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​Chapter 1: The Last Normal Day
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Half the kids in this town probably learned to cuss before they learned to read, but only me, Mike, and Jason could make the English language sound like a weapon on the regular. After school, we perched on the lip of the half-pipe behind the old rec center, elbows sunk into concrete so gouged and pitted it looked like the face of a long-dead boxer. The rest of the park was empty except for two middle schoolers huffing whipped cream chargers behind the tag-plastered porta-potty.

We split a two-liter of store brand root beer, warm as bathwater and already flat. Mike tossed the cap into the abyss below, then wiped his mouth on the back of his hand like he’d just shotgun-blasted a six-pack. Jason, all bones and knuckles and serious business, hunched over his sketchbook, a greasy brown spiral that had survived three school years and more than one dumpster fire. Me? I just watched the cracks in the bowl and counted the number of weeds that had forced their way up this week.

We’d been killing time for hours, waiting for nothing. The heat pressed down, squeezing sweat from my armpits, turning my shirt transparent. By then the blacktop radiated so much you could almost see the air rippling over it. Our sneakers were older than the mayor’s lies, and the duct tape holding them together matched the bands on our wrists.

“Three more weeks of this bullshit, then freedom,” Mike said, holding the soda up like he was making a toast.

“Freedom, he says,” Jason muttered, not looking up. He drew a shark with wheels for fins, mid-bite into a stick figure that could only be our English teacher, Mr. Deaver. Deaver’s toupee was already famous—he wore it like a man hoping for an identity change. If it had been alive, Mike would have thrown it off a cliff just to watch it bounce.

“Freedom is relative,” I said. “Like your sense of style.”

Mike flicked his middle finger at me, then passed the bottle down. “You’ll see, E. I’m gonna get so high my brain leaks out my ears.”

“You already did that in eighth grade,” Jason said. His voice was so deadpan, sometimes I worried his heart forgot how to beat.

Mike laughed, sharp and nasal. “Shit, you remember that? I puked hot Cheetos all over Deaver’s new Camry. Worth it.”

Jason grunted, smudging his pencil line with his thumb. I could feel the sun baking the back of my neck. Even my scalp was sweating. I wiped my hands on my shorts and checked my phone for the fourteenth time, trying to make it look casual. Just more group texts from my mom, heavy on the all-caps, lighter on actual content.

Mike leaned over to see my screen. “Dude, you got a girl now or what?”

I thumbed the phone dark. “My mom’s just being weird again.”

Jason looked up for the first time in an hour, eyes glassy behind smudged lenses. “You’ve been weird, too. You good?”

I shrugged. “Whatever. It’s nothing. Summer’s almost here.”

None of us believed it, but we all let it sit in the air. In a town like ours, hope was the strongest drug on offer, and denial was its best chaser.

Somewhere in the distance, the high school’s bell rang, a metallic shriek that carried all the way to the river. Mike made a show of saluting it with the bottle, then chugged the last inch and burped loud enough to scare a bird from the utility pole.

I let the silence fill in, heavy as a soaked mattress. The stench of melting tar, the faint green rot of the lake behind the fence, even the burnt sugar of the dead grass—it all mixed together in a way that told you, deep down, nothing would ever really change. No matter what Mike said.

“We should do something,” Mike said, tossing the empty bottle into a trash barrel already overflowing with pizza boxes and broken dreams. “Like, big. Summer’s last stand. No holding back.”

“Like what?” Jason said. He was drawing a UFO now, laser-zapping the high school and setting it on fire. Wish fulfillment, I guessed.

“Road trip,” Mike said, eyes shining. “We jack my uncle’s truck, fill the tank with lawn clippings, and just drive until we hit the coast. Or Mexico. Or whatever.”

Jason shrugged. “Your uncle still have the guns in the glove box?”

“Duh. And weed in the dash.” Mike grinned, then looked to me for backup.

I pulled a weed from the crack at my heel and snapped it in half. “I dunno, man. If we’re gonna get arrested, at least make it original.”

“You got better ideas?” Mike asked, tone sharp enough to cut glass.

I opened my mouth, closed it. If I said what I was really thinking, Mike would roast me all summer. So I just shook my head and looked up at the sky, blue and clear and totally empty, like nothing out there was ever coming back.

“Didn’t think so,” Mike said, vindicated. He punched my shoulder, and I let it roll me sideways onto the ramp. “Lighten up, E. You used to be the fun one.”

Jason snorted, just a little, and kept drawing. I watched his pencil drag lines across the page, building new worlds out of paper and graphite. Worlds where people probably didn’t wake up feeling like their own skin was three sizes too small.

We sat there for a long time, talking shit about teachers and planning heists that would never happen. Mike told the story about the time he caught Principal Borden with his hand down the lunch lady’s apron, which even Jason admitted was probably a lie, but it killed a solid twenty minutes.

The sun started dropping behind the silos, turning the whole park gold and ugly. I got that feeling in my stomach again, like gravity doubling, and checked my phone. One new text from Mom:

PIZZA TONIGHT. HOME BY 7.

Mike noticed. “She got a hot date or something?”

“Yeah. With boxed wine and my dad’s frozen stare.”

Jason finished the drawing and ripped it out. He handed it to me, and I took it without saying anything. A space shark eating a school bus. Underneath, he’d written: ‘Better luck next year.’ I stuck it in my backpack, already picturing how it’d look taped above my bed.

“You bringing snacks tomorrow?” Mike said, already on his feet. “You always bring the best snacks.”

“Maybe,” I said, and stood up. The ramp felt steeper on the way down.

We grabbed our boards and bombed the cracked asphalt back toward the neighborhood. The wind stung my eyes, which was good, because otherwise I might’ve actually started crying. Mike howled the whole way, a wolf with a police record, and Jason’s wheels clicked in perfect time with his heartbeat.

I lagged behind, phone in my pocket, thinking about how every summer was supposed to be better than the last. Maybe this one would be. Maybe we’d make it to the coast, or at least past the county line.

Or maybe we’d just keep sitting on the half-pipe, waiting for something to change.

The last light caught on the busted chain link as we ditched the park, and for a second the whole place looked almost beautiful.

Most towns empty out at sunset. Ours just grew transparent—like someone dimmed the lights and left everything on display for the ghosts. We skated the main drag, past empty lots and one-window bars, every storefront already locked up and shadowed behind chain link or warped plywood. Once, Main Street had promised a bowling alley and a decent diner, but all that was left now were faded “HELP WANTED” signs and the thrift store run by the church.

The air cooled off as we coasted downhill, the road warped and ribbed with tree roots that no one bothered to grind flat anymore. Jason’s board kept catching, making him kick-push every ten feet, but he didn’t complain. Mike picked up a hunk of concrete and lobbed it at a street sign, and the clank echoed all the way to the strip mall.

Even the parking lot of the Kwik-N-Go was dead. A lone cruiser idled in front of the doors, lights off but engine running. Inside, the cashier hunched behind the register, arms crossed over her chest, eyes glazed over in boredom or disgust or both.

Mike made a rude gesture at the cop car. “Think Daniels is in there jerking off to traffic reports again?”

Jason shrugged. “Or waiting for you to get caught tagging the playground.”

Mike gave him a sideways look, then grinned. “They gotta catch me first.”

As we got closer, I saw the cop through the windshield: Officer Daniels, king of the small-town dipshits, tapping away at his phone, lips pressed into a mean little line. He looked up as we rolled past, and I swear he lingered an extra beat on me. His face was the kind that stuck with you—blocky, pink, like someone built him out of ham and old grudges. I looked away quick, staring at the busted curb and the sea of dandelions chewing through the parking lot.

Across the street, old Mrs. Cavanaugh watered her front steps even though nothing had grown there since I was in Little League. She glanced up, saw us, and went right back to drowning her foundation, ignoring us like we were junk mail. The next house down, some guy in sweatpants glared from behind a cloud of cigarette smoke, muttered something I couldn’t hear.

We cut down the side streets. Here, the lawns were ankle-deep in crabgrass and dog shit, every mailbox dented or duct-taped. Porch paint peeled in long, curling strips, and every other window was dark or covered by faded sheets. One porch had a “FOR SALE BY OWNER” sign propped in the dirt, the same one that’d been there three years running. The house still had its Christmas lights up, in June.

Our voices faded as we moved, like the town just vacuumed up sound. By the time we hit Jason’s block, even Mike stopped bullshitting.

Jason peeled off first, shoving his board under his arm. “Later.”

“Tell your mom I want her banana bread,” Mike called.

Jason just gave a thumbs up and let himself in, door closing soft behind him. The smell of fried chicken drifted out, and for a second I was hungry enough to forget how off I felt.

Me and Mike kept walking, side by side. He fished a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his pocket and offered me one. I shook my head. He lit up anyway, cupping the match like a pro, and blew smoke at the slumping houses.

“You ever think about just fucking leaving?” Mike asked. He wasn’t looking at me, but the question hit hard.

“Like where?”

He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Anywhere. Montana, Florida. Hell, even Canada. I heard weed’s legal everywhere up there.”

“Yeah, but it’s cold as balls,” I said.

“Better than here. This place sucks your soul out and sells it on Craigslist.”

He took another drag. I could tell he’d been saving that line all day.

We turned down my street, and there it was: Daniels’s cruiser, just ahead, right at the corner where the streetlight flickered like a dying bug. The cop had gotten out and stood by the hood, arms crossed, sunglasses still on even though the sun was nearly gone.

My guts twisted. I slowed down, feeling sweat gather behind my knees. Mike kept pace, oblivious.

“Don’t look at him,” I whispered.

Mike just grinned. “Scared of the big bad wolf?”

“He’s a dick,” I said, a little louder than I meant to.

Daniels watched us all the way past, didn’t move, just flexed his jaw and spit into the gutter. When we were safely out of earshot, Mike started up again.

“I bet he got demoted from some fancy city job. Came here to punish teenagers and whack off in the woods.”

I didn’t laugh. My throat felt glued shut.

Mike must have noticed, because he nudged me. “Dude. Lighten up.”

I kept my head down. My house was just ahead, paintless and sagging, lawn more dirt than grass. The living room window glowed sickly blue from the TV.

Mike flicked his cigarette into the road and said, “Wanna hang at my place? My uncle’s gone, probably passed out at the plant.”

“Nah,” I said, already heading up my walk. “Mom wants me home.”

Mike rolled his eyes. “Dude, it’s barely seven. Live a little.”

I managed a weak smile. “Maybe tomorrow.”

He started off, then turned around. “See you tomorrow, unless the aliens finally take you!”

“Yeah, they’re overdue,” I said, forcing a laugh.

He disappeared around the corner, whistling the X-Files theme.

I stood there for a second, hands sweating, and looked back at Daniels. He was gone. Just a faint exhaust trail left behind, like he’d never been there.

I slipped inside, the door clicking shut with a sound that meant nobody had fixed the hinges in years.

Sometimes I thought about leaving. Really leaving. Just putting my shit in a bag and walking until the roads stopped. But you don’t get far when everyone in town knows your last name, and even the cops have nothing better to do than watch you fail.

I went to my room, closed the door, and tried not to think about anything except the shark drawing in my backpack. It didn’t work.

Inside, the house was too quiet—no TV, no music, just the kitchen light flickering an SOS down the hallway. My shoes left dusty prints on the linoleum, each one louder than a gunshot. I could hear my parents’ voices—low, urgent, like a fight underwater—until I stepped around the corner and saw them. Then: silence, as fast and sharp as the time I cracked my collarbone falling off the monkey bars.

Mom was posted up at the end of the table, arms folded around herself like she was cold, even though it was never less than eighty in here. She still wore her Dollar Store scrubs, one pant leg streaked with dried bleach. Dad stood with his back to us, hunched into the window over the sink, knuckles white on the rim like he wanted to snap the Formica in half.

A mess of coffee mugs and unopened mail spread across the table, mail all addressed to names that used to mean something before my brother bailed. The kitchen clock did its best to keep time, but it ticked so loud it sounded like it was counting down to something ugly.

“Hi, honey,” Mom said. She tried for a smile but overshot and landed on grimace.

“Hey,” I said, looking anywhere but at them.

She faked a yawn. “How was school?”

“Fine,” I said. “We had pizza for lunch.”

Dad turned halfway, never looking at me, eyes lost somewhere in the middle distance. “Mr. Peterson call again?” he asked Mom, voice just above a whisper.

She shook her head, a stiff little movement, and forced another smile at me. “Did you finish your English paper?”

I lied, fast and easy. “Yeah. I turned it in today.”

Mom’s eyes flicked up, gauging, like she had some invisible scale and weighed every answer for lies. She reached for a mug, realized it was empty, and set it back down with a clatter. “Good. Good.”

No one said anything after that. Dad kept staring out the window, which looked out onto the side of the neighbor’s house, so maybe he was just hoping for a tornado or a biblical swarm to end it all. Mom scratched at her wrist, eyes red around the edges.

The fridge vibrated in the corner, trying to die but never quite managing it. I opened it and grabbed a can of Sprite, mostly just to have something to hold. I popped it and took a long, stupid gulp, even though I could feel both of them watching me. Dad let out a breath, then started fiddling with the envelope pile.

Mom cleared her throat. “So. Mike and Jason coming over tonight?”

“Dunno,” I said. “Maybe.”

“Those boys...” Mom trailed off, eyes getting distant. “Just. Watch yourself, Ethan.”

“Okay.”

Dad made a noise, like a laugh but smaller. “They’re good kids,” he said, and it sounded like the end of a joke no one got.

I stood there, not knowing what to do, holding the soda can until the sweat made it slip in my hand. Finally I turned to go, but Mom’s voice caught me just before I left the room.

“Ethan?”

“Yeah?”

Her voice was soft, barely there. “You can tell us if something’s wrong. You know that, right?”

“Yeah,” I said, and tried to smile. “Nothing’s wrong.”

She looked like she wanted to believe it, but she didn’t. No one ever did.

I escaped down the hall, half-dragged my feet up the stairs, the soda sweating in my grip. I could hear the fight resume as soon as I disappeared—a new one, quieter, like they were rationing out the noise.

I went to my room, shut the door, and stared at the cracks in the ceiling. The Sprite was already warm. I sat on my bed, set the can on the windowsill, and peeled my backpack open. Inside was Jason’s drawing—the space shark eating the school bus, “Better luck next year” scrawled underneath. I taped it to the wall over my desk, right above the calendar I’d started crossing off in red Sharpie.

Every square leading up to June 15th was blotted out, like little wounds. Three more weeks until summer, until the world got a tiny bit bigger, until maybe, just maybe, I could get out of here and breathe for a while.

Downstairs, the kitchen light flickered through the floorboards, and I tried not to think about the sound of my mom crying.

I lay back, arms folded behind my head, and watched the darkness spread across the room as the sun died behind the water tower.

Tomorrow would probably suck just as bad as today.

But for now, at least, it was quiet.
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​Chapter 2: False Promises


[image: ]




The night I almost lost my shit started with the sound of a cop car tires gritting up our driveway, chewing gravel like it owed them money. I was at the kitchen table pretending to read, legs pogo-sticking under the surface, while Mom used the same six square inches of dishrag to scrub a stain out of the Formica. Her knuckles looked whiter than the soap bubbles. The wallpaper behind her peeled in long, greasy strips, a kind of moldy confetti above the sink, and every so often the fluorescent light overhead would flicker like it was deciding whether or not to tap out.

Dad hung in the corner, spine almost fused to the fridge, arms limp at his sides. He'd skipped shaving again, so the stubble on his jaw looked more like moss than man. I watched him out of the corner of my eye, waiting for him to say something, anything, but the man had been on a one-word-a-week diet since March. His eyes did this thing where they stayed low, fixed on some invisible line at the baseboard, and whenever Mom made a noise above whisper he’d flinch, just a little.

None of us said anything about the cruiser, not even when the headlights spun into the kitchen and bounced off the cheap art on the wall. For a full minute, nobody breathed. I listened for the engine, the crunch of the transmission, trying to guess if it was Daniels or that old fart from traffic, but only one of them drove like he wanted to kill the car. The door slammed. Footsteps crushed the crabgrass outside. My chest went so tight my ribs might’ve fused.

The doorbell sang its off-key ring.

Mom stopped scrubbing. “Oh, for...” She sucked her lips together and checked the clock, even though nobody ever called at nine unless they were selling Jesus or delivering a summons. She wiped her hands on her scrubs, straightened the line of her mouth, and stalked out to the front door. Dad didn’t move, not even an inch. If the house caught fire, he’d probably just watch it crawl up the walls.

It only took two seconds before I heard the front door unclick, then a long, damp silence. A voice—Daniels, no mistaking it—said, “Evening, ma’am.” I pictured his stupid hat, tilted just off center, and his belt at maximum holster capacity. Another voice followed, light and shivery, full of teeth: Mrs. Thompson. What the actual hell.

Mom led them into the kitchen, still doing her “hostess” face, the one she wore for surprise home inspections and her boss’s kid’s bake sales. Daniels ducked through the doorway first, chest out, legs spread so far he looked like he was bracing for an earthquake. The cop smell—metal, sweat, whatever passed for cologne in this zip code—hit me before he did. Mrs. Thompson tiptoed after, gripping a cheap-ass folder so tight her knuckles went bone-white. Her perfume was the kind that burned straight through your nose and into your brain.

They took three steps into the room and every molecule of air compressed. Daniels parked his ass beside the fridge, shoes squeaking, hand resting on the heel of his gun like a man getting ready for bad news. Thompson hovered at the edge of the table, eyes wide behind rimless glasses, folder shaking like it had Parkinson’s. My mom found her spot by the counter and pretended to check for imaginary crumbs. Dad looked directly at the floor, jaw tight, a statue sculpted out of laundry day and old beer.

Nobody sat. Daniels didn’t let go of his weapon, not even as he said, “Evening, Ethan.” He smiled, but his teeth were yellow and his lips never moved.

I nodded, not trusting myself to answer. My leg bounced harder under the table, knee jittering against the warped wood. The buzz of the light and the stench of perfume clashed in the air above us, an invisible catfight.

Mrs. Thompson finally set the folder down on the table, tapping it like a judge calling the court to order. “Thank you for letting us come by so late,” she said, doing that syrupy voice teachers use when they think you’re either about to cry or break something. “We just wanted to discuss a few concerns—about Ethan’s academic progress, and...” Her eyes darted to Daniels, then away, “...other issues that have come up recently.”

Dad sucked in a breath, slow and soft, but nobody acknowledged it. Mom stood so rigid she was almost vibrating.

Daniels cleared his throat, then did that thing where he pulled his shoulders up and inflated his chest like he was about to win a staring contest. “Just want to make sure everyone’s on the same page,” he said, and his voice left bruises on the walls.

I stared at the folder, at the way Mrs. Thompson’s fingers twitched when she released it. It was covered in stickers—smiling apples and little gold stars—like she’d raided the third-grade supply closet on her way here. For a second I imagined her and Daniels arguing over which stickers to use: him voting for skulls, her going full “Reading is Fun!” I almost snorted, but the pressure in my chest made laughing impossible.

Daniels set his hat on top of the fridge and leaned in, just far enough to let everyone smell his breath. “We thought it best to do this as a team,” he said. “A united front.”

Mom finally broke, voice thin as wet tissue. “Is something... did something happen?” Her gaze flicked between the folder and Daniels’s holster, then bounced to Mrs. Thompson like she was begging for a life raft.

Mrs. Thompson offered a smile with no calories in it. “Nothing serious. Just some... concerning behaviors. We’d like to get ahead of things.” She kept looking at the folder, like if she opened it fast enough she could disappear into it.

Daniels’s eyes landed on me, mean and flat. “Don’t want another repeat of what happened with your brother, do we?”

I didn’t answer, but the room seemed to shrink by a foot. Dad let his head drop, and I heard his knuckles pop.

Daniels straightened and clicked his fingers against the gun again. “We’re here to help,” he said, and for a split second I believed he even thought it was true.

The light overhead buzzed louder, then fizzled, then steadied. Nobody moved. My knee wouldn’t stop bouncing. Mrs. Thompson clung to her smile like a drowning woman.

In the silence, I realized: nothing about this was going to end normal.

Mrs. Thompson went first, of course. “We’re concerned, Ethan,” she said, like she was reciting from a pamphlet for bad dogs. “You’ve always been so bright, but lately—” she scanned the folder, pretending to need her notes— “there’s been an uptick in, um, behavioral issues.” She hit the phrase “behavioral issues” so hard it rang like a shot glass against tile.

I looked at her, then at the folder, which looked just as empty as my last three assignments.

Daniels cut in before she could finish. “You see, we deal with a lot of troubled teens in this town,” he said, now full-on gripping his belt. “Kids who think they’re too smart to get caught, or who just... don’t care.” He smiled at me, that slow, oily cop-smile. “But we always catch up with them, sooner or later.”

Mrs. Thompson licked her lips, as if his interruption tasted sweet. “It’s just... you’ve been skipping classes. Homework’s been missing. I know you’re smart, Ethan, but...” She looked at Mom, deploying maximum teacher empathy. “I’m worried you’re slipping through the cracks.”

I heard Mom’s phone vibrate in her pocket. She thumbed it out, checked the screen, and slid it away like she hoped nobody noticed. Her mouth made a hard line. Dad had shrunk two sizes in his chair.

Daniels took over. “Sometimes, it helps to get these things nipped in the bud. I’m sure you heard about the incident last semester.” He turned to Mom and Dad, made his eyes sad and concerned. “The boy at the lake, the vandalism, the... well. We all remember.”

He was talking about a kid who painted FUCK THE POLICE across the bridge last spring. Nobody ever proved it, but Daniels put him in the back of his cruiser for a full hour before his parents came. That kid didn’t come back to school after summer.

“This isn’t even the same thing,” I muttered, just loud enough.

Mrs. Thompson blinked. “Excuse me?”

I cleared my throat. “I didn’t do anything. I got a C in her class, that’s it.”

“You also got detention for language,” Mrs. Thompson said. “And you were rude to Mr. Deaver. You called him...” She paused, looking for the quote. “A walking ball of dry shampoo and broken dreams.”

Dad’s mouth quivered. I thought for a second he might laugh, but then his face went back to dead wood.

“Sometimes I wonder if you’re trying to get expelled,” Mom said. Her voice was flat, like she’d practiced this script already.

Daniels smiled. “Well, nobody wants that. That’s why there are alternatives.” He turned to Mrs. Thompson, who perked up and opened the folder. Inside was a stack of glossy brochures, which she fanned across the table like tarot cards. I counted four different ranches, each one featuring a bunch of scrubbed-clean teens in matching t-shirts, all smiles and clear eyes. The kind of kids who’d never stepped in dog shit or set off bottle rockets in a cemetery.

“Therapeutic environment,” Mrs. Thompson read from the first one, as if the words meant anything. “Equine activities, daily structure, family counseling.”

I reached for one of the brochures, flipped it open, and read out loud: “Boot camp for losers. Now with more horses.” I tossed it down. “No fucking way.”

Dad winced at the word, but nobody else moved.

“It’s not a punishment,” Daniels said, voice as soft as a nail in the eye. “It’s an opportunity.”

“For what? Learning to shovel horse crap?” My chest was getting hot. My knee knocked the table, hard enough to make the brochures jump.

Mom looked at Daniels, then at me. “They say it works,” she said, as if reading the answer from a cue card.

Mrs. Thompson leaned in, real close, her perfume sharp enough to erase oxygen. “Ethan. It’s just a few weeks. It gives everyone time to... reset.”

Dad finally spoke, but it was a whisper: “It’s only for the summer, right?”

Daniels shrugged. “Depends. Sometimes longer, if the need arises.”

Mrs. Thompson patted the table with one hand, like she was smoothing out a wrinkled sheet. “It’ll give you a chance to start over. And your parents some peace of mind.”

I looked at Dad, then at Mom. Mom was back on her phone, thumbs jabbing away, but I could read the capslock panic in the screen’s blue light. Dad wouldn’t look at me at all.

“This is bullshit,” I said. Louder, this time.

“Ethan,” Mom warned, voice breaking on the second syllable.

“NO,” I said. “You can’t just—just dump me somewhere like I’m a stray dog. I didn’t do anything!” I stood up, the chair groaning back across the linoleum, and for one sharp second I wanted to hurl it through the window.

Daniels didn’t move, but his fingers shifted, resting on the holster again. “Take it easy,” he said. “This is for your own good.”

Mrs. Thompson stacked the brochures into a neat pile and slid them toward Mom. “You can think about it overnight. We’ll give you a call tomorrow.”

Nobody told me to sit back down, but I did, hands shaking, sweat creeping down the center of my back.

“We want to help,” Daniels said, and now his smile looked like the blade of a shovel.

Nobody believed him. Least of all me.

Mom’s phone vibrated again, and this time she typed out a reply in all caps, not even trying to hide it. Dad looked like he was sinking, cell by cell, into the floor.

I watched Mrs. Thompson as she zipped the folder closed, still wearing that smile. I wanted to scream, to tell them to fuck off, to run out of the house and not stop until I hit the county line. But instead I sat, quiet, while the light buzzed and the smell of soap and perfume made my nose itch.

Daniels stood first. “We’ll be in touch.” He set his hat back on his head, squared his shoulders, and waited for Mrs. Thompson to follow him out. For a second, she lingered, eyes soft, then said, “Goodnight, Ethan,” and turned away.

Mom didn’t say anything until the front door clicked shut. Then she took a long, shaking breath, and her voice came out small: “You could have at least tried, Ethan. Just for once.”

Dad didn’t look up. “Just for once,” he echoed, and let his forehead fall into his hands.

I stared at the brochures, the grinning kids and green hills, and wished every ranch in the world would catch fire overnight.

But deep down, I already knew: I was fucked.

Mom didn’t sleep that night. I heard her walking holes in the floorboards until three in the morning, shoes on, then off, then on again. She called someone—her sister, probably—then called the neighbor, and once, I swear, I heard her say my name in a voice so raw it could’ve sanded furniture. I lay in bed with the covers over my head, staring at the underside of my pillow, wondering if there was a right way to say goodbye to your own life.

The next day felt like a dream that got left in the sun too long. Dad was up first, already dressed, like he’d been standing in the kitchen for hours. The fridge made its usual death rattle, but nobody ate breakfast. I sat at the table, no one talking, as the clock on the wall ate the morning away. Mom hovered by the door, keys in her hand, lips pressed so tight they went white.

At nine, the knock came. It wasn’t even a doorbell, just three sharp knocks, like a drill sergeant counting down. Mom flinched, then opened the door.

Daniels and Mrs. Thompson, back for round two. This time, Mrs. Thompson didn’t even bother with the folder. She held a clipboard. Daniels’s face was unreadable, like it had been carved by someone who hated faces. “Ready?” he said.

My hands went numb. “I’m not going,” I said. “I’m not.”

Daniels smiled, and this time it wasn’t even fake. “Let’s make this easy, Ethan. You’re not in trouble. But you have to come with us.”

Mrs. Thompson nodded, all business. “Just for a while. It’ll be easier if you cooperate.”

Dad’s voice came from somewhere far away, like he was shouting through a tunnel. “Son, don’t make this harder.”

“Harder?” I barked, the word scraping my throat raw. “You’re sending me to some fucking brain farm and you want it to be easy?”

Nobody moved.

“Mom,” I said, turning to her, hoping she’d finally see how scared I was. “Please. Please don’t let them do this.”

She stared at the floor, at her socks, at the mess of her hands twisting in her lap. Her eyes were shining. “Ethan, baby... just do what they say, okay?”

Daniels stepped closer, his shadow crossing the room. “We can do this the simple way. Or not.”

My chest burned. I shot out of my chair, knocking it over so hard it bounced off the cabinet. “FUCK YOU,” I yelled, aiming it at Daniels, at Mrs. Thompson, at my parents, at the universe. “You can’t—” but Daniels was already moving, hands on my arms, squeezing so hard I felt bone. I tried to yank free, but he locked his grip, bruising, dragging me toward the door.

Mrs. Thompson stepped in front of Mom, soft and comforting. “You’re doing the right thing,” she said, like we were in a commercial for high-end antidepressants.

“You people are insane!” I yelled, but it came out as a strangled sob. “I didn’t do anything!”

Daniels didn’t even slow down. He opened the cruiser’s back door and shoved me in, one hand on my head like I was some felon on COPS. The seat was stiff and slick with vinyl. I watched, through the warped glass, as Dad shuffled behind Mom and stared into the yard like he wished the ground would swallow him. Mom stood on the porch, hands clamped over her mouth. She didn’t even look at me.

Mrs. Thompson came to the door, set my backpack next to me—someone had stuffed it with clothes, probably Mom, judging by the lumpy packing job—and closed the door with a click that echoed in my skull.

The engine started. Daniels got in, didn’t look back. He put the car in gear and let it idle at the curb while Mrs. Thompson signed some papers with my parents. I tried the handle—locked, of course. For a second, I thought about smashing the window with my elbow, but even if I got out, where would I go? There was nothing but cow fields for miles.

Mrs. Thompson came back, clipboard in hand, smiled at me like she pitied the bug she was about to dissect. She climbed into the front seat and said, “It’s a short ride, Ethan.”

I didn’t answer. I pressed my forehead to the window, watched my house shrink as the car pulled away. Mom crumpled onto the porch steps, sobbing into her hands. Dad just watched, shrinking into the doorway.

Nobody said anything for the whole drive. Daniels hummed along to the radio. Mrs. Thompson scrolled through her phone, thumb flicking faster and faster.

The town fell away behind us: the dead mall, the church with the peeling bell tower, the rusted out silo that everybody used as a landmark. Every street was empty. Every window was shut.

At the stoplight by the bridge, I caught sight of my own reflection: sweaty, pale, eyes huge and red. I wondered if I’d even recognize myself after all this.

We crossed the bridge, the one Daniels mentioned last night, the one where the other kid got caught. I looked down, hoping to see something, anything, but it was just water, dark and fast.

They didn’t take me to the station. Instead, we headed south, past the strip malls and fast food, past the old fairgrounds, past everything that felt like home. We took the highway for forty minutes. Daniels never said a word.

When we finally turned off, the ranch wasn’t even a ranch. It was a low building surrounded by a chain link fence, with a fake barn out front and a sign that read “CROSSROADS YOUTH CENTER.” There was a horse, but it was more bone than muscle, and its eyes looked just as dead as mine.

Daniels parked, got out, opened my door. “Come on,” he said.

Mrs. Thompson handed me my backpack. “It’s not forever,” she said. “Just until you’re ready.”

I almost spit at her. But what was the point?

They walked me through the gate, past a dozen kids in matching shirts raking dirt or painting fences. Nobody looked up. Inside, the place smelled like bleach and cafeteria food.

A guy in a white polo met us at the door. “We’ll take it from here,” he said.

Daniels nodded, then turned to go. Mrs. Thompson gave me one last, sad smile.

For a second, I thought she might cry. But then she was gone.

I stood in the lobby, clutching my backpack, surrounded by people I’d never seen, voices echoing off cinderblock walls. My whole body was shaking. I stared out the front door, but the cruiser was already gone.

Nobody was coming for me.

Not now, not ever.
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​Chapter 3: Welcome to Hell
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The first thing you learn at Crossroads is that the only thing worse than a prison is a prison for kids. The van that delivered us rolled up slow, rattling over potholes and cigarette butts, like even it had second thoughts about bringing new meat to the yard. Me, Mike, and Jason got yanked out one by one, our wrists stamped with Sharpie numbers and our bags checked so thoroughly that Mike made a joke about the cavity search. The driver—some potato-shaped woman with “Helen” stitched above her left boob—told us to stand still, which was the dumbest order I’d ever heard. Jason twitched like a rabbit every time Helen looked away, eyes working the perimeter for weaknesses or exits. Mike did the opposite, blowing spit bubbles and making loud comments about Helen’s body odor.

“Think she eats her own young?” he asked me, not bothering to whisper.

“Maybe she deep fries them,” I said, deadpan. I was sweating through my shirt and the sun hadn’t even cleared the roof of the building. I’d spent the whole ride pressed between the sliding-door panel and Jason’s bony elbow, stewing in root beer and adrenaline, trying to make sense of the last forty-eight hours.

Crossroads itself was nothing like the brochures. The brochures showed fields of waving grass, some dipshit kid smiling in a red T-shirt, a couple of horses munching hay by a white picket fence. The actual place was a concrete slab with razorwire fringing the lot like a Christmas tinsel made out of pain. The lawn out front was crabgrass and dust, and the “barn” was a paint-peeled shed marked STORAGE ONLY—NO ENTRY.

Mike and Jason clocked the barbed wire at the same time I did. “How long you think until someone hangs themselves on that?” Mike said.

Jason blinked. “Already happened, probably,” he muttered.

Then the doors burst open and out came Mr. and Mrs. Blackwood, as advertised. Their names were on shiny oval tags, “Jim” and “Barb,” like they’d just come off an assembly line. They both wore identical tan polos tucked into dad jeans, the shirts embroidered with a stylized tree and the word GROWTH. Jim’s face was red and square, Barb’s round and too white, with teeth that looked fresh from the orthodontist’s torture rack. Both of them were smiling the way retail workers do, like their faces were about to snap.

“Welcome, welcome!” Barb sang out, arms wide, and I felt my balls invert. “Let’s get our new arrivals processed and settled in!”

Jim went for a handshake and got rejected by all three of us in sequence. His palm hovered in the air, then retreated to his beltline. He gave Helen a clipboard and she vanished, probably to eat a rat in the back lot. Jason didn’t look at the Blackwoods; he kept scanning the yard, tongue poking the inside of his cheek.

Barb herded us up the steps and through the double doors, which were glass but double-thick and webbed with wire. The foyer was painted an eye-bleeding shade of orange, like they were hoping to burn the trauma out of you with bad taste. A metal detector arched over the only hallway, humming like a pissed-off wasp. Past it, I glimpsed more doors, cameras in the corners, and a bunch of ugly motivational posters about “Integrity” and “Brotherhood.” The only window looked out on a parking lot rimmed with busted shopping carts and a lonely flag at half-mast.

“Before you settle in,” Jim said, stepping up, “we need to make sure you’re safe. Security’s important! We’re a family here. But also a secure environment.”

“Nothing says family like body cavity searches,” Mike said. “Just ask my uncle.”
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