached the door, peering out before twisting the bolt lock and pulling on the knob. “Hi.”

“Hey,” Elliott said, entering when Mrs. Mason stepped aside.

He took off his coat as Mrs. Mason locked the door.

He held up a piece of paper, different from the letter he’d received from Mrs. Mason rescinding his suspension. “I wanted you to be the first to know. I got the official news today.”

I stood, and Elliott wrapped his arms around me while Mrs. Mason put his coat in the closet. “What is it?” I looked down. It was an envelope from Baylor. “You got in?” I asked, excited.

“Not officially. They’ve offered a full athletic scholarship,” he said, not even half as excited as he should’ve been. “They’ll need a verbal commitment if I decide to go.”

“What do you mean if you decide to go?” I asked.

“To where?” Mrs. Mason asked.

“You’re going! It’s Baylor!” I exclaimed, hugging Elliott. When I pulled back, he only offered a small smile.

“What did you do?” he asked, guilt weighing down his features.

I pressed my cheek against his T-shirt, breathing him in. He smelled like his aunt’s house: savory from her cooking, and clean: bath soap and laundry detergent.

“Catherine,” he said, holding me at arm’s length.

“Catherine made a deal to keep what happened with Owen off your record. You’re lucky Dr. Augustine wasn’t there today,” Mrs. Mason said.

“So I’m not suspended?” he asked.

“Did you read the letter?” Mrs. Mason asked, raising an eyebrow. “In-house suspension, my office, and anger management sessions. That’s the deal.”

“In return for what?” He looked to me.

“Telling her about the Juniper. About how Mama’s sick, how I have no supervision, and that I’ve been taking care of myself. Hopefully it won’t mess with your scholarship.”

Elliott watched me for a while and then looked to Mrs. Mason.

“Your counseling will begin next week and will continue through break. Hungry?” she asked.

Elliott noticed the pizza. “Always,” he said, sitting down.

Mrs. Mason popped back into the kitchen to get a third plate and set it in front of Elliott.

“Sorry for just showing up,” Elliott said between bites. “I just wanted to make sure she was okay.”

“Understandable,” Mrs. Mason said, sitting across from us. “And considerate. But no apology needed. I actually feel better having you here. I’d forgotten how comforting it is having a man in the house.”

“Happy to help,” Elliott said.

“We also have an alarm system,” she said to me. “I’ll get you the code later.”

“We?” I asked.

Mrs. Mason smiled. “You and me. You live here now.”

I smiled. She was trying so hard to make me feel comfortable. “The alarm must be new.”

“We got it after . . .” She trailed off, her cheeks flushing.

The memories from that night replayed in my mind so vividly that I had to shake the humiliation and fear away. I closed my eyes and nodded, trying to forget for the thousandth time.

“After what?” Elliott asked.

“After the Masons came home to find my mother in their house.”

“What?” Elliott said.

“It was after the first time I reported her to DHS, about six months after Mr. Calhoun passed,” Mrs. Mason said.

“So . . . was she just walking around or what?” Elliott asked.

Mrs. Mason paled. “She was hiding under our bed.”

“Your . . . bed?” Elliott asked, looking to me for confirmation.

I nodded, sinking down in my seat.

“That’s kind of crazy,” Elliott said.

“She wasn’t going to hurt us. She was just confused,” Mrs. Mason said.

“She was lying on her side in a ball, whimpering. Don’t defend her,” I said. “Please don’t.”

“Did she get arrested?” Elliott asked.

“They didn’t press charges,” I said.

“And I’m still not sure if you’ve forgiven me,” Mrs. Mason said.

“I don’t blame you. I don’t blame anyone.”

“Well?” Mrs. Mason asked, looking at Elliott. “Are you going to tell us?”

“What?” Elliott’s eyes danced between me and our counselor.

“What Owen said to you.”

Elliott shifted in his seat. “I figured he had told you already.”

“No,” Mrs. Mason said matter-of-factly. “Owen spent the afternoon in the emergency room.”

“Oh. How . . . how is he?”

“From what I understand, the swelling has gone down a bit. His right orbital bone is fractured. You’re lucky your aunt and uncle visited the hospital and talked his parents out of pressing charges, despite Detective Thompson pressuring them to.”

“He’s the lucky one.” Elliott sniffed. “I pulled most of my punches.”

Mrs. Mason arched an eyebrow.

“What did he say to you, Elliott?” I asked. “For you to beat him like that?” I needed there to be a reason. A good one. I needed to hear him say that he’d been provoked, and everything around us wasn’t breaking him, too. Elliott was my anchor to normal, and without that, I was afraid I’d blow away to the same place Mama had lived since Dad died.

He looked away. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It kind of does,” Mrs. Mason said. She planted her foot on her chair, her knee between her chest and the edge of the table. It was planned, like everything else she did, to make her seem more approachable.

“He said . . .” He took a deep breath, and then the words spewed from his mouth. “He called me a gut-eater, and then he said Catherine was a whore, and probably pregnant with my papoose.”

Mrs. Mason’s mouth hung open.

Elliott tried to look me in the eyes but failed. “Sorry.”

“You’re sorry? After what he called you?” I opened my mouth to say more but couldn’t. I covered my eyes with my hand instead. “Elliott.” My bottom lip trembled. It wasn’t fair that he was a target at all, but for someone to say something that disgusting because it seemed like the easiest way to hurt him—Elliott, the kindest person I knew—it made me feel sick to my stomach.

“I have no words, Elliott, except that I’m so sorry that happened to you, and I’m going to make sure nothing like that is uttered in our school again,” Mrs. Mason said.

“I can’t believe Owen said something so horrible. I can’t believe he—”

“Ask anyone in that classroom, because he yelled it,” Elliott said.

“I didn’t mean that I don’t believe you,” I said. “I believe you. It’s just that, of all the people I know, Owen’s the last person I would think was capable of saying something like that to another human being.”

Mrs. Mason narrowed her eyes. “I’ll be asking Coach Peckham why he didn’t reveal that part.”

Elliott closed his eyes. “There’s more.”

“More?” I said.

“I need to tell you everything. Minka is in that class.”

“Oh no,” I said.

After a few seconds of awkward silence, Elliott finally confessed. “She accused me of doing something to Presley. She asked me in front of everyone if I raped her. She said I probably threw her body in a ditch in White Eagle. So I—I told her to shut up, or she was going to end up missing next.”

I covered my mouth as Mrs. Mason gasped.

“I know!” Elliott said, standing. Shame darkened his face. “I know it was stupid. I didn’t mean it. But after weeks of that crap, I’d finally just had enough!”

“Now is a good time to tell me in detail exactly what’s been going on,” Mrs. Mason said.

I stood next to Elliott, prepared to defend him no matter what, the way he had done for me. “The accusations. The racial slurs. They’ve been shoving him in the halls. Throwing things at him,” I said, watching Elliott get angrier after every disclosure. “But what you said, Elliott, it sounds like an admission of guilt. That’s why Owen yelled at you. He worships Minka, and you threatened her.”

“In front of an entire classroom. This isn’t good,” Mrs. Mason said.

“It just came out.” Elliott groaned. He laced his fingers together on top of his head, pacing.

“Why didn’t either of you come to me earlier? By the time Catherine told me what was going on, it was too late,” Mrs. Mason said.

“I thought I could handle it,” Elliott said. “I thought once they found Presley or couldn’t prove it was me, they’d let it go. But it’s gotten worse.”

Someone knocked on the door, and we froze.

“Stay calm,” she said, standing and walking to the door. When she opened it, she immediately crossed her arms over her middle and took a step back. “Milo.”

Mr. Mason stepped in, taking one look at Elliott and then turning to his wife. “What is he doing here?” he whispered, his lips barely moving.

“He came to see Catherine. She’ll be staying here awhile.”

“Are you insane?” Mr. Mason said. He tried to keep his voice low but failed.

“We can hear you,” Elliott said.

Mr. Mason continued, “The Brubakers went to the hospital after the Youngbloods left. They’re trying to talk Owen’s parents into pressing charges. If they do, they’ll be looking for Elliott.”

“Who will be looking for Elliott?” Mrs. Mason asked.

I stood, taking Elliott’s hand in mine. He squeezed, his palm damp. He was scared, too.

Mr. Mason looked at us, sympathy weighing down his face. “The police. They’ll take this opportunity to question him further on Presley’s disappearance. They have no other leads. They’re going after him, and then”—he looked to me—“they might come after Catherine.”

“No,” Elliott said, stepping in front of me as if Mr. Mason was there to take me. His fingers dug into mine. “We didn’t do anything! How many times do we have to say it?”

Mrs. Mason sat at the table, her palms flat against the dark wood. She closed her eyes, inhaled deeply, and then nodded. “Okay. Nothing has happened yet. Let’s not worry until there is something to worry about.”

“Becca, he shouldn’t be here,” Mr. Mason snapped.

Mrs. Mason looked up at her husband. “And neither should you.”

Mr. Mason fidgeted, clearly hurt by her reply. He had lost weight since the first day of school, biceps beginning to bud from his arms, the flab beneath his shirt nearly gone. He wore clothes that reminded me more of Coach Peckham than the usual short-sleeved button-downs and boring ties Mr. Mason was known for.

He started to walk out but stopped by the tree, peering down at the presents. All were green, red, and silver foil but one: a small rectangle wrapped in the same shade of purple that was painted on the walls in my room. “Becca . . .”

“You should go, Milo.”

Mr. Mason pointed at Elliott. “He’s staying?” When Mrs. Mason opened her mouth to argue, he stopped her. “He’s a suspect, Becca. He shouldn’t be left alone. He shouldn’t have any moment unaccounted for.”

“Then I’ll follow him,” Mrs. Mason said.

Mr. Mason looked at Elliott and sighed. “I’ll do it. I don’t want you girls driving back here alone at night. Not with Presley still missing. And not after you’ve pissed off Mrs. Calhoun. No offense, Catherine.”

I shook my head and shrugged.

Elliott turned to me. “He’s probably right. If the cops stopped me on the way home, Mr. Mason could tell them where I’ve been at least.”

“You’ll see her in the morning at school. My office. Eight o’clock,” Mrs. Mason said.

Elliott nodded, then bent down to kiss my forehead, letting his lips linger for a while. “See you in the morning.”

He hugged me tight and then grabbed his jacket from the closet, his keys off the table, and then passed through the open door Mr. Mason was holding.

Mr. Mason’s eyes were full of conflict when he met his wife’s gaze. “The back door is locked? The windows?” She nodded, and he sighed. “This was reckless, Becca. I wish you’d talked to me first.”

She folded her arms across her middle. “I would’ve done it anyway.”

He breathed out a laugh. “I know. Be sure to lock the door when I leave. Enable the alarm.”

Mrs. Mason nodded, closing the door behind her husband and twisting the bolt lock.

She pressed a few buttons on a white, square display and then looked over her shoulder. “I need a four-digit number. Something you’re familiar with.”

I thought about it for a moment.

She pressed the code and then another button. It beeped twice. “You just press in your code and then hit this button to both arm and disarm the alarm when you’re leaving or coming home. This one to arm if you’re staying home. Get in the habit of arming it every time you walk in the door. I won’t always be here.”

“Okay, Mrs. Mason. I will.”

“Becca,” she said with a tired smile. She stretched and then rubbed the back of her neck, looking down at the nearly empty pizza boxes.

“I’ll get it.” I went to the table, gathering the plates, and took them to the kitchen, rinsing the dishes and breaking down the boxes.

Mrs. Mason watched me with a smile, leaning against the wall. Her eyes were heavy and red. Being watched by her was like being watched by Elliott, so different from feeling eyes on me at the Juniper.

“Thank you,” she said when I finished.

We walked together toward the hallway, Mrs. Mason pausing to turn off lights on the way. She left the Christmas tree plugged in, the soft white glowing brighter.

“Isn’t it funny how lights seem so much more beautiful in the dark?” she asked.

“Like the stars,” I said. “I use to stare out my bedroom window, down at the lights that lined our street. The city stopped replacing the bulbs when they burned out, and it bothered me until I realized I could see the stars better.”

“Always making the best of your circumstances,” Mrs. Mason said. “Good night, Catherine.”

“Night,” I said, watching her go toward her bedroom.

Her door opened and closed, and then I found myself standing in the hallway alone, waiting for the house to breathe, for its eyes to open and watch me like the Juniper did at night. But there was only the faint aroma of Mrs. Mason’s apple cinnamon–scented plug-ins and the glow of the Christmas tree.

I closed my bedroom door behind me. One article at a time, I unpacked my clothes. At the bottom of the last bag was my music box.

It seemed old and dusty when I placed the aging pink-and-white cube on the shiny dresser of my new room. All my things—including me—seemed worn now that they were inside the Masons’ charming home. I undressed and showered, attempting to scrub the secrets from my skin. Mama being alone and afraid forced its way into my thoughts, and worry for Elliott made the center of my chest feel heavy. Six months ago, the only thing that held value was my loyalty to Mama and the Juniper. How had I so quickly and completely changed my mind?

Water poured over my face, rinsing away the suds from my hair and body, pooling around my feet. The tub was perfectly white, the caulk seal where the fiberglass met the tile wall was mold-free, and the windows kept out the cold wind blowing outside. I looked up at the showerhead, the streams all spitting out water evenly, hard water buildup absent from the metal.

Mama was still trapped in the Juniper with the others, in her own hopelessness and despair, and I was showering in a warm, pristine home that smelled like apple pie.

In fresh pajamas that still smelled like the stuffy air trapped inside the Juniper, I walked over to the music box I’d packed before DHS had come to save me. The lid creaked when it opened, the dancer inside trembling when I touched the top of her tiny brown bun. The notes chimed slowly, reminding me of when Dad did the saving. I wondered if he would’ve been upset with me for my choice. I could almost hear his stern but loving voice explaining how leaving someone behind was hurtful, and then again telling me I’d done the right thing. But that was hard to believe. Dad would have never left Mama, no matter how many breakdowns or episodes she had.

Althea, Poppy, Willow . . . even Duke were all probably scrambling to help Mama cope. They would stay. The castoffs, the drifters, and the unwanted were all willing to sacrifice to help Mama more than I was.

I closed the music box, cutting off the song before it could finish.

“I’m the guest now,” I whispered.

After a soft knock on the door, Mrs. Mason’s muffled voice came through. “Catherine? You awake?”

“Yes?” I pulled open the door. Mrs. Mason stood trembling in the hall in her robe and bare feet, clinging to a flashlight, her skin shiny, her hair dripping wet from a shower.

“I heard something outside my window. I was going to go check.”

“Want me to go with you?”

She shook her head, but I could see in her eyes that she was afraid. “No, just stay in your room.”

“I’m going,” I said, closing the door behind me.

We put on coats and slipped on our boots, then stepped out onto the front porch.

“Should we split up?” I asked. “I go left, you go right?”

“No,” she said quickly. “No, absolutely not. You stay with me.”

We walked down the steps as Mrs. Mason shone her flashlight in front of us. Our boots crunched against the dead grass, the wind blowing the counselor’s wet hair into her face.

She put out her hand, signaling for me to stop. “Hello?” she called, her voice trembling. “Who’s there?”

I glanced behind us. The lights in the neighboring houses were dark. The street was empty.

The sound of a scuffle in the back of the house made Mrs. Mason jump back. She held her finger to her mouth, the light casting shadows across her face.

“Whispers,” she hissed just loud enough for me to hear.

I waited, hearing several people talking in low, panicked voices. I pulled her closer to me. “We should go inside.”

The spring from the Masons’ back gate whined, and then the wood slammed shut. Mrs. Mason pulled away from my grip, shining her light all over the yard, finally settling on the gate. It was still swaying from being slammed shut but not latched.

“Becca!” I called when she sprinted across the yard. She disappeared through the gate, and all I could think about was how fast she’d run in her clunky boots. “Becca!” I yelled, running after her in the dark.

By the time I reached the gate, she’d slipped back through, locking it behind her.

“Did you see anyone?” I asked. She shook her head. “That was stupid,” I scolded.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“A girl is missing, we hear people in your backyard, and you go running after them alone? What if they took you? What if they hurt you? What would I have done?”

“You’re right.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I just reacted.” She stopped abruptly, her light highlighting a bush near the house. It had been trampled.

“Let’s go in,” I said, tugging on her. “I want to go in.”

Mrs. Mason nodded, pulling me behind her. We climbed the steps, and she locked the door behind us. The buttons on the white square on the wall beeped as she reset the alarm.

“I’m going to call the police, just to be sure. You should go to bed. I’ll stay up.”

“Becca . . . ,” I began.

“Go to bed. It’s going to be okay, I promise.”

“Maybe it was just neighborhood kids,” I offered.

“Probably. Good night.” She pulled out her phone, and I left her alone.

Even with Mrs. Mason’s fear filling the house, it was still warmer and less frightening than the Juniper. I closed the door behind me and climbed into bed, pulling the covers all the way to my ears. Mrs. Mason tried to keep her voice low, but I could hear her making a report to the police.

They would come and ask questions. They would know Elliott and Mr. Mason had been here, and I was worried it would somehow implicate Elliott again.

As my eyelids grew heavier, I heard the whispers from the backyard fill my head: familiar, close, the voices I’d sometimes hear down the hall from my bedroom in the Juniper. Conniving, strategizing, working together to implement a plan or to configure a new one. The guests were like birds, flying in the same direction, turning, landing, and spooking at the same time. They were one, working toward a common goal. Now they were outside, waiting, just like they had always done at the Juniper. I would never be free. Mama would never let me go.





Chapter Thirty-Three

Catherine

Catherine?” Mrs. Mason called from outside my door. A soft knock followed.

I sat up and rubbed my eyes, confused for a moment.

“Um . . . yes?”

“It’s the first day of Christmas break, so I made waffles.”

“Waffles?” I sat up, inhaling the aroma of flour, yeast, and warm maple syrup mixed with the new odors of paint and carpet and the old smells wafting from my clothes in the closet.

I stumbled from the bed and opened the door, wearing a ratty white T-shirt and gray sweatpants.

Becca was standing on the other side wearing black-framed glasses, a powder-blue robe, pink pajamas, and fluffy slippers. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun, brunette strands sticking out.

“Waffles,” she said with a bright smile, holding up a spatula. “C’mon!”

We hurried to the kitchen, where she turned a silver contraption, twisted a latch, and then opened the lid, revealing a perfectly golden waffle.

“Butter or peanut butter?” she asked, dropping it onto a plate.

My nose wrinkled. “Peanut butter?”

“Oh my God, you’ve never tried it?”

“We don’t have a waffle maker. It broke last year. But no, I’ve never even heard of peanut butter on waffles.”

She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “You’re not allergic, are you?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Here,” she said, slathering one half with regular butter, the other with creamy peanut butter. Then she turned the syrup bottle upside down and drenched my breakfast with sugar. “Let me know which one you like best.”

She handed me the plate, a fork, and a knife and then stirred the batter, pouring it into the waffle maker. Even when we had one, it didn’t look like that. Mrs. Mason gave it a turn and then escorted me to the table.

Orange juice had already been poured and was waiting for me. I sat, then carved into the peanut butter side, shoveling a square into my mouth. My hand instantly covered my lips as I worked to chew the sticky, sugary, creamy goodness. “Oh, wow.”

Mrs. Mason grinned, resting her elbows on the table and leaning forward. “Amazing, huh?”

“It’s so good,” I said, my words garbled.

She clapped and then stood, pointing at me as she returned to the kitchen. “You’ll never eat them the old way again.”

She yawned as she stood at her post, waiting for hers to cook. The sun was pouring in from every window, making the warm hues inside glow. As inviting as the Masons’ house was at night, it was downright cheerful during the day. I couldn’t imagine them fighting here, certainly not enough to separate.

“Did you sleep okay?” I asked between bites.

“Pretty good,” she said, nodding once. The contraption beeped, and Mrs. Mason twisted it, unlocking the latch and smiling as her waffle plopped onto her plate. Peanut butter and a cup of syrup later, she was sitting across from me.

She hummed as she took the first bite, seeming to savor it. “It’s nice to have an excuse to make these again. It was Milo who introduced me to peanut butter waffles in college.”

“You’ve dated since college?” I asked.

“High school.” She cut into her waffle with the side of her fork. “Fell in love right here in Oak Creek.” She got somber. “Fell out of love here, too.”

“It’s hard here, I think. There’s not enough to distract adults from work and real life. We don’t have the beach or the mountains, just hot wind blowing at us like a heater in the summer and the freezing wind stinging our faces in the winter.”

She chuckled. “You forget about the sunsets. And the lakes. And football.”

“I’ve never been to the lake,” I said, taking another bite.

“Milo has a boat. We will rectify that when it gets warm enough.”

I shrugged one shoulder. “I’m not sure where I’ll be.”

“You’ll be here. Until you leave for college. You haven’t said much about the applications.”

“I can’t afford college right now.”

“What about a Pell Grant? Scholarships? You’re an A student, Catherine. You missed salutatorian by only two points.”

I breathed out a laugh and looked down at my nearly empty plate.

“What?” Mrs. Mason asked.

“It just feels so strange to be sitting in this house with you, being served breakfast and talking about normal things when everything is so . . . not normal.”

“It will take a while to adjust.”

“I don’t think I should adjust.”

“Why is that?”

“It doesn’t feel right to get used to it—to being without Mama.”

“You don’t have to be without her. It’s okay to create healthy boundaries and to live out the rest of your senior year in a stable, safe environment.” She frowned, touching her index finger to the center of her forehead. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound so clinical.”

“No, it’s fine. I understand what you’re trying to say, but I accept that she needs me. My status as a caregiver won’t change after graduation, which is why college is a moot point.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s not ideal . . .”

“It’s not a life.”

“It’s not her fault.”

Mrs. Mason sighed. “It bothers me that you’ve given up. Your whole life is ahead of you. Being born shouldn’t be a prison sentence.”

“I don’t see it that way.”

“Are you happy there? Is that a life you would choose?”

“Of course not, but . . . does anyone choose? Is this what you chose?”

Mrs. Mason nearly spit out her orange juice.

“You know . . . you know his wife left him because he was sleeping with Emily Stoddard, right?”

Mrs. Mason wiped the orange specks from her chin. “I’d heard.”

“She graduated two years ago. She would never admit it to her parents or the administration, but she told all her friends.”

“Milo said as much.”

I sat back in my chair with a smirk on my face. “You didn’t believe him. Just like you don’t believe me now.”

“Actually, I was pretty sure Brad was sleeping with Presley before she disappeared.”

“You . . . what?”

“I saw texts from her on his phone. Pretty graphic texts. I stopped seeing him after that.”

My eyes grew wide. “You don’t think that’s something you should’ve mentioned to the police?”

“I . . .”

“They’ve been looking at Elliott and me, and you’ve had reason to believe the football coach was having an inappropriate relationship with a missing student?”

“He . . .”

“Why wouldn’t you report it?” I said, my voice louder than I’d meant for it to be.

“Catherine . . .”

“Elliott could be arrested any minute if Owen’s parents press charges, and you—”

“Catherine, I did. I did tell the police. Brad was interviewed and polygraphed. He has an alibi. He was here until morning.”

“What? But you said—”

“That I stopped seeing him after I saw the texts. And I did. He was here trying to get me back, and when he realized it wasn’t going to work, he pleaded with me not to go to Dr. Augustine. He’d been drinking. I let him pass out on my couch. It was pathetic.”

I covered my face with my hands. “I’m sorry I yelled at you.”

“Hey.” Her hand touched my arm, and I looked up at her. She was reaching across the table, smiling. “It’s okay. This is a horrible, emotional, stressful situation.” She sat upright at the sound of knocking on the door and then stood, walking over and peering out.

“You’re up early,” she said, opening the door.

Mr. Mason entered, holding the handles of a large paper sack. “Are Noah and Simone coming over to open presents tonight?”

“They do every year.”

He held up the sack. “I brought a few more.”

“Milo, you . . . didn’t have to do that,” Mrs. Mason said.

Mr. Mason looked hurt. “They’re my nephew and niece, too.”

“I know. I just meant that . . .” She sighed. “I don’t know what I meant.”

He carried the sack to the Christmas tree and knelt beside it, unloading the presents. They weren’t wrapped nearly as elegantly as the others, and he’d used twice as much tape, but by the expression on his wife’s face, he’d won major points. “I brought a few for Catherine, too.”

“Oh, Milo,” Mrs. Mason said, holding her hand to her chest.

He took care to bring the purple present forward, keeping it front and center, and then stood, his gaze meeting Mrs. Mason’s.

“Do you have any plans?” she asked.

“I . . .” He reached for her, but she pulled away. As soon as it happened, she seemed to regret it, but it was too late. Mr. Mason’s eyes darkened. “Probably not a good idea. Don’t want to confuse the kids.”

“I don’t want you to be alone,” she said, fidgeting.

He peered over his shoulder but didn’t speak. Instead, he yanked the door open and walked through it.

Mrs. Mason stood motionless, looking down at the purple present, and then sat on her haunches, covering her mouth and nose with both hands. Her eyes glossed over, and then she wiped away her tears as they fell. “I’m so sorry you had to see that, Catherine.”

“Why? It was beautiful.”

“Pain is beautiful?” she asked, straightening the present.

“Pain . . . love. Can’t really have one without the other.”

She breathed out a silent laugh. “You always surprise me.”

“Who does the purple present belong to?” I asked.

“Oh, that’s . . . that’s Violet’s. She’s our daughter. Milo’s and mine. She was a Christmas baby.”

“You had a baby?” I asked, stunned. “I don’t remember you being pregnant.”

“I was barely seven months along when Violet was born. She lived only a few hours. She would have been five this year.”

“So before I was in high school.”

“Correct,” Mrs. Mason said, standing. “Christmas is hard for Milo. He’s never gotten over it.”

“But you did?” I asked, watching her walk back to the table.

She sat across from me, looking tired. “I chose to heal. Milo felt alone in his grief, even though I’d lived there with him for four years. He replaced the sadness with resentment, and then it was over.”

“And you’re happy now?”

“I’ve loved Milo since I was a girl. He use to look at me the way Elliott looks at you. I wish we could’ve gotten through it together. But, yes. Telling him it was over was like taking off an oversize fur coat in August. I was finally free to heal, and so I did. It’s still hard to watch him hurt.”

“You still love him?”

The corners of her mouth turned up. “I’ll always love him. You never get over your first love.”

I smiled. “Elliott said that to me once.”

“You were his first love?” she asked, resting her chin on the heel of her hand.

“That’s what he said.”

“I believe it.”

I felt my cheeks flush. “He wants me to follow him to college. If we, you know, survive this year without being arrested.”

Mrs. Mason hesitated before she said her next words. “If you had to guess, what do you think happened to her? There was no sign of struggle. No break-in. Not even any fingerprints other than Presley’s.”

“I hope she ran away, and I hope she comes back.”

“Me too,” Mrs. Mason said. “Okay, I’ve got to run a few errands today. Pick up some things for Christmas Eve dinner. Do you have any preferences?”

“Me? I thought I’d go home tonight. Check on Mama.”

“Catherine, you can’t. I’m sorry.”

“I can’t check on her?”

“I can have Officer Culpepper check on her if you’d like. I just don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go home just yet. What if she won’t let you leave? It’s just not a good idea. I’m sorry.”

“Oh.”

“I know it’s hard. Especially with the holidays, but I promise it’s better this way.”

The doorbell chimed, and Mrs. Mason raised her eyebrows. “We’re popular today.” She opened the door and then walked away smiling. “Your turn.”

Elliott walked in, and he slipped his camera strap over his head, holding out the other hand. I hugged him tight, melting into his arms as he wrapped them around me. He was wearing his black football hoodie, the cotton worn and soft against my cheek.

“What’s that?” Mrs. Mason asked, pointing to his camera.

“A hobby,” Elliott said.

“It’s more than a hobby. He’s pretty amazing,” I said. “You should have him show you some of his stuff.”

“I’d love to see it,” Mrs. Mason said.

“Really?” Elliott looked down at me, surprised.

I touched his chest with both hands. “Really.”

“How long have you been doing that?” Mrs. Mason asked, watching him put his things on the table.

“Since I was a kid. Catherine was my first muse. My only muse.”

Mrs. Mason busied herself with the breakfast dishes, waving me away when I offered to help.

“Why don’t you give him the tour?” Mrs. Mason asked.

I led him by the hand to the purple bedroom, wrinkling my nose when the door blew the smells of the Juniper into my face. “Ugh. Why didn’t you tell me I smelled like that?” I asked, gathering my clothes from the closet and drawers and putting them in a woven basket near the door.

“Smelled like what? What are you doing?”

“Laundry.” I picked up the handles and walked down the hall. There was a door next to the guest powder room that I guessed was the utility room, and I was right. I set the basket down and searched the cabinets for detergent.

“Everything all right?” Mrs. Mason asked from the hallway.

“She’s looking for laundry soap, I think,” Elliott said.

“Oh.” She squeezed past Elliott and opened the cabinet above the washer. “It’s a pod. They’re front-loading machines, so you just pop the pod into the drum with the clothes and close the door. Set it to regular for everything but delicates, and you’re good to go. That’s what I do anyway. The dryer sheets are in the cabinet above the dryer.”

“Makes sense,” I said, piling my jeans and dark clothing in the washer. I closed the door and did as Mrs. Mason instructed. The water began to pour into the turning drum, and the clothes began to roll. “Easy enough.”

Mrs. Mason looked down at the basket. “Are those all clean?”

“I thought so,” I said. “They smell like the Juniper.”

“Oh,” she said. “I didn’t notice. Let me know if you need anything while I’m out.”

Elliott waited until the front door closed before he spoke again. He shoved his hands into his jeans pocket. “Want some help?”

“Almost finished.” I stood, breathing hard, placing my hands on my hips and blowing a stray hair from my face.

He smiled. “You’re beautiful.”

I pressed my lips into a hard line, trying not to look as flattered as I felt. “You’re silly.”

“Aunt Leigh wants to know if you’ll come over for lunch.”

“Oh. Mrs. Mason has plans for us, I think.”

“Okay,” he said, unable to hide his disappointment.

“Her sister’s family is coming . . . I’m sure she won’t miss me.”

“Really?” He looked up.

“Want to see the room?”

“Your room?”

I grabbed his hand, feeling his large fingers between mine. “Not technically.”

We walked down the hall, and I pushed open the door. It was so much lighter than my bedroom door at the Juniper. Everything in the Masons’ house was lighter.

“Wow. Nice,” Elliott said, snapping a few pictures of me before sitting on the bed. He bounced a few times and then pushed down on the mattress. “How’d you sleep last night?” He pointed his camera around the room, taking pictures of things that seemed mundane to me but that he would somehow make interesting and beautiful.

“Okay.”

One side of his mouth turned up. “I was hoping you’d say that. It would really suck if you slept better without me.”

“Well, I don’t,” I said, sitting next to him. I rubbed my hands together.

“You cold?” he asked. Elliott pulled his hoodie over his head. His T-shirt came up a bit with it, exposing the bronze skin beneath.

The sweater swallowed me, but he stared at me like he looked at his favorite photographs. He lifted the camera, and I looked down, letting my hair fall in front of my face. He swept back the tawny curtain with one hand.

“Please?”

It took me a long time to answer. “Wait until I stop blushing.”

“I can edit that. But I’ll wait.”

As the heat began to subside from my face, I nodded, tensing when Elliott lifted the camera to his eye and turned the focus. After the first few clicks, it became easier, and I began to look into the lens as if I were looking at my boyfriend.

He stood, shooting me from different angles and sometimes taking shots of random items in the room. He bent over and stood close to my music box, snapping a picture, and then turned and captured me watching him with a smile on my face.

“Wow,” he said, peering into the display. “That’s the one.” He walked over to me, turning the camera.

“When did you get a digital camera?”

“It’s a graduation present from my mom. She’ll be back tonight.”

“Oh,” I said.

He sat next to me, chuckling. “She’s not that bad.”

“It’s just that I’m pretty sure she hates me. And now that you’re in all this trouble . . .”

“It’s not your fault.”

“Does she know that?”

“I’m sure Aunt Leigh has explained more than once.” The washing machine buzzed, and Elliott popped up. “I’ll get it.”

He disappeared for just a few minutes. “Darks drying. Lights in the wash.”

“You’re very nice,” I said.

He winked at me. “I finally get to hang out with you at home. I want to make sure you invite me back.”

My lips parted as I realized that what he said was true, and I covered my mouth.

He gently pulled my hand away and leaned down to kiss me, pressing the soft, plush lips I’d grown to love against mine.

Something about the way Elliott held me made me want him to hold me tighter, so I dug my fingers into his back. He reacted, cupping my face. He was tall and, yes, the size of an NFL football player, but his large hands were gentle. Elliott couldn’t have hurt Presley with them.

His tongue slipped inside my mouth, caressing mine, wet and warm. I hummed in satisfaction, lying on my back and bringing him with me.

His hands and the way his mouth moved were different. His pelvis settled between my thighs, and he moved against me, his jeans feeling rough and somehow erotic against my skin.

Elliott jerked as he kicked off his shoes, and then he reached over his head, pulling off his T-shirt. The skin of his back was soft and smooth, and I couldn’t help but run my hands from his shoulders to the two dimples at the small of his back.

His hand moved beneath the hoodie he let me borrow, touching my bare skin just above my hip, his thumb dipping just past the elastic band of my panties.

We kissed so much and for so long that my lips began to feel raw, but still, Elliott waited for me to let him know where I wanted to go and how far.

His jeans rubbed against me again as he touched his forehead to mine. “I have . . . you know,” he said, seeming out of breath.

The thought of condoms led me to realize he was talking about safe sex, pulling me out of the moment. I leaned away from him, looking down at his lips. “Oh.”

“That’s not why I came over, though. I’ve had it since the last we . . . you said we should have, and we should. So I got some. Just in case. But we don’t have to.”

It was painful to watch him stumble over the words, his mouth clumsy when seconds before his hands had been so sure.

I touched my index finger to his lips, leaning up to kiss him. His shoulders sagged. He already knew what I was going to say.

“Thank you for doing that. But not yet.”

He nodded, sitting up. “That’s fine. I don’t want you to feel rushed.”

“Good,” I said, pulling down the hoodie. “Because it can’t happen here.”

He kissed my forehead. “I’ll wait on the couch while you get dressed. Lunch is in an hour.” He padded across the room.

I stood. “I saw Mrs. Mason put the remote in the drawer of the end table,” I said before he closed the door.

“Thanks, babe.”

I crossed my arms over my middle, hugging myself and grinning from ear to ear. He’d never called me that before, and I didn’t know I was the kind of girl who would like that—actually, I was definitely not the kind of girl who would enjoy such things. But the sound of Elliott so casually loving me filled my entire body with an indescribable joy. I was giddy. Those two simple words made me feel euphoric.

I froze. All my clothes were in the laundry room. “Crap,” I hissed, reaching for the door.

Elliott knocked. “Catherine? Your clothes are dry.” He slipped a clothes basket into the small opening he’d made. “You can still wear my hoodie. It looks good on you.”

“Thanks, babe,” I said, feeling brave enough to try it out since he had. I took the basket, and he left an arm in, reaching for me. I took his hand, and he pulled my hand through the small opening and kissed it.

“I love you, Catherine Calhoun. No matter what happens, know that.”

His words felt like a sunrise, a sunset, a beautiful dream, waking from a nightmare. It was every wonderful moment balled into one. “I love you, too.”

“I know. That’s how I know everything is going to be all right.”

“I’ll get dressed, leave Mrs. Mason a note, and then we can go,” I said through the door. I slipped his hoodie on over my shirt that now smelled like Mrs. Mason’s bright house instead of the dark, dank Juniper.

“I’ll be here when you’re ready.”





Chapter Thirty-Four

Catherine

Leigh carved into the chicken enchilada casserole, making twelve perfect squares. She sat next to John, puffing out a tired sigh.

“It looks amazing,” I said.

She smiled at me from across the table.

Elliott leaned over a votive centerpiece holding a white candle, fake snow, and a few pine cones to scoop out a square for me. He placed the layers of tortilla, sauce, shredded chicken, and avocado on my plate, and then proceeded to do the same for his aunt, uncle, and his mom to his right.

“If you like it,” Elliott said, sitting after he scooped two pieces for himself, “remind me to get the recipe from Aunt Leigh before we move.”

“We?” Kay asked, raising an eyebrow.

“College or traveling,” Elliott said, shoveling a large piece into his mouth. He sat back and hummed as he chewed.

Leigh smiled. “Elliott, something came for you today.”

“College or traveling,” Kay deadpanned. She looked to me, and I froze midbite. “So which is it?”

“I’m . . . not going anywhere. I have to help Mama run the Juniper.”

Elliott wiped his mouth with his napkin, craning his neck at me. He laughed once, nervous. “Catherine, I thought we’d decided.”

“No,” I said simply, taking a bite.

“You’re really staying here?” he asked.

I widened my eyes to signal that I didn’t want to discuss it in present company, but Elliott showed no signs of backing off.

“C’mon. You don’t wanna stay here. Tell me I’m wrong,” he said.

“I told you. I don’t have a choice.”

His eyebrows pulled together, unimpressed with my answer. “Yes, you do.”

He watched me, and I scanned the table, shrinking under everyone’s stare.

I cringed. “I can’t leave her.”

Kay smirked, happily popping casserole into her mouth.

“Elliott,” Leigh said, stopping her nephew before he said anything else. “Just wait a second. Something came for you today. I want you to see it before this conversation gets much further.” She stood, turning for the living room, and returned within seconds, an envelope in her hand. She held it in front of Elliott, and he took it from her, reading the front.

“It’s from Baylor,” he said.

“Open it,” Kay said, turning to face her son. It was the first time I’d seen her smile.

Elliott’s capable, large fingers turned clumsy as he tore open the seal. He removed the paper and unfolded it.

“Mr. Youngblood,” he read aloud. His eyes glanced from left to right and then back again, bouncing over the paragraphs. He closed the paper and placed it next to his napkin.

“What?” Kay said. “What does it say?”

“It’s about the scholarship. They want a verbal commitment in seven days.”

“That’s kind of early, isn’t it?” Leigh asked.

“I’m not sure,” Elliott said.

“They’re doing it earlier and earlier,” John said. “This is good news. Baylor is your first choice, right?”

Elliott turned to me. “Catherine—”

“Don’t look at her,” Kay said. “This is your education. Your decision. You said Baylor was your first choice.”

“Mom,” Elliott warned. His confidence around his mother had grown. He wasn’t afraid to hurt her anymore. She was no longer the only woman in his life, and I could see the recognition of that on Kay’s face.

He didn’t take his eyes off me.

“Verbal commitments aren’t a guarantee,” John said.

Kay’s fork scraped against her plate. “You act as if you can’t come back to visit her. You’re coming back to visit, aren’t you?”

“It’s not about that,” Elliott snapped. He still watched me, waiting for an answer.

“Is this about me coming with you?” I asked, my voice small.

“I can’t leave you here alone.”

Kay’s fork clanged against her plate at the same time that her palm slapped the table. “I knew it. My God, son, she’s not helpless.”

“Kay,” John chided.

Elliott’s mother pointed at me. “You’re not going to keep him from going to college and rob him of this opportunity.”

I was taken aback by her sudden vitriol. Kay had never pretended to like me, but she’d also never been so directly hostile.

“He should go. I want him to go.”

Kay nodded once, settling back into her chair. “Then maybe he can get out of the mess you’ve put him in.”

“Mom, enough!” Elliott growled.

Leigh snarled, disgusted. “This was supposed to be a celebratory moment. You can’t think about someone else for two seconds. Not even your own son.”

Kay’s eyes widened. “This is my fault? I wanted him to move back to Yukon with me. If he’d been there, he wouldn’t be under investigation right now, would he?”

“He didn’t want to live in Yukon, Kay!”

“Maybe he would have if you had been on my side! He stayed here, just like you wanted, and now look! He could go to prison! I told you this town was trouble!”

“You’re really going to blame me? For giving him a home? For taking care of him when you wouldn’t get out of bed?”

“How dare you! I was depressed! I couldn’t help it!” Kay wailed.

“He might as well be mine, Kay. That’s how much I love him!”

“He’s not yours!” Kay said, standing. She pressed her palms against the table. “He’s my son! Not yours!”

Elliott stood and calmly walked to the kitchen. A drawer squeaked when he pulled it open, and then he returned, holding a long, rectangular box. We watched him unroll the foil and tear a piece off. He covered my plate, and then he did the same for his. He stacked them, holding them in his hand along with our forks, and then waited for me.

“Elliott,” Leigh pleaded. “I’m so sorry.”

“We’ll eat downstairs.” He gestured for me to follow, and I did, hearing Kay snipe at Leigh again as we reached the stairs. Elliott shut the door behind us, and then we walked down the stairs and to his bed, sitting on it with our plates. Elliott’s fork scraped the ceramic, and he filled his mouth with casserole, staring at the floor. Leigh’s and Kay’s muffled arguing filtered down the stairs. The sound gave me a strange sense of familiarity.

“You’re smiling,” Elliott said.

“Oh.” I swallowed the bite of food in my mouth before I spoke again. “It just reminded me of when my parents would fight. I haven’t heard that in a long time.”

He listened for a bit, and then the corners of his mouth turned up. “It does sound a little like the first night we talked.”

I nodded, taking another bite. Even as Leigh’s and Kay’s voices went up an octave and the fighting escalated, the air in the basement felt lighter. I pretended it was my parents: all shouting and no listening.

Black-and-white photos of me, Elliott and me, a swing at Beatle Park, and the field we use to explore when we first met hung from a string that began in the corner of his room and stopped at a faded green hutch pushed against the center of the back wall. More photos of me and us were in frames at his bedside and taped to the wall in collages.

“Lots of me and not much else.”

He shrugged. “They say you photograph what you love the most.”

I picked up his camera, pointed it at him, and snapped a picture. He beamed.

“Do you miss your dad?” I asked, looking through the photos on the digital display.

“He calls once in a while. Probably when he can’t stand feeling like a no-good piece of crap another day. Do you? Miss yours?”

“Every second,” I said, sighing. I stared at the floor. “And I meant what I said. I want you to go to Baylor.”

“I meant what I said about not leaving you here alone.”

“I’m not alone.”

“You know what I mean.”

I put his camera back on the table. “You realize I was alone at the Juniper for two years before you showed up again.”

He sighed, frustrated. “You’re already living with Mrs. Mason.”

“Just until you graduate and move.”

All emotion left his face. “So that’s it? You’re just buying time for me so I can go to college? Then you’re going back there?”

“You’re speaking in question marks again.”

“Yeah, I do that when I’m upset. You have zero concern for your own safety. How am I supposed to leave knowing that?”

“You’re such a hypocrite,” I snapped.

He touched his chest. “I’m a hypocrite?”

“You’re saying I shouldn’t put myself in what you perceive to be danger for you, when you’re talking about throwing away your college career for me.”

“Perceive as danger? I have no idea what’s going on in your house, but I know it’s not safe!”

I wrinkled my nose. “It’s not my house.”

“See?” he said, putting down his plate and standing. He pointed at me with his whole hand. “That’s not normal. You’re going to go back and continue to live in a place you don’t consider home.”

“Oklahoma has never felt like home to me.”

He knelt in front of me, holding my legs. “Then come to Texas with me.”

I cupped his cheeks. “I can’t afford it.”

“So get a loan.”

“I can’t afford to pay off a loan. I’m going to have to get a second job so we don’t lose the Juniper.”

“Why would you want to keep it?” he yelled. He stood up and walked away, pacing the floor.

“I don’t! I don’t want to keep it! I don’t want to keep its secrets! I wish I didn’t have to, but I do.”

He turned to me. “Don’t you know, Catherine?”

“What?” I snapped.

“That’s the beauty of a secret. Trust. Trust me with this. Let me help you.”

“You mean I should let you save me.”

He swallowed. “We could save each other.”

I glared at him, angry that he was making my resolve waver. “I’ve already moved out. I’ve already left her so you could keep your scholarship. You can’t ask me for this, too.”

He pointed to the floor. “You’re not safe there; you’ll never be safe there. I can’t pack up and move knowing that. If something happened, I’d be six hours away!”

I set my plate next to me and breathed out a laugh.

“You . . . think this is funny?”

“We sound like my parents.”

Elliott’s shoulders sagged. “Catherine, I’m in love with you. I won’t leave you here.”

I looked away, feeling cornered. “We don’t have to decide tonight.”

“No, but I know you. You’ll put it off until I pack the Chrysler and gas up. Then you’ll tell me you’re not coming. And you know what? I’ll just unpack. I’ll get a job and rent a room at the Juniper.”

I turned to face him. “You . . . you can’t,” I said, shaking my head.

He held his hands out at his sides and then let them fall to his thighs. “I guess neither one of us will have a choice but to stay here.”

I rubbed my temples. “I’m getting a headache. I should probably go home.” When Elliott didn’t respond, I looked up, meeting his gaze. “What?”

“That’s the first time I’ve heard you call a place home since freshman year.”

He sat next to me on the bed, looking exhausted. He slid his arm behind my shoulders, pulling me to his side. Sometimes he seemed twice my size—my own personal giant. He’d changed so much since he left the last time, and I imagined when he left again, the next time we saw each other, we’d be strangers. I didn’t want Elliott to be a stranger even more than I didn’t want to go back to the Juniper.

“I can get you something for your headache.”

I shook my head.

Elliott lay back against his pillow, bringing me with him. I let the heat from his chest sink into my cheek, helping every muscle in my body to relax. He ran his fingers through my hair, starting from my temples and moving back to the nape of my neck. Listening to Kay and Leigh fight and then arguing with Elliott was exhausting. I looked up at the tiny white lights strung along his ceiling and closed my eyes, pretending they were stars blurring together just before everything went black.
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“Elliott?” Kay said in a soft voice.

I rubbed my eyes and peered up at her. The hardness in her expression was gone, the hate in her eyes absent. She sat on the bed next to her still-sleeping son. Elliott created a large wall between us, his chest rising and falling with each breath.

“Hi, Catherine.”

“Hi,” I said, sitting up on my elbow.

The lampshade cast a dim, yellow glow, and except for the hum of the heater, the room was silent.

She didn’t speak for a full minute, instead spending the time staring at the floor. She fidgeted before she spoke, a trait Elliott emulated often. “You make him happy. I know he loves you. I just don’t know why. No offense.”

“It’s okay. I don’t really know why, either.”

She breathed out a laugh and shook her head. “We’ve had so many fights about Oak Creek, and come to find out, they were all about you.”

“I’m sorry.” It was the only thing I could manage. Elliott shared so many of her features that it was hard to feel anything but love for her.

“He tried to get to you so many times, and it seemed like the harder I fought him to stay, the more he wanted to leave. I thought it was the usual teenage crush, but he was anxious. Irritable. It was like he couldn’t breathe.”

I looked down at Elliott, sleeping on his side, his back to his mother, with one arm around my middle. He looked so peaceful, so different from the boy she described.

“He was just fifteen. Now he’s eighteen, and I spent most of that time either fighting his dad or fighting him. I wasted it. Maybe you’ll find out one day. I hope you do—not anytime soon, but one day. He use to look at me the way he looks at you. Different, of course, but with that same honest, unbreakable love in those big, brown eyes. I know what it’s like to be his favorite person in the whole world. I envy you.”

“You don’t know what it’s like to hear him talk about you,” I said.

She turned her gaze on me. “What do you mean?”

“He’s listened to you. He quotes you sometimes. He thinks you’re wise.”

“Wise, huh?” She looked at the stairs. “Wasn’t expecting that word.” Her expression crumpled. “Catherine, if you love him—and I know you do—you will find a way to get him to go to college. This is his chance.”

I nodded.

She sighed. “He’d follow you anywhere. Maybe this time you could return the favor. That, or set him free. That’s what I had to do when I wasn’t what was good for him anymore. And God”—her eyes glossed over—“if that’s what you choose . . . that I don’t envy.”

She stood, gathering our dirty plates, and climbed the stairs. Her footsteps marked her location until the door opened and then closed.

Elliott turned over, staring up at me without expression or judgment, but more like he was waiting for that from me.

“You were awake that whole time?” I asked.

“A little trick I learned from my dad. Mom hates waking us up.” He sat up and swung his legs over until his feet were on the floor. His elbows planted on his knees, he stared at the rug beneath his socked feet.

I rubbed his back. “You okay?”

“I have a bad feeling,” he said, his voice soft and sleepy.

I wrapped my arms around his middle and hugged him from behind, then kissed his shoulder. “We have more than seven months before you leave.”

“Even if you break up with me, I won’t go. Mom has good intentions, but she has no clue what I’ll do or what I’ll give up for you.”

“Don’t say that too loud. Half the town already thinks you murdered Presley for me.”

His eyebrows furrowed. “Then at least they have an inkling.”

I stood. “Don’t say that. That’s not funny.”

“None of this is funny.”

Elliott stood and walked to the hutch. He opened a drawer and then closed it, turning around. In his hand was a flat box the size of a notebook, wrapped in white paper and tied in red and green string.

He took a step toward me. “Merry Christmas.”

I shrugged one shoulder. “It’s tomorrow.”

“I know. Open it.”

I pulled the string and lifted the lid, revealing a black-and-white photo of Dad and me just a day or two before he died. We were standing on the porch, smiling at each other. It was a quiet moment, one that I had forgotten. The frame was a decoupage of more photos of my dad. Some of just him, some of us together. I covered my mouth with my hands, my eyes instantly filling with tears that overflowed down my cheeks.





Chapter Thirty-Five

Catherine

Elliott put the Chrysler in park, the engine idling in Mrs. Mason’s driveway. Her car could be seen through the small square windows of the garage door, and although the lights were out, it was comforting to know she was inside waiting for me.

Elliott slid his fingers between mine and then lifted my hand to his lips.

“Thank you for today. And for this,” I said, tapping the box with the frame inside.

“You like it?” he asked.

I nodded. “You don’t get yours until tomorrow.”

“Fair enough.”

“It’s not much.”

“You didn’t have to get me anything. When can I see you?”

“Around noon? Oh God.”

“What?”

“I didn’t get Mrs. Mason anything.”

“She won’t care, Catherine.”

“But they got me presents.”

“They?”

“Mr. Mason brought some by. Oh my God. I’m awful. I should have done something for them today.”

Elliott chuckled. “It’s fine. If you want, we can find something tomorrow, and you can give it to them then.”

“Like what?”

He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t know. We’ll sleep on it.”

I leaned over to peck his lips, but he grabbed my arm.

“What?” I asked, still smiling.

Elliott’s grin faded. “I still have a bad feeling. I’m going to walk you to the door. I can do that now, right?”

I nodded.

Elliott left the motor running, and we walked hand in hand to the door. I turned the knob and pushed, the alarm beeping at me, so I entered my code and pressed disarm.

“See? All good,” I whispered.

“I guess my bad feeling is just about dropping you off.”

“Merry Christmas,” I said, rising on the balls of my feet. I pecked his lips and then waved, watching him walk to his car. The Christmas tree was lit, the soft glow lighting my way to the kitchen. I paused for a moment, feeling something sticky under my feet, and then continued over the tile floor to the light switch. I heard the Chrysler back out of the drive and pull away, and I flipped on the light.

My mouth fell open, and my stomach instantly felt sick as I traced the bright red spatters and smears along the countertops, the refrigerator door, and the floor. Someone had been dragged across the kitchen, four small streaks from fingers left behind as whoever it was futilely clawed at the tile. The body was dragged through the utility room and out the garage door.

I swallowed back the bile rising in my throat, my trembling hand covering my mouth. The blood told a violent story, and whoever had left it behind didn’t have much more to spare.

“Becca?” I called, my voice small. I cleared my throat. “Becca?”

Slick crimson made my hand slip over the knob as I tried to turn it, finally getting some traction long enough to get the door open. “Becca?” The light flickered when I flipped the light switch, the fluorescent rectangle above igniting one tube at a time. My stomach sank. Blood on the floor had been marked in and then used to write scribbles on the wall. Tears fell down my cheeks. “B-becca?”

I backed out of the garage door and the kitchen, then fumbled through the dark to the hallway, unable to recall where to find the next light switch. I reached around a doorway and swept my hand against the wall, finally lighting the way. I looked to the left. My bedroom door was open. To the right, one side was smeared with crimson, leading from Mrs. Mason’s bedroom.

My entire body shook, every hair standing on end as I forced myself to take a step toward Mrs. Mason’s end of the hall. The door was standing wide open, and I called for my guardian into the dark.

“Mrs. Mason?” I asked, my voice refusing to rise above a whisper. I reached for the wall, the light exposing more of the bloody mess.

Mrs. Mason’s purse was on her dresser, and I ran past it, checking the bathroom. “Becca?” I said, my voice shrill. I scrambled for her purse, dumping it out onto the bed. Change, a wallet, and makeup fell out, along with her phone. I swiped it from the bedspread and dialed the first number in her recent calls list.

“Hello?” Mr. Mason answered, sounding confused.

“It’s um . . . it’s me, Mr. Mason. It’s Catherine.”

“Catherine? You okay? What’s going on?”

“I just got home. I’m”—I ran across the room to shut and lock Mrs. Mason’s door—“I’m in the house.”

“Okay. Catherine . . . let me speak to Becca.”

“She’s not here,” I whispered. Even my voice was shaking. “There’s blood. There’s blood everywhere,” I choked out, feeling hot tears stream down my face.

“Blood? Catherine, let me talk to Becca. Right now.”

“She’s not here! She’s not here, and there’s blood trailing from her bedroom to the garage!”

“I’m hanging up, Catherine. I’m going to call the police. You sit tight.”

“No, don’t hang up! I’m afraid!”

“I’ll call the police, and then I’ll call you right back. I’m getting in the car. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

The phone went silent, and I held it against my cheek, keeping my eyes shut tight to block out the gruesome scene in the bedroom.

I didn’t know what else to do, so I counted. I counted to ten, and then twenty, and then a hundred, and then five hundred. At 506, the front door crashed against the Christmas tree, the ornaments and lights dancing with the branches.

“Catherine?” Mr. Mason bellowed, police sirens sounding in the distance.

I scrambled to my feet, sprinting down the hallway and into Mr. Mason’s arms, sobbing.

He hugged me, nearly panting. “Are you okay?” he asked, holding me at bay. “Becca?” he called.

I shook my head, unable to form a single word.

Mr. Mason trudged into the kitchen and saw the mess for himself. He ran into the garage and then the yard, calling for his wife. He came back inside, slipping and then falling to his knees. He looked at the blood on his hands. “What happened?” he cried. “Where is she?”

“I don’t . . . I . . .” I shook my head and then covered my mouth with my hand.

Two police cars parked in front of Mrs. Mason’s house. Their blue and red lights flickered in the front room, drowning out the soft white light of the Christmas tree.

A police officer knelt beside me. “Are you all right, miss?”

I nodded.

A second officer froze in the dining room. “We need to search the house, sir. I need you to step outside.”

Mr. Mason stood, turned on his heel, and made a beeline for the door, grabbing my arm and tugging me along with him. An ambulance pulled into the driveway, and paramedics jumped out. After a short search and seizure in the back, one brought two blankets while the other ran into the house.

“What did you see?” Mr. Mason asked, draping the blanket around my shoulders.

“I . . . nothing. I just got here.”

“From where?”

“Elliott brought me from—”

“Elliott was here?” he asked.

“He dropped me off. He walked me to the door, but he didn’t come in.”

“Where is he now?”

“He left. He was gone before I turned the light on and saw . . . Do you . . . do you think that’s her blood?”

He hugged me, and his words stuck in his throat for a moment. “Christ, I hope not.”

We stood by one of the police cars, huddled and shivering. One by one, the neighbors stepped out to watch the officers and paramedics travel in and out. More police arrived, and then Detective Thompson.

He eyed me as he walked across the front yard to the house, the police cruiser’s lights casting shadows on his face.

“Why don’t you two sit in the back of the ambulance, where it’s warm?” one of the paramedics said.

“Did you find her?” Mr. Mason asked in a daze.

The man shook his head, pressing his lips together in a hard line. “Doesn’t look like she’s in there.”

Mr. Mason took a deep breath, and I followed him into the ambulance.

“If she’s not in there and they took her, maybe she’s still alive,” Mr. Mason said.

“Her fingers . . . there were marks on the floor. Like she was trying to hang on to something,” I said.

“To stay. She fought. Of course she did.” His bottom lip trembled, and then he pinched the bridge of his nose, choking out a cry.

I touched his shoulder. “She’s going to be okay. They’ll find her.”

He nodded and held out his phone. “Do you, uh . . .” He cleared his throat. “Do you want to call Elliott?”

I shrugged, my bottom lip trembling. “I don’t know his number.”

Mr. Mason wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his coat. “You were with him all day?”

“His mom is in town. He was home all day, I swear.”

“He’s a good kid.” He ran his hand over his hair. “I need to call Lauren, but Christ . . .”

“Lauren’s her sister?”

“Yeah.”

The door opened, and Detective Thompson climbed in, sitting next to me. He pulled out a notebook and a pen. “Catherine.”

I nodded.

“Can you tell me what happened tonight?”

“I was at Elliott’s all day. I came home and Mrs.—Becca’s car was here, so I assumed she was home. Elliott walked me to the door, kissed me goodbye, then I walked across the living room, the dining room, and switched on the light. That’s when I saw the . . . all the . . .”

The detective nodded, scribbling in his notepad.

Mr. Mason cleared his throat again. “Looks like the whole police force is here.”

“Pretty much,” Thompson said, still scribbling.

“Who’s out looking for her?” Mr. Mason asked.

Thompson’s head popped up. “Pardon?”

“The paramedic said she’s not in the house. Who’s out searching for my wife?”

Thompson narrowed his eyes. “No one. No one’s looking for her.”

“Why the hell not?” Mr. Mason said. For the first time, I heard anger in his voice. He still loved her. “If she’s not here, then she’s out there somewhere. Why aren’t you out there looking for her?”

“We need to get some information first, Mr. Mason, and then we can get started. Catherine, about what time did you leave the Masons’ home for the Youngbloods’?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure. Ten thirty maybe?”

“This morning?”

“Yes.”

“And you were at the Youngbloods’ all day? Until what time?”

“Tonight. An hour ago maybe.”

“And where was Elliott today?”

“With me.”

“All day?”

“Yes. He came to the Masons’ this morning. She went to the grocery store, I left her a note, and we left for his house.”

“You left a note? Where?”

“On the kitchen counter.”

He scribbled. “At any point did Elliott leave?”

“No! Why don’t you find Mrs. Mason instead of trying to pin this on Elliott? It wasn’t him!” I yelled.

Mr. Mason pointed down the road. “Kirk, put down your damn notepad and go find my wife!”

Thompson frowned. “Were there children in the home at any time today?”

“What?” I asked.

“Lauren’s kids,” Mr. Mason said. “They visit every Christmas Eve. They open presents and have dinner.”

“Who’s Lauren?” Thompson asked.

“Becca’s sister. Why?”

“There are drawings in the garage. A child’s drawings. In the blood.”

I swallowed.

Mr. Mason immediately fished his phone from his pocket and dialed. “Lauren? You home? I’m sorry for waking you. Are the kids home? Yes, I know, but can you check for me? Just do it!” He waited, his knee bobbing. “What?” He held the phone to his chest and closed his eyes, relieved. He spoke quietly to Thompson. “They’re there. In bed.”

The detective nodded.

“I’m sorry, Lauren. No, no. It’s . . . Becca. I’m not sure. It looks bad. The police are here at the house. She’s not here. Did she say anything to you? No, they’ll come to you. I don’t know, Lauren. I’m sorry.”

As Mr. Mason spoke to his sister-in-law, Detective Thompson gestured for me to follow him outside of the ambulance into the yard.

“What else can you tell me?” he asked.

“That’s it. That’s all I know,” I said, pulling the blanket tighter around me.

“You’re sure?”

I nodded.

Thompson stared at the house. “It’s lucky Elliott was with you all day. This matches Presley’s disappearance.”

“What? How?”

“The child’s drawings. Same thing all over Presley’s bedroom walls. We kept that quiet while we did our investigating. We told Presley’s parents to keep it confidential, too.”

“In blood?”

Thompson nodded.

I covered my mouth and closed my eyes.

Thompson left me to return to the Masons’ home. I could hear Mr. Mason trying to calm Lauren down. Before I could stop myself, I dropped the blanket and ran. Down the Masons’ street, for blocks and then miles, until I felt like my fingers were frozen and my lungs would burst. I didn’t stop until I was standing at the end of the dark road in front of the Juniper. The lights were still broken, the stars snuffed out by cloud cover.

The gate creaked as I pushed through, my feet stumbling over the uneven sidewalk. I climbed the steps of the porch and stopped at the front door. “Go in, Catherine. You’re a warrior, not a princess,” I said aloud.

I reached for the knob and pushed, startled when it popped open. The Juniper was dark, creaking and breathing like it always had.

“Mama?” I called, leaning against the door until it closed behind me. I struggled to catch my breath, my hands screaming in pain as the blood returned to my fingertips. It wasn’t much warmer in the Juniper than outside, but at least I was protected from the freezing wind.

Many voices filtered up from the basement, arguing, crying, whining, and yelling, and then they stopped, making way for the Juniper to stretch and breathe. Beyond the groaning and howling of the walls was a muffled whimper. I walked down the hall, past the dining room and kitchen, to reach the basement door, and then held my ear against the cold wood. Another whimper, another deep voice scolding whoever was downstairs.

Duke.

I opened the door, trying my best to be quiet, but Duke wasn’t paying attention, too intent on venting his anger. I inched down the steps, Duke’s voice getting louder the deeper I descended.

“I told you,” Duke growled. “I warned you, didn’t I?”

“Daddy, stop! You’re scaring her!” Poppy cried.

I peeked around the corner, seeing Duke standing in front of Mrs. Mason. She was sitting in a chair in her bare feet and cotton nightgown, her hands tied behind her back, gagged by a dirty sock, secured by a piece of cloth that was pulled across her mouth and tied at the nape of her neck. Her right eye was purple and swollen, blood dried and matted to a spot just above her right temple. Her torso was soaked in blood. Her face was dirty, tears creating tracks down her face.

Mrs. Mason spotted me, her left eye widened, and she shook her head.

Duke started to turn. Mrs. Mason made a ruckus, pushing off with her feet and banging the chair against the floor as she screamed through the cloth she was gagged with.

“Shut up!” Duke spat. “You just couldn’t stand it, could you? You had to stick your nose in where it didn’t belong. We told you to stay away from her, didn’t we?”

Mrs. Mason’s face crumpled, and she began to cry again. “Please,” she managed to say around the gag.

A door upstairs slammed, and Elliott’s voice bellowed through the house.

“Catherine!” he screamed. “Catherine, can you hear me?”

Mrs. Mason froze, the whites of her eyes showing her surprise. She began bouncing up and down, banging the legs of the chair against the concrete floor and yelling what sounded like help and I’m down here.

Duke’s eyes danced toward the ceiling, and then he looked at Mrs. Mason, raising his bat.

I flattened myself against the wall, closed my eyes, and then stepped out in full view of Duke.

“Enough,” I said, hoping my voice sounded braver than I felt.

“C-Catherine?” Duke said, surprised. The underarms of his short-sleeved button-down were soaked with sweat, the rest of his shirt smeared and spattered in blood. Mrs. Mason had fought, evident by the scratches on his cheek. He was holding my dad’s wooden baseball bat in one hand, a roll of twine in the other. “What are you doing here?”

“The detective said he saw a child’s drawing in Becca’s blood. I knew it was Poppy’s,” I said.

Poppy whimpered. “It wasn’t my fault. I want to go to bed.”

“You can,” I said, reaching out for her.

Duke showed his teeth and growled. “You’re not supposed to be here! Get out and take that boy with you!”

My eyes drifted to Mrs. Mason, dirty, cold, and afraid. “And her.”

“No!” He pointed at her. “She’s ruined everything! Do you have any idea what your mother’s been through?”

“Where is she? I want to talk to her.”

Duke shook his head. “No! No, you can’t.”

“I know she misses me. Is she here?”

“No!” he seethed.

Elliott’s footsteps barreled down the steps, and I held up one finger to Duke. “Don’t talk.”

Duke opened his mouth, but I pointed at him. “You say one word, and I will never come back!”

Elliott froze at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes dancing between Mrs. Mason, Duke, and me. “Holy . . . are you okay?” he asked, taking a step.

Duke raised his weapon and took a step toward Elliott. I held up both hands to stop him, then looked to Elliott, making sure not to turn my back on the man with the bat.

“You need to go. Take Mrs. Mason with you. She needs an ambulance. Elliott?”

“Yeah?” he said, unable to look away from Duke.

“Get your cell phone. Call nine-one-one.”

Elliott pulled his phone from his back pocket and dialed the numbers.

I walked around Mrs. Mason’s chair slowly, sure to maintain plenty of distance between Duke and me. Sweat dripped from his hairline as his eyes danced between Elliott speaking quietly to the emergency operator and me circling Mrs. Mason’s chair. He was breathing hard, tired, and slow. By the purple half moons under his eyes, I decided he hadn’t slept, and it would be easy to confuse him, outmaneuver him if necessary.

Keeping my eyes on Duke, I leaned down to untie Mrs. Mason’s bloody wrists and then reached for her ankles, pulling on the twine. Her body was trembling from the cold. Even if she wasn’t already suffering from hypothermia, the blood loss was enough to be dangerous.

Duke took a quick step forward, but so did Elliott, drawing his attention.

“Don’t,” I warned Duke. “She’s freezing, and she’s lost a lot of blood. I’m taking her to a doctor. Did you call?” I asked Elliott.

He nodded, pointing with his free hand to the phone at his ear. “The mansion on Juniper. I’m not sure of the address. The Calhouns’. Please hurry.” Elliott hung up without warning, shoving the phone back into his pocket.

After struggling with the knot, I finally freed Mrs. Mason’s ankles. She fell to the floor and crawled to Elliott. He helped her to her feet.

“Catherine, come on,” she said, shivering and struggling to see. She reached out for me, her entire body shuddering with fear. “Come . . . c’mon.”

“Elliott, she needs a doctor,” I said. “Take her.”

“I’m not leaving,” Elliott said, his voice breaking.

Mrs. Mason pushed Elliott to the side and limped one step forward, standing tall in defiance of Duke. “Come with us, Catherine. Right now.”

I took off Elliott’s hoodie and my boots.

“What are you doing?” Duke barked.

I held my finger to my mouth and tossed them all to Elliott. Duke took another step, and I stood between them. “No,” I said firmly, the way Dad use to speak to our dog.

Elliott gave Mrs. Mason the sweatshirt and my boots, leaning down to help her slide her bloody bare feet inside each one. He stood when she swayed, keeping her on her feet.

“Catherine,” she began, holding the hoodie to her chest.

“Put it on,” I commanded.

She did as I asked and then reached for me again. “Catherine, please.”

“Shut up!” Duke barked.

“I told you not to speak!” I screamed, my body shaking with anger.

Duke dropped the twine, took two steps, and raised the bat with both hands. I turned and closed my eyes, waiting for the blow, but nothing happened.

My eyes popped open, and I stood upright, seeing that Elliott was holding Duke’s wrist, glowering at my assailant. Elliott’s voice was low and menacing. “Don’t you touch her.”





Chapter Thirty-Six

Elliott

Mavis’s eyes softened as she looked at my fingers curled tightly around her squishy wrist. She tried to swing the bat at me, but I caught it, ripping it from her fingers. Seconds before, she had been stronger, more like my uncle John.

“Put it down!” I growled.

Mavis pulled her wrist from my grip, holding the hand I’d restrained to her chest.

“How dare you. Get out! Get out of my home!” Mavis said, taking a few steps back.

Catherine held out her hands as if she were trying to calm a wild animal. “Mama? It’s okay.”

Mavis sat on her haunches in the corner of the room, grabbing her knees, rocking and whimpering.

Catherine knelt in front of her mother and swept Mavis’s tightly wound curls from her face. “It’s going to be okay.”

“I wanna go to bed,” Mavis said in a child’s voice.

“Shhh,” Catherine said. “I’ll take you to bed. It’s okay.”

“Oh my God,” Mrs. Mason whispered from behind me. “How many are there?”

“How many of what?” I asked, feeling more confused by the second.

“Seven,” Catherine said, helping Mavis to her feet. “Mrs. Mason, this is . . . this is Poppy. She’s Duke’s daughter, and she’s five.”

“He didn’t mean it,” Mavis said, wiping her cheek. “He just gets mad sometimes, but he doesn’t mean it.”

“Hi, Poppy,” Mrs. Mason said, attempting to smile while she hugged her middle. My sweatshirt swallowed her, and even with the added layer and the boots, she still shivered. Her face was paling by the minute. “Oh.” She leaned against me, and I held her against my side. “I’m dizzy . . . and nauseous. I think I’m going into shock.”

“You’re not looking so good,” I said.

Mavis began brushing off her dirty shirt.

“My goodness,” Catherine’s mom said in a different voice, “I have been doing laundry all day, and would you look at me.” She smiled at us, embarrassed. “I’m a fright.” She looked to Catherine. “I told that man not to. I begged him. Duke doesn’t listen. Doesn’t listen at all.”

“It’s okay, Althea,” Catherine said.

What I was seeing didn’t make sense. It was as if Catherine and her mom were playing a prank, with Mavis speaking in different voices and Catherine acting like it was normal was real. I watched it all in disbelief.

“Catherine?” I said, taking a step.

Mavis dropped to the floor and crawled toward me on all fours like a dog, but her movements were rigid and unnatural. I stopped and stepped back, feeling Mrs. Mason’s nails claw into my shoulders.

“What the . . . ,” I said, leaning back.

Catherine ran to stand between me and her mom. “Mama!” she cried, her voice desperate. “I need you! I need you right now!”

Mavis stopped at Catherine’s feet, drew her knees to her chest, and curled into a ball. She rocked, and the basement got silent as she hummed the same tune from Catherine’s music box, then giggled.

“Elliott,” Mrs. Mason whispered. “We should go.”

She tugged on my arm, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Catherine. She tended to her mother, waiting for Mavis to speak, waiting to hear who she was talking to.

“There are no guests, are there?” I asked.

Catherine looked up at me, her eyes wet. She shook her head.

“That’s the secret,” I said.

“Catherine, come with me,” Mrs. Mason said, reaching for her. She paused, reacting to the sound of sirens in the distance.

Mavis lunged for Mrs. Mason’s arm, grabbing it with both hands and biting down.

Mrs. Mason screamed.

“Stop! Stop!” Catherine yelled.

I grabbed Mavis’s jaw and squeezed. She groaned, growled, and then whimpered, releasing Mrs. Mason’s arm and crawling away. She sat and then began to laugh uncontrollably, throwing her head back.

Mrs. Mason held her arm out and yanked up the arm of my hoodie, pressing her fingers into her skin just above the wound. Six holes in a perfect crescent shape oozed crimson.

“Did you . . .” Catherine swallowed, looking nauseous. “Did you take Presley?”

Mavis’s expression changed. “We saw her sleeping in her room. She was so peaceful, like she hadn’t just tried to leave you stranded. So Duke wrapped his fist around all the pretty blonde hair, and we yanked her out her window. No one keeps their windows locked in this town.”

“Chicago,” I said, recognizing the voice. The same one that had come to Catherine’s bedroom door and tried to come in. “That’s Willow.”

“Where is she?” Catherine asked. Her body was stiff, waiting for the answer.

“No one came for her.” Willow smirked. “I don’t know what happened. But I know Duke buried her in the dirt plot next door with the others.”

“The Fentons’?” Catherine asked, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“That’s right,” Willow said. She turned, walking to the chair Mrs. Mason had been tied to. “That little bitch sat in her own shit for days. Right here.”

Catherine’s expression crumpled. “Mama,” she cried. “I can’t follow you here.”

“Go, baby,” Mavis said, a tear streaming down her cheek. She sounded like Althea again. “Hurry.”

Catherine pushed me backward. “Go,” she whispered, speaking through her teeth.

“Not without you,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm.

“I’m going! Go!”

I scooped Mrs. Mason into my arms and walked up the stairs backward, making sure Catherine was following.

The laughing stopped, and a man’s voice growled. Loud footsteps stomped up the stairs, and Catherine ran.

“Go! Run!” she pleaded.

At the top of the stairs, Catherine closed the door behind her. She locked it, touching her forehead to the wood. She sniffed a few times and then looked at Mrs. Mason, exhaustion in her red-rimmed eyes. “She’s not down there.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Mama. How do I explain that it wasn’t her? That it’s not her fault that they killed Presley?” She rubbed her head back and forth against the wood.

“Catherine?” Mavis called in her little-girl voice. “Catherine, I’m scared!”

Catherine sniffed, her eyes wet. She petted the door. “I’m here, Poppy. I’m right here.”

Mrs. Mason shook her head, her brunette hair stained with blood and dirt. “Don’t let her out.”

Something banged against the door. “Catherine! Let us out!” The door banged again.

Catherine pressed both palms against the door to keep the wood from breaking free of the hinges, and I helped her, leaning my back against it and pushing against the opposite wall with my shoes.

Mavis sounded like a man again.

I pushed my feet harder against the wall. As crazy as it sounded, Mavis was stronger when she was Duke. “He killed Presley,” I said in disbelief. “The guy. Duke.”

“It was all of them,” Mrs. Mason said, a single tear spilling down her cheek. “She’s dead.” She covered her mouth, trying to stifle her cries. “Presley is dead.”

The door banged again. “Let us out!” It was hard to tell who it was this time, as if they were all speaking.

“Stop!” Catherine said, banging the side of her fist against the door. “Stop it!” she cried.

I touched Catherine’s hair. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head, her expression crumpling. “They’re going to take her away. I’ve locked her down there like an animal.”

“Catherine,” Mrs. Mason said, “she needs help. You can’t protect her. She’s getting worse. She . . .”

“I know,” Catherine said, standing when the banging stopped. She wiped both eyes and looked down the hall. “Elliott, get that table. We’ll prop it against the door.”

I did as she asked, rushing to the end of the hall and grunting when I picked up the table. Catherine moved to the side, and I propped it against the basement door as the sirens grew closer.

I helped Catherine climb over the table, and then she ducked behind the check-in desk by the front door, handing a landline phone to Mrs. Mason.

Mrs. Mason pressed seven buttons and then held the phone to her ear. “Milo?” She laughed and cried at the same time. “Yes, I’m okay. I’m at the Juniper. Yes, the bed and breakfast. I’m okay. The police are coming. Just . . . get here.” She cupped the phone and her mouth with one hand. “I love you, too,” she cried.

She turned, and I took Catherine by the hand, leading her to the base of the stairs. Catherine stared ahead, seeming numb.

“Look at me,” I said, raking her hair from her face with my fingers, tucking the strands behind her ears. “Catherine?”

Her big olive-green eyes looked up at me.

“Who was real?” I asked.

She swallowed. “No one.”

“Althea?”

She shook her head.

“You said seven.”

“Althea. Duke. Poppy. Willow. Uncle Toad. Cousin Imogen.”

“That’s six.”

She hesitated. 

“Catherine,” I prompted.

“Mama,” she blurted out. “Mama is the seventh.” She leaned against my shoulder, and I pulled her into me, holding her tight as she sobbed.

The sirens were just outside, and then there were only the red and blue flashes. A car door slammed, and Mr. Mason called frantically for his wife.

“Becca?”

Mrs. Mason pushed through the screen door, ambling toward him.

I stood, watching them embrace and cry. The officers approached the Juniper, guns pulled and ready. I held up my hands, but the first officer grabbed me anyway, yanking my hands behind my back.

Detective Thompson walked in and peered around, his gray mustache twitching.

“Cuff him,” Thompson said.

“Stop! It wasn’t him!” Catherine said, standing. “She’s downstairs. The person who took Mrs. Mason and Presley Brubaker.”

Thompson raised an eyebrow. “Who?”

Catherine’s heart broke right in front of my eyes. “Mama. We locked her downstairs. She’s sick, so be gentle.”

“Where’s that?”

“First door on the right past the kitchen. Don’t hurt her.”

Thompson directed the officers, then glared at me. “Don’t move.”

I nodded.

Mavis cried out and then growled. Panicked voices of the officers began to get louder and rise from the lower level.

Thompson leaned to the right, looked down the hall, and then ran for the basement door. Light flickered, and smoke began to billow out. Thompson stepped to the side as two police officers breached the stairs with Mavis in tow. She was handcuffed, her feet dragging, her eyes vacant and fixed on the floor.

The men puffed as they struggled to haul her deadweight. Catherine followed them with her eyes and then focused on the basement doorway.

“What’s that? What’s going on?” she asked.

“Uncuff him,” Thompson said to the officer guarding us. He barked into his radio for the fire department. “Catherine, is there a fire extinguisher?”

“There’s a fire?” she asked.

“One of the guys kicked something over down there. I’m not sure. Where’s the extinguisher? In the kitchen?” he asked, turning his back to us.

“No! No,” Catherine said, jerking away from the officer holding her. “Let it burn!”

Thompson was disgusted at the suggestion. “She’s as nuts as her mom. Get her out of here.”

More officers ran from the basement, holding their fists to their mouths as they coughed from the smoke. Seconds later, we were pushed out the front door, too. We stood in the yard with the other officers and paramedics, watching the smoke escape from the door and windows like old ghosts released from their prison.

More sirens sounded in the distance.

“Catherine!” Mrs. Mason called, helped by her husband. She wrapped her arms around Catherine as we all peered up at the old wood being swallowed whole by the flames.

Mr. Mason draped a blanket around his wife and Catherine, and Catherine peeked over her shoulder, watching officers carry Mavis to the second police cruiser. She ran to the car, touching her hand to the glass. I followed, watching Catherine whisper comforting words to her mother, speaking to Poppy, and then Althea. She wiped her cheeks and then stood, watching as the cruiser pulled away.

Catherine closed her eyes and turned toward the burning house, walking toward it like a moth to a flame until I stopped her. She watched the embers and ashes fly as if it were a firework display.

Thompson spoke into his radio as he passed. He stopped abruptly, pointing at me. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“Leave them alone,” Mrs. Mason snapped. “They had nothing to do with this.”

“It was all Mavis Calhoun?” Thompson said, unconvinced. “That nutbag did all this with no help from these two? You sure?”

“You were wrong. You could have saved Presley if you’d just looked past your own arrogance,” Mrs. Mason spat. Thompson’s eyebrows pulled together. “You’re just going to have to live with that.”

“Becca is going to be spending the night at the hospital, but she wants to make sure you have somewhere to stay tonight,” Mr. Mason said to Catherine.

Catherine was still staring at the Juniper. She hadn’t paid attention to Detective Thompson or Mr. Mason at all.

“Catherine?” I said, touching her arm.

She pulled away. “I want to watch. I want to see it burn all the way to the ground.”

The Juniper was burning, and the Masons’ house was a bloody crime scene. She couldn’t go back there.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll take her home with me. My aunt won’t mind.”

“Thank you,” Mr. Mason said.

The sirens were deafening as the fire trucks pulled up next to the old mansion. Hoses were strung across the yard, and firefighters were speaking over their radios to one another.

“No. No! Let it burn!” Catherine yelled.

“You’re going to have to step back,” one of the officers said, holding up his hands and walking toward us.

“I have to see it,” Catherine said, shoving him away.

“It wasn’t a request. I said move.” He grabbed her arm, and she fought him.

“Let it burn!”

“Hey,” I said, pushing at his chest. He grabbed my wrist.

“Step back!” he yelled in my face.

“Okay, let’s all calm down,” Mr. Mason said, stepping between us. “Catherine . . .”

She wouldn’t look away from the house, entranced by the buckling roof and the flames flickering in her eyes.

“Catherine,” Mrs. Mason said.

When Catherine didn’t acknowledge either of them, the officer sighed. “All right,” he said, forcibly removing her from the yard.

“No!” she yelled, struggling.

“Get your hands off her!” I growled, trying to pull her from his grasp. Another officer yanked me back, putting me in a hold.

“Leave them alone!” Mrs. Mason cried.

The officer hissed in my ear. “You’re going to get her hurt! Stop! Let Officer Mardis get her safely away.”

I stopped fighting, breathing hard, my heart aching as I watched Catherine struggle. “Just don’t . . . don’t fight them, Catherine!” I walked with the officer to the ambulance, wincing as I watched her fight for a line of sight. She yanked her arms out of his grasp and took a closer step, in awe.

“Get her out of here,” Thompson said. “Get her gone before I arrest you both.”

Mrs. Mason bit her lip. “Catherine?” She took Catherine’s chin in her fingers and forced her to meet her gaze. “Catherine. You have to go.” Catherine tried to turn toward the Juniper, but Mrs. Mason kept hold of her jaw. “It’s gone.”

A single tear tumbled down Catherine’s cheek, and she nodded, covering her face with both hands.

I leaned down and lifted her in my arms, carrying her to the Chrysler. I set her in the passenger seat.

She sucked in a shaky breath and peered at the mansion over her shoulder. “Get pictures.”

I nodded and reached for my camera bag, unzipping it and standing next to Catherine while I zoomed in and snapped as many as I could before Thompson caught me. I shoved the camera back in the bag and then shut Catherine’s door, jogging around to the driver’s side.

We drove the few blocks to Aunt Leigh’s. She and Uncle John were standing on the porch, worry in their eyes.

“Elliott!” she yelled, rushing down the porch steps and throwing her arms around me seconds after I stepped out onto the drive. “What happened? Is Catherine . . .” She noticed the girl in the passenger seat with wet cheeks and red-rimmed eyes. “Oh my Jesus, what happened?”

“The Juniper is burning,” I choked out.

Aunt Leigh covered her mouth. “Is Mavis . . . ?”

“She kidnapped and killed Presley Brubaker. She kidnapped Mrs. Mason tonight. They arrested her. I don’t know where she is.”

Aunt Leigh’s eyes glossed over, and she walked around the passenger side of my car. She opened the door and knelt beside Catherine. “Baby girl?”

Catherine looked at her and then slowly leaned into Aunt Leigh’s chest. Aunt Leigh hugged her tight, shaking her head, her eyes drifting to me.

Uncle John’s hand was on my shoulder.

“She’s going to need to stay with us for a while,” I said, watching Aunt Leigh hold Catherine.

“The spare bedroom is ready. We can pick up her things tomorrow.” He turned me to face him. “You okay?” I nodded, and he hugged me.

Aunt Leigh helped Catherine out of the car, keeping her arm around her as they walked inside. Uncle John and I followed.

Aunt Leigh disappeared with Catherine behind the spare bedroom door, and Uncle John sat with me in the living room.

“We’ll take care of her,” Uncle John said.

I nodded. It was time someone took care of Catherine for a change.





Chapter Thirty-Seven

Catherine

I sat alone in the Youngbloods’ spare bedroom, wood paneling the backdrop for white-framed portraits Leigh had painted of the family. A wedding ring quilt covered the queen-size bed, an antique wooden dresser with a mirror against the white wall.

I smelled like a campfire, and even though Leigh had offered to let me use the shower, I declined. Watching the Juniper burn was unexpected closure, and a strange sense of calm came over me every time I inhaled. Mama could never go back. I would never have to go back. We were free.

A short knock on the door snapped me to the present, and I blinked.

“Hey,” Elliott said, his hair still wet from a shower. He was wearing a worn T-shirt and basketball shorts, and he padded to my bed in bare feet.

“Hey.”

“You okay?” he asked.

“No, but I will be.”

“Mr. Mason called Aunt Leigh. Mrs. Mason got a couple dozen stitches in her head. She has a concussion, but she’s going to be okay. Her sister, Lauren, is coming to help clean up, and then they said you should be able to come back when she gets home, if that’s okay with you. Is that . . . okay with you?”

I nodded. “I don’t think it’s right to ask your aunt and uncle to take me in.”

“They don’t mind. They really don’t.”

“Becca will need me. I should stay with her.”

Elliott nodded, sitting on the bed next to me. “That’s too bad. I could get used to this.” He handed me his phone, open to a group chat with Sam and Madison. “They’ve been blowing up my phone, worried about you. I told Maddy you’d call her in the morning.”

“How did you know?” I asked. “To come to the Juniper?”

“After I dropped you off, the farther I drove from the Masons’, the worse I felt. I couldn’t shake the bad feeling I’d had all night,” he said. “I pulled into Aunt Leigh’s driveway and then backed out and turned around. I drove back to the Masons’, saw the red and blue lights, and I parked where I stopped. I didn’t even shut my door. I just ran. When I saw the blood . . . I’ve never been so scared, Catherine. I tried fighting my way into the house. I screamed for you. That’s when Mr. Mason told me you were okay, but you’d left. I went straight to the Juniper. I knew that’s where you’d go.”

I hugged him, burying my face in his neck. “You came back.”

He leaned his head on mine. “I told you I would. And now that I know . . .”

“Now that you know . . . ,” I repeated, peering up at him.

He sighed, looking down at the carpet. I’d tried to push him away for so long. Now that he had a reason to walk away, it was more difficult to accept than I’d thought it would be. But if that was what he wanted, I wouldn’t blame him. What happened in the basement was almost too much for me to believe, and I couldn’t imagine the things going through Elliott’s mind.

“Say it,” I said.

“You could have told me. I wish you’d told me sooner.”

“It was a secret,” I said.

“And you can definitely keep a secret.”

I let him go, curling into myself. “It wasn’t mine to tell.”

He reached for me. “I’m not even sure how to process what just happened. Presley’s dead. Your mom . . .”

“It wasn’t her.”

Elliott nodded, but I could see in his eyes that he was having a hard time separating her from the others.

“Mama hasn’t been right for a long time. Looking back, I’m not sure she ever was. If things got too hard, she would seem to short-circuit and fall into a deep depression and stay in bed for days. Dad tried to shield her from that, to shield me. When he wasn’t home, I could see it. I could see them all in glimpses, but I didn’t know it at the time. Dad’s death made them stronger, and the Juniper was the perfect bridge to allow them out. When Duke and Poppy showed up with names, personalities so different from Mama, I was afraid. I didn’t understand, and the more I tried to speak to Mama when she was present as Duke or Poppy, the worse she became. When I played along, the personalities surfaced for longer periods of time, but her behavior was more predictable. At first, I let it continue because I didn’t want anyone to take Mama away, but now that they’re gone . . . I loved Althea and Poppy. I kept Mama’s secret to keep them. Now Presley is dead, and I’ve lost them all.”

Elliott rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s not your fault, Catherine.”

“Then whose fault is it?”

“Why does it have to be someone’s fault?”

“If I had gotten Mama help, Presley would still be alive. But I thought I could do it. I thought I could have both. I was sure I could have you and protect the Juniper for Mama.” I choked back another sob. “She’s gone. She’s guilty of murder because I was selfish.”

Elliott pulled me into his lap, and I pressed my cheek against his chest. “You’re the least selfish person I know. And you’re even braver than I thought.”

“In the end, it didn’t matter. I couldn’t save them. I didn’t even get to say goodbye.”

“We can go see her, you know. We can visit.”

“It will just be Mama.”

“But, Catherine, isn’t that a good thing?”

I shook my head. “You don’t get it.”

“No, but I’m trying to understand.”

“Then understand this. Everyone I care about either gets hurt or dies.”

“Not me.”

“Not yet.”

“Catherine.” He sighed. “You need to rest.” He rubbed his eyes, tired.

I could hear the desperation in his voice, the need to help me, to fix it all, but this was the first night of many that I would try to dig myself out from the ashes of the Juniper.

“What were you supposed to do? If you told someone, you would have lost your home and your mom. If you didn’t, you had to keep living in that hell, and your mom couldn’t get the help she needed. You were right, Catherine. You’ve been saying it all along. It wasn’t a choice. Don’t pretend you had one now.”

“And look where that got us.”

“Here, safe with me.” His words were tinged with impatience, as if I should have known. “You know, for two years, everyone said I should forget about you, but I fought for you anyway. When I finally got here, you hated me, but I fought for you anyway. You kept your secrets, you pushed me away, you’ve all but said that we’re over after graduation, but I keep fighting. When I opened the door to the basement, I didn’t know what I was walking into. But I walked down the steps anyway. I’m not scared of much, Catherine, but I was terrified of what I would see when I rounded that corner, almost as much as I am terrified of leaving Oak Creek without you.” He squeezed my hand tighter. “I know your secret, and I’m still here. I’ve been here, and if it means being with you, I’ll do anything to stay.”

I pressed my lips together. “Okay.”

“Okay?” he said, stumbling over the two simple syllables.

I nodded.

“What does that mean exactly?” he asked.

“Baylor. The in-between, remember?”

He laughed once. “Yeah, I remember. But . . . are you going to come with me?”

I shrugged one shoulder. “Mrs. Mason said I could get grants and maybe an academic scholarship. I could get a loan to cover what’s left. I could get a job. I’m no stranger to hard work. I—”

Elliott wrapped me in his arms, holding me just a little too tight. His arms trembled, and he sucked in a staggered breath, pressing his forehead against my temple.

“Are you okay?” I whispered, holding on to him.

“I am now.” He let me go and quickly wiped his cheek with the back of his hand. He inhaled and then breathed out a laugh. “I was sure this whole time I was going to lose you.”

A ghost of a smile touched my lips. “But you fought for me anyway.”





Epilogue

Catherine

Mama eyed Elliott from across the table. She wore a khaki jumpsuit with a string of numbers stamped in black on the front pocket. The room was an octagon shape, with a large window in each section. Forty or so orange plastic chairs were tucked under the seven round tables peppered around the room, most of them empty. Another woman sat with another couple, looking increasingly agitated.

“How long will you be gone?” Mama asked.

“We’re just seven hours away. I’ll visit on every break,” I said.

She glanced over her shoulder at Carla, the female guard standing between the door and the vending machine.

“Want a snack?” Elliott asked, standing. “I’ll get some snacks,” he said. His chair squeaked against the tile floor when he pushed it back to stand. He walked across the room, greeting the guard, and then looked over the choices in the machine. He stood a bit sideways so he could still see me in his peripheral vision, ready to act if needed.

“With me here and you at college, who will tend to the Juniper?” Mama asked, fidgeting.

“The Juniper is gone. Remember, Mama?”

“That’s right,” she said, sitting back against her chair. She tried to revert back to the world we’d built inside the Juniper at least twice each visit, hoping I would play along like I use to. But the doctor said it was best if I didn’t play into her fantasies. “Did you get everything settled with the insurance company?”

I nodded. “They sent the check last week. It’s going to cover college and then some. Thank you for signing the papers.”

Mama tried to smile, but it looked unnatural on her face. “Well, you can thank your dad. He’s the one who insisted I . . .” She trailed off, noticing my expression. “Never mind.”

“I think it’s nice that you still talk to him.”

Mama looked around and leaned in. “It’s okay. We won’t tell anyone. You don’t have to worry.”

“What do you mean?”

She noticed Elliott returning and sat back. “Nothin’.”

Elliott returned with three sacks. “Nacho chips and pretzels. Not much of a variety.”

Mama tore open the red bag, chomping loudly. I saw glimpses of Poppy as she ate, wondering if my friends were still inside of her somewhere. The visits with the doctors at the state hospital in Vinita, Oklahoma, were focused on getting rid of Althea, Poppy, Willow, Cousin Imogen, Uncle Toad, and especially Duke. Trying to talk to any of them was strictly forbidden. I peered up at the cameras as Elliott slid his hand over to cover mine.

“Time,” the guard said.

“Do you have to leave?” Mama asked.

“Elliott starts football practice soon. We need to get on the road, get settled in.”

She snarled at him.

“Be nice, Mama.”

Elliott stood. “I’ll take care of her, Mavis.”

I’d seen her leave, but Elliott wasn’t used to the signs of her flipping personalities yet. Mama wasn’t there.

“Carla,” I called, standing.

Duke glared up at me, his nostrils flaring.

Carla attended to Mama while we walked out. I’d gotten accustomed to not saying goodbye. Duke usually appeared when our visits were over. I’d hoped Althea would come to say goodbye, but Duke was the only one strong enough to push through the medication.

Elliott seemed antsy as we gathered our things from a locker and then went through processing at the exit. He pushed open the double doors, squinting one eye in the sunshine, reminding me of the day we met, except he was holding my hand instead of punching a tree. Our shoes crunched over the gravel as we walked to the Chrysler, and Elliott opened the passenger door with a smile.

The trunk and back seat were full of boxes—mostly Elliott’s. I had most of my clothes and my music box from the Masons’, but everything else had burned in the fire. The photos Elliott had taken of me and Dad were the only ones I had left, and they were packed in one of the four boxes that held everything I owned.

The Chrysler had been baking in the summer sun while we were visiting Mama, and the first thing Elliott did after he twisted the ignition was turn the AC on high. Within a minute, icy air blasted through the vents, and Elliott rested his head back, sighing in relief. The velour seats were soft against my bare legs, tanned from spending time in the Youngbloods’ pool, but still not as rich as Elliott’s skin. I reached over, running my fingers over his arm.

“What?” he asked.

“We’re going,” I said. “And without the governor your parents installed when you were grounded from driving back to Oak Creek, it won’t take us a week to get there.”

Elliott slid his fingers between mine. “We are. We’ll be there by dinnertime.” He gestured to the floorboard in front of me. “Reach under the seat. I brought you some reading material.”

I smiled, wondering what he was up to. I felt between my legs, touching a shoebox. “What’s this?” I asked, placing the box in my lap and opening the lid. A stack of envelopes addressed to Elliott’s aunt Leigh were stamped and sealed. “Letters to your aunt?”

“Open the one on top. They’re in order.”

The envelope was thick, and I tore it open, pulling out four pages of notebook paper, the fringe still dangling from the inside edge. The handwriting was Elliott’s. My name was at the top, dated the day my dad died, and it began with an apology.

“Elliott,” I said quietly, “are these . . . ?”

“The letters I wrote you while I was gone. Every day at first, then two or three a week until the night before I came back.”

I looked at him, feeling tears well up in my eyes. “Elliott.”

“I thought you’d had them this whole time,” he said.

“Your aunt never gave them to me.”

“That’s because she never had them. My mom never mailed them. She gave them to me last night. Going-away present in addition to an hour-long apology.”

I looked down at the scribbles filling the page. “I bet that went over well.”

“I was pretty pissed. But at least she gave them to me. Now you’ll know.”

“Know what?” I asked.

“That I tried to keep my promise.”

I pressed my lips together, trying not to smile. Elliott backed out of the parking spot and drove through the lot, slowing to a stop before pulling out onto the road. He took a sip of his watered-down soda. “Read them out loud, please. It’s sort of like rereading a journal.”

I nodded, starting at the top of the first letter.

July 30

Dear Catherine,

I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to go. My mom said I couldn’t come back if I didn’t leave with her when I did. I shouldn’t have. I’m so mad that I fell for it. SO MAD. I’m mad at her, and myself, and the whole thing. I have no idea what happened or if you’re okay, and it’s killing me. Please be okay. Please forgive me.

I know when you’re not worrying about your dad, you’re busy hating me. I should be there with you and for you. It’s killing me. You’re somewhere thinking I abandoned you. You have no idea where I went, and you’re wondering why I didn’t say goodbye. You’re the last person I’d want to hurt, and I’m almost three hours away without any way to contact you. I feel helpless. Please don’t hate me.

My parents fought from the time we got back home until I pretended to go to bed. Mom is just afraid I’ll want to stay in Oak Creek if I get too close to you. She’s not exactly wrong. I do want to stay there. I did plan on asking Aunt Leigh and Uncle John if I could stay, because the thought of packing and leaving you behind made me feel sick to my stomach. Now I’m here. It all happened so fast, and you probably hate me.

If you do, though, I’ll just keep trying until you don’t. I’ll explain as many times as you’ll let me. You can hate me for a while. I’ll understand. But I’ll keep trying. As long as it takes. I’ll say sorry as many times as I have to until you believe it. You can be mean and say mean things. You probably will, and I’ll let it slide because I know when you understand, everything will be okay. Right? Please let it be okay.

You know I’d never just leave you alone like that. You’ll be mad at first, but you’ll believe me, because you know me. You’ll forgive me, and I’ll get back to Oak Creek, and we’ll go to prom, and you’ll watch me suck at football, and we’ll get our shoes wet in the creek, and swing in the park, and eat sandwiches on your porch swing. Because you’re going to forgive me. I know you, and I know everything will be okay. That’s what I’m going to tell myself until I see you again.

“Okay,” Elliott said, cringing. “It’s all coming back to me now. They’re not as romantic as I thought.”

“No!” I said. “I love them. This is . . . this is amazing, Elliott. I mean, it’s heart-wrenching to read how worried you were, but you were right. About everything.”

He squinted one eye and smiled, embarrassed. “I kind of was.” He brought my hand to his mouth and kissed my fingers.

“Want me to keep reading?” I asked.

“You don’t have to read them out loud. At least not until you get past the one where I got caught trying to drive to Oak Creek. They’re a little less desperate and repetitive after that. I think I can stomach hearing those ones.”

I thumbed through the stack, looking up at him with big eyes. “There are at least a hundred letters here.”

“And that’s just the first box. I can’t believe Mom didn’t send them, but I’m even more surprised she kept them all.”

“I’m surprised she gave them to you. That was a risk, doing it right before we left. You could have left mad.”

“It was a gesture, I think. A way of apologizing for everything.”

“Would you think I was ignoring you if I read them all?”

He chuckled. “Go for it. They’re all there, and it’s a long trip.”

My shoulders shot up to my ears, and I bobbed my knees. I was giddy thinking about getting to read Elliott’s thoughts while he was away.

“You look way too happy to read the torture I went through,” he teased.

I thought about that, remembering how much I missed him and how angry I was not knowing where he’d gone. The long nights with Mama, and the longer days at school. Elliott’s time away was no better. I wasn’t sure if it was right or wrong that I found comfort in knowing I wasn’t alone in my suffering.

“Only because I know how it ends,” I said.

Elliott smiled, looking more content than I’d ever seen him. “This isn’t the end. Not even close.”

The Chrysler turned onto the highway, and we drove south toward the Oklahoma-Texas state line. A new dorm, a new roommate, and a new life was waiting for me at Baylor. The quad where the athletes stayed wasn’t far away from Brooks Residential, where I would be living. The insurance money from the Juniper would pay for all four years of college, and Elliott had a full scholarship. The worst was behind us.

I set the shoebox to the side between me and the passenger door and then reached back for my music box, setting it on my lap. I turned the crank, watching the ballerina spin slowly to the familiar tune that had always helped me relax. I settled in to read over Elliott’s words.

“You okay?” Elliott asked, squeezing my hand.

I smiled at him, feeling the sunshine filtering through the window.

“I’m just excited. And maybe a little tired.”

“You don’t have to read the letters now. Rest. We have plenty of time.”

I leaned against the headrest, my eyes feeling heavy. “Promise?”

He brought my hand to his lips, kissing my knuckles, and then nodded. He returned his attention to the road and, to the tune of my music box, hummed me to sleep.
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