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      For Tricia, thank you for caring so delicately for this group of friends. We are lucky to have you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is my wish for you;

        Comfort on difficult days,

        Smiles when sadness intrudes,

        Rainbows to follow the clouds,

        Laughter to kiss your lips,

        Sunsets to warm your heart,

        Hugs when spirits sag,

        Beauty for your eyes to see,

        Friendships to brighten your being,

        Faith so that you can believe,

        Confidence for when you doubt,

        Courage to know yourself,

        Patience to accept the truth,

        Love to complete your life.

      

        

      
        Ralph Waldo Emerson
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      CARSON

      “This is going to be a good move for us,” Mom promised as the GPS told us we were two minutes from our new home.

      The home I’d never set foot in.

      The home away from my grandparents.

      The home away from my friends.

      But it would still be filled with the same people.

      The same mom who worked eighty-hour weeks.

      The same dad who didn’t work at all.

      The same sisters living the same nightmare as me.

      My oldest sister in the front seat barely looked up from her phone. “Sure, Mom,” Clary said. I didn’t even see a glint of the hope in her face that I was afraid to feel in my chest. But there was a reason Dad was alone in the moving truck while we piled five people into a car that barely fit all of us, especially now that my sisters were older and had bigger hips that made less sitting room for me. (Mom said that was because they’d gone through puberty. Whatever that meant.)

      “It will be better,” Mom asserted, her eyes dark blue in the rearview mirror. They got that color when she was upset. Even darker when she cried. “Your father grew up his whole life in that small town. Around the same patterns and the same people. When he’s in a new place, he’ll realize that we’re what matters. I know he will.”

      No one had talked to me about the Cook Family Curse directly—they thought I was too young—but every man on my dad’s side of the family was abusive. Had been for generations. Clary said it was like they didn’t know any other way to be. My sister Sierra, who was into witchcraft, took the curse part more literally. No one had ever said what that meant for me.

      One thing I knew—our home life couldn’t get worse. At least, I hoped it wouldn’t.

      “And you’ll all be at a great school,” Mom continued. “The best school money can buy. You’ll meet your best friends there; I just know it.”

      On my left side, Gemma rolled her red-rimmed eyes and leaned against the window. Her best friend had lived next door to us at our old house, and Dad had to peel her off the mailbox to get her in the car.

      “Just stop, Mom,” Sierra said, her body stiff on my right. “You married an abusive narcissist, and instead of leaving him, you’re staying with him and taking us so far away from the only family we’ve ever known. It’s pathetic.”

      I flinched at her words. I hated the fighting. I hated how mean everyone was to Mom. Especially since I’d seen how it felt to have some of Dad’s anger directed at me.

      Mom’s eyes grew darker. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

      She turned onto a road at a sign that said Rhodora Home Owners’ Association. The houses lining the wide street were nice—not as big as the ones in Texas; Gramps did always say, “Everything’s bigger in Texas.”

      Each home had bright green lawns and big bay windows, and everything looked just as perfect as Mom wanted us to believe it would be. The moving truck was parked in front of a house painted light blue—like it had tried to blend in with the sky but missed a shade.

      The house on the left was a boring brown color, but right next door there was a bright yellow home with the windows open, and I swore there was a pie sitting in the windowsill. I wished I could move into that house, with a perfect mom and a perfect dad and maybe even a brother and a sister who weren’t so busy dealing with their own problems they forgot about me.

      “This is it,” Mom announced, putting the car into park along the curb. She got out and said, “Carson?”

      After my sisters left, I scooted out of the middle. Mom waited for me by a white mailbox shaped like a swan. “Yeah?”

      She knelt down and put her hands on my shoulders. “I want to thank you for staying so positive.” She glanced over her shoulder where Dad stood by the truck, smoking, and lowered her voice. “I know Dad’s been hard on you, but you keep being the bright, silly, fun, good kid I know you are, and great things will happen for you.”

      My throat stung like when I had to tell Grandma and Gramps goodbye. “Are you sure?”

      “I promise. This move will be the best thing to happen in your life.”

      

      CALLIE

      Through my bedroom window on the second floor, I watched a man who looked as old as my dad yank the for-sale sign out of the ground. He tossed it aside, and a laughing woman came and kissed him.

      A boy bent over, pretending to throw up, while three older girls walked toward the front door.

      “Joe!” I called to my older brother. “They’re our age!”

      He came into my room and pulled his headphones around his neck. “Any hot girls?”

      “Ew,” I said, even though the girls were pretty. They each had long blond hair like their mother that rippled down their backs.

      I didn’t focus on them for long.  My eyes were on the boy. He straightened, and sandy blond hair covered his forehead, brushed over his dark eyebrows. Was he in my grade? He could have been. What was he like? I couldn’t tell anything about him from his plain T-shirt and khaki shorts. Only that he looked like he was my height. But again, that was hard to tell from up here.

      I wished I could open my window and lean out to get a better look, but it was the middle of August, and Dad would be so upset if he knew I was letting out all of his cold air. Apparently, all of the house was his and Mom’s...until it needed cleaning.

      From downstairs, my mom called, “Joe, Callie, come here!”

      Joe and I gave each other a look. Mom always made us greet new neighbors, but I was only wearing basketball shorts and a T-shirt from practice earlier today...

      “One second,” we yelled at the same time.

      Joe ran out of the room, and I had a distinct feeling he was doing the same thing I was: primping.

      I ran to my dresser and dug through the bulk of my jeans and T-shirts until I found the ones that looked best on me. I tugged them on and started toward the stairs. Joe came out of the bathroom smelling like way too much cologne.

      Fanning my hand in front of my nose, I said, “You smelled better before!”

      “Really?” He put his armpit in my face, and I nearly fell down the stairs.

      “Stop!” I cried, hurrying to the bottom before I could get more hairy armpit in my face.

      He finally gave up, and when we reached the kitchen, Mom gave us an exasperated look. “You two,” she sighed. Then she reached for a carafe of her special homemade strawberry lemonade and handed it to me.

      I adjusted the sweating pitcher in my hands as she gave Joe a round glass pan full of cinnamon rolls. She’d been experimenting with different flavors lately, and through the glass, these looked strawberry flavored.

      “Can I have one?” Joe asked.

      “You don’t think they’ll notice one missing?” she said, turning to get the plastic plates and cups decorated with tiny flowers.

      “I just don’t care,” Joe retorted. “They look so good, Mom.”

      I rolled my eyes. Flattery was his strong suit. “Kiss up.”

      “Callie,” Mom admonished. “No name-calling.”

      “Even when it’s true?” I said sweetly.

      Smiling, she shook her head. “Let’s get going.”

      We marched out the front door and down the sidewalk. Last time we’d done the neighbor greeting, it was for the house across the street where an old couple lived with their creepy cat. It had a scraggly coat and two different colored eyes and curled around my legs the entire twenty minutes we were there, like it had an evil plan to trip me. This family already seemed more promising.

      Their front door was open, and we could hear girls arguing inside about who got which room.

      “See? You’re not the only siblings who argue.” Mom looked over at us pointedly and knocked on the door frame. “Yoo hoo, neighbors.”

      My cheeks reddened. Not only was I standing here with a sweaty glass of lemonade, my mom said yoo hoo.

      The woman I’d seen earlier stepped from the direction of the garage. I’d been in this house when it was still listed for sale—it looked a lot like ours but like someone had flipped it the opposite direction and painted it in bright, coastal colors unlike the beige that covered all of our walls.

      The woman smiled wide and said, “Hi there. Come inside.”

      Mom walked a couple of feet into the living room, and as we followed, I thought we might as well have been standing on the porch.

      A crashing sound came from the direction of the garage. Shattering glass.

      I flinched, and the Mom said, “Whoops. Must have dropped something.”

      It didn’t sound like dropping. The next crash that came sounded like something had hit the wall.

      The boy came running out of the garage and ran out the back door. His mom’s eyes trailed behind him for a moment before turning back to us, looking tight around the corners. “It was nice to meet you, but we better get back to unpacking.”

      “Of course,” Mom said, a smile pasted on her face like she hadn’t seen what I had. “I’m Anne, and this is Callie and Joe. My husband is Robert, but I’m sure there will be plenty of time to meet him once you get settled in. Where would you like us to set the snacks? I’m sure you’ll need them!”

      She nodded gratefully. “We will. Here on the floor should be fine.”

      Mom seemed to hesitate before bending to set the plasticware and plates on the dusty ground. Joe dumped his cinnamon rolls, and I carefully lowered the carafe to the floor.

      As we turned and walked out, I heard a door slam and a man’s voice grumbling something about lazy and ungrateful.

      After the door closed firmly behind us and we heard the heavy clicking of a lock, Joe said, “That was weird.”

      “Shh,” Mom said.

      “It was,” I said, my throat tight. “Do you think the dad was throwing something at the boy?”

      “I’m sure it’s okay.” Mom smiled at me, but there was still a troubled look in her eyes. “Why don’t you get some time outside? Maybe hang out in the green belt.”

      The message behind her words was clear. Find him.

      I cut across our lawn to the gate that opened to the expanse of grass that cut through the neighborhood. There were a few parks dispersed through the place, and I didn’t see him on the one closest to our houses.

      Trying to stall the worry rising in my throat, I shucked my flip-flops, hooking the straps between my fingers. I always felt better with the grass forming and molding to my feet. Even so, the sense of dread lingered.

      This time of summer, it was too hot to be at the park, I reminded myself. Everyone was probably at the pool or the beach. Or watching TV in the air conditioning. Having fun instead of bringing food to grumpy neighbors. Maybe the boy had found a tree to hide out under.

      I rounded a corner and saw the next park. The same boy from earlier sat on one of the swings, dragging his feet over the worn-down path of gravel underneath. His head hung low, sandy hair falling around his face. I opened my mouth to greet him, but he lifted his arm to his face and used the back of his forearm to wipe his eyes.

      He was crying.

      It felt like a hand had reached around my lungs and squeezed. I both wanted to run to him and make him feel better and dodge behind a tree to let him have some privacy. The war of the two options held me firmly to the spot, unable to move.

      Like he sensed me watching him, he looked up and immediately began wiping at his face, trying to hide his feelings. Before I could speak, he said, “You live next door, don’t you?”

      My chest ached even more at the sight of him trying to hold it together, but maybe that was what he needed—for me to pretend nothing had happened.

      “Yeah, in the yellow house,” I said with a smile, going to the swing next to him and sitting down. “What grade are you in?”

      “I’m going to Emerson Academy. I’ll be in sixth grade.”

      “Me too,” I said. “Do you play sports?”

      “Swimming. But I want to try football too.”

      I nodded. “Our school does flag football in sixth grade.”

      “What about you?” he asked. “Do you play sports?”

      “Everything I can,” I answered. “I’m in a summer basketball league, but I’ll play volleyball when school starts. Where’d you move from?”

      “Texas.” He said the word bitterly, like Texas was just as bad as sitting on the bench a whole game or something. He pumped his legs and started picking up height. “Want to see who can jump farther?”

      I nodded and began swinging my legs too. “I’ll warn you though. I’ve been practicing on these swings my whole life.”

      “Well I have natural talent.”

      I snorted, working even harder. “Good luck.”

      We were both high now, the chains squeaking harshly as we worked to best each other.

      “Ready,” he said.

      “Set,” I yelled.

      “Go!” we shouted at the same time.

      We flew through the air, weightless, soaring, and then the ground came toward us. I touched the ground and rolled, him doing the same beside me. As I skidded to a stop on the gravel, I looked over to see the boy at the same distance as me.

      “Tie,” he said.

      I grinned. “I’ll win next time.”

      A woman’s voice yelled in the distance, “Carson!”

      His expression soured. “That’s me.”

      That tight feeling was back in my chest. “See you later?”

      He nodded. “Race?”

      “You’re on.”

      We sprinted back toward our houses, neck and neck the entire way. When we reached the back gate, one of his sisters was standing there with her arms folded across her ample chest. “Looks like you’re fitting right in,” she said drily, extending her arm for him.

      He ducked under it and started inside.

      As I walked toward my house, I couldn’t get the boy and his hidden tears out of my mind. Not during supper when Joe told Dad what happened. Not when our parents sent us upstairs and I could hear my parents whispering downstairs through the bathroom vents, and not at bedtime as I sat at my desk, carefully braiding my hair so it would be crimped the next morning.

      Not when I heard something tapping at my second-story window.

      With my eyebrows furrowed together, I went to the window, pushed it open, and looked down and around. There were bright little pieces of something on the ground. And then one pegged my head.

      Across the gap between our houses, I could see the boy, Carson, leaning out his window, holding on to a handful of Legos.

      Before I had a chance to speak, he said, “I didn’t hear your name.”

      “Callie,” I answered.

      “Same place, same time tomorrow, Callie?” he asked.

      I nodded, a smile growing on my face. “You’re on.”
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      CARSON

      Mom’s promise only lasted three months before the fighting started again.

      My parents yelled back and forth downstairs, just like they had at the old house. Even worse. They’d been at this for at least an hour, and there was no hope of slowing down anytime soon. The words they flung at each other made me sick to my stomach. Usually Dad was the one who got physical, but Mom could be just as hateful with her words, calling him a deadbeat and a waste of skin.

      My chest was tight, and I had trouble breathing, much less sleeping, even though my alarm clock said it was 2:53.

      Clary’s window had slid open for her to sneak out half an hour earlier.

      Gemma’s music was loud—but not loud enough.

      I had no idea what Sierra was doing. Was she okay? Should I check on her?

      Something heavy slammed against the floor downstairs, and I cringed, stuck somewhere between leaping out of bed to protect whoever it was that had been hurt and running away as far as I could get.

      My door cracked open, and I scrambled back on my bed.

      “Shh, shh,” Gemma soothed. She came into my room, fully dressed in day clothes. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Where?” I asked. Not that it mattered. Anywhere would have been fine.

      “I have an idea.” She quietly opened my dresser drawers, then flung clothes at me.

      I threw them on over the underwear I’d gone to bed in and followed her down the hallway. She paused before the staircase, making sure the yelling was farther away, toward the garage, before continuing to Sierra’s room.

      “Won’t Sierra be mad we’re going in her room?” I whispered.

      Ignoring me, Gemma pushed through the door where I saw Sierra waiting for us, looking down at her phone. At the sound of the door opening, she jerked away, but seemed to relax when she realized it was us. She walked straight to the open window and began climbing down the lattice on the side of the house.

      Gemma easily followed out the window, and I looked back toward the stairs. The yelling had stopped. Maybe it was over? But then other sounds came from downstairs, just as disturbing, and I hurried toward the window.

      Sierra sprinted across the grass toward the green belt, and Gemma and I followed. They went past the first, smaller park next to our house, past Callie’s house, and stopped at the bigger park.

      “I’m so sick of them,” Sierra gritted out as she climbed the stairs meant for much younger children.

      Gemma followed after her. “They should have just left us with Grandma and Gramps. Mom and Dad clearly don’t want kids anyway, and Clary’s gonna wind up pregnant before she even graduates.”

      My chest ached at their words about our sister. About our grandparents. I missed them too. Gramps was the only guy in my life who actually cared to have me around. Dad would order me around to get tools when he worked on the car or yell at me to find the remote, but he never taught me anything like Gramps had. Gramps was the one who showed me how to fish, how to set up a tent and start a fire. Without him, I was lost. The only time I felt like I knew what I was doing in our new town was around Callie. Being with her was as easy as it had been with Gramps. I felt like I could just be myself around her, even if we didn’t talk about how horrible things were at my house.

      I got on the stairs and walked up to where my sisters lay on the platform. Gemma had a bottle of Mt. Dew in her hand, and I realized I was thirsty too.

      “Can I have some?” I asked her.

      She tossed me the bottle, and I waterfalled some into my mouth. She usually didn’t mind sharing if I didn’t put my lips on it.

      Sierra busied herself, spreading out her glittering gemstones. “Should we call the cops on them?”

      “No,” Gemma said immediately. “They would blame us. Remember what happened when Clary called them at the old house.”

      I shuddered against the screaming and yelling and punishment our parents had given her.

      “Hey, Sierra?” I asked.

      She looked up at me, her eyes glittering like her stones.

      “Can you...” I bit my cheek, tasting blood with the leftover Mt. Dew. “Can you break the curse in me?”

      She and Gemma exchanged a look before Sierra said sadly, “I’m sorry, Cars. It doesn’t work that way.”

      No, there was no one coming to help me. There was no way out. There was just a way through. As I lay beside them and looked at the few stars dotting the sky through the city lights, I thought Clary had it figured out.

      She had an escape, and I needed to find one too.

      

      CALLIE

      “Callie, can you take the trash out?” Mom asked. It was just the two of us in the dining room this morning since Dad had already left for work and Joe was catching up on his assigned reading—much to Mom’s chagrin.

      I finished rinsing off my breakfast plate and put it in the dishwasher. “This is what I get for doing my homework?”

      Joe glared at me over the top of War and Peace.

      “Just be careful not to get anything on your uniform,” Mom said, stacking up the rest of the dishes.

      I tied off the kitchen trash bag and carried it to the front door. The trash cans were hidden beside our house, and this was the closest way. I pushed the door open and walked through, then saw the drip on the sidewalk.

      “Shoot,” I muttered and hurried off the concrete, holding the bag as far from myself as possible. I carefully lifted the trash can lid and lugged the bag into it. Something about swiping my hands together to free them of invisible germs made me feel better. I didn’t know why.

      A scuffing sound came from a few feet over, but I didn’t see anyone walking around me. Then I looked up and saw Carson climbing in through a bedroom window that wasn’t his. My eyebrows drew together. Hadn’t we already talked about training for American Ninja Warrior together? Was he trying to one-up me again?

      As I went back inside to finish getting ready for school, I promised myself to confront him at lunch time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I got to the cafeteria and had my tray, I found Carson sitting at our usual spot. We always took the end of a long table, that way we had at least one side free.

      He waved at me as I approached, but he looked exhausted.

      “Are you sick?” I asked as I set my tray down.

      “No. Why?”

      “You look terrible,” I said, taking him in up close. Even his hair was rumpled, like he hadn’t had a chance to comb it. “Do you need my extra brush?”

      “No.” He yawned and set his cheek in one of his hands. “Maybe food will help.”

      I remembered my own food in front of me and dipped a chicken nugget in some ranch. “I saw you climbing in the window this morning.”

      His back stiffened. Guilty.

      “I knew it!” I accused.

      Putting his hands up, he said, “It was Sierra’s idea, honest.”

      “Oh, sure, blame your sister,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s fine. I’m still going to win.”

      His eyebrows drew together. “Win?”

      “Don’t play dumb,” I said. “American Ninja Warrior. You’re trying to train.”

      Suddenly, he burst out laughing, so loudly that the people around us noticed and were turning our way with incredulous smiles that said they wanted in on the joke. Well, I did too. “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “You’re so innocent,” he said, finally cooling down and wiping tears from his eyes.

      I hated when people said things like that. If I had a dollar for every time someone called me naïve or gullible, I could have bought plenty of duct tape to shut them up. “Tell me then.”

      Just as quickly as his features had lit up, they fell, making him appear more exhausted than ever. He looked to the side to make sure no one was paying attention, then to the right to make sure no one was walking by.

      “You know why we moved?” he whispered.

      We’d been best friends for almost a year, and he was asking me if I knew why he’d moved in? “Of course. Your mom got a new job.”

      He shook his head.

      “What?” I asked, confused. “But you said...”

      “It’s a lie,” he said bitterly, then he looked away and took a deep breath, his shoulders heaving from the force. “My parents have a...bad marriage.”

      My mind flashed to the time we brought them cinnamon rolls, and the way I was never allowed at their house, only outside. “What do you mean it’s bad?”

      “They fight,” he whispered. “Things get broken, and when Dad’s drinking...people get hurt.”

      My heart felt like it had stalled in my chest, every bit as heavy as a boulder. “He’s abusive?” I breathed. Even the word felt wrong in my throat. I knew he was mean, but not in that way.

      Carson nodded. “Last year it got so bad Clary called the cops. Of course, when they showed up, Mom and Dad said it was a misunderstanding. Said Mom tripped down the stairs and that Clary had a nightmare. After the cops left, Dad...” He cringed and took a breath. “He hurt Clary. Mom threatened to leave him, but he said he would do anything—even move away from his family and his friends—if she would stay with him.”

      The weight of what Carson told me struck harder than anything of the individual words. It made all of the times he was sent away from the house, the way his mom worked so many hours, the way his sister was always gone—make sense. But none of it should have made sense. Parents weren’t supposed to hurt their kids. They were supposed to love them.

      “Carson, I’m...”

      “Sorry?” he finished for me. “Don’t be. I just didn’t want you to think I was trying to cheat to win at American Ninja Warrior. If I win, it’ll be ‘cause I’m awesome.”

      I rolled my eyes. How could he joke at a time like this? Having said what he’d said? I just reached across the table and touched his hand. “I’m here for you.”

      His lips quivered for a moment before he bit them together. “Best friends forever?”

      I smiled and nodded, wanting to just take him into a hug and make all of the hurt go away. Instead, I repeated his words and meant them with all of my heart. “Best friends forever.”
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      Callie

      Carson and I sat in the two bucket seats of Mom’s minivan on the way to our first boy-girl party at Merritt Alexander’s. Her family lived in a mansion, and her big brother, Ryde, was probably the cutest guy I’d ever seen. Even cuter than my favorite movie star. I wondered if he’d be there. If he’d like the bejeweled party dress Mom had bought me especially for this party.

      Carson said, “Anne, do you have any more of that hard candy?”

      His lips were already blue from “taste testing” the batch of candy Mom had made. She’d been on a real candy-making kick lately.

      “They’re going to have food there,” I reminded him.

      Dad chuckled from the front seat. “Carson’s a smart man. There’s no telling whether the food will actually be good or not.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We’re not going there for the food.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Carson said, taking another piece of candy from the tin Mom passed back.

      Mom and Dad laughed, but I just shook my head. “Pass me one then.” If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.

      Carson extended the tin, and I put a piece in my mouth. They actually tasted kind of like Jolly Ranchers. But instead of buying a pack, Mom had spent all afternoon in the kitchen making them. Seemed like a waste of time if you asked me.

      Out the window, a long, tree-lined driveway came into view. Balloon bouquets were strung along the path, along with big signs saying HAPPY BIRTHDAY MERRITT.

      Carson’s mouth fell open, showing half a piece of candy. “This is where Merritt lives?”

      I nodded. “You should see the treat bags.”

      Mom and Dad gave each other a look, then turned back to the road.

      “What?” Carson asked, not hiding his excitement at all. “What’s in the treat bags?”

      “Last year, they gave everyone a smart watch.”

      His eyes lit up. “Seriously? I don’t even have a phone.”

      Dad coughed. “They didn’t pay for service, though, did they?”

      “I can still listen to music on it though,” I said.

      “Do you think they’ll do that again this year?” Carson asked.

      I shook my head. “It’s usually different. But this is the first party boys will be at, so who knows.”

      Dad stopped behind another car letting out kids and turned back to us. “Okay, son, here’s what you need to know about a boy-girl party. You be the man, pull back chairs, hold open doors, pick up the extra plates.”

      Carson’s eyebrows drew together. “That sounds so lame.”

      Dad chuckled. “Not lame, chivalrous.”

      “I don’t know, Dad,” I said. “Have you seen the guys in our class?”

      “Someday,” Dad said, “stuff like that will matter.”

      Mom smiled at Dad and said, “You’ll want a guy like that, Callie.”

      “Like Carson?” I sputtered. “Ew, he’s like my brother!”

      Mom and Dad laughed, and Carson got red.

      “I wasn’t saying Carson specifically,” Dad said. “Just someone like him.”

      Okay, now I was blushing. “Can we go?” I asked before they could turn their dating advice on me.

      “Have fun,” Mom said. “We’ll be back at nine to get you.”

      My hand was already on the handle, pushing the button to let us out. I climbed out of the car, careful to be modest with my dress, and started toward the door, nerves jumping through my system. What would a boy-girl party be like? Would we play Spin the Bottle? Would I have my first kiss? Was I ready for that?

      We reached the front door, and Carson held it open for me.

      I gave him a look. “You’re seriously following my dad’s advice?”

      “It’s better than my dad’s advice,” he said as we stepped inside.

      I didn’t get a chance to ask him what that advice had been before Merritt’s mom greeted us and told us the party was upstairs. Like we needed that knowledge. I could hear the music blaring from here.

      As we walked toward the massive marble staircase, Carson whispered, “Merritt’s mom is hot.”

      I elbowed him in the gut, and he doubled over, but it relieved me a little bit to be back to normal. Dad’s advice was weird. I didn’t like him telling Carson how to “get girls” just as much as I disliked him telling me what kind of guy I should go for. As far as I was concerned, Ryde Alexander was the dream guy.

      We topped the stairs and followed the music to a massive room with a pool table, foosball, air hockey, a few pinball machines, and giant speakers blaring pop songs.

      One of Carson’s friends, Beckett, came over and said hi. Carson asked him about the food, and within seconds, they were off to the tables filled with different foods and desserts.

      I rolled my eyes at him, and Merritt came and slung her arm around my shoulders. “Hey, girl,” she said. “You killed it in the game yesterday!”

      Tinsley and Poppy were beside her, and they nodded in agreement. “That spike was amazing.”

      My cheeks felt hot. I loved volleyball, and I worked hard in the games, but I wasn’t used to getting compliments all the time. “You did great too, Merritt,” I said. “Your setting was awesome.”

      She smiled and pushed some curls over her shoulder. “Aw, thanks.” I took in her outfit now, her sparkly dress and the tiara that said BIRTHDAY GIRL atop her head.

      “Love your outfit,” I said, grinning. “We almost match.”

      “We do!” she said and held out her phone, already on selfie mode. “Let’s get a picture.”

      I held up a peace sign and stuck out my tongue while she pursed her lips together and made a duck face.

      “Okay, now a smiling one,” she said.

      I grinned into the camera, liking the way I looked in the makeup Mom let me wear. I hoped Ryde liked it too.

      After Merritt left to hang out with some of her other friends, I looked around and found Ryde leaning against a wall with a couple of his friends. They were all in high school, and they looked like royalty, even though they weren’t dressed up like the rest of us.

      Rumors had started going around that Ryde was going to get a big role in a movie soon. I hoped he would—then I wouldn’t just have to stare at his pictures on social media.

      The music stopped, and I looked around to see Merritt standing on the air hockey table holding up a glass of punch. “Time to play Seven Minutes in Heaven!”

      The blood drained from my face, and nerves danced in my stomach.

      “And since I’m the birthday girl, I get to pick,” she said. Her eyes narrowed in on the cutest boy in our grade. “Me and Beckett.”

      Beckett’s cheeks were bright red as Merritt’s friends helped her down from the table and she walked to him. She took his hand and led him through double doors into what looked like a bedroom.

      After the door closed, I beelined to Carson, who held a plate piled high with snacks.

      “Oh my gosh,” I said.

      He had to work to swallow the massive bite in his mouth. “What happened?”

      Carson could be so oblivious sometimes. “Merritt and Beckett! Seven Minutes in Heaven!”

      Rolling his eyes, he said, “Five bucks they don’t do anything.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Not even kiss?”

      He shook his head.

      “Make it ten.”

      “Who do you think she’ll pick next?” Carson asked, looking around.

      “Probably Tinsley and someone.” I glanced around, trying to figure out who the cutest guy in the room would be after Beckett.

      My cheeks flushed as I realized it would be Carson.

      “Maybe Dugan?” Carson suggested.

      “Sure,” I said, not wanting to share my revelation. “But he’s kind of a jerk.”

      “What?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, glad he was so oblivious despite my red face.

      “Want a pig in a blanket? They’re like heaven.”

      He held one out, and I took a bite. “Why are you so hungry all the time?”

      Beating his chest with his free hand, he said, “I’m a growing boy.”

      The double doors opened, and the room grew hushed. I took them in, Merritt’s disheveled crown and Beckett’s lips smeared with lipstick.

      “Ten dollars,” I said to Carson. “Hand it over.”

      “You don’t know—”

      “Next up,” Merritt yelled, “Callie and Carson!”

      “Oh no,” I said. “Why don’t you let someone else have a turn?”

      Merritt marched over to us, put her hands on our backs, and began shoving us toward the bedroom. “You score on the court, time to score in real life.”

      The doors banged shut behind us, and Carson and I stared at each other, white as the messed-up sheets on the bed.

      Merritt yelled through the door, “If you don’t do anything, we’ll know!”

      Carson gulped. Like out loud.

      “Same,” I said.

      He looked from me to the door. “We don’t have to,” he whispered.

      “We’re not,” I said, my heart racing. “You’re like my brother.”

      “I’m glad you noticed. I always try to ask myself, WWJD: what would Joe do?”

      I rolled my eyes and shoved his arm. Using the momentum of my push, he turned and sat on a bench along the foot of the bed, then extended his plate.

      I looked at the picked over food and saw a chocolate-covered strawberry. Picking it up, I took a bite, chewing nervously. “That still doesn’t solve the problem though. How can we make it look like we...”

      Merritt banged on the door. “Timer won’t start until you do!”

      Carson’s lips turned up in a grin, and he stood and did something I never thought he would: set his plate down.

      “Come on,” he said and tugged me toward the bed.

      My eyes flew open, and I held back. What was Carson doing?

      He climbed onto the bed and pulled me up with him. Then he started jumping.

      My laugh was soft and breathy. Relieved. And I started jumping with him.

      Cheers erupted from outside the room. Carson still held my hands as he jumped with me, and then he flopped to his butt and pulled me on top of him, rubbing my head with his fist.

      I groaned and pushed him off of me.

      More cheers sounded outside the door.

      A wide grin spread on his face. “I’m a genius.”

      Shaking my head, I got off the bed and straightened my dress. “You’re something, alright.”

      “But you love it,” he said, following me.

      “What’s not to love?”

      From outside the door, Merritt yelled, “Time’s up!”

      I walked to the door and put my hand on the handle, but Carson stopped me, his hand atop mine.

      My breath caught, and I looked at him, trying to figure out what he was doing.

      His green eyes sparked as he smiled. “A man always opens a door for a lady.”

      Catching my breath, I stepped back and let him open the door.

      We walked out of the room like heroes. A bunch of guys took Carson in and held him up on their shoulders. The girls crowded me, asking me what it was like. I looked at them and grinned. “Fun.”

      

      CARSON

      When Callie’s parents stopped in their driveway, my house’s front porch light was off and Mom’s car was gone. She’d picked up a night shift again.

      “Need a light?” Callie’s dad offered, reaching for his phone.

      “I’m good,” I said. Gemma, Sierra, and I were getting pretty good at navigating around our house in the dark.

      I waved goodbye and crossed the grass to my house. I put my key in the front door and tried to be as quiet as possible as I opened it. Unfortunately, Dad was wide awake on his recliner, the TV’s blue light reflected on his surly face.

      “You’re back late,” he spat.

      I felt caught—between the truth and what my dad expected me to say. The truth was that my mom knew Callie’s family was taking me to the party and bringing me back—she hadn’t given me a curfew. Dad expected me to apologize. To give in to whatever he said.

      I decided to avoid a fight. “I’m sorry,” I said, locking the deadbolt behind me, even though it felt like sealing my own fate.

      “I’m sorry’s not gonna cut it,” Dad sneered. “What happens when you get a job and you show up late?”

      As if he had a job or knew what it was like to be held accountable to anything except a La-Z-Boy recliner. I stayed still like a deer might in the road.

      Dad shook his head and leaned back in his chair. “Get out of here.”

      He didn’t need to ask me twice. I hurried toward the stairs and took them two at a time. The second I reached the top, Clary whisper-yelled to me from her room. “Carson!”

      I followed her voice and leaned against the open door. She was sitting on her bed, her computer in front of her and countless papers around her.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Oh this?” She began scooping up the papers and patted at the bed. “College applications.”

      “I didn’t know you were going to college,” I said honestly.

      She shook her head. “I have to get out somehow. Rex’s not about to get me out of this house and somewhere better.”

      I looked toward the ceiling, thanking whatever God might be out there that she was seeing her jerk of a boyfriend wasn’t the guy she thought he was.

      “What’s your plan?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “To get out.”

      Her words hit me like a sack of bricks. I didn’t have a plan to get out. Did that mean I’d be stuck here forever like Dad?

      “Here.” She handed me a red folder. “Stanford has a swim team. I think you could get a scholarship if you keep working at it.”

      “What about you?” I asked, feeling the smooth paper under my fingers. “Where are you going?”

      She held up a purple folder. “TCU. Grandma and Gramps said I could live with them to save money. They have a good child development program.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I can help kids like I wasn’t able to help you guys.”

      My chest had that tight feeling again. Because she was right. Trying to help us had only hurt her.

      “Enough about me,” she said. “How was tonight? Did you get your first kiss?”

      My shoulders sagged. “I did what you said to do. I tried to act like I wasn’t interested, but I just ended up eating the whole time.”

      She laughed and rubbed my shoulder. “Oh, Carson. You’re too sweet.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked. “Callie’s dad said women like polite men.”

      She shook her head. “Maybe when they’re older. Like out of college and ready to settle down. Girls your age want a guy they can’t get.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Clary glanced toward her window, seeming sad. “I know.”

      “So what do I do?” I asked. “I don’t want to be in the friend zone forever.”

      “You be yourself,” Clary said and brushed some hair out of my eyes like Mom used to do. “If she doesn’t see how amazing you are, she doesn’t deserve you.”
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      Callie

      The shouting was getting worse at night. Ever since Clary left for college across the country, things had seemed to fall apart more than ever. I left my window open to let the spring air in while I slept, but it also let in the hatred coming from next door.

      It was well past ten, and there was crashing, shattering, banging, yelling, screaming. Each new sound made me flinch, and even though I should have been afraid for Carson’s mom, I worried most about him.

      I got up from my bed and went to the window. We usually kept our blinds open—unless we were changing or something—so we could talk at night if we needed to.

      I couldn’t see him, and his room was dark.

      “Carson,” I whispered. “Carson.” I picked a Lego from the bag he had given me and threw it at his window. It sailed through the opening and into his room.

      His face appeared in the window, a dark outline, but from the light in my room I could see the circles under his eyes. Haunted.

      A scream sounded from downstairs in his house, and Carson closed his eyes, his body rigid. “I hate him.”

      I wanted to take away all of Carson’s pain, to never see the defeated look on his face again. “Come over,” I whispered, desperate to help.

      His eyes widened for a moment, then another crash sounded.

      “How?” he finally asked.

      “The back door,” I whispered. “I’ll shine a flashlight when it’s clear.”

      He nodded. “I’ll be down.”

      With a racing heart, I grabbed my flashlight from my desk drawer and tiptoed down the stairs. I could hear Dad’s snoring coming softly from their room, and heat stung my eyes. I was so lucky to have them, to not have to deal with the horror Carson did every single day.

      I crept past the stairs to the next set of stairs that led to the walkout basement. The TV was on, but Joe wasn’t here. He must have forgotten to shut down his game console before going to bed.

      Actually, the music on the pause screen could help us get to my room without being detected. Passing the TV, I walked to the sliding door and looked into the dark backyard. There weren’t any lights in the green belt, not that it would have helped me see Carson waiting outside our privacy fence.

      “Callie?” Joe said.

      I jerked, holding my flashlight to my chest. “I-I thought you went to bed.”

      “Nah.” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the open bathroom door where I could hear the toilet water running. “Pit stop.”

      “Going upstairs soon?” I asked hopefully.

      “As if.” He plopped onto the couch and put on his headset. “Yeah, I’m back. No, you’re going down, man.”

      I turned my eyes toward the ceiling. This was risky. But Joe’s back was toward the sliding door. And if we were quiet, maybe he wouldn’t notice.

      Joe looked at me suspiciously over his shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      “Um... just getting some fresh air.”

      He lifted his eyebrows and pushed his headset back. “You’re meeting Carson, aren’t you?” he accused, making kissing sounds. “You are in love with him!”

      My cheeks flushed red.

      “You are!” he hissed. “My, my, my, perfect little Callie is sneaking out?”

      Overwhelmed with embarrassment and frustration, I shushed him. “Can you not hear his parents fighting?”

      Joe’s smile immediately fell. “Is he in trouble?”

      “He might be,” I said, my chest aching all over again. “I offered him to stay in my room until it blows over... unless you’re gonna snitch.”

      To Joe, a breech in loyalty was the worst betrayal imaginable. He acted offended at my suggestion. “I’ll do one better. I’ll help you get him in.”

      Now that surprised me. “Seriously? You’d do that?”

      “Of course,” he said, shrugging. “Carson’s practically the brother I wish I had.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Fine. Just don’t mess it up.” I went to the door and flashed my light outside a couple of times. In the dim glow from the basement, I saw Carson’s body move quickly over the grass. He was getting stronger—quicker.

      I slid the door open and looked back at Joe. He went back toward our parents’ room, with a promise to run interference if needed.

      Carson’s eyes were frantic, but I grabbed his hand and pulled him as fast as I could toward the stairs. I flew up the steps, practically dragging him behind me. We rushed into my room, closing the door behind us and sliding down against the wood.

      My chest heaved from the speed and the adrenaline, and when I looked over at Carson, his chest was doing the same.

      He rolled his head over and looked at me, then offered his fist for a bump.

      With a small smile, I tapped my knuckles to his. Then, I looked back at my closed window with the curtains drawn. Worry creased my brow. “Will your parents be upset if they find out you’re gone?”

      He shook his head. “Sierra’s at her boyfriend’s almost every night, and Gemma practically lives at her friend’s house. And, well, Clary hasn’t come home from college since it started.” A rare look of deep sadness covered his face. Carson didn’t get sad—he got distracted, filling his time and thoughts with happier things. But now, he wore the ache of his parents’ fighting on his sleeve.
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