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This book is dedicated to all of those I’ve lost.  You’ve changed my life forever and are therefore a part of me and of every story I write.








On our sixteenth birthdays, our kind is gifted with awesome powers.

Except no, not really because this isn't Narnia, or Hogwarts, or whatever other mythical realm where witches supposedly live. This is Elizabethtown, Illinois, and much to the chagrin of the local chapter of Susie-Homemakers, we live here.





One: Rowyn

I felt the skin-crawling sensation brought on by his energy before I saw him. Were it anyone else, I might have just chilled out in the diaper aisle, cursing my mother for sending me on errands until he found whatever fungus ointment he was looking for and moved on. But no. Not with Bobby Stecker. Yeah, his name was actually Bobby. Legally. Like this was a sock hop in 1954. Happily though, that meant his initials were BS, and I kind of enjoyed that a lot.

There really wasn't any escaping, so I took a deep breath and prepared for whatever highbrow remarks he had for me today. He lumbered down the aisle, never seeming coordinated enough for his large frame. His hair was overgrown, and he smelled faintly of body odor once he got close enough for me to breathe in his stink. Ah, swoon.

“Hiya, Witch-Bitch.” He grinned far too broadly about a term he'd coined in sixth grade. He would be a senior this year, meaning he'd be allowed to vote; it made me seriously fear for the future of the country.

“Yes, Bull Shit, very good. Those do rhyme.” I cocked my head at him in as condescending a way as I could muster in order to hide how much he got under my skin.

“Such language. Very inappropriate for a family establishment,” he scolded, using probably the biggest word he knew to refer to the supermarket.

“You realize you just called me… I can't even do this. Get out of my way.” His normal pink aura was tinged a bright orange, and I threw up a little in my mouth, not even wanting to imagine what had him feeling, ah, hormonally energized at that moment.

“I just brought you a present. I'd think you'd be grateful, geez.”

Please just fall over and die. Like, right now. I didn't think my spirit guides were into murder, but sometimes, a girl just had to ask. He turned to reach behind him and grabbed a broom from housewares out of his cart that I'd somehow missed when he walked up. He handed it to me, and like an idiot, I took it. I could not mentally grasp how people still found things like this amusing. I rearranged my face to an expression of confusion.

“Did you need help shoving it up your ass?” The grin fell on his stupid face, and I was momentarily feeling victorious. Until I saw the severe blond bob come around the corner attached to the pinched-face expression of his mother. She might have been the only person I hated more than Bobby.

“What a disgusting thing to say. Is that the language you people think is appropriate?” Ah. You People. The heathen devil worshippers that are all pagans and witches.

“Mrs. Stecker.” I tried to get it out under the guise of a polite greeting, but my jaw was clenched far too tightly for that.

“Bobby, Amy Sue and I are ready to go. I don't even know what you're doing conversing with…her.” I gripped the cart, never wishing harder that I was the kind of witch who could wiggle her nose and turn someone into a donkey.

“I was just trying to help her,” Bobby lied as they walked away.

“Well, that is admirable, but we can't save everyone. Some people are destined for hell, son, remember that.” I saw red. Well, actually, I saw brown, because that was the color of the woman's aura. I bit my lip to keep from swearing like a sailor. The only silver lining I could possibly find in my rage was that Amy Sue hadn't actually been there for that interaction. Yep. Amy Sue Stecker. ASS. I could not make this shit up.

I counted to one hundred to make sure they'd be gone when I got to the checkout line, heaved the box of training diapers for Tristen into the cart, and pretended like I was going to let all of this roll off my back.

* * *

I paced in my room that evening with too many thoughts, attempting to put myself together. By the time I reached the closet, I realized I needed a different pair of earrings, but when I looked in my jewelry box, all I could think about was fixing my hair. Thankfully, Reed was sitting on the steps just outside my doorway, and he couldn't give me crap for walking in circles like a mental patient.

No matter how many deep breaths I took, I couldn't shake my anger. I flopped down on the unmade bed, needing a moment to temper my thoughts of murder. Poisoning him might be more satisfying. Seeing him slowly wither away. Morbidly, this was the only thought that helped me calm down. As I gazed at the ceiling, I heard my best friend sigh dramatically from the stairs and grinned in spite of myself.

I had always loved the pitched roof in my attic room. I didn't even care that it technically didn't have a door, that my closet was almost non-existent, or that the heat was sometimes stifling in the summer. The exposed beams with dangling lights made me feel like the space contained magic. I breathed and focused on that instead.

Though I tried not to, I almost enjoyed the progression of Reed's annoyance level as he waited for me to get ready. There was a predictable pattern of sighing, finger tapping, pacing, and lying on the steps before he totally lost it. Once I was able to think about one task at a time, I pulled out a cropped white top and my favorite gray skirt from the closet. It was long and ruffled, and I had sewn a bell into it so I jingled when I walked.

“Could you possibly take longer? I'm being totally serious, by the way. I love sitting on the stairs like I'm twelve and have never seen a girl in a bra before.” I inadvertently cringed at the thought of Reed seeing any girl in her bra. It wasn't that I wanted him to see me in mine. It was just… whatever.

“Stop trying to talk me into letting you watch me get dressed. You sound like a creeper.” I cursed unceremoniously when my hair got caught on one of my seven bracelets. Yes, seven. Plus four necklaces, six rings, five earrings, and one tiny rhinestone in my nose.“Ow, ow, ow.”

“Yeah, okay. I'm coming in,” Reed announced before stomping up the stairs. His dark, heavy-lidded eyes shone at my predicament. In vain, I was attempting to disconnect my hair from a charm bracelet full of seemingly non-hazardous objects- a flower, a faery, a tree, a cat, and a pentagram. I was not exactly certain which one had attached itself to my tornado of hair. If I could have? I would have had my hair committed. It sincerely had a personality disorder. Reed's tall frame towered over me as he surveyed the damage, and a familiar scent of citrus and cedar came along with him. Reed's mom made over-priced soap as one of her many hobbies, meaning he always smelled sort of…delicious. I would have never told him that, though; he thought highly enough of himself as it was.

“You could just cut your hair, you know? You literally complain about it every single day. Since we were five. I'd still love you with no hair.” He made this absurd suggestion with a grin as he unwound coarse black strands from the tiny silver cat. I glared at him even though he couldn't see me. I hoped he could feel it. “Maybe I'll come in and cut it for you while you're sleeping.”

My eyebrows reacted to the severity of his words. “I swear on my father's grave that I would take your favorite boxing gloves and draw kittens on them with silver Sharpie.” I could almost hear him break into a horrified expression at the thought.

“There are so many things wrong with that threat,” he complained, finally tugging my hair free. I rushed to the mirror to see if there was anything to fix. We looked like we could be related, Reed and me. We had the same olive-toned skin, almost black eyes surrounded by thick lashes, and dark curly hair. His worked for him a bit better than mine did for me. To my credit though, I had boobs and nicer legs. “One, your dad isn't dead.”

“Yet,” I smiled sweetly, turning back to him.

Reed sighed. “And two, you would never crush my soul by taking my lucky gloves. Surely I've earned more loyalty than that. And I know you're just still pissed about Stecker and the broom.”

“One, I think you seriously underestimate the kind of long-term emotional effects walking around with a power mullet would have on me. But fine. Two, do not mention his name in my presence. I've processed it, and I'm moving on.”

“Sure you have. It's a complete lie, but I like the commitment.” His dark eyes held his amusement, and thoughts of murder started to creep back up again. It would have been hard to lie to him even if he wasn't stupidly intuitive. He'd known me for too long.

I sighed and tried to make my words be true. It wasn't that today had been anything new, it was exactly that today hadn't been anything new. I was so sick of existing within the small-minded boundaries of this town. At least the Full Moon would take my mind off of it. The last one of the summer was always the most fun.

“Just be nice and don't say dumb things. Can we go now?”

“Yeah, yeah. With Rose out of town, there's no one to yell at us for being late.”

“But who's going to stop me from yelling at you when you try to flirt with girls you should not be flirting with?” The half smile he gave me suggested he knew exactly what I was talking about. I just shook my head and started down the stairs.

“Aw, Row, I promise I'll only flirt with you all night. There'll be no need for yelling.”

“Not what I meant, Reed.”

“You're so hot when you feel misunderstood.” I stopped short at the bottom of the stairs and elbowed him in the ribs a bit too hard for it just to be a joke. He laughed it off anyway and followed me outside to leave for The Circle.





Two: Reed

I almost wished someday she'd shoot me down outright and put me out of my misery. It was impossible to resist when she let me flirt with her like that. It had been a long time since just the two of us had gone, well, anywhere, without Rose, and it did feel like our referee was missing. Well, tonight should be interesting anyway.

“Can I drive?” Rowyn asked me with an innocent smile I wasn't quite immune to as we walked outside her house. It was surrounded by so many trees that the air just smelled green when the weather turned warm.

“Not a chance.” My 1990 Jetta was sort of my most prized possession after my boxing gloves. I'd put more work into it than maybe anything else I'd ever owned.

“I'll be your best friend.”

“You already are.” My smile came easily, knowing her pattern of begging well. Next she would offer to read my cards for free, which she always did anyway, and I'd make an ill-advised joke about being willing to negotiate our terms. I walked around to the driver's side of the car.

“Fine. Next time I won't make you sit on the stairs.” That was not expected. I felt my face break into a grin that only accompanied highly inappropriate thoughts about being in her room. I made an about-face and tossed the keys to her. She slid into the driver's seat and wrapped her hands around the wheel.

“We could take your car, you know?” I had to throw it out there just to irritate her and get her to do the thing where she bit her tongue in annoyance. She had her own car, but the little red Civic was rather temperamental, with the starting and the driving, so she didn't take it out often. I didn't get a response to that comment. “Okay then, try not to kill us.”

“Shut up.” I just laughed as she shifted into reverse. The crunch of the gravel driveway under the tires was a satisfying sound as we headed out. Her house sat just outside of town, backed up to the woods, and I sometimes felt more at home there than at my own house. Seeing her double check all of her mirrors before she pulled onto the two-lane highway made me love her a little bit more.

* * *

Once we pulled off the main road and drove back into the woods, I felt guilty about my earlier comment about getting there late. I forgot sometimes, how nice it was.

I grabbed Rowyn's hand as we walked the well-worn path through the trees. Tonight, she didn't try to stop me. The woods opened up into a meadow, and it looked like a caravan had arrived. Well, it sort of had, being that most of our heritage could probably be traced to Romani travelers in the past century. That was cool with me; it's what I credited my dark and mysterious good looks to. Tables and chairs were haphazardly organized in groups, along with an informal altar set-up. We considered ourselves witches- level business casual. Maybe beach casual as of late, since our parents' insistence on our practice had waned in recent years. Life got in the way sometimes, I guessed. But tonight, the last Full Moon of summer, would be a good excuse to reconnect. I always felt better after casting a circle.

Rowyn dropped my hand to see if her mom needed help with Tristen, and I wandered to find my brother and his friends. Well, I would have, had there not been food to distract me. I could see my brother anytime, but homemade bread and rosemary chicken were less common.

“Have you literally been eating this entire time?” Rowyn came up behind me and pinched my sides. I was on my third helping.

“I am a man in need of sustenance, Row. You can't deny nature.”

“Yeah, yeah. Mary wants us to come clear energy for the kids before circle. You'll have to put down the bread though. Probably.”

“I think I could absolutely use the bread to clear energy.”

“Just come help me already.”

“Okay, okay, I'm coming.” I shoved the remainder of the loaf in my mouth and followed Rowyn to the actual circle part of The Circle. The tree line carved out an almost perfect arc, creating a backdrop for spell work and rituals. The moon was rising as we each lit our juniper and began to clear the energy of the younger crowd who entered the space.

 

Clear the mind of worry,

the heart of anger,

and the feet of wanderlust.

Fill this soul with presence, love, and roots

as she enters our sacred circle.

 

I repeated this again and again as our circle formed, holding the lit juniper bundle in my hand, the wisps of smoke spiraling into the pink sky. The lake was calm in the distance, and the feeling of summer was alive under the moon. A woman named Cecelia began the ritual, crystal wand in hand to direct the energy, calling Earth in the north, Air in the east, Fire in the south, Water in the west, and spirit in our center, lighting candles as she went. Our circle was closed, and the magic settled in as the space became lit in silver and white to honor the moon. I loved this feeling. Ceremony, ritual, sensing everyone's energy focused in one place at one time. That's what magic was.

I felt the reality of all of it- that we were all connected. To each other, to the magic of the woods, to the stardust we came from. I was feeling pretty philosophical gazing at the sunset and watching Rowyn think about whatever new beginning we were supposed to be concentrating on. I could only see her.

The spell was broken when Cecilia opened the circle, so I used all of the energy coursing through me to heave Rowyn over my shoulder and throw her in the lake.

Thank me she did not, but it was worth it to see her dripping wet and a hot sort of angry.





Three: Rowyn

I made damn sure I was ready by the time Reed got to my house to pick me up that weekend. I was still annoyed about having to sit around the bonfire at Full Moon in a towel, and I was absolutely not making good on my promise about releasing him from his post on the stairs after that. Or ever, really.

This time, he was the one taking forever even though it was because he took the time to answer a pretend telephone when my brother handed it to him. Tristen was a little bit hard to resist.

“Would you come on? Rose is probably holding hands with Jared at this very moment. Who knows what those crazy kids will get into without us? There could be nose-grazing involved.” Reed rolled his eyes, but his silence signaled agreement, and he followed me down the steps and out the front door after my mom distracted Tristen with some sort of organic candy. “I'm driving again, by the way,” I informed him. There was no asking this time.

“Not likely. You didn't even keep your promise from the last time.”

“Well, you'll have to get here earlier. I can't help it that I was punctual.”

“Sure. That's you, always on time.” He shook his head at me knowingly, and I was glad it was already getting dark and I could pretend it didn't make me flush, thinking about whatever he was thinking about.

“You threw me in the lake. I'm driving.”

“We're still on that?”

“It was only two days ago, Reed.”

“Fine. You can drive, but you're not allowed to be mad at me about the lake anymore.”

“Deal.” I smiled. Winning was fun. The grin died a little bit when I remembered where we were going. He placed the keys in my hand and sighed longingly. Dramatic much?

I glanced back at the porch of my white cottage house with its yellow gingerbread trim. I was certain many a joke had been made in town about our house luring in children like Hansel and Gretel, people being so original and all. But I loved it.

There was to be an awkward double non-date of sorts that evening. Rosalyn was seeing a painfully mundane football player named Jared, which annoyed me to no end. Despite his reputation for being a good ol' boy, anytime I was around him, the guy seemed like he was moments away from developing a pretty serious eye twitch. I was fairly certain he was waiting for me to suck out his soul and turn it into a horcrux. Never mind that Rose had just as many talents as Reed and me; no one ever bared their cross necklaces at her in the eighth grade or hung garlic on her locker. Some people honestly need to be put down for the good of the modernized world. Images of Bobby and his pinch-faced mother flashed in my head. People called Rose a “healer” or an “herbalist.” Except she was a witch. A pagan. But she was blond and adorable and a lot nicer than me. At least I wasn't bitter about it.

We were headed to the drive-in, which was one of three semi-local attractions. In a town of 1600, excitement was a difficult commodity to come by.

“Remind me again why we're doing this,” Reed complained.

“Because Rose is our best friend, and she asked us to. And neither of us can say no to her.”

“But with Jared Simpson? He looks like he's going to piss his pants anytime we're in the room.”

“Challenge accepted.”

“Wait, what?” Reed asked, though from his laughter I knew he got the gist. “Rose will kill you.”

“Meh.” I shrugged.

* * *

Rose's house came into view. It was actually in town - a phrase that only meant something in places with one main road - and sat on the outer edge of the park. Despite the rampant xenophobia and general boredom-inducing nature of Elizabethtown, we had a nice park. I honked the horn when we pulled up in front, and yet no one appeared on the porch. “Is she seriously going to make us go in?”

“Oh come on, I bet there'll be cookies.” Reed grinned as he stepped lithely out of the vehicle. Rosalyn had a bit of a baking problem. She had a way with mixing unconventional ingredients and everything coming up, well, roses. So, if she offered a sea salt and cardamom scone-crepe, you ate it. When I baked, Frisbees came out of the oven.

Reed grabbed my hand on our way up the walk, and I readied myself for one of those nights. There was no point in explaining to him that we were friends. He would insist he was holding my hand in a friendly manner. He had a nice hand to hold, anyway- it was large and warm and not too soft. As much as I gave Reed a hard time, he was sort of the calm yin to my short-tempered yang. Or something like that. He took more than his fair share of shit from guys at school for being one of us. Being a male witch did not exactly scream masculinity to outsiders, and before he was built enough to hold his own, people were less than kind. He took it in stride though. It didn't hurt that the girlfriends of the guys who gave him the most crap had a difficult time keeping their eyes off of him. He was kind of pretty.

“Hellooooo,” I called once we let ourselves in. One didn't knock at the Stone's. It would be considered rude. My skirt jingled as we made our way towards the kitchen. Their house was small but warm, cozy. It smelled like freshly baked cinnamon something-or-other, so Reed was correct about the cookies. I had to admit that I felt my mood lift just being in the house. Rose's happiness was contagious when she was baking.

“In here!” Rose called. Upon entering, we found her looking like the second coming of Martha Stewart, pink frilly apron and all. “Sorry, we're ready, honestly, I was just packing some snacks.”

“What kind of snacks?” Reed asked, having let go of my hand to rifle through a literal picnic basket on the worn butcher-block counter. “Hey, Jared,” he added as an afterthought to the clean-cut boy sitting uncomfortably at the island.

“Hey, how's it goin'?” The response was rhetorical. Jared was the sort of guy who would be a leading man in a soap opera or Sweet Valley High novel- cropped blond hair, blue eyes, medium build, and an easy smile. His name really should have been Todd. For some reason I always felt like generic white males should be called Todd.

“Okay, okay, let's go,” Rosalyn stated, slapping Reed's hand away from the basket. “Are you driving?” she asked him.

“Nope! I am!”

“You're letting her drive the Jetta?” she called back to Reed.

“Eh, she promised to let me watch her get dressed, I threw her in the lake, it's a whole thing.” Rose dug her nails into my palm, forcing me to look at her disapproving glare. It said Don't be stupid. I silently said back I know, sorry. But I really wanted to drive.

Hunter Stone, Rose's older brother, came sauntering through the front door as we were headed towards it. I swore that he carried with him the most powerful red aura I'd ever seen. He was like a pagan poster-child in all of his thick haired, well-muscled, pierced and tattooed glory. He was also kind of an ass. He looked me up and down with sobering dark brown eyes before wordlessly brushing by on his way to his room.

“Good evening to you too,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. Rose just shook her head at her brother's typical demeanor before continuing out the door.

We piled into the car, and I found my favorite playlist on Reed's phone. I sang loudly, and maybe slightly off-key, while Reed played with the ends of my hair.

“So, what are we seeing again?” I asked, having not paid attention earlier when we made the plans.

“Oh, they're doing their end-of-summer series, I think tonight is Dirty Dancing,” Rose informed us. The girly part of me got all fluttery and excited.

“Blarg.”

“I'm sorry, what?”

“Just, the dancing, and the music,” Reed complained.

“You will go, and you will like it.”

“I do like it when you're bossy.” I said my shut up with my eyes this time.





Four: Rowyn

Rose was either oblivious to Jared's discomfort at being contained in such a small space with Reed and me, or she simply chose not to acknowledge it. My edge might have been a little sharper than normal in knowing that this guy was included in Bobby Stecker's inner circle. I was a firm believer that a person was who they associated with, and no one who associated with Bobby could possibly be that great.

“So Jared, how's, um, soccer?” I asked, grasping at straws.

“Football? It's good.”

“What's good about it?” It was possible I genuinely wanted to know. It was also possible that I just wanted to point out his lack of response.

“Huh?”

“Rowyn,” Rose admonished. Reed just smiled at the ceiling as I drove us up to the gate of the drive-in.

“I'm just curious! Geez. You want me to read your cards about the season? I could give you a heads-up on your most difficult-”

“That'll be sixteen dollars,” the ticket guy interrupted. Everyone handed me crumpled bills until it was apparent that I had enough. I dumped them into the guy's outstretched hands with a grin. Directing the car towards the correct screen, I re-focused my attention on Todd. Jared.

“So anyway, I'm happy to do a reading for you if you-”

“Oh, no thanks, I'm good.”

“Okay, then. Just trying to-”

“Candy!” Reed yelled.

“What is wrong with you?” I asked, shooting him a concerned look.

“I just want candy. Come with me.” He was already halfway out of the car. It was a bit early in the night for a lecture, but I didn't have much choice unless I wanted to make a scene in front of our guest.

“You can save your speech,” I muttered after I slammed the car door a little harder than necessary. I liked making him cringe.

“No speech, Row, just getting outta the car.”

“Bull.”

“Whatever. Just ground yourself, all right? You're getting all worked up over nothing. You realize in two weeks she'll let this guy go in her token he's just not the one pattern, and he won't even know it happened- he'll just be thanking her for the muffins.” I had to smile at that. I always accused Rose of lacing her muffins with one of the spells she was so adept at writing, but she vehemently denied it. She was just really good at breaking bad news, and really good at baking muffins. I let out a breath I'd been holding in and counted. Five things I could see, four things I could hear, three things I could touch, two I could smell, and one I could taste. I hated it when Reed was right. Being as sensitive to energy as I was, well, it had drawbacks in addition to benefits. Going out around a lot of people was difficult, and it was possible I had gotten a little lax about shielding myself from others, having only been with my friends all summer.

“Feel better?”

“Nope.”

“You're a terrible liar. Let's buy some candy and get this movie over with.” His thumbs found their way to the base of my neck and pressed. Regardless of my words, I carried the bitterness of Rose's date choice there, and Reed knew it.

“Just, after everything we've been through to get people off of our backs all these years… why is she okay dating someone who has no idea what our lives are, what we-”

“Row, I know. But she's just Rosalyn. She gives everyone a chance, or thirty chances. I kind of like that about her, really. I think she gets as much of a kick out of shocking you and Hunter as anything else,” he admitted, moving forward in the line. “You know you love messing with people's heads too, Miss 'Oh, Jared, would you like me to read your cards?' Honestly. He'll probably tell his mother you offered, and she'll douse him in holy water before grabbing her pitchfork to pay you a visit.” My brows furrowed at this.

“Why only pitchforks for me?”

“I'm dashingly handsome, and Rose is about as intimidating as a water lily. You're definitely at the top of the pitchfork list.”

I almost snorted at that. “She may not look intimidating, but she's more powerful than both of us. Don't deny it.” Watching Rosie write a spell was magic in and of itself. It was artistry.

“Yeah, yeah. Eat your Sour Patch Kids.” I didn't think I even liked Sour Patch Kids. It was one of those leftover habits from childhood- I just bought them because I remembered eating them as a kid and being happy. I was beginning to think that my earlier happiness had nothing to do with Sour Patch Kids, and everything to do with being unaware of the idiocy in the world around me. Stupid false hope in the form of chewy little children. My tongue was already raw after eating twelve of the little bastards.

Reed wrapped his long arm around my neck and pulled me in awkwardly on our way back to the car. “Personal space.”

“Is for people who are not you and me,” he finished, dropping a kiss on my head. As suspected, Rose and Jared were caught in the act… of holding hands. It might have even been considered canoodling. Upon closer inspection, it was clear that she had talked the guy into allowing her to draw on him. It was a thing. She liked to tattoo people. And paper, t-shirts, whatever. Henna-esque, but less brown. It might have been the only thing she and Hunter had in common, though he preferred the more permanent type of ink.

“Here, Tod…Jared, I'm going to share my Sour Patch Kids with you. Consider yourself accepted.”

“Thanks? I think.” He eyed the candy somewhat suspiciously after I threw it at him. To him. The movie had already begun, but did anyone really care what happened before Baby got put in the corner? It was unlikely.

“I forbid any of you to eat that garbage when I have cookies and cinnamon bread.” Rose tossed my pretend peace offering aside. Rude. She took care in passing out treats to everyone, and I caught a whiff of her hair when she leaned forward. Vanilla and honey. I wasn't some weird hair-sniffer or anything, it was just that Rosalyn had shampoo model hair. Blond and waist long without even a hint of frizz or split ends. Again, I suspected her particular brand of witchcraft, but I'd used her shampoo while at many sleepovers, and I still have a black cloud of sadness atop my head. It sincerely baffled me that my hair always smelled like hair, and hers smelled like a cupcake baked by an angel.

We all ate in contented silence for a while, and I assumed everyone else was as mesmerized by Patrick Swayze's wiggling hips as me. How did he even get moves like that? “Would you learn how to dance like that for me?” I asked Reed, unable to allow the happy quiet to continue.

“Absolutely,” he responded without missing a beat.

“Are you guys, like… together?” Jared asked from the back seat, clearly making an effort to be involved or something.

“No,” I responded clearly.

“It's complicated,” Reed answered instead.

“No, it's not complicated at all. There is no togetherness.”

“Don't mind them, they're just avoiding the inevitable,” Rosalyn assured her date, who was looking like he wished he'd kept his mouth shut. I glared at her assumption.

“Are you guys? Like, a thing?” I asked vindictively, earning me a disappointed head tilt from Rose, letting me know I'd violated girl code. Jared cleared his throat and excused himself to the restroom.

“You are a mean girl, Rowyn Black,” she said once he was gone. Her tone was light enough that I knew I wasn't in too much trouble.

“Takes one to know one,” I replied, sticking out my tongue in a very mature manner. “So what's the deal? Quell our curiosity so I don't say anything else to piss you off.”

“He's nice.”

“Ohhhh, is this a guessing game? Like, you say something vague and meaningless, and we have to take turns figuring out what you really think? I'll go first. He's… boring.”

“Slow,” Reed chimed in.

“A terrible kisser.”

“A little too metro?”

“A secret cross-dresser.”

“The two of you are truly terrible human beings.” Regardless of her words, I saw her covering her mouth to hide a smile. “And he's not into women's clothing that I'm aware of. I kind of like him. He's not boring when you two aren't here. You tend to take over the energy of the space.”

My face scrunched up into what I'm certain was not a nice expression. “I don't buy it. At least we'll all get leftover breakup muffins,” I offered, earning me a Sour Patch Kids' box thrown at my head.

“Be nice. He's a good guy.”

“Fine, fine,” I agreed, somewhat more relaxed with the hope that this forced foursome would not be a recurring adventure.

* * *

The air was cool and heavy by the time Swayze completed his last hip gyration on screen, and I was walking the fine line between falling asleep and getting a second wind.

“I want pajamas or a thirty-two ounce Coke,” I declared upon the end credits rolling.

“Would you settle for a sweatshirt and some beers?” Reed asked mischievously. Though to be fair, he sort of always looked mischievous- it was the dark eyes paired with the smile that bordered on sarcastic at all times. I only shot him a look that said whatcha thinkin'? “Let's go to the circle. We can sing drunken campfire songs.” I knew he was joking- that would be akin to breaking into church and getting drunk. Rose, though, ever our chaperone, did not think it funny.

“Reed, we're not going to the circle to get drunk,” she said simply. “And don't encourage him,” she directed at me.

“What's the circle?” Jared asked in a half-interested tone.

“It's a space for ceremonies and holidays,” Rose answered concisely.

“Where we all get naked and dance under the moonlight to become one with nature. And then we drink the blood of mere mortals until the sun comes up and we begin to sparkle. Obviously, sparkling is really dangerous.” Okay, so, it was clear I had left the realm of humor and entered the territory of this is why people don't like us. Or just me. The faces staring back at me were mostly annoyed, though Jared's was more intrigued than I assumed it'd be.

“Rowyn, honestly,” Rose continued, flipping her loosely braided hair at me before turning towards Jared to assess the damage to her date. “It's just a clearing in the woods that is nice for gatherings and celebrations. But it is not for getting drunk on cheap beer.”

“What if it's expensive beer?”

“Shut up.” Rosie's aura was tinged with just a hint of red, and I knew we needed to back off.

“Whatever, we can go and chill on my deck if you want, not at the sacred circle. We'll just stop by 7-11 and get some big cups.” No one argued, so it appeared we were drinking at my house with our new friend Todd. There was a worry in the back of my mind that I would slip and actually call him Todd as soon as I got a buzz. “I'm going to let you drive now. I'm sleepy.”

“Wow, thanks for allowing me to have my own vehicle.” Reed's tone was a bit sharper than normal, and I felt a slow sinking feeling in my stomach, wondering how deep Jared's question about us had run.

“You're welcome,” I deadpanned, attempting to keep things light as he walked around the side of the car. I simply jumped over the center console.

“Reed can drop us back at my house if you need to get home,” Rose explained to Jared. Her apologetic tone sort of annoyed me. Drinking free beer with us was not a punishment. We were awesome, buzzed or not, and he should have felt quite fortunate to have even been invited.

“Nah, I'm down.” The thought crossed my mind that he was hoping for more than muffins from Rosie if she got a bit tipsy. Perv. Joke's on him. Rose didn't drink. Like, she really didn't drink. Only water, or water infused with whatever herbal medley she dreamed up. Sometimes tea. That was the end of the list. I thought about letting him know, but really, it was always more fun to see people's reactions when they were surprised. We secured our 32-ounce containers, and, with the stealth of ninjas on the gravel driveway in front of my house, filled them with whatever beer Reed's brother had given him.

“Is it normal for you to keep a cooler of alcohol in your trunk?” Jared asked, apparently comfortable enough to start asking questions.

“I don't know if normal is the word I would use, but it's not abnormal.” Rose rolled her eyes and sipped her bottle of water, silently leading the way around the back of the house.

“Whoa, this is your back yard?” Jared asked.

“That it is, T- totally my backyard.” Nice save, I thought to myself. My house very nearly kissed the first trees of the woods that lay behind it. My mom had taken years to hang solar powered glass orbs or twinkle lights or lanterns in as many branches as she could, meaning anyone who sat on our open back deck felt surrounded by light. This was my favorite place. The wood on the deck was worn and splintered, the patio furniture faded from the sun, but it didn't matter once anyone's eyes fell on the view.

“Now we have him in our lair,” I whispered to Reed, adding on a well-rehearsed evil laugh to the end of it. I watched his shoulders shake with silent laughter as he sipped his drink.

“It's so weird that people in this town don't accept you with open arms,” he deadpanned back quietly.

“I know. Some things just can't be explained.” I grinned again, feeling like it might be a very good night after all, in one way or another.





Five: Reed

Anytime I drank with Rowyn, it was a bit of a gamble. That might have been why I liked it. What I liked better was the fact that she'd taken the black hoodie I handed her out of my trunk and worn it without question. I hadn't intended to invite Jared and Rose along, but there was a sense of morbid curiosity running through me to see just how far Row would push this guy past his comfort zone before Rosalyn got mad enough to stop her.

Drinking Fat Tire through a straw was not the scene I'd pictured when I bribed my brother to buy me some beer, but I rolled with it. The ambience of Rowyn's backyard sort of made up for everything else. Mindless chatter found its way out of our mouths and up into the sky, no one quite invested appropriately. The thirty-two ounces of beer hit Rowyn and me at the same time- made apparent by her sudden interest in sitting on my lap, and my ability to let her do so without trying to put my lips to her neck. Her hair was soft, and it tickled my forearms while she made herself comfortable. I wrapped my arms around her in as platonic a way as possible, but it did not feel friendly.

“Sooooo, y'all aren't together, huh?” Jared asked again, his buzz apparently settling in as well. His arms were uncrossed, and if I wasn't mistaken, an actual smile was residing upon his face.

“Shut up, Todd-Jared,” Rowyn retorted without so much as glancing his direction.

“Rowyn's just afraid she won't be able to handle me,” I explained, fully anticipating being punched in the arm at least.

“Among other things,” Rose added, her rarely seen snarky side rising to the occasion. Rowyn bristled slightly at her words, but she apparently decided not to care. She sat up straight with renewed interest in her prey.

“So. Jared. Let's play twenty questions. You wanna go first? Or shall I?” She asked with a grin that should have concerned us all, but Rose looked almost as amused as I felt. I always thought she was secretly a little jealous of Rowyn, mostly because Row always said what everyone else was thinking. In a surprise move from the opposition, Jared leaned in and replied, “Me first.”

His sudden use of eye contact was shocking enough, but the guy's smirking expression was almost enough to make me wonder if we were wrong about his straight-laced nature.

“Okay then, color me interested,” she answered, grinning. Her energy was given a jolt at his forwardness, and I could feel the excitement of a challenge rolling off of her. Her whole face lit up with the smile. I could feel it, even if I couldn't see auras like she could. I put my hands on her waist, Jared's sudden change in behavior putting me on mild alert. Intellectually, I assumed he was harmless, but I also knew that when Rowyn drank, other people's energies affected her that much more, and she got careless about protecting herself. I slipped my Apache Tear bracelet off of my wrist and onto hers. Just in case. When she saw what I'd done, she shifted on my lap and shot me a confused look. I brushed her off; she knew exactly why I did it. “I should warn you, Todd, there are a few questions that annoy me. Just be prepared. Pace yourself.”

“Oh god, Row, not again with the-” Rosalyn began.

“Yes again with the F-U-Qs!” she exclaimed indignantly. The beer I had in my mouth threatened to come out of my nose at that.

“The what?” Jared and I asked simultaneously.

“Rowyn has her own witch version of 'Frequently Asked Questions,” Rose explained, laughing. “She's very passionate about them.”

“So what does FUQ stand for then?” Jared asked, still appearing relaxed and entertained with his arm around Rose.

“I'm so glad you asked, Todd-” I gripped her hand, really having no idea why she kept calling him Todd. I was sure there was a perfectly ridiculous reason behind it. “Sorry. Jared,” she got out, though the amount of apology in her voice was nil.

“I think we can all use our imagination, Row,” Rosalyn assured her. Rowyn leaned back and pressed her lips to my ear. “Fucking Unbelievable Questions,” she whispered before turning her attention back to whatever game she was playing.

“Fine. Here are a few FUQs just to get them out of the way. You know, so you're free to be more original,” she assured him. “One. 'Can you do a magic trick?' Answer is no. I'm not a magician. Two. 'Do you worship the devil?' Answer is no. We'd have to believe in the devil to worship him. Or her. Maybe both? Whatever. Three. 'Aren't you afraid of going to hell?' This one is super interesting since it usually goes along with the devil worship thing. If I worshipped him, why would I be afraid to go to his house? Anyway, answer is no. See previous reason. I think those are for sure the top three. You're up,” she directed to Jared. To his credit, he didn't seem deterred by her little introduction.

“Okay, then. Why do you call yourselves witches?”

“Why do you call yourself a semi-intelligent human being?” she shot back immediately, much to Rose's dismay.

“You can't answer a question with a question, and don't be a bitch,” Rose warned lightly. She never had to raise her voice; she just had that way about her. Moving Rowyn's hair to the side, I rested my chin on her shoulder, trying to calm her down. It was normal for her not to care what people thought, or at least she pretended really well. The problem became that when she drank, she didn't always give a shit what Rose and I thought either. Those weren't fun nights.

“Okay,” she agreed through clenched teeth. “Why do we call ourselves witches? Because that's what we are. Not like we wiggle our noses and our will is done, but that we use energy to affect our surroundings or circumstances. We use the balance and power of the natural world to direct or control energy in the way that we want.”

“What do you mean, 'direct energy'?” he asked with a curious expression. It was almost time for me to shut this down. I met Rose's eyes through the dim glow; her frown let me know we were on the same page.

“I mean direct it. Focus it, wield it? I don't know any other synonyms. With our own power, or sometimes with a wand.”

“A wand?”

I interrupted him clearly, sort of done with Todd's condescending tone. “Yes, a wand, sometimes at least. Not always.” It did feel better to call him Todd. Weird.

“Okay,” he accepted. He looked hesitant to continue, but I knew he had something else to say. “How did you learn to do it? With the energy, or the wand. Any of it… if it's not like a…power? I guess.”

“The same way that your hair stands up when someone is watching you, or the way that when you were little you probably freaked out your parents by telling them you saw your great granddad even though he'd been dead fifteen years. Everyone has the ability to focus energy, connect with spirit guides, whatever. Some more naturally or better than others, but when you're taught that it's wrong, you lose it. We aren't taught that; we don't lose it. We strengthen it.” Todd's face looked contemplative rather than judgmental. Another surprise. “Anything else?”

“Ah, I don't know, I guess that's it.”

“If you want me to read your cards, you might be able to understand what I mean,” Rowyn offered with an uncharacteristically softened tone.

“What does that mean?” Jared asked, seeming relieved that some of the tension had passed.

“She's amazing, honestly,” Rosalyn bragged. “You should try it.” What is she playing at tonight?

“Sure, why not?” Jared agreed. What is he playing at tonight? What the hell is going on?

“I'll go grab your stuff, Row. I want some water anyway, anyone else?” I asked. There was a chorus of “yeah” all around. “Rose, come help me carry the glasses. She hopped up with far too much agility, being the only completely sober person there. I let us in the French doors that opened into the kitchen of the Blacks' house.

“You really think it's safe to leave the two of them alone out there?” Rose asked in a half-serious mood as I quietly reached for the glassware.

“Not entirely, but Jared Simpson's safety isn't really my concern. What are you doing with him? Honestly, he's like the most generic guy I've ever met. And you… you're anything but generic.” I heard her sigh and turned to find her blue eyes on me. Eyes that had become almost as familiar to me as my own. We'd all known each other since we were born. And though the fact was heavily contested, it was not a coincidence that all of our names began with “R.” It was ridiculous, or maybe not since it worked, but I think our parents had had a vision of us being the three musketeers. Or the three little pagans. “Spit it out.”

“For the exact same reason you find yourself in the backseat of Amy Stecker's car on such frequent occasions.”

“How the f-”

“Shhhh, shut up. Don't wake up the baby or we'll all be sorry.” I swallowed hard, fear rising in my chest. Amy was… a distraction? A distraction with potential to turn into a disaster if too many people found out.

“How do you know that?”

“What, you think she wants to keep her little rebellion a secret? I hear things,” she smiled ruefully. “Sometimes things I don't really wanna know, but please tell me you didn't think she'd keep quiet about hooking up with you?”

“I don't know, I sort of thought she wouldn't want people to know. Shit, I don't want people to know. Does Rowyn…” I couldn't even finish that thought, let alone the sentence. She might push me away at every opportunity, but it would not be good for her to know I'd… well, it would be bad for a lot of reasons.

“Girls like her always want the recognition, just not the consequences. Which there would be if her parents found out, you know that. And you actually think Rowyn would be all snuggly with you out there if she knew? Please. I have no intention of telling her, but-”

“I know, I know. I'll stop doing… whatever I'm doing with Amy. It just felt… I don't know, easy. Normal, or something.”

“And now you understand the why of Jared. I swear on the moon that if you ever tell Rowyn this, I will call you a liar, but sometimes a girl just wants to date the quarterback. Sue me. He's sweet and hot and a good kisser and he lets me wear his letterman jacket. I'm a shallow, shallow girl,” she concluded with a guilty grin. I laughed lightly, the anxiety that had built up finally dissipating.

“I'll keep your secret if you'll keep mine.”

“To the grave,” she joked, filling up the glasses. “I'm going to go back and referee.”

“I'll be right there,” I promised, looking for the silk bag where Rowyn kept her favorite deck.





Six: Rowyn

I may have been a little bit drunk, but whatever my less-than-subtle best friend had talked about inside had Reed nervous… or guilty. I couldn't quite decide and wasn't totally sure that it mattered. Jared Simpson was sitting on my deck waiting to have a reading done. It was like existing in an alternate universe. I didn't even know why I'd offered again. Maybe because I liked the looks on people's faces when they realized I wasn't full of shit. It was a look that spoke volumes about where they were in their own belief systems, and it offered me a somewhat selfish sense of I-told-you-so. Even if the next day most of them would deny any questioning of their own faith- in that moment? It meant something. I could help people. If they'd let me.

Jared's newfound beer-confidence remained while I spread the blue silk on our old wooden table. I ask and thank the universe for your assistance, guidance, and protection. I ask my spirit guides to lead this reading and to offer their insight. I repeated this a few times with different variations and let myself feel the woods in front of me and the cool breeze on my skin. Normally, it took a few moments to relax enough to see what I needed to see, but the alcohol in my blood made this process much faster. I didn't so much see my guides, not as people anyway, but I could see their energy and hear them when I needed to. My feet remained rooted to the ground as I shuffled the deck.

“Okay, did you have a particular question?” His energy was easy to find because I was already so in-tune with Rosalyn and Reed. His was the only foreign one there. While it was apparent he wasn't super open to this experience, he was curious enough for me to feel him.

“Ummm, I'm not really sure what I'm supposed to ask?”

“Well, anything, really, but you could just give me an area of your life that you'd like some clarity in, and I could see what comes up.”

“Sure, um, well, we'll have our home opener against Riverside soon, and coach wants to try all of these new plays, and it seems sort of, I don't know, overkill? It's kind of frowned upon to say anything… I just feel like we're going to look like idiots.” That was more than I'd ever heard him say at one time. Football, okay. I'd heard the answer before he even finished the question, but I laid down the cards for more information anyway. Once The Emperor came up, all was clear.

Reading Tarot was just like reading anything. I learned what the symbols meant first, the traditional meanings, and then I learned what they meant for me with practice. When a reading went well, it was like reading my favorite book- easy, clear, intuitive. When a reading didn't go well, or I didn't get any information, it was like trying to comprehend in another language. This reading was going well.

“Your coach has zero worries about the Riverside game. He thinks you're going to win without much effort, which is why he's willing to let you look like idiots running plays you don't know yet.”

“Why would he want to do that?”

“He has some sort of past with one of the coaches from another rival team, I don't know who, but he wants to have something flashy to show when that match-up arrives. I don't see any reason why you shouldn't do what he asks. It looks like it'll work out when the time comes.” Jared remained skeptical, but asked several easy follow-up questions. With each card and each answer, he warmed up to me. That's the only way I could describe it. When he met my eyes, I knew whatever really motivated him to accept my offer was about to show up.

“Can I… can I ask about my mom?”

“Sure, we can ask and see what we get.”

“She…her health. I don't know-”

“That's fine, I can go off that,” I assured him, seeing he wasn't totally keeping himself together. In the back of my mind I started feeling guilty about calling him Todd all night. I felt a tingling in my chest, letting me know that she was having some sort of cardio-vascular issue, or something with her blood. Okay… what does this woman need to know? I knew of Jared's mother, so I could picture her clearly enough in my mind's eye. All I heard was “Nashville.” Okay? “She'll already know,” was the only answer I got before they retreated on that one.

“I get that she's struggling with some sort of maybe heart issue? Or something with her vascular or respiratory system?” Jared said nothing, but the way his eyes now reflected the light of the moon told me my people hadn't let me down. “She needs to go to Nashville. I asked why, but I just got that if you tell her that, she'll already know what it means.” I glanced down at the cards I'd laid out absentmindedly, and sighed with relief when I saw many that represented healing. I found him nodding to me in agreement, and I wondered if he already had an idea of what she was looking at in Nashville. “Hey.” I interrupted his train of thought. “She's a strong lady. They're going to help her there.”

“Thanks,” he got out, coming back to our surroundings. Rose was quietly holding his hand, and Reed's protective vibe had died down some.

“Anything else before we're done?” I asked, hoping to end on a less emotional note.

“Ah, sure. Are we gonna win state this year?” That question made my lips turn up into a smile. I went back to my guides, fully expecting a “maybe” response, as was the norm when someone asked about an outcome like that, but I was unsettled to find that they'd completely shut down this line of questioning. That's odd. I mentally rephrased the question four or five times; I got nothing. Okay then, apparently you all are sticklers about sports?

Turning to the cards, I laid down three, then two, then three more, and it was like Chinese. I asked one last time, and the only card I pulled was The Tower. The Tower was my least favorite card in the deck, typically bringing with it a shift in one's entire foundation. It didn't always lead to a negative outcome, but the road was never easy. Maybe I was just too buzzed to even read into what that could mean, but I felt confident that winning state was an improbability.

“Sorry, I'm not getting a real clear answer on that one. I guess you'll have to wait and see,” I advised. No need to crush the quarterback's dreams before the season even began.

“That's probably for the best anyway,” he agreed. “Thanks for… what, reading? For me. Some of the stuff you said earlier… it makes more sense now. Sorry if I offended you or something.” Jared's voice rang with sincerity.

“Anytime.” I closed the reading much in the same way I opened it, and I thanked my guides despite their abnormal behavior. As I reshuffled the deck, a yawned popped out, making me wonder what time it was.

“It's 12:30,” Reed answered without me having to ask. “Can I stay here?” he muttered more quietly.

“Yeah, that's fine, whatever. I'm exhausted.”

“Rose, here are my keys,” Reed stated, tossing them to her.

“Aren't you coming with us?”

“Nah, I'm gonna crash here.”

“I'll be in my room,” I said. “Being awake is not agreeing with me. See you later, Rosie Posie. I love you.” I leaned against her in a hug, and I admired her scented hair yet again. Beer made me a hugger.

“Be nice,” she whispered. “And do not let Reed sleep in your bed. You guys aren't seven anymore.”

“Whatever you say.” I nodded, already half asleep. “I'll call you tomorrow.” Shuffling through the door and across the deep hardwoods of my house, I felt the sense of purpose I often got when I read for someone new. It had been kind of intense to see a guy like that be vulnerable. After suffering the injustice that was the first flight of stairs, I peeked into Tristen's room quietly, picking up the stuffed bunny from the floor and placing it back in his crib.

The second set of stairs mocked me, but I finally made it to my sanctuary and fell into bed.





Seven: Rose

How is it possible for her to be this stupid? Although, if I were being completely honest, it wasn't that Rowyn was being stupid, it was that she was being careless. She knew Reed would keep coming back no matter how many times she pushed him away. As soon as the door closed to the house, I was on him.

“Reed Hansen, you are a glutton for punishment. You have got to stop sleeping over like this is Dawson's freaking Creek. Especially when you're drunk. Just let me drive you home.”

“Yeah… this is awkward, so I'll be in the car,” Jared declared before making his way down the outside steps.

“Aw, Rose, are you worried about me?” Reed grinned obnoxiously. It amazed me how he was so cocky and self-assured around everyone except for Rowyn. He really was striking; there was a reason all of the purity-pledge choirgirls went into heat as soon as he walked by.

“Yes. I love Rowyn, but she's going to stomp all over you.”

“I'm fine, Rose. A little drunk and a lot tired, but fine.”

“Whatever. I'm coming back to sleep here too. You can drive me home in the morning, I'll just go drop off Jared.”

“You're going to babysit us?”

“No. I'm going to babysit you.” He chuckled and ruffled my hair before turning to go inside.

“Hey, Rose?” he called back.

“Yeah?”

“You really think she's going to stomp all over me?”

I sighed. I wished I didn't think that. “She loves you. I don't think she wants to do the stomping. Just…”

He looked like he might continue into the house, but instead walked over to me and dropped a kiss on my head. “Thanks for caring. I'll wait up for you to get back. Don't let this Todd guy sweet-talk you into any heavy petting now.” He used his stern voice and found himself very amusing.

“You're welcome. You're also welcome for not punching you after using the words 'heavy petting.' Disgusting. And what the hell is up with calling him Todd?!”

“I have no idea.” Reed laughed. “See you in a few.” I watched his tall frame disappear into the house and couldn't help but wonder where my awkward friend had gone with the unruly hair and the braces from days of yore. It was weird to grow up with someone and now see him as a man, but still very much see myself as a girl. Not woman. There should really be a word in between. Other than 'gal.' What a ridiculous term.

“Oh, crap.” I'd almost forgotten about the very cute quarterback of the football team sitting in the car. Jared looked on the verge of sleep in the passenger seat of the Jetta when I approached, trying to quiet the gravel beneath my gold sandals. He just looked kind of sweet, and I could fully appreciate his clean-cut good looks without seeming creepy. Him asking me out was all very random anyway, but I couldn't help but believe that there was a guide or two that led me to the frozen foods section of the supermarket where I'd run into him a few weeks ago. I didn't even eat frozen food. I just really wanted some coconut milk ice cream right at the moment I happened to drive past the market.

I climbed into the driver's side, causing Jared's eyes to flicker open.

“Oh, hey. Here are the keys.”

“Thanks.” There were all sorts of things I thought of to say to him involving his impressive skill of not pissing off Rowyn, well, in the grand scheme of things anyway, and how I wished he'd told me about his mom. The car started, and I argued with myself about what to say. I got that we weren't really there after three or four dates, depending on if the grocery store counted as a date, but tonight was the first time I thought maybe I wanted to get there. Instead, I leaned over the clutch and pressed my lips just below his ear. His cheeks were just a little bit scruffy come the end of the day, and I liked that too.

The boyish grin I'd first noticed about him came out, and he turned to kiss me in earnest, sweeping the long blond strands aside that had escaped from my braid. New boy kisses had to be one of the greatest wonders of the world. How they could make me feel excited and nervous and certain and unsure and really freaking excited. Did I say excited? Because his kisses were deep and slow and delicious. Really good chocolate cake delicious. Then I wanted to bake a cake.

“Do you like cake?” I asked as I pulled away.

“Yes, I like cake. Do you like cake?” he asked with dimples.

“Love it,” I responded, turning my attention back to the vehicle at hand and exiting onto the main road. It was an easy silence on the short drive, and I pulled up next to the curb in front of his picturesque ranch-style home, just a block from my own, picket fence included. “Why'd you ask me out?” I was not sure why I needed to know right now, but over the years I'd learned to trust my instincts- they were usually right.

“Why'd you say yes?” He grabbed my hand and wove his fingers through mine. More new-boy-is-touching-me feelings abounded.

“I just liked your letterman's jacket, honestly.” Flirting with new boy was another favorite.

“And I just liked that I could see your tan lines with whatever type of clothing you were wearing.” I tried to think back.

“The white romper?”

“It's seriously called a romper? That seems inappropriate.” He laughed.

“Shut up, that's what it's called. So that's the only reason you asked? You saw my tan lines and had to invite me to go to the lake?”

“Yeah, I wanted to see the bathing suit that left the tan lines.”

“You're lying, but that's fine, I'll get it out of you sooner or later,” I promised, letting it go for the moment.

“You really wanna know?”

“Of course. I asked, didn't I?” His thumb was now making circles in my palm, and it made my thoughts all fuzzy.

“Because you looked like the happiest person I'd ever seen. I had gotten out of a terrible practice, my mom had just been to a crappy doctor's appointment, but you didn't know that and you smiled at me anyway. I knew who you were… well, everyone knows who you guys are. I don't mean that offensively, I just-”

“I get it. It's the truth, no worries.”

He looked relieved at that. “I just knew that I wanted to be around you. That's all. I didn't care what I'd heard, you were just… happy.”

“You're kind of surprising.”

“Yeah, I get that sometimes,” he admitted wryly.

“Well, I'm glad you asked. And I still like the jacket.”

“This jacket?” he asked, referencing the blue and gold motif he had going on.

“Yeah, that one.”

“You're so shallow.” He sat forward, slipping the jacket off and putting it over my shoulders. “But I forgive you. Keep it until I see you next.” His lips met mine, and I might have melted a little bit at the teen movie moment.

“Oh, I'm going back to Rowyn's. I can't leave them to their own devices. Reed will end up writing dark poetry in a corner or something.”

“You're gonna sleep over with both of them?”

“Yeah, why?”

“You and Reed never, like… dated?”

“Reed?! No. He's like my brother. Well, in reality he's a lot nicer than my brother, but still sibling-esque. Are you jealous?”

“That he gets to sleep in the same room as you? Yeah, a little. But we're good. Keep the dark poetry at bay; that sounds terrible. I'll call you tomorrow?”

“Yes, please.” One more melting kiss later, and I was stopping by my house to stealthily pick up Mr. Freeze, my must-have-to-sleep penguin, before continuing on my way back to Rowyn's. The smile that was plastered on my face showed no signs of fading.

* * *

“Finally!” I heard once I made it up the steps to Rowyn's room. This room absolutely belonged to my friend. It could have been a movie set for a teenage witch. Mine was yellow with daisies stamped on the wall. My talents lay in the kitchen; decorating was not my thing.

“Finally what?” I asked quietly, trying not to wake a softly snoring Rowyn spread out in the bed.

“I told you I'd wait for you to get back. I didn't think you'd be making out with Joe Football for an hour.”

“I do what I want,” I shot back snarkily, making Reed laugh.

“Now you sound like Rowyn. Try not to channel her too much, I can only take a single copy. You're supposed to be the nice one.”

“Yeah, yeah, so I hear daily from my parents. It would be awesome if Hunter weren't such a screw up. Anyway, thank you for waiting up. I'm going to sleep. And so are you. On the floor,” I clarified as he looked longingly at her. I kicked off my sandals and grabbed an oversized t-shirt from the dresser. My body was tired, but my brain was wired as I replayed Jared's words in my mind. I tried to remember how Reed had described his fling when we were in the kitchen. Easy and normal, I recalled. Those were two things I could definitely handle.





Eight: Rowyn

The eardrum-shattering sound of a resigned sigh caused me to crack one eye open, ready to skewer whomever it was waking me up. Too much beer and not enough water equaled sandpaper eyelids and an acrid taste in my mouth. My mother stood at the edge of my bed, looking in a hurry.

“Sleepover?” she questioned, though it was not new for her to trip over Reed on any given morning. We were all near-permanent fixtures at each other's houses as soon as we were old enough to ride our bikes down the road; our parents had given up long ago.

“Clearly. What's up?” I responded in my new gravelly voice.

“I have to leave, the Watson baby apparently wants to come early. I'm setting the monitor in here; you'll have to get up with Tristen. I'm sorry.” I gave a slight groan, but reached up for the monitor anyway. I used to complain a lot more about her rushing out at night and being gone for hours, but she reminded me that I generally liked food, clothing, and shelter, so she had to answer the mama-in-labor calls when they came. It was a little ironic that most people gave us a wide berth in the street if they passed by, lest they get too close and we curse them or something, but they were happy to hire my mother as a midwife to literally bring their child into the world. People have weird hang-ups about stuff.

“Oh, and if you happen to feel like finishing the order of St. John's Wort salve I've started, you just feel free,” she added hastily as she stepped over Reed to get out of the room. For this I actually sat up.

“Mom, I am crap at making that stuff, and you know it, I-”

“Thank you!” And then she was gone.

I stuffed the pillow over my face and groaned, really wishing I had a gallon of water, four Advil, and a breakfast burrito to soften the blow that my whole morning had gone to shit before it had even begun. I almost had an aneurysm when a human being spoke next to me.

“It's fine, I'll work on the St. John's Wort,” Rose's voice promised quietly. She didn't sound even remotely hungover. Probably because she didn't drink anything, idiot.

“When did you get here? Or get back here? Were you always here?”

“I came back to make sure you didn't crush Reed into oblivion in your drunken state. You're welcome.” She rolled over, clearly intending to go back to sleep.
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