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CHAPTER ONE






Kit said we were destined to meet, but I really was just going for a walk.


I had to get out of the house and away from my brother, who was sawing on his violin so hard that the noise seemed to vibrate up through my chest and out of my ears. Maybe he was just practicing, but then again, maybe my perfect brother was showcasing yet another way he was better than me. Back went the bow. Look at what I’m doing while you just sit there! Forward. When I was twelve, I’d already performed concertos. Back. I’m captain of the cross-country team, but you can’t even run a mile. Forward, entering the cadenza. Pathetic! Back. Loser! Forward. Lazy!


Not that Patrick would actually say any of those things. He was too polite, too considerate, too perfect for that.


I had to leave. I grabbed my backpack and shouted over my shoulder, “Going for a walk!”


I thought Patrick wouldn’t be able to hear me, but I suppose I had to add super-hearing to my big brother’s long, long, long list of skills.


“Some exercise is a good idea, Caleb!” he hollered, now easing back into the concerto’s slow ending. “Don’t overdo it. Bring your—”


The door slammed behind me before he could finish. Patrick always acted like he was my parent just because he’s five years older than me. The music stopped before I got to the end of the driveway, and the door flew open again with a bang.


Patrick stood there with his violin in hand. “Wait! Caleb, I’ll go—”


Before Patrick could finish his offer to come along, I quickened my pace and ducked from the driveway, even though that meant plunging right into the woods that border our house. I knew Patrick would put away his violin carefully and exactly before following me, but that only gave me a couple seconds’ head start, so I had to act fast. I jumped over a fallen log. Briars scraped the sliver of skin between my socks and my pant leg, but I plunged ahead anyway.


I hardly ever went into the woods surrounding our house. Brad, my best friend, usually came by on his bike, and we’d stick to the cul-de-sac, playing pickup when I felt up to it, H.O.R.S.E. when I didn’t. We used to race in electric go-karts. Mom still kept them charging in the garage, just in case Brad decided they weren’t too babyish anymore now that we were twelve. Part of me thought he said they were babyish because I was so much better at drifting than he was, and he didn’t know how to handle being slower than me.


But Brad wasn’t around much now that he had both baseball and football practices.


Once the woods were thick around me, I figured Patrick would have given up on finding me and retreated back into the house. I looked up to the branches of the huge trees above me. Two long, thick trunks soared straight to the sky and then curved away from each other. I had heard once about trees that do that—live side by side but bend away to share the sun. They are buddies. They could stick close, but if they do, eventually one will struggle to tower over the other, keeping the weaker, unluckier one in the shade. Instead, if they are really friends, they’ll bend apart. I wondered if it hurt, twisting away from your friend like that.


I squinted, and for a second the branches looked like the inside of a pair of lungs, stretching in all directions from the trunk, always reaching for more, more, more.


My own lungs ballooned as a breeze rustled through the trees’ leaves. Hoping I wouldn’t get lost, I went deeper into the thicket. Here’s the thing: I live in a small neighborhood. It wasn’t like these woods would stretch for miles. A couple acres, maybe, tops. Other people’s houses bordered the thick circle of trees like mine, so the worst that could happen was that I’d end up across the woods in someone’s backyard.


That was what I told myself anyway. I yanked the backpack strap up my shoulder and unzipped the front compartment, making sure my inhaler was there. It wouldn’t buy me a lot of time, but it was better than nothing.


I decided the best direction to head was straight back. If I stayed on the path I’d forged, then all I’d have to do to find my way home was turn around, right? Yeah, I guess that’s why I’d never make it as a Boy Scout. Of course as soon as I couldn’t see my house anymore, that’s when the trees got all squished together like bullies, totally zapping the chance of my walking in a straight line. I stepped over broken branches, around trunks, through prickly bushes. There was no way I’d find my way back now by just turning around.


Each step I took made my shoes suck deeper into mud with a squelching sound, and each time I lifted my feet it made my chest hurt. A few more yards in and I realized I was in trouble. My chest burned. I tried to ignore it. The pain twisted and coiled around my ribs—not like I couldn’t breathe but like my body didn’t want to. Like I was drowning from the inside out. I tried not to think about how fast my heart was beating and only that totally freaking out was useless. I tried not to croak out a cry or anything babyish like that. This wasn’t my first panic attack; I knew I wasn’t really dying. But every time it happened, I had to convince myself all over again. And the attacks had been happening more and more.


I tried to focus on what was going on around me. Sunlight trickled through the thick woods. Maybe there was a clearing? The opening was also the reason for the gross mud I was plodding through. Just inside the clearing there was a stream that cut through the woods. The stream was shallow, only a couple inches deep, but wide, stretching as far as my yard. Sunshine glinted off the water, where it trickled over stones the size of my fist and around large boulders.


I’m not dying, I told myself over and over. I’m not dying. It was just a panic attack.


I’m okay. I fell to my knees, not caring when they sank into the mud, drenching my pant legs with thick dark muck. Leaning forward, I plunged my palms into the cool water. I’m okay. The smooth, cold rocks seemed to be pressing back as much as my hands pushed against them. I’m okay.


The slow lap of water over my skin helped me focus. I concentrated on what Mom had told me to do when I got like this—count out my breaths, make sure the exhales matched the inhales, try to make each last a count of three, then four, then five. Five is fine, she always said. When you get to five, you know you’re okay. What she meant was: if I could stretch out each breath to five seconds, then it was just my head that was convinced I was dying. Not my lungs. Still, I thought about my inhaler, zipped in the front pocket of my backpack. Was it time to grab it?


I held off, breathing in and out instead, counting. Like usual, Mom was right. I flexed my fingers in the water, noticing for the first time the minnows racing around the stones and the sudden flush of swirling mud when a crawfish hid beneath a loose rock.


Even though I felt better (relief over not actually dying sort of washed away the whole lost-in-the-woods worry for the moment), I stayed put, searching for the bluish-gray crawfish in the settling water. It only took a few seconds for me to spot it creeping along, its oversize pinchers outstretched. Quick as I could, I plunged my fingers into the stream to catch it. Its tail sent a swish of water between my fingers as it dashed away.


“You’ve got to be a lot faster than that.”


The voice above made me jerk, sending my already drenched knees slipping into the water. This time the voice laughed—a tinkling sound.


I rose to my feet, face burning, and squinted into the sunlit clearing to see who was talking. A huge boulder sat in the middle of the stream. And on top of it, her legs folded neatly beside her, perched an angel.


Stupid thought, right? But I swear, the sun shone straight on her, making the top of her dark brown hair glimmer like a halo and the yellowish boulder upon which she sat shine like gold. Oh, man. Had I been wrong? Maybe it hadn’t been a panic attack. Maybe I had died!


The girl laughed again and slid down to land barefoot in the water with a quick splash. She walked toward me with a wide smile and her hands folded behind her back. “I’ve gotten really good at catching them,” she said. “You’ve got to put one hand behind them, and then, with your other hand, splash the water in front of them. They’ll fly right back into your first hand.”


“Oh,” I mumbled, my face flaming. “How—how long have you been here?”


The girl’s bottom lip jutted out for a moment and she looked up toward the sun as if doing math in her head. Her eyes were pale blue like a patch of sky behind puffy clouds. Freckles sprinkled across her nose and cheeks. “Maybe an hour or so,” she said. “I’m trying to catch a bird, but they all keep ignoring me, even when I whistle at them.”


“A bird? Why?”


“Well,” the girl said as she smoothed her hands on her ratty white sundress, “I’ve figured out how to catch the crawfish and the minnows. Seems like birds would be next.”


The corner of my mouth jerked upward. “Quit messing around.” But even as I said it a dark crow swooped overhead.


The girl shrugged her narrow shoulders, and I knew she hadn’t been joking.


“You really want to catch a bird?”


The girl nodded.


“Why?”


“Why not?” She smiled again. I guess I was still making sure she was real, because my brain seemed to pick up on things about her that I don’t usually notice with other people. Things like how her chin was small but pointed, how one of her front teeth slanted over the other, how her eyelashes captured sunlight as much as her hair. It made remembering to talk take longer than it should have.


“Because…,” I managed because I was apparently an amazing conversationalist.


“Because…,” she repeated.


“Because… what would you do with it once you had it?”


The girl’s smile stretched wider. “I haven’t thought that far ahead yet.” She jerked out her hand to shake like we were parents meeting in the school parking lot instead of two kids standing in a stream. “I’m Kit. I live here.”


“Here? In the water?”


She laughed again, but not in a mean way. “Of course not, silly. I live in a house that way.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder toward the other side of the stream. “And you?”


“Oh.” I smoothed my wet palm against a dry part of my pants and shook her hand. It was warm, probably from the sun-drenched rock she had been sitting on. “I’m Caleb. I live that way.” I nodded my head backward. “At least I think I do. I’m sort of lost.”


“Awesome,” Kit said. You know how people talk about eyes sparkling? I always thought that was just a stupid thing people said when they meant someone looked happy. But it’s not, because Kit’s eyes could do that. They sparkled. If she were a comic book character, a little ding would be written in curly letters over her eyes. “Getting lost means you get to have an adventure.” She stepped backward into the stream, her eyes steady on mine like a dare. “Are you ready?”


I didn’t normally do this kind of thing—follow random girls deep into the woods, I mean. But I didn’t even have to think this time. I just kicked off my sneakers and tossed them onto the bank. “Ready.” I followed her across the stream.
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Kit led me along a narrow trail deeper into the woods. She stopped suddenly, and I bumped into her. “Look!” She pointed to long, skinny blossoms hanging from weeds growing along the path. The flowers looked like tiny trumpets. “Honeysuckles!” She plucked a blossom and peeled back the petals. Then she popped the middle into her mouth.


“Try one.” She handed me a blossom. Her fingernails were brown, probably from catching so many crawfish in the mud.


“Are you sure you know what these are?”


Kit didn’t answer, just peeled another flower. I sniffed at the blossom. It smelled like honey but, when I put the edge on my tongue, it tasted more like perfume.


“How old are you, anyway?” Kit asked, an eyebrow raised as she studied my face.


I lifted my chin, threw my chest out. “I’m twelve.”


That eyebrow popped up a smidge higher. I knew why. I didn’t look like a twelve-year-old. I was sort of like Chris Evans at the beginning of the first Captain America movie—the part before the scientist gave Steve Rogers the elixir of super serum and he was just frail looking and scrawny. I’m too short and way too skinny for my age. I’m so used to the air fighting its way out of me that sometimes I forget to close my mouth when I breathe; Patrick says it makes me look like a toddler with my stomach puffed out and mouth hanging open. My brown hair is long, I guess, and it flops on my head instead of lying flat and smooth like Brad’s or waving back over my head like Captain America’s. Also not helping me in the looking-my-age department are my huge brown eyes; they’re the reason Patrick used to call me Bambi—that is, until Mom grounded him from playing his violin for a weekend when I made a huge fuss about it.


I braced myself for Kit to do what everyone else did when they found out how old I was—saying something like, “What? I thought you were nine!” or “No way! My baby sister is bigger than you!”


But Kit didn’t say any of that. Her grin widened, and her eyebrow lowered. “Cool. Me, too.”
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Kit’s house was about as opposite of my own plain red brick home as it could get. The house stood at least three stories, and I counted just as many chimneys poking up from the dark green roof. Tons of narrow windows with swirling thin wood trim at the top, like icing on a cupcake, marched up the sides of the white structure. At least, it had been white once. Now it was mostly gray, with long strips of peeling paint curling on the sides. The ceilings of the three balconies that popped out of the sides of the Victorian mansion were painted green to match the roof. It looked like a regular boxy house that someone had added on to, with rooms and porches jutting out in angles. The twisting spokes of the balcony rails were painted in pink and blue, making me think of the gingerbread house Hansel and Gretel had stumbled upon in the woods. Once, I could tell, it had looked amazing. It still did, but in a faded sort of way. “You live here?” I asked.


“Yeah,” said Kit, shielding her face from the sun with her hand as we looked up at a turret with windows all around that jutted out from the top. Kit pointed to it. “That’s my room.”


“Isn’t it too bright?” I asked.


“I like the sun.”


“Of course,” I said without thinking.


“What do you mean?” Kit lowered her eyes to meet mine, and my face flamed again.


I shrugged instead of answering. How was I supposed to say Of course you like the sun, you are a sun without feeling like a dork? But when Kit’s mouth twitched into a smile I somehow knew she had read my mind.


“So how come I haven’t seen you at school?” I asked.


“Because I’ve never been to school.”


“Ever?”


“Well, not since kindergarten, anyway. It just didn’t work out. You know, teachers telling me what to do, how to behave, how to share and take turns.” Kit rolled her eyes. I laughed.


“Yeah,” I said, “the whole standing-in-line thing about did me in, too.”


Kit raised her fist. “I had to take a stand! Mom homeschools me.”


I shuddered. For a while, back when I was in fourth grade, my mom had to homeschool me after I was in the hospital for a long time. We both hated it. Her voice would go all hard and fake-happy when I didn’t understand something or when she did a math problem in a confusing way. “That stinks.”


“Not really.” Kit shrugged. “I can study whatever I want. Or nothing at all.”


My head jerked back at the thought. Every day that Mom homeschooled me, she had a plan and so many lists. Thinking about Mom made me wonder how long I had been gone. I went up on my tiptoes, trying to figure out which direction led to my house.


Kit’s house’s dirt driveway led to a wooded road, and woods surrounded the house in all directions. I couldn’t figure out which way led to the main drag back toward my house. “Do you mind if I use your phone? I left my cell at home, and my brother’s going to go nuts if he doesn’t hear from me soon.”


“Yes,” Kit said.


“Excuse me?”


“Yes, I mind.” She sat down on the wide front-porch steps and hummed a little.


“Why?”


“We don’t have a phone,” she said serenely.


“No phone?”


“No phone.” A skinny cat crawled out from under the porch and curled between my legs. It climbed the porch steps and darted around Kit to disappear into the house. Kit hummed. “Not yet, anyway. We just moved in a couple weeks ago. This was Grandmom Ophelia’s house, but she died last month. Mom and I are living here, taking over the estate.”


“But you don’t have a phone?”


“Not yet,” Kit said, still humming.


“How do you keep in touch with people?”


Kit shrugged. “Mom has a phone but she keeps it with her.”


My mouth opened and closed a couple times. “What if you need help?”


“Why would I need help?” she asked.


For just a second my chest caught fire again. I swallowed it back so I could think. “What if something happened?”


“Then I’d deal with it.”


I shook my head. “Can I borrow your mom’s phone, then?”


Kit leaned back on her elbows. “She isn’t here.”


“When is she getting back?”


“I have no idea.” Kit stood and brushed the peeled paint flecks from the porch stoop off her dress. She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Listen, if it’s a big deal, I’ll show you how to get home.”


“I’m sorry,” I muttered. But the simmering in my chest settled.


“Next time, bring your phone so you can stay longer. This doesn’t even count as an adventure.” Kit skipped a little as she turned back toward the woods.


“I will,” I said, feeling stupid as I trailed behind her but also kind of happy since she had said “next time.”


“Can you come here tomorrow?”


Man, I was glad I was behind Kit so she didn’t see the huge grin that spread across my face. “Yeah, after school.”


“Or… you could skip school and meet me on the golden boulder. It’s a perfect breakfast spot.” Kit held back a stray branch so it wouldn’t smack me in the face. “The fairies sweep it clean every morning at dawn.” I fake-laughed, but Kit just stared at me like the fairy thing wasn’t a joke at all.


I coughed into my elbow. “Wouldn’t your mom get a little suspicious if she suddenly had another student to homeschool?”


Kit’s eyebrows sunk but she just shrugged. “I think I’m going to take tomorrow off.”


“You can do that?” I asked. “Just decide to take the day off?”


“I can do whatever I want,” she said.


“Well, we only have two more days of school,” I said, but Kit didn’t answer. Not that I was super excited about school ending or anything. This summer was going to be the worst ever, thanks to the stupid day camp Mom was forcing me to go to. “Do you stop school for the summer?”


Kit shrugged. “I guess we will.”


At the edge of the stream, I paused before stepping in, not sure if the rocks would be slippery. Kit leaped from smooth rock to smooth rock. The beams of sunlight through the breaks in the trees’ canopies were like a spotlight on her steps, like I was following a yellow brick road. Where would it lead? I wondered as I placed one foot into the stream.
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CHAPTER TWO






The whir of the air conditioner made it tough to tune in to Mrs. Richards as she went over details of our end-of-the-year essay. A master of creativity, Mrs. Richards decided this year’s theme would be “How I Plan to Spend My Summer.”


All around me, kids leaned toward the chilly air as it pumped out of the air conditioner. That is, everyone but Shelly Markel, who pulled on a cardigan and held on to her bony elbows like she was icing over.


“It’s so, so cold!” she whined when Mrs. Richards answered her half-raised hand. Shelly gripped her elbows again and, between chattering teeth, said, “It’s only eighty degrees out! Can’t we just have the windows open like every other room?”


Mrs. Richards’s eyes slid to me and then to the floor. “No, the air-conditioning is important to… to cutting back the humidity. We’re very lucky to have it!”


The rest of the school wasn’t air-conditioned. Just my classroom. Just for me. As if on cue, a cough rippled up and out of me. I wiped at my mouth with a tissue. Shelly scrunched her nose and shuddered, this time not at the cold.


“But it’s so uncomfortable!” she whined.


Mrs. Richards smiled. “Think how good it’s going to feel when you come back from recess!”


“Ugh!” Shelly sighed. Her lips did look a little blue, I guess. It was hard to tell since they were pressed together so tightly. Her ponytail jiggled a little from her shivering so hard. Or, at least, her acting like she was shivering so hard.


“Shut it, Shelly,” Brad hissed when Mrs. Richards turned back to the front of room. He yanked on her ponytail, then crossed his arms behind his head and tilted toward the cold air. Brad grinned at me.


I shook my head and scribbled How I Plan to Spend My Summer across the top of my notebook page like Mrs. Richards had asked.


“Now,” the teacher said, “jot down a few ideas below that.”


Shelly’s pencil scratched out idea after idea. Behind her, Brad muttered to himself, “Football practice, dirt bikes, water skiing…”


But I only came up with two words.
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“What kit?” Brad asked when the bell rang a minute later. He was leaning over my shoulder.


“What?” I asked, jamming the notebook page into my folder.


“Your summer plans.” He sat on the edge of Shelly’s desk, effectively trapping her in her seat. She zipped her backpack harder than necessary and sighed deeply but didn’t say anything, just like he knew she wouldn’t. Shelly’s been in the same class as me and Brad since kindergarten and had yet to say a single word to him. Her face flushed the color of a ripe red garden tomato whenever she looked his way, though.


Brad ignored her grumbling or maybe truly didn’t notice her. I never could tell. “Your essay. All you wrote down was ‘With Kit.’ With what kit? Is it another model superhero thing?”


I shrugged. “Nothing, I just—I just couldn’t come up with anything.” For some reason, I hadn’t mentioned meeting Kit to Brad. Not because I was hiding anything. It just hadn’t come up. I mean, I guess it was coming up now, but something kept me from saying anything. Part of me wondered if I hadn’t imagined the whole thing—going off on my own, finding a girl in the water, seeing her mansion hidden in the woods. It sounded more like a fairy tale than a real life thing.


And, yeah, okay, part of me—a big part—knew that if Kit met Brad I’d go from being Caleb to being “Brad’s friend Caleb” almost instantly. That’s always what happened. It wasn’t Brad’s fault or anything. He was a great friend. My best friend, since forever. But somehow he seemed to suck up all the oxygen in any room he was in. Everyone else just sort of existed around him. Instead of Caleb and Kit, we’d become Brad and Kit with me in parentheses at the end.


Brad tossed a football casually in the air, making it twirl as it landed back in his hands. “Ready to play?”


“Yeah, you bet!” I said. Brad clapped his hand on my shoulder as I zipped up my backpack and stood.


“I don’t get why you need a special air conditioner but can play football at recess,” Shelly snapped behind us.


Without turning around, Brad and I said, “Shut it, Shelly,” at the same time.
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As we headed out the metal double doors to the recess area, Brad tossed the ball to me and ran backward, hands up, for me to throw it to him. Back and forth we threw the ball until we got to the open field where a dozen other guys were already gathered. “All right,” said Brad, tucking the ball under his arm after divvying people up for teams. “Ready?”


“Wait a sec!” Jett, a kid who had just joined the football team, held up his hands. “Your side has an extra player. That’s not fair.”


“It’s just Caleb,” Jack, Jett’s team captain, said, then stiffened when a crumpled-up sort of noise leaked out of me.


“But why do they get an extra player?” Jett pressed.


Brad popped him in the shoulder with the heel of his hand. “Lay off.”


We ran to our huddle, though the soupy air was already making it a little harder than it should’ve been for me to hustle.


“Here’s how it’s going to go,” Brad said. “We’re doing a counter. I’m going to fake to Ian, so you head right. I’ll hand off to Caleb.”


“No, man!” I said. The other guys around us didn’t say anything. Still, I could see they were annoyed.


Brad grinned, making the dimple in his cheek flash. “I’m telling you, it’ll work. I’ll pass the ball right into your hands. All you’ve got to do is barrel down the middle. Zach, Logan, you guys make a path for him. Cool?”


Reluctantly, I nodded. The other guys did, too.


Brad slammed his hand down on my shoulder again. “They’ll never expect it!”


“Because it’ll never work,” Zach muttered when Brad jogged off to the field.


I went to my usual spot in the backfield. Brad turned and nodded at me before stooping to take the pass off. He was totally confident that I could do this. And you know what? For a second I believed him.


Ian charged ahead and Brad arced his arm, ready to launch the ball toward him. Guys on the other team darted in Ian’s direction. Everyone but Jett, whose eyes locked on the ball still clutched in Brad’s hand. But it was too late to back out now, even as Jett rushed in my direction, even as Brad rammed the ball into my hands.


I ran ahead, pumping my legs. I tried to swivel around Jett, but there was no stopping him. He barreled right into me, hurling me in the air to land with a slam onto my back.


“Yeah!” Jett cheered, but everyone else was silent. That is, until Brad rammed into him, knocking Jett to the ground beside where I now hacked into my fist, coughing up sticky phlegm and mucus.


“What’s wrong with you?” Brad shouted.


“I’m sorry!” I coughed. “He’s just fast!”


But Brad wasn’t yelling at me. Instead he was hollering in Jett’s face. “What’s your problem?”


“My problem?” Jett hopped to his feet. “I’m playing the game! Why is he playing if you’re going to freak when he gets knocked?”


“It’s all right!” I pushed myself up, still coughing. “It’s fine.” I tried to smile but it came out wobbly. “He did me a favor, actually, breaking up some of the gunk in my lungs.”


But Brad’s face still flamed. His hands were still curled into fists. “Why’d you tackle him?”


“It’s football,” Jett countered.


“It’s Caleb,” Brad spit back.


Instantly I was ice-water cold. I stepped back. Twice. Then I turned and strode off the field.


“Hold up!” Brad yelled at my back. “Hang on, Caleb. I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry. I’m sorry!”


I shook my head, not bothering to turn around. Brad’s quick footsteps crunched the dry grass as he ran to catch up to me. “I didn’t mean it like that,” he said, his voice dropping.


“I know.” I shrugged, fighting to keep my voice neutral. “Always wondered why no one ever tackled me.”


Brad didn’t say anything. He just breathed out long and slow when I stopped striding off the field. “It’s not like it’s a rule or anything,” Brad said. “The guys, we just try not to knock you around too much.”


My eyes burned but I wasn’t crying or anything. “Right,” I said.


“Come on.” Brad’s arm raised to slam down on my shoulder. Without thinking, I dodged him. “Let’s go back.”


“No, man,” I said. “I’m good.”


Brad stopped walking but I didn’t. “You can keep score or something,” he called to my back. But I just kept walking away.


“Caleb?” Mrs. Richards asked as I walked past. “Would you like to come inside with me? It’s a little hot out here.”


“No, thanks. I’m fine.”


“I’d love your company,” she said.


I shook my head and kept going, sitting so my back was pressed against the brick of the school wall and a shadow covered me like a cool blanket.


“Awww… did you get knocked down by the big bad football player?” Shelly suddenly stood in front me, her arms crossed and voice singsongy like she was talking to a baby.


“Leave me alone, Shelly.”


“Sucks not getting special treatment for once, doesn’t it,” she said, and turned on her heel to walk away.


Anger surged through me, enough so that I probably could’ve scooped it up and thrown it to splatter across her like a water balloon. But I fisted a handful of dry grass instead, yanking it from the hard ground and crushing it between my fingers.
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“What’s your deal?” Brad charged up to where I sat at lunch. He peered around the table, seeing backpacks claiming all the seats around me. He nabbed one and pulled it from the chair, chucking it onto the table behind us.


“I think someone was going to sit there,” I pointed out as I unpacked my lunch box. I never bought lunch like Brad and the rest of the guys, and I usually got to the cafeteria before anyone else, since I had to swing by the nurse’s office for a nebulizer treatment and six or seven Creon tablets before I ate. I was glad to be early most days, though. Getting a seat at the right table in the cafeteria was all strategy—come in quick as you can, dump your bag to save your seat, and then hop into line before someone cooler than you came along and moved your bag.


“It’s just Zach.” Brad shrugged and slunk into the seat. My eyes slid to the lunch line where Zach waited. His hands curled into fists, but I knew he wouldn’t say anything to Brad about moving his backpack. I glanced around to make sure a seat was still open at the table behind us for Zach. Tables fill up fast. Most tables were full—only Shelly sat in a corner alone with her back to everyone else. I slid Zach’s backpack into the open seat.


“What’ve you got today?” Brad asked around a mouthful of chicken nugget.


I tilted my thermos in his direction. “Mac and cheese.”


“Oh, man. That is not mac and cheese. Mac and cheese is nuked for three minutes with cheese powder and milk. That is… I don’t know what that is. But it’s so much more than mac and cheese. Is that bacon on top?”


I nodded and laughed at Brad’s groan. “Five cheeses, too. Mom bakes it.”


Brad threw his half nugget onto the plastic tray. “Life is not fair.”


He didn’t mean anything by it, but suddenly both of us got quiet.


“What’s going on with you, Caleb?” Brad finally said. “I mean, suddenly everything is so…”


“Nothing.” I unwrapped a tub of thick chocolate pudding.


“Something happened,” Brad said. “Does it have to do with recess? I already told Jett he’s out. He’s not going to play with us again, I’ll make sure of it—”


“Why’d you do that?” I snapped. “He’s a good player.”


“I’d rather play with you,” Brad said.


More awkward silence.


“Is it that kit you were writing about?”


I coughed on the pudding. “It’s not a kit like something to make. Kit… Kit is a girl.”


“Oh,” Brad said slowly, his eyes suddenly widening and his face going shiny. “A girl.” He laughed.


“Not like that!” When he laughed, I threw the cookie I had been unwrapping at his head. Brad caught it (of course) and popped it into his mouth. “Just a person… who happens to be a—”


“—girl,” Brad drew out the word. “Where did you meet her?”


“She lives in the woods. Behind my house.”


“Hmm. You should introduce us,” Brad said. “Maybe she has a friend.” He winked like a television bad guy and laughed. Believe it or not, we’d never talked about girls before. I mean, I had noticed, of course, that girls suddenly seemed to get blushy and giggly around Brad and, yeah, I noticed the girls themselves. But we didn’t, like, talk about them.


“Shelly would be crushed.” I laughed.


Brad threw a carrot stick at me. Of course I didn’t catch it. The carrot just whapped me in the forehead.
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Brad walked with me to my house after school. “So,” he said, and stood on the tips of his toes to scan the woods. “Wanna introduce me to this girl? What’s her name—Kate?”


“Kit,” I corrected. “Nah, I’ve got that essay to write, remember? You do, too. Tomorrow’s the last day of school!”


“Exactly.” Brad grinned. “No way Mrs. Richards is going to grade it. It’s a waste of time. I doubt she even reads them.”


Brad tossed his backpack onto the porch. “Come on,” he said, “let’s go.”


I stayed put, my hand on the door handle. “Yeah, but we have to read the essays in class. So even if she doesn’t grade them, we’ve got to have something to hand in.”


“Dude.” Brad put his hands on my shoulders. “Relax. Tomorrow’s Friday and the last day. No way is she going to bother grading them. Let’s go.”


“I don’t—”


Brad groaned, throwing his hands up in the air now. “You don’t what, man?”


I don’t want you to steal her away from me. I don’t want you to suck up all the oxygen around me. I don’t want to be your sidekick—


But before I could push aside all of those truths and come up with a suitable lie for why I didn’t want Brad to meet Kit, Mom saved me. “Caleb,” she said as she opened the door, the cooler air-conditioned air sending chills across my flaming face, “sorry, but you don’t have time to play outside today. I’m making an early dinner so Patrick has time to eat before track practice.”


“Fine,” I snapped. I don’t know why I was mad at Mom suddenly, even though she had saved me from fighting with Brad. But I was.


“See you tomorrow,” Brad said behind me. “Better get started on that essay.”


I slammed the door and rushed to the window, checking to make sure Brad walked past the woods and back to the road. When he reached the edge of my yard, he whipped around and I ducked. When I sneaked back up to peek, he was heading toward his house.


“What was that about?” Mom asked. “Sounded like you and Brad were kind of fighting?”


I glanced at Mom. Her long red hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Her eyes, huge and watery brown like mine, followed Brad’s retreating steps from the window. I shrugged. “Nothing.”


“Sounded like something,” she said.


“Is something burning?” I asked instead of answering.


“Shoot!” Mom scurried back into the kitchen, me trailing behind.


Two grilled steaks with salads were on plates. In the saucepan, a slightly thicker steak sizzled, an island in a melted butter ocean. Mom flipped the steak, sending flecks of hot butter popping into the air. She drizzled olive oil on top of the meat, and then spooned more of the butter on top of that.


“Looks great,” Patrick said as he grabbed one of the plates already filled with a regular oil-free steak and the salad with nuts and some dressing. “Thanks, Mom.” He sliced a piece of meat off the steak, wrapped the rest in aluminum foil, and put it in the fridge. “I’ll eat the rest after practice.”


Mom smiled and kissed his cheek. Then she slid the steak from the pan onto my plate, the fat, butter, and oil seeping from it onto the lettuce. My plate already had salad, topped with nuts and seeds, mounds of shredded cheese, and thick ranch dressing. “Here you go, sweetie,” she said. Then she tipped my meds into my palm. I swallowed all eight pills with just one swig of water. She sighed but didn’t give me the you’re-going-to-choke lecture.


I nabbed the plate and sat beside Patrick. Mom raised an eyebrow when I cut off a chunk of squishy fat. “It’s gross,” I muttered.


Mom sighed but turned toward Patrick. “How was your day, love?”


“I heard back from Dr. Edwards,” Patrick said. “He said he’ll give me a recommendation for an internship.” He grinned at Mom, and I swear the kitchen light made his white teeth glint. I forced a giant glob of steak down my throat while Mom made this high-pitched squealy sound she reserves for Patrick’s accomplishments. I’ve heard it a lot.


“Wait, my Dr. Edwards?” I asked a second later.


“Yeah.” Patrick didn’t meet my eyes, just sliced off another small portion of steak and stabbed a piece of lettuce to go with it.


“Why would you need a letter of recommendation from my Dr. Edwards?”


Patrick didn’t say anything. Mom brushed her hand across the top of mine. “Patrick is applying for a position at the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation, working on raising awareness and fund-raising this summer. Isn’t that amazing?”


Suddenly I felt hot, like my skin—especially my face—had been dunked in simmering water.


“Why cystic fibrosis?” I managed. “Of all the foundations in the world, why the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation?”


Patrick’s eyes narrowed. His nose flared a little while he breathed in and out, and he mashed his lips together like they were glued. He threw his crumpled napkin on the table. “Thank you for dinner, Mom. It was great.” Patrick stood, making his chair rattle as it skid backward.


I stared at my buttery steak, at the way the brownish-red juices swirled into the melted butter but didn’t mix with it, waiting for Mom to break apart the thick silence.


“I would’ve thought you’d be honored, Caleb,” she half whispered. “Patrick has dozens of opportunities this summer. Coach Dan offered him a spot leading a summer running club for the middle school. He could’ve taught private violin lessons. Your father even secured a spot for him at his office. But instead of all of those, Patrick wants to raise awareness for cystic fibrosis.” Mom reached over her plate to mine, cutting the steak into small pieces. I guess I wasn’t eating fast enough. Finally, she said, “Why cystic fibrosis? You know why.”


“Am I supposed to say thank you or something?” I snapped.


“That’d be nice.” Mom laughed, but in a hard, not-at-all-funny way.


“You think he’s doing it for me, but he isn’t,” I whispered.


“That’s ridiculous. Who else would he be doing it for?” Mom said.


“Himself. So he can keep being the stupid hero,” I muttered.


“What?” she asked.


I didn’t answer. She took another heavy breath and threw her napkin on her plate, too. They were so alike; sometimes seeing it was like getting a paper cut across my chest. I glared at my plate, feeling my eyes sting and not able to put how I felt into words.


“Eat your steak.” Mom opened her laptop and starting answering e-mails but I knew she was making sure I finished my food. I shoveled it into my mouth as fast as I could chew. Patrick swiped Mom’s car keys from the counter to head to track practice and said bye to her but not me, not that I cared. I didn’t even look up when he walked by smelling like deodorant. Finally, with only a few sprigs of lettuce and globs of dressing left on my plate, I asked if I could be excused.


“Yes, but I don’t want you parking yourself in front of the TV,” she said without looking up from her own screen.


“I—I thought I’d go for a walk,” I said.


This time Mom did look up. “A walk?” she repeated like I had actually said I wanted to swap my fingers for hot dogs or something.


“Yeah, it’s where you go outside and move your legs back and forth so they propel you forward.”


Mom twisted her lips together but couldn’t hold in a laugh. “Yes, I know what a walk is. If you hold up for a minute—let me finish this message—I’ll join you. It’s so nice out tonight!”


“That’s okay,” I said quickly. “I… I kind of want to be alone. You know, to think.”


Mom smiled and she ruffled my hair. “That’s a good idea. Take your phone with you, just in case.”
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This time I didn’t hesitate after entering the woods, just walked straight ahead.


When I reached the stream, I spotted Kit right away, sitting on the golden rock like a mermaid. “I was wondering if you’d show up tonight,” she said.


“Here I am.” I kept it cool—just smiling a little—but really I wanted to fist pump the air. I hadn’t been sure she’d be there. Maybe part of me still thought she hadn’t been real.


Kit patted the space on the rock next to her. “Room for two.”


“My mom thinks I’m taking a walk.” I kicked off my sneakers and skipped on rocks across the stream to Kit.


“Well, you walked here, didn’t you?” Kit reached out her hand to help me up the rock. She was right; both of us fit.


“I thought you looked like a mermaid,” I blurted.


Kit smiled as she kicked out her legs like a tail in front of her. “Then you’re a sailor.”


I sucked on my bottom lip, thinking about how Brad would bust a gut at what I was about to say and reminding myself that he didn’t even know about this place. I glanced around, just to be sure. “Maybe my ship just crashed on the rocks?” I whispered, pushing the part of me that felt stupid for playing pretend into a little ball in my gut.


Kit nodded, her eyes getting rounder and brighter. “You need me to save you.”


“And you need me to grow legs.”


My cell phone buzzed in my pocket, breaking the spell. I fished it out and stared at the text from Mom. R U OK?


Kit read it over my shoulder and raised an eyebrow at me. I typed back. Yes. Ran into a friend. OK?


Immediately, Mom typed back. Be back by dark. Tell Brad I said hi.


I started to write back, but Kit put her hand over mine. With her other hand, she pointed to a tree beside the stream where two squirrels chittered. “Messengers from the sea witch have spotted us, Sailor Caleb! Let’s hide in the forest!”
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As soon as I could leave the house the next evening, I trailed through the woods to Mermaid Rock, where Kit was waiting. It had been the last day of school; Brad and a bunch of guys were going out for pizza to celebrate. But I told them I had other plans. “Writing another essay?” Brad had asked but let it go when Jett pointed out that everyone else would meet at the park to play football after eating.


Kit didn’t ask anything about school. She didn’t want to know how the last day was or how I had gotten away from Mom and Patrick this time (I told them I was meeting a friend—not mentioning that the friend wasn’t Brad). Kit just launched right back into the story from the day before, where she was a recovering mermaid and I was an avenging sailor.
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