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      This book is dedicated to those whose lives weren’t always easy growing up but found a way to survive and prosper. Never let your past hold you back to becoming great.
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            NOTE FROM AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      This book discusses childhood trauma and the effects it has on the female MC as an adult. It is handled with care and no graphic scenes are included. But there are chapters that make it clear what happened. I am only telling you incase this topic is sensitive and one you avoid.

      This romance novel is a work of fiction. My intent when writing it was to show others you can survive horrible situations. Being strong and believing in yourself first are what will get you through.
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        * * *

      

      If you need assistance or want someone to speak with, please reach out to the National Domestic Violence Hotline: https://www.thehotline.org/
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      It’s raining today. Not hard, but enough my mom stood outside with us holding the umbrella for my sister Ava and me so we wouldn’t get drenched. It would’ve been fine, but Ava was being such a girl this morning. Complaining the rain will make her hair go all poofy. It must suck to be a girl.

      I didn’t stay under the umbrella. Instead, I let the drizzle tickle my face as I caught raindrops with my tongue. My hair doesn’t get poofy, just a little curlier, but I don’t mind. I run my fingers through it and let them fall where they will and move on.

      The bus arrives, and I grab my bag from my mom and climb on. School started up again about a month ago. It’s okay, I guess.

      Second grade is better than first. At least my teacher Miss Jefferson is nice, although she wears too much perfume, making my nose itch. But I’d rather be outside playing baseball, or swimming, or riding my bike. Today would be a perfect day for a bike ride. I’d find the largest puddle I could and see how big of a splash I’d make. And if it started lightning, I’d do just about anything else; it would be better than sitting on this old bus.

      When the bus pulls up to the next stop, the rain comes faster. The kids elbow each other out of the way to get on first, trying to escape getting drenched.

      I can hear them yelling from my seat. Wiping the condensation off my window, I see one kid shove the smallest girl out of his way, almost hard enough to cause her to fall.

      Oh no he didn’t.

      I’m on my feet, ready to give him a knuckle sandwich to teach him not to be mean to girls.

      “Sit down, Reid.” Mr. G warns as he welcomes the others on. “Hurry up. We have a few more stops to get to this morning. And Tank, you need to apologize to Brealynn.”

      Tank is a bully. He’s almost ten, same as Ava. Ignoring Mr. G, he stomps down the aisle, and just as he passes me, I stick my foot out, making him fall on his face.

      In a flash, he rises to his feet, ready to fight. “I’m gonna pound you into the ground.”

      I’m not afraid of Tank. He’s not nearly as big as my three older brothers. “Try it.”

      Ava shouts from the back, where she’s seated. “Are you sure you want to be known as the kid who got beaten up by a second grader?”

      “Boys!” Mr. G barks in a stern voice. “Find your seats. Now!”

      Tank lunges forward like he’s tough, but I don’t flinch. I glare him down until he turns around and sits next to one of his friends. When I spin forward, I spot her, head tucked into her chest as she makes her way down the aisle searching for a seat. Red curls explode from her head, water dripping at the ends after being caught in the downpour.

      No one is letting her sit. They’re shaking their heads while frowning.

      One girl says, “You smell funny.”

      Another kid mutters, “And your clothes are dirty.”

      “You look like my cat after she gets left outside in the rain. You can’t sit with me.” Another girl grumbles, refusing to move.

      “Someone let Brealynn sit down so we can get going,” Mr. G orders.

      “You can sit with me.” I stand to allow her to slide in by the window. “It’s not your fault you got wet because Tank’s a jerk face.” Before sitting, I glare at him, do that two-finger signal that says I’m watching, and then at everyone else who was mean to her.

      “Thank you,” she whispers so softly I barely hear her.

      Once we’re both seated, I turn my best smile on her. “I’m Reid. You can sit with me from now on. I turned eight in August. How old are you?”

      “Five, I’ll be six in January.” She peeks up with tears in her eyes, and it makes me want to pound each one of those buttheads. “Nice to meet you, Reid.”

      Brealynn aims her head to stare out the window. She stays like that until we make it to school. Because she seems sad, and not in the mood to talk, I let her. I hate seeing anyone sad.

      Waiting for the others to exit before standing, I motion for her to step in front of me. “I’ll see you after school, save you a spot.” Then I wink—something I just learned how to do—and watch her eyes widen as she dashes off as fast as her feet will take her.

      The day drags.

      I’ve thought about the shy little redhead all day. When I was supposed to be practicing my subtraction, I spot her on the playground through the window of my classroom. She’s all alone, sitting on a swing watching the other kids play. The thought of her having no friends makes me unhappy. Everyone should have at least one friend. So, I spend the rest of my afternoon thinking of ways I can make her smile.

      When the day ends, I’m on the bus first. It’s hard to sit still and wait for her to get here. In art class I made her something, and I can’t wait to give it to her. I hope she likes it, that it makes her smile.

      Her unruly curls are the first thing I spot when she climbs on the bus. The girl behind her isn’t being nice. It has me wishing my mom let me punch girls—not that my mom lets me punch anyone, but I would if she did.

      “Move,” she grumbles and shoves Brealynn in the back. “Why are you so gross? Do you not know how to use soap when you take a bath?”

      That pisses me off and I yell, “Stop picking on her!”

      Brealynn’s sad eyes find mine as her head lowers, and she takes a seat on one of the empty benches. I watch as she slides low into it, doing her best to not be noticed.

      Grabbing my backpack, I work my way up to the front, passing the girl I just yelled at. She makes a face and then whispers something to her friend and they both giggle.

      “What did you say?” I pause, giving them the evil eye.

      “I said you’re going to catch cooties from her. She’s so weird.”

      “You’re weird.” I bump her with my bag when I toss it over my shoulder. “And she doesn’t have cooties. You’re jealous that I like her more than you.”

      She gasps and scrunches up her nose. “Am not. Plus, if you keep hanging out with her, you’ll turn into a toad. Her mom’s a witch. She walks around the neighborhood at night in her witch’s dress, looking for boys to turn into toads. You want to be a toad, Reid?”

      “Shut up. You’re being stupid. If anyone would get turned into a toad, it would be you.” I stick my tongue out at her before dropping into the seat next to Brealynn. She’s got her knees on the seat with her head buried between them, crying. “Don’t listen to them. They’re dumb.”

      “Why are you being nice to me?” She peeks up behind her hand and sniffles.

      “Cause my momma would twist my ear if she thought I was acting dumb like them.” I unzip my backpack and reach inside to grab the bracelet I made her. “I made something for you.”

      Her head tilts sideways as she watches me closely.

      “It’s not much, but I thought if you wore it, maybe you wouldn’t feel so lonely.” We were making junk art today, and there was some twine and a few beads. I cut a long piece off and threaded it with five different color beads. “Give me your arm.”

      Brealynn drops her feet to the floor and slowly extends her arm. I notice a small bruise on her wrist and wonder how she got it, but don’t ask. My arms and legs are covered in bruises from all the crap I do. Just yesterday, I fell off my bike and have a nasty one on my hip.

      “Do you like it?” I ask as I tie it loosely to her wrist. “If you lose it, I’ll make you a new one.”

      “I won’t lose it, ever.” A small grin curves the corner of her lips. “Thank you. I love it.”

      I lift my arm up to show her mine. “We match. So now, when you look at yours, you’ll know I have a matching one. It’ll be like we’re together, even when we aren’t.”

      Before I know it, she’s smiling big, and it makes me want to make her smile like that every day for the rest of my life. I like her a lot. She’s not like anyone else. I just know we will be friends for a very long time, maybe forever.

      I decide then I’m walking the two extra blocks to her bus stop each morning. Get there early, so I’ll be there before her to stand guard. After school, I’ll walk her home, carry her backpack when she lets me, and wait for her to get safely inside before walking the two blocks back to my house. My mom can make it happen. She’ll be happy I’m looking out for my new friend.

      The idea makes my heart happy, and I can’t wait to surprise her tomorrow.
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      Since the boy with two different colored eyes befriended me, most of my days haven’t been so awful. He wasn’t like the others who teased me because my mom is the crazy neighbor lady.

      That’s what they call her. Crazy. Not just the kids. I’ve heard their parents warn their children to stay away from her and us. All the kids in my neighborhood make fun of me for it.

      Until Reid. He didn’t call me names. He was nice and made me smile.

      I used to hate school. Now it’s not so bad because I get to see him.

      The day after he gave me my first bracelet, I walked out of my house to find him waiting on the sidewalk. He was there to walk with me to the bus stop. It made my stomach do weird little flutters, like when you get nervous and don’t know if you’re happy or scared. I decided I was happy, because he made me smile and laugh, something I didn’t do much. He even gets off at my stop now and walks me home. Making both my favorite times of the day.

      Today is the first day he changes things up a bit. It’s been almost a month since he became my friend.

      As soon as we’re off the bus, he reaches down and picks up a rock and flips it around in his hand. “You wanna go to the creek and skip rocks?”

      I’ve never been to the creek that runs through the south side of town, three blocks away. The other kids talk about it, but never invite me to join them. “I’ll have to ask my mom if I can.”

      “Cool.” He tosses the rock in the air and then slaps it hard with his hand, making it fly. “I’ll head home and get my bike. As soon as I’m back, we can go if she says it’s okay.”

      My feet stutter and I almost trip, but Reid is fast and catches my arm. “Can’t we walk to the creek?” I don’t own a bike like the other kids, but don’t want him to know that, so I lie. “My bike’s broken.”

      “Oh.” He leans down and picks up another rock. “We have an extra one. I’ll have my dad help me bring it over.”

      I never get a chance to tell him I don’t know how to ride a bike because nobody has taught me or even thought to get me one. Once I’m in my driveway, he takes off running.

      It looks like it would be easy. If Marcy Jenkins can ride a bike, surely I can too. She’s only three and I’m five and a half.

      Pushing through our front door, I smile at my baby sister, who’s playing with her blocks on the kitchen floor. “Hey, Willow. Did you have a good day?”

      Willow grins and reaches for me. She’s always glad to see me when I get home. I usually play with her after school because I know she missed me as much as I’ve missed her. But today I want to have fun with someone closer to my age.

      “Mom!” I holler after picking Willow up and settling her on my hip. “Mom!”

      Willow yanks on one of my curls to pull it into her mouth, and I swat her hand away.

      “Where’s Mom?” I ask, even though I know she can’t answer. “Mom!”

      A gruff, deep voice has me slowing my search. “She’s not home. Ran to the store to grab me a case of beer and a few groceries.”

      My dad is seated on the couch. He inhales from his cigarette and then blows smoke in our direction, encouraging my feet to take a step back so I don’t start coughing.

      “Why do you want her?”

      I look down at my shoes and answer him in a quiet voice. “I wanted to go to the creek with a friend.”

      He takes another drag and blows it up in the air. “What friend? I didn’t think you had any.”

      My father can be scary. He usually doesn’t speak to me, only to Mom, and only when he has to.

      Swallowing the lump that always forms in my throat when I speak to him, I say, “I have a friend. His name is Reid.”

      “A boy?” He shakes his head in disbelief. “Why would a boy want to hang out with a girl? Is he one of those boys?”

      I don’t understand what he means, so I just stare at him, unsure how to answer.

      The door to the kitchen creaks open and Mom’s voice fills the house. “Damn kid at the grocery store needs to learn how to sack.”

      My dad rolls his eyes and snuffs out the butt of his cigarette before standing. “Did you buy my beer?”

      “Yes, Stevie, I bought your precious beer.” She starts unpacking the items that go in the fridge. “It’s in the trunk.”

      I lower Willow to the floor and go to help her, knowing if I do, she might say yes. “Can I go to the creek with Reid?”

      She hands me the milk to slide it in the door. “The boy who’s been hanging around here before and after school?”

      I nod and take the carton of eggs from her.

      My father peeks in a bag and digs around. “What kind of boy wants to hang out with a girl? He’s probably one of those boys.”

      “He’s a Matthews, their youngest. And he’s her friend. Her only friend.” My mother sighs as she watches him toss things on the counter.

      The mention of Reid’s last name has my father perking up. “Larry’s kid?”

      “His youngest.” Mom hands me the tub of butter. “Is he nice to you, Brea?”

      I nod.

      A horn honks, announcing the arrival of someone. It has my dad frowning as he stares out the kitchen window. “What the fuck?” And then he’s out the door faster than my mom can stop him.

      “Shit.” Mom follows, scooping Willow up as she passes. “Stevie, don’t overreact.”

      My feet are quick to move until I hear Reid’s voice, then slow when I spot my father glaring at our guests. He has that look that says he’s upset. His dark eyes are narrow, and his face is a patchy red—the way it gets right before he starts yelling. I don’t want him to make a scene in front of my new friend. It’ll ruin everything.

      “Stevie.” Reid’s dad extends his hand. “How are you?”

      He’s a big man. My mom says it’s because he used to play pro football. He towers over my father, who I always thought to be a tall, strong man. Next to Mr. Matthews, he looks like a wimp, and I have to hide my smile, knowing it will piss my dad off if I giggle.

      My dad ignores his hand, shoving his in the pocket of his worn jeans. His chin nods toward the bed of the truck instead. “What’s that?”

      Mr. Matthews doesn’t let my father get to him. He smiles over at me and winks. “Reid told me he invited your daughter to ride bikes, but that hers was broken. Ava just outgrew this one, so I thought she could borrow it until⁠—”

      “She lied,” my father interrupts. “Brea doesn’t know how to ride a damn bike.”

      Sinking down on our side steps, I pray for the world to swallow me up so I can disappear. I can’t believe he did that. I’m so embarrassed.

      Mr. Matthews doesn’t let this news bother him. “Well then, I guess it’s time she learned. I can drive them to the creek this afternoon. Take them out for burgers and ice cream afterward. We’ll leave the bike here so she can learn when you have a free moment to teach her. It’s only taking up space in our garage and I’ve been meaning to get rid of it, anyway.”

      My father is still glaring when my mom steps up beside him and smiles. “Thank you, Larry. That’s very nice of you.” She reaches out and grabs his arm, touching him longer than my dad seems to like. “Would you like to come in?”

      That only makes Dad frown more and has Mr. Matthews taking a step back. “I should get the kids to the creek before it gets too dark. Maybe next time.”

      My mother turns to me and waves her hand, urging me to hurry. “Brea, don’t make the nice man wait. Give me a kiss and make sure you listen and don’t cause any trouble.” She peers up at Mr. Matthews and sighs. “She can be a handful if you don’t keep a close eye on her.”

      Hopping to my feet, I waste no time to get going before my parents change their mind. “I’ll be good.” I kiss her cheek and then run over to where Reid is waiting. “Hey.”

      “As soon as you get home, we’re going to have a lengthy conversation about lying, Brea,” my father announces, causing me to flinch at his words.

      Mr. Matthews opens the backdoor to his truck and smiles down at me. “What’s your favorite flavor of ice cream?”

      “Strawberry,” I softly tell him as I climb inside.

      “Mine’s mint chocolate,” Reid admits as he climbs in next to me and closes the door. “Why didn’t you tell me you didn’t know how to ride a bike?”

      I shrug.

      “I could teach you,” he offers, placing his hand over mine. “Do you want me to do that?”

      I nod.

      “Cool.” He reaches down and picks up the baseball rolling around on the floor. “Do you know how to skip rocks?”

      “No.” I watch him flip the ball around with one hand and then chuck it into the other.

      “Want me to teach you?” He tosses the ball at me, and I catch it, thankfully. “I’m a good teacher. I taught Billy Nix to skip rocks. He said I was really good at it.”

      Keeping my eyes on the ball in my hand, I nod. “I’d like that.”

      “Cool.”

      We spend an hour at the creek while Mr. Matthews watches from the tailgate. He’s not even bored or acting upset about his plans changing. Every time I glance up, he smiles, looking content watching us play. Once we are done, he drives to the new burger place and orders us burgers, fries, and shakes. My mouth is watering at the smell alone. I don’t get treats like this very often.

      I’m having so much fun. Mr. Matthews is super nice. I like him. He doesn’t rush us or get irritated when I drop a fry on the ground. He simply smiles and listens as Reid talks way more than me. My friend is telling me all about the things he likes to do, things he wants us to do together. I listen, not sure what to say. Deep down I’m bursting, wanting to do all those right now.

      A little after seven, we pull into my drive and my stomach begins to hurt when I see my father waiting. He’s standing by the garage messing with his old car, drinking a beer. From the looks of it, he’s been at that for a while. Three crushed cans lay at his feet.

      Mr. Matthews gets out and opens the door for me and Reid, so he can walk me to the house. Then makes his way to where my father is doing his best to ignore him. I watch closely, but can’t hear what they’re saying. My father tilts his beer can up to finish it off and then crushes it in his hand, gritting his teeth as he tosses it to the side.

      “Time to go, Reid.” Mr. Matthews hollers as he strolls slowly back to his truck and jumps in. “Take care, Brea. Hope you like the bike. I can’t wait to see you riding it.”

      Reid reaches down and tugs on the bracelet he made me. “Take care. See you tomorrow. If it’s nice, I’ll teach you how to ride your new bike.”

      “See you tomorrow.” I wave and almost make it in the house before my father shouts my name.

      “Brealynn, get your ass over here.”

      The tears are already forming behind my eyes. His tone tells me he’s mad, and I’m going to be the one he takes it out on.

      He grabs another beer and nods at the purple bicycle leaning against a tree. “So, you think you can ride a damn bike?”

      I shrug.

      “Well, if you think it’s so easy, ride it.” He aims his beer at the bike and grins angrily. “Go on girl. Hop on the blasted bike and show me how to ride one.”

      I wander over and pick it up. It’s heavier than I thought, and the seat is too high. My feet don’t touch the ground. This is going to end badly. I know this, but refuse to let that stop me. I’ll show him. It may be hard, but I’m not afraid of falling.

      “What are you waiting for? Go on.” He leans his backside against the frame of his car and watches. “Get out there and ride your fucking bike. You wanted it, so ride it. Don’t even think about stopping until you know how.”

      Tears trail down my cheeks as I struggle to balance it. I try and fail. But my father doesn’t care. And I don’t give up. Not just because I know he won’t let me, but because now I’m also determined to show him.

      We stay out there until it’s dark and my knees and elbows are bleeding from falling off so many times. I’m crying so hard I can barely see. Riding a bike is way harder than I expected it to be.

      He finally stalks over and yanks me off the bike, tossing it in the front yard before dragging me inside the house. “You will return that bike tomorrow and tell Mr. Matthews you don’t like it. Do I make myself clear?”

      I hiccup. “Yes, sir.”

      “Now go upstairs and get ready for bed.” He drops on the couch next to Mom and grabs another beer off the floor. “Go on. Your mother and I are going to talk about her behavior now. Seems I need to teach all you girls a lesson tonight.”

      I run up the stairs and into the bathroom to take a shower. Once I shut the bathroom door, I hear my mother’s first cries.

      It’s going to be a very long night.
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        Seven Months Later

      

      

      

      Brea and I have been friends the entire school year. She’s pretty cool for a girl, not afraid to try things after some encouragement. I’ve taught her how to skip rocks, climb trees, and finally ride a bike.

      The bike took the longest. She was a little skittish about falling. I blame her dad. He’s not nice to her, and I don’t understand why. She confessed he forced her to try to ride it until she couldn’t anymore, then made her return it when she couldn’t. My dad stored it in our garage until she was ready to try again. Then we brought her to the park where he taught me and my siblings how to ride. She had it down in less than an hour, and now rides like a pro. We keep it at our house, but my parents have told her whenever she wants, she can ride it or even take it home. I think she’s scared to take it with her, that her dad will get rid of it if she does.

      For her birthday I bought a bell for it. The smile on her face was worth all the extra chores I did to earn enough money to buy it myself. I love it when she smiles. It warms my insides and has my skin tingling. It’s the best feeling in the entire world, and I never want it to end.

      Today it’s snowing and cold, probably one of the last snows of the season. Soon it’ll warm up and we can ride our bikes all over town. Summer is my favorite season for two reasons. No school and baseball. I love playing baseball.

      My mom tried to get me to catch the bus at our stop, but I refused. I know if I don’t walk the two blocks to Brea’s, Tank and his buddies will start in on her again. I was late once, and caught him pushing her around while calling her weird. My feet never moved so fast; I was ready to pound him into the ground. The only reason I didn’t is because the bus came before I got the chance. But that day after school, I might have taken care of him and his friends with the help of my sister. We hid a toad and some crickets in their backpacks without them knowing. Ava and I are always coming up with ways to torment our older brothers. When we join forces, no one is safe.

      When I reach her house, her mom is outside in only her nightclothes, dancing around the yard. She’s laughing with her head tilted up and mouth open.

      Brea is watching her with a worried expression on her face, begging her to stop. “Mom, please, before someone sees you.”

      “Oh, Brea, you need to loosen up a bit. This is the only life you will ever get. Sometimes you have to dance in the snow and let go.” She spins and falls to the ground, laughing. “Come on baby, make a snow angel with me.”

      I drop my backpack and run up to her, falling in the snow, and start making one. “I’ll do it with you, Mrs. Young.”

      “You are a nice boy, Reid. I’m glad my Brealynn has you as a friend.” She lays there for several minutes and stares upward, snow falling all around us. “Promise me you will always be her friend. She needs someone like you to look out for her.”

      That’s the easiest promise I’ll ever have to make. “I promise.”

      Without warning, she hops up and brushes off the snow. “You two better get going or you’ll miss the bus.”

      I brush myself off and grab my backpack as Brea hurries past me. “Have a good day, Mrs. Young.”

      Sighing loudly when I catch up, Brea glares at me. “Why do you always act like she’s normal?”

      I shrug and reach into my pockets for the extra pair of mittens I grabbed this morning and hand them to her. “What? She’s just having fun.”

      As soon as we join the other kids, Linsey starts in. Ava’s in class with her and calls her a snot. “Your mom is so weird. Was she high?”

      I kick snow at her. “She was just being silly. Don’t be so dumb.”

      “My dad says she’s a drunk and a drug addict. That he saw her buying drugs from a guy outside Paradise the other night. Her and your old man,” Mitch Ford announces, making my blood boil. “I heard your dad got arrested.”

      Brea blinks rapidly as she tugs her flimsy coat around her tighter.

      “Stop. That’s not true.” I come to her defense. “Your dad is a liar.”

      “Where is her dad, then? Why hasn’t he been around?” Mitch doesn’t let up.

      “That’s not your business,” I tell him as the bus pulls up and everyone rushes to get on and out of the cold.

      Once we sit down, I reach over and take Brea’s hand in mine. “Don’t let them get to you. You can’t help it if your parents make bad choices. Want to come over to my house today after school?”

      She nods and smiles up at me with sad eyes. “Thank you.”

      It always breaks my heart when her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. So, I try to change that. “We can play in the snow. Build a snowman in my backyard.” I wish it was the end of the day already instead of the beginning. “It will be so much fun.”

      Brea squeezes my hand and agrees. “I can’t wait.”

      However, something about her is off today, I can’t put my finger on what. She just seems sad; sadder than she usually is.

      We get off the bus and head our separate ways. Today is going to be long.
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      “Why can’t she come over?” I ask my mom who just got off the phone with Brea’s. I made her call when Brea wasn’t on the bus after school.

      “Her mom said she’s sick. I’m sure in a few days she’ll be better and can hang out with you then.” Mom pats me on the head. “Do you want me to make you a snack?”

      “She didn’t look sick when I saw her after school.” I climb into the chair and nod. “I caught her watching me out the window from her bedroom. She looked sad, not sick.”

      “All I know is what Rose told me, honey. I don’t see why she would lie about that.” She sets two homemade chocolate chip cookies on the table with a glass of milk to help wash them down.

      I love my mom’s cookies. After I take a bite, I get an idea. “Can we make a care package for her? Put some of your cookies in it and hot chocolate mix?”

      My mom sits next to me and ruffles my hair with a smile pasted on her face. “Reid, baby, if Brea is sick, then I’m not sure cookies and hot chocolate will make her feel better. While it is very thoughtful of you to want to do that, we should probably wait until she’s well before sending her sweets.”

      Taking another bite, I nod and sigh. “Okay. But if she’s not better in a few days, can we take her something that will help? Please?”

      With a laugh, my mom leans over and kisses my forehead. “Yes. If she’s not better by this weekend, we’ll make her something. I promise.”

      I shove the last bite in my mouth and gulp down my milk quickly before running off to my room. “Thanks, Mom. I’m going to make her a card and leave it on her door tomorrow before school, so she knows I’m thinking of her.”

      My mom says my name one more time, getting me to turn. “That girl is lucky to have such a sweet friend like you in her life.”

      I smile, but disagree. “I’m the lucky one, Mom. She’s special, and I want her to know it always.”
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      I watch Reid walk up to our house from my bedroom window, holding something in his hand. He slides whatever it is through our mail slot and then runs for the bus stop.

      My arm hurts so badly, it’s why I didn’t play in the snow yesterday with Mom and Reid. I was afraid I’d start crying again and then Momma would get mad like she did the night before. But I couldn’t hide the pain from my teacher. When she saw me cradling it, she sent me to the nurse. The nurse took one look at it and called Mom to come and pick me up, said she thought it might be broken.

      Mom is a good pretender. She fooled them by swearing she had no idea it was this serious. Lied about how it happened. Claimed I fell on the ice when I was outside playing. It was so convincing even I almost believed her, until we left the school and she ordered me to get in the damn car and stop being such a baby.

      The entire way to the clinic in Boulder, she kept on and on about how I was such a klutz and needed to be more careful. She told me what to tell the doctor and nurse when they asked me how it happened. Even had me repeat it to her a few times to make sure I didn’t mess up. Once we’d parked, I knew it unwise to tell anyone that she’d hurt me by grabbing my arm and yanking me off the couch, all because I wasn’t moving as fast as she wanted.

      My mom had prepared me to lie about how I got hurt before. She said if I didn’t, the police would take me and my sister away from her, put us in a home where no one would like us. Sometimes I wondered if that wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe they would at least leave us alone. Despite her being mean to us on her bad days, I loved momma. Most of the time she wasn’t, and I clung to those days the most.

      When we left the clinic, the doctor told my mom it would be best to take it easy for a few days. It wasn’t broken, even though it felt like it was. Only a bad sprain, which you think would have made her happy. Instead, it made her so mad she stopped by the liquor store on the way home. She bought two big bottles of the liquid that looks like water but tastes awful. I mistook it for water once and spit it out all over the floor. She laughed, then made me clean it up. I don’t know why she drinks that stuff. It made my tongue burn.

      I’ve been hiding in my room since returning home yesterday afternoon, only coming out when I got hungry or had to use the bathroom. On a trip to the kitchen, I found my mom passed out next to an empty bottle of the gross stuff. My sister looked sad, but afraid to cry. She reached for me. I couldn’t leave her there. Using my good arm, I carefully picked her up from the playpen, changed her nasty diaper, fixed her a bottle, and brought her to bed with me.

      My father came home in the middle of the night and the fighting began. It always happened when he returned after being gone for days. I’m not sure where he was, but it makes me wonder if Mitch was right about him getting arrested.

      Was that why Momma was so mad the night she hurt my arm? Or was he out looking for work again after losing another job? Daddy was always looking for a job. He loses them a lot. And when he’s out of work, his moods are worse than normal. It’s when the fights between my parents get ugly and I hide in my room, scared to come out until it’s quiet again.

      There hasn’t been any noise for a few hours now. Willow is sound asleep in my bed after crying so hard when the yelling started, her entire body was shaking. I need to go downstairs soon to grab us breakfast, but I’m trying to wait until Daddy leaves again.

      “Brealynn!” He sounds upset as his voice echoes up the stairs. “Get your ass down here. Now!”

      I don’t want to go, but I know it’ll only be worse if I ignore him. After I pick up my sister, who snuggles into me, I make my way down the stairs, and stop when I see a woman I don’t know standing there.

      My father has a sour expression on his tired face as he glares at me and explains. “This is Miss Miller. She works for child welfare and wants to talk to you.”

      I nod, tightening my grip on Willow. “Did I do something wrong?”

      Right then Momma comes floating in the entryway, wearing a dress and a smile I know is fake. I’ve seen it enough times to recognize it. She’s about to spill out a ton of lies and make sure I do as well.

      “No, honey.” Mom kneels and pushes a strand of my wild hair behind my ear. “She just wants to talk to you about what happened to your arm. I guess the school called yesterday after we left, said they had a few concerns.”

      “Oh, okay.” I swallow hard, afraid of what will happen if I tell more lies.

      My dad grumbles as he steps outside. “I’ve got to get to work. If you’re still unsure, you’ll have to call me. I can’t be late or I’ll lose this job.”

      Miss Miller calls after him. “If I need to clarify anything else, I’ll contact you this afternoon. I don’t think I will, though. You’ve been very helpful.”

      He has? That doesn’t sound like my father at all.

      Then Miss Miller turns to me, wearing a frown on her sour face as she looks me over. “Your teacher called my office yesterday afternoon. She’s concerned that you’ve not been telling the truth and wanted us to make sure you understood how when you lie, it hurts others.”

      My mom takes Willow and gestures for me to sit on the couch. She and Miss Miller follow. She parks herself in the chair where I can see her, and Miss Miller sits down next to me, with her back turned to Momma.

      “Miss Miller and I have been lifelong friends, and she called me this morning.” My mother blinks slowly, using her fake smile to make her words sound real. “She wanted to let us know she’d be coming by to talk. Have you been telling lies to your teacher?”

      I shake my head, sinking down into the couch. “No.”

      Miss Miller does that squinting thing adults do when they don’t believe you. “Did you tell her your mother hurt your arm?”

      My eyes widen as I glance over at Mom. Her lips are flat and those lines that appear on her forehead when she’s mad, deepen.

      “No.” I cast my eyes down to my lap. “I told her I didn’t remember.”

      Miss Miller rests her hand on my knee and pats it. “But you told your doctor that you fell on the ice in your driveway. Is that what happened?”

      I peek up at Momma, who’s nodding. “Yes.”

      “Why did you lie, then?” Miss Miller frowns. “When we lie, it can get other people in trouble. It could get your parents in trouble. Do you want your folks to be in trouble?”

      “No.” My lip wobbles as a tear rolls down my cheek. “I’m sorry.”

      “We take these things seriously, Brealynn. When you’re untruthful, it takes me away from helping other boys and girls who need me. Do you understand?” Her voice is stern, it reminds me of my mother’s when she’s doing her best to not yell.

      “Yes. I won’t do it again. I promise.” My eyes fall back to my lap.

      Deep down I want to scream, “But she did hurt me!” and then tell her all the other stuff that happens when no one is looking. But I can’t do that in front of my mom, because I don’t trust Miss Miller will believe me, and then I’ll only get in more trouble than I’m already in.

      “Good. I’m glad to hear that.” She turns to my mother. “I knew this had to be a mistake. You and I have been friends for many years. It’s why I told them I’d come and speak with you first. Glad we got this all straightened out. I’ll have to do a follow-up visit. It’s protocol, but I’ll call again before I stop by.”

      Mama and Miss Miller get up and walk to the door, chatting it up like old friends. I want to run and hide, knowing that as soon as the other woman leaves, my backside is gonna hurt for a few days.

      The moment the door closes, the air becomes chillier, and I can’t stop the tears from falling down my cheeks and dripping onto my lap. My mother stands there with Willow on her hip, scowling at me.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, not sure what else to do.

      “When your father gets home, we’ll talk more about this.” She shifts my sister to her other hip when she squirms, wanting down. “I’m very disappointed in you, Brealynn. After all we do for you and your sister, you go spreading lies and making us look bad. There will be a harsh punishment for your behavior.”

      “I understand.” My body is trembling now.

      “Go to your room. Don’t come out until dinnertime.” She spins and stomps off. “I didn’t sign up for this. One of these days, I’m gonna lose my mind and leave all this crap behind.”

      Her words hit me hard. Why does she hate us so much? Me and Willow? We didn’t ask to be here. If she didn’t want us, why did she have us at all?

      If I ever become a mom, I’m going to be like Reid’s mom. She’s nice and gives the best hugs. He’s so lucky. I wish I could go live with him.

      Maybe I’ll run away. But I’m too scared to do that at five, almost six.

      Reid’s parents take in kids who need a home. I don’t know why, really, but I wish I could be one of them. Me and Willow.

      Before I retreat to my room, I grab the folded piece of paper on the floor, behind the old dead plant, with my name scribbled on it. My parents must not have seen it, or they’d have tossed it. I hold it to my chest and run up the stairs and don’t open it until I’ve shut my door and crawled under my covers.

      My heart warms as I read the sweet words of my friend.

      
        
        Miss you. Hope this makes you feel better. My mom said when you do, we can bake cookies together and if your mom and dad say it’s okay, we can have a sleepover. You can sleep in Ava’s room or we can all camp out in the living room. I hope they say yes.

      

      

      

      Below, he’s drawn a picture of the two of us. I trace my finger over the smile he drew on my face. The only time I smile for real is when I’m with Reid, so I tuck it under my pillow, where I can pull it out and look at it when I feel sad.
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        Almost 3 Years Later

      

      

      

      The snow has been falling for a few days now. Everything is covered in white and it looks so much better than the brown dead ground underneath.

      We have a week of school left before winter break hits. I’d rather be in school than home for several weeks. Home is the last place I ever want to be. That’s why I spend so much time at my best friend’s house. When I can, I drag Willow with me, but she’s only five and can’t always keep up with us. The good thing is, she has a friend she likes playing with who lives next door. The neighbor lady always has them play at her house.

      Shoving my lunchbox into my backpack, I sit down to slip my boots on.

      My mom comes dancing into the living room. “Today seems like a perfect day to skip school and go shopping. Let’s do that. Who wants to go shopping?”

      Willow jumps up from the couch. “I do. Can we go to the toy store? Or the mall to see Santa? Please?” She folds her little hands together, begging.

      “I have a test today. It’s over multiplication.” I shove my other foot into my boot. “It’ll be the weekend soon. We can go then.”

      My mom makes a pouty face as she plants her hands on her hips. “You are eight years old, Brea. You should not be the one saying shit like that. Show some gratitude by jumping up and down and thanking me for letting you skip school.”

      Maybe I would be if she behaved like a parent instead of an irresponsible adult. Even though I’m only eight years old—nine in another month—and in the third grade, I recognize the difference between my parents and the other parents.

      Now that my father has a steady job, things have gotten a little better, but he’s still moody and not someone I care to be around. I have no idea why my mother puts up with his shit. When I grow up, I’m not marrying a man who treats me like crap and yells at his kids just because. I’d rather be alone, like old lady Tensely on the corner. She’s never been married and seems happy. She babysits us on the evenings Mom works at the drugstore. Sometimes, she comes over when my parents leave for the bar. Miss Tensely reads to us before she tucks us in snug, with warm hugs and sweet kisses. If I had a grandmother, I’d like to think she’d be like her.

      “I like school. It’s not like we can’t go after. I’m home by three and if you really want to go, we can do it then.” I stand up and grab my coat off the hook to bundle up.

      Mom makes a face. “When is math?”

      I groan and say, “Before lunch but then we have an assembly,” knowing where her mind is headed. “Mr. Matthews and Corey are coming to talk to the school about the annual toy drive. And Corey is also going to tell us what it’s like playing for the Arabians.”

      “You see and talk to them all the time when you go over there.” My mother twirls around and makes a final decision. “Plus, I’m the parent and I say no school. Go tell your little friend so he doesn’t miss the bus.”

      Not at all excited about missing school, I nod and stomp out the front door. Reid is making snowballs and throwing them at the tree while he waits. He’s in the fifth grade now. His hair has grown out some, those soft curls of his flopping in his face as he spins, flashing his dimpled smile my way. I can’t help but smile back, because his is so contagious when those deep dimples pop out like that. One day, I imagine he’s going to be as handsome as his three older brothers and all the girls will want to be his. Well, all of them besides me, ‘cause gross. He’s my best friend and I could never see him in that way.

      “Hey.” His smile falls when he notices I don’t have my backpack. “Are you running late again?”

      “No. My mom wants to go shopping, so I’m not going to school. I’ll see you tomorrow. You better hurry or you’ll miss the bus.” I point to where the other kids are waiting.

      “Lucky.” He picks up his bag and jogs backwards. “I wish I could go shopping and skip school. I’ll see you tomorrow. You can tell me all about it.”

      I wave as he runs to join the others.

      Abby Lawrence side-steps up to him as soon as he gets close. I notice her giggling from here, and it makes me want to gag. She has the biggest crush on Reid, and I hate how that causes me to feel. He can do so much better than her. She’s a snob and always poking fun at my family every chance she gets. When he takes a step back and skates around her to go talk to his friend Jacob, I smirk. She may like him, but Reid has no interest in her at all.

      He looks up right as the bus arrives and makes a gagging gesture as soon as Abby gets on. I can’t help but laugh. He’s told me time and time again that he doesn’t know why she won’t just take the hint and move on.

      My mom steps onto the porch with her purse in one hand and a cigarette in the other. “Go help Willow put her shoes and coat on so we can get out of this shit town once I finish this smoke.”

      “You’re gonna get cancer if you keep smoking those.” I tell her the same thing I’ve been telling her for a few years now.

      She taps the ashes on the railing and rolls her eyes. “I’ll take my chances. Now go. Hurry up. I want to get off this mountain before it starts snowing again.”

      I do as I’m told and help Willow get ready. We pile in the car as the snow begins to fall again. A sick nausea feeling washes over me. It’s making my hands sweat. I wish I could convince my mother to stay home. But I know she won’t listen, so I say nothing and hope this is just me being the worry wort she claims I am.
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      It’s late by the time we stop shopping. We spent most of our day buying presents I wasn’t sure we could afford. My mom was in one of her moods, a little too happy, and I knew what that meant. Soon she would be spiraling down, drinking more again, thinking that would make her feel better. It never did. It only added to her breakdown and had her lashing out at anyone who got in her way.

      We walk into a bar and grill around eight. Once our food arrives, I watch in silence as she orders just one more margarita—for an hour—before stopping when she notices the time.

      I’m so tired and can’t keep my eyes open. Once in the minivan I sit in the back because I know it will be quieter, and far away from my mother, who’s already descending from the high she’s been living on all day.

      The snow is falling again and watching it puts me to sleep quickly.

      I briefly wake when our van jerks as if momma steered it quickly back onto the road. We sway side to side for a while which rocks me back to sleep.

      A loud crash of metal on metal wakes me from my dream.

      My world is tumbling in a blur as the noises around me become muffled. The smell of smoke hits me hard and has me coughing. My sister’s terrified cries echo inside the vehicle as we continue to get bounced about like rag dolls.

      When it all stops, I have no idea where I am or how I got here. The ringing in my ears is deafening. I try to sit up, but I can’t move.

      Everything hurts.

      I try to move again, but can’t. My body is stuck between the seats. I’m on my left side. Hot scolding liquid is seeping in all around me. It’s burning my skin, the pain so intense, I don’t know how much more I can take. In my head, I’m screaming. It’s unclear whether the sound is coming out or just stuck inside.

      I drift in and out of it. I’m scared. My whole body is on fire with pain. All I want to do is sleep. The pain fades some when my mind drifts to images of Reid and me playing. I hold on to that and wish I could stay with him instead of waking to the smoke-filled van.

      It feels like I’ve been lying here in this nightmare for hours when the red and blue lights flash against the white snow. I hear voices, but can’t make out exactly what they’re saying.

      Hands touch me, and I scream in pain.

      “I know it hurts, but we’re here to help,” the man assures me as he slides something under my body and then drags me from the wreckage that was our van.

      A white sheet lies on the ground several feet away, blood staining it in spots. Even at eight my head understands that can’t be good. But I’m in too much pain to ask what happened. I just want to get far away from this horrible nightmare.

      “Can you tell us your name, honey?” A woman asks as they load me into the back of a vehicle.

      “Brea.” I cough and then cry. “I’m scared.”

      She nods and hangs something above my head. “I know. We’re going to take you to the hospital and make you all better. How old are you, Brea?”

      “Eight.” I blink a few times, my vision blurring. “What happened?”

      A sad expression crosses her face as she adjusts the covers. “You were in a car accident. Do you remember anything?”

      “No.” I try to shake my head, but something is holding it in place.

      “We’re about to start moving now. You hold on for me, okay?” She squeezes my hand. “I’m gonna give you some medicine for the pain. You are such a brave little girl.”

      I don’t feel very brave right now. All I want to do is to go back to sleep and wake up in my bed.

      Why does it hurt so badly? What happened?
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      Every part of me hurts, even though I’ve been told they have me on medicine to keep me comfortable. I can’t stop the tears from falling whenever I’m awake. The sterile room I’ve spent a week in is cold and scary, mostly because I don’t know what to expect next.

      The nurses talk to me as much as possible, do what they can to keep me comfortable. I’m not aware enough to know who comes to sit with me or what’s going on with my sister and Mom. No one will tell me anything, even when I do ask.

      I just want to go home. To go back to school where I know what to expect. I want my friend to tell me it’s going to be okay. That no matter what has happened, he’s still my friend, will always be here for me, even after this.

      The day drags on while I lay here and stare at the TV playing in the corner. My eyes scan the room and stop at a poster. A lump forms in my chest as I read it carefully. ‘Get Well Soon. We love you and miss you. Larry, Sally, Flint, Ava, and Reid.’ Underneath the message is a photo of Reid and me, sitting on my favorite spot in the whole world.

      The Matthews have several large boulders in their backyard. We’d just climbed on top and laid there to watch the clouds float by. The first time we did that was the night I ran away from home when I was seven. Reid spent the night out there with me. He made me forget, for just a little while, why I ran away that night.

      I wish I was there now.

      “Brea,” I hear my name and turn my head to see my father standing there looking beaten. It’s an expression I’ve never seen him wear before. “I want to talk to you about a few things.”

      I nod and know whatever it is will change my life forever.

      He takes a seat and leans forward, his hands resting on his knees. “Willow is finally out of the woods. The doctors are expecting her to bounce back fast.”

      The air in the room gets a little colder as my father glances up with tears in his eyes. “Your mom’s dead. She fucked up and goddamn her, she almost killed all of you. I’m sorry. I should have been there, made sure she didn’t take you two down with her. I’m going to try to do better, I promise.”

      My head feels like it might explode as my chest tightens, making it hard to breathe. I’m not sure if it’s hearing that my mother died, and knowing it was her under the white sheet that night, or if it is hearing my dad’s remorse and promising to do better.

      Maybe it’s both.

      Could this really change him? Or is this just one of those times where he says he’s sorry because it’s the right thing to do? I guess time will tell.
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      Two of my favorite people in the world are fighting for their lives and there’s nothing I can do to help them. What are the chances of something like this happening?

      I’m mad as hell. And I feel guilty about it since the woman who caused it is dead. Her bad choice to get behind the wheel during a snowstorm and icy conditions, after having too many drinks, almost killed three young lives who still have a lot of living to do. It’s hard to process at eleven, but I’m trying.

      Flint was leaving his girlfriend’s place just outside of town. He stopped at the all stop and then pulled onto the highway near a blind curve. The snow was falling, making it difficult to see.

      Rose Young was driving way too fast for any conditions. Between the snow and her drunkenness, she never braked for the stop sign and t-boned his truck, flipping it several times, trapping him inside, while throwing her through the windshield, killing her instantly.

      It’s going to be a long road of recovery for him. He suffered internal injuries. The doctors are keeping a close eye on those. When the car rolled, he hit his head, giving him a major concussion. The broken bones in his legs and hip are expected to take the longest to heal. The doctors say it will take a year for him to recover fully. That doesn’t include being able to play his favorite sports, that’ll take longer.

      It sucks, but I’m happy he’s alive, and I’m sure he will be, too, eventually. But right now, he’s pissed off that he’s out for a full year of playing anything and lost his football scholarship.

      Then there is the other car.

      The force of the impact shoved the engine block into the front of the minivan. When it rolled the roof caved in, more so in the front than where the girls were seated in the third row.

      Once the gas tank ruptured, it leaked searing gasoline all over the interior, mixing with several other hot engine fluids, coating the floor. It’s a miracle both vehicles didn’t explode into fireballs.

      Little Willow wasn’t properly strapped in her booster seat and was tossed like a rag doll when their minivan rolled. She landed on the seat, safe from the hot liquids but in critical condition. Her brain swelled, and the doctor’s removed a portion of her skull to relieve the pressure. Like my brother, she has a few broken bones, all minor in comparison. Her tiny body is healing now that she’s out of the woods. Her doctors expect her to make a full recovery after a few months.

      Brealynn, however, is a different story.

      Because she wasn’t correctly restrained in her seat, when the vehicle rolled, she became trapped on the floor where the hot liquids were gathering. They found her unconscious, with third-degree burns from the chemicals pooled all around her. To ensure proper healing, numerous surgeries are required to remove the damaged tissue from her left side. It also broke her pelvis and arm, both needing plates and screws to hold the bones in place. Only time will tell how long it will take her to heal.

      It’s killing me inside, knowing my best friend is suffering and I can’t see her. With her burns, the doctors are keeping her isolated to prevent infection. My mom checks in with her dad daily, getting a detailed report on how she’s doing.

      We’ve sent her cards, balloons, and I’ve drawn her a few pictures. Ava helped me make flowers out of paper since the hospital won’t let us send her real ones. I want her to know we’re thinking of her. Every few days replacing them, so they’ll be fresh and stay pretty. I know how much she loves my mother’s garden, and while she gets better, I want her surrounded by pretty flowers to look at.

      An entire month passes before I’m allowed to visit. Today, the doctors have given us the green light.

      I’ve been on pins and needles all morning. My dad and I went shopping as soon as we heard. Using my allowance, I bought her the biggest stuffed dog I could find. In my mind, it would make a great snuggle pillow, with its large black and white body and big floppy ears. The soft fur could hopefully bring her comfort while catching her tears.

      My mom’s hand is on my shoulder as we ride up to her floor. “Reid, I want you to be prepared. You know how bad your brother looks.”

      I nod and squeeze the dog harder. “She has burns. Bad ones.”

      “Yes. And it will be hard to see her like that. Lots of bandages covering the worst of them.” Her fingers run through my hair as she sighs. “You’re such a thoughtful friend, and I know she’s going to be glad to see you. But we might not stay long. She might get tired fast. Understand?”

      “Yes,” I say as the doors open. “I promise to not make a big deal. I just want to see her, make sure she’s as okay as she can be.”

      Seeing Brea covered in bandages when I walk into her room is like a punch in the gut. A need builds inside of me to protect her like no one else seems to know how to. In that moment, I vow to eliminate anyone who dares to harm or upset her again. I might only be a kid, but I become determined to do everything in my power to keep her safe moving forward.

      Swallowing the lump of sadness in my throat, I find the strength to form a real smile and carry the stuffed dog, whose head is tucked under my arm, to her. “Hey. I missed you so damn much.”

      Brea’s eyes widen at my use of the word damn. I rarely cuss, but it seems like the right time to let one slip out. “I missed you too. What is that?” Her curious eyes land on the dog.

      I plop the stuffed animal on the bed next to her. “This is Snoopy.”

      The corners of her lips turn up. “It’s nice to meet you, Snoopy.”

      Tugging on one of his ears, I go on. “He looked so lonely at the store. He was flopped over, his ears hanging over the bin. I couldn’t stand it, so I thought he needed a friend who would love to give him a good home. You know anyone who might like him?”

      “He looks soft.” She reaches out with her good hand and strokes his fur.

      “Very soft.” I let him flop forward onto her. “I think he likes you. You should keep him.”

      “Thank you.” She lifts him the best she can and gives the dog a hug. “He reminds me of you.”

      “Me? You think I look like a floppy stuffed dog?” I ask as I take the seat next to her, gripping the arm rests.

      My mom snickers from the door. “I see what you mean, Brea. His floppy ears are like Reid’s wild hair he refuses to let me trim.”

      On an exhale, I flip my hair to one side and then let it fall over my eyes. “I like my crazy hair. It’s cool.”

      Brea flips one of Snoopy’s ears and giggles. “Maybe, but I meant he’s soft and easy to love.” A blush blooms on her cheeks. “Is he a good listener, too?”

      My face burns at her compliment. “The best.”

      “Well, not the best. You’re the best listener I know, but maybe he’s a close second.” She squeezes the dog’s center and lays her head against his, a yawn slowly escaping. “He’d make a good pillow, too, I bet.”

      After agreeing, I accept the bag my mom was carrying for me. “I brought a book; thought I could read it to you. I know how much you like books.”

      “What book?” She yawns again.

      “Castle in the Attic. Have you read it before? It’s one of my favorites.” I show her the cover, and she shakes her head. “I think you’ll like it. If not, I can find us another.”

      “Okay. I might fall asleep, though. The medicine makes me tired.” Her eyes are growing droopy.

      “That’s okay. If you do, I’ll stop and start again tomorrow where we left off.” I flip it open and get comfortable.

      “You’re coming back tomorrow?” Brea’s voice sounds hopeful.

      “I’ll be here as often as I can. Flint’s still here, and we visit him daily. So, if it’s okay with you, I’ll stop by and visit you too.” I hope she says it’s okay because I really miss her.

      “I would love that. It gets lonely here.” The way she sighs breaks my heart.

      Does her dad not come by to see her daily? Is he also not visiting Willow?

      I peek over at my mom, and she appears distraught. I bet all my allowance she’s thinking the same thing I am and won’t be surprised if our next stop is to check on her as well.

      I don’t understand how he can be like that. It makes me so angry with him, that if I were older, I’d do something about it. I’m not sure what, but something.

      I read until Brea falls asleep and mark my spot before I lay the book on her nightstand next to her bed. Before we leave, I lean over and kiss her soft cheek and whisper, “See you tomorrow.”

      My mom ruffles my hair as we walk out of her room, tugging me into her side. “I’m so proud of you. Let’s check on Willow before we leave. Maybe stop by the giftshop first and see if we can find her something special.”

      I nod. “Why is their dad like that? Why doesn’t he visit them?”

      “I don’t know, sweetie. I’m sure he wants to, but sometimes he has to work, and it’s hard to do both.” She smiles sadly, her eyes admitting she doesn’t get it either. “I’ll talk to him. See if there’s anything we can do to help.”
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      The sweltering summer sun beats down on me. We’re playing our third game today. So far, my team has gone undefeated, and we’re looking to get a strong seed in the bracket tomorrow. Baseball is my life during the summer. It’s almost as enjoyable as swimming and spending time with Brea. If I can spend my days doing both, life is perfect.

      This is the end of my little league ball-playing days. Next year, I’ll be in high school and playing for the school and a travel team, both will assist me in improving my game. I could have played on a travel team sooner, but my parents said it wasn’t necessary, that I had plenty of time to improve my game. They felt it more important to play with my friends while I could. One day, I hope to play professional ball like my brother Flint is attempting to do. It’s taken him a long time to get back to his best. He’s taking the first step as a minor league player, proving nothing will ever stop him from achieving his dream.

      I’m the third baseman—the hot box. It’s called that because you get a lot of hard balls hit your way. You can’t let your mind wander. Not even when you have a bleacher full of girls watching, cheering loudly when you make a huge play. You have to push all the distractions aside and focus, or you could eat a ball and seriously get hurt.

      Our pitcher, Jamison, is on fire. He’s struck out the last five batters, which can cause the infielders to let their guard down and relax.

      The crack of the bat puts my feet in motion. I dive toward the foul line, eating dirt as I scoop up the ball and rise to my knees. Like a rocket, I throw it to Sampson, our first baseman. I don’t move as I watch him snag it from the air in a tall stretch, his foot firmly on the base, getting the runner out with a few seconds to spare.

      “Yes!” I pump my fist skywards and slam my glove against the dirt. “Let’s go boys. Time to get some hits.”

      I’m in the dugout first, tossing my glove in my bag before flipping my hat on top of it. Picking up my water bottle, I tip it back and let the cool liquid slide down my throat, wiping off the excess with my sleeve.

      “He’s such a snack.” I hear one girl tell her friends from the bleachers next to the dugout before she hollers at me. “Good play, Reid.”

      I try not to encourage her as I pick up my helmet and bat, but it’s rude to ignore her completely. “Thanks.”

      “Will you hit me a home run?” She sighs in that way girls do, batting her eyes.

      Not bothering to respond, I turn my back and make my way to the field so I can watch the pitcher warm up. But that doesn’t mean I don’t hear the group chatting it up behind me.

      “Oh my god, Margo. Look at that cake.” Her friend giggles, making the rest of the bench bunnies snicker. “You should ask him to the carnival. You two would make such a cute couple.”

      My teammate Jonesy chuckles next to me. “Damn man. You’re so lucky.”

      I give the bat a swing before squinting. “Why’s that?”

      “Bruh, those girls are here to watch you and only you. You need to take advantage of that. If I were you, I’d be all over it.” He turns his head and winks at the group. “I’ll take your leftovers.”

      “Gross, Jonesy.” I swing the bat again. “Plus, I’m not interested. If you are, feel free to go for it.”

      He shakes his head and then points his bat to the girl sitting alone in the grass with a score book in her lap. “I don’t know what it is you see in her, man. She’s weird and has no clue whatsoever you’re all goo-goo over her.”

      Removing my helmet, I give my head a shake. “Goo-goo? What are you, two? And it’s not like that. Brea is my best friend.”

      “If she asked you to the carnival, you’re saying you wouldn’t go?” He tilts his head and smirks. “That’s what I thought.”

      “Shut up and find a way to get on base so I can knock you home.” I kick dirt at him.

      As he takes his spot at the plate, I glance to where Brea is sitting. She’s not the same girl I met on the bus all those years ago. Her hair is still unruly at times, but she’s sprouted up. Her legs are long and slender with cute little freckles sprinkling them. I’ve started to see her differently and don’t know what to do about it. She’s my best friend, and I don’t want to screw that up. None of the other girls interest me. They annoy the hell out of me, even if some of them are cute.
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