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For Corri, because without you, there would be no words.


0.

Kale
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For me, seasons don’t exist.

Only I know what it feels like when summer turns to winter in an instant. When one minute I’m in my bed and the next I’m staring up at snow-covered trees, wondering what year I’m in.

Even now I feel it coming.

I sit on the back steps, gripping the wood with one hand like it’s possible to anchor myself here in the present. No matter how hard I try, it never works. The only thing I can do is delay it, sometimes not even that.

Trying to take my thoughts from it, I stare across the field behind the house where we once played baseball in the summers. Swatting at bugs and shielding our eyes with our gloves from the sun’s glare. The grass was kept short then, always ready for us to spend the last hours of the day throwing ball and hoping the sun wouldn’t leave. Mom would watch us from the back porch, a few feet from where I’m sitting now. Cheering us on and never taking sides.

Now the field is overgrown.

Just a memory of the family who used to live here.

I hear Bryce inside, coming down the stairs fast and hard. The jingle of car keys and his audible sigh—the only evidence he’s seen me. And because of that, I’m surprised when he walks across the kitchen and opens the screen door behind me.

“What are you doing out here?” he asks, lingering on the top step. The screen door bangs shut behind him.

I manage to give him a one shoulder shrug. It’s all I can do—I feel like if I move again, I’ll disappear.

That one sentence is probably the most he’s said to me in a week. Without Libby here—with her constant sisterly comments and snide remarks—the house is submersed in silence. We dance around conversations and slip past whichever rooms the other is in.

Not brothers. Strangers.

That’s what we’ve become, and it’s my fault.

I can feel him staring. It has to be close to ninety degrees out here and yet I’m wearing a sweatshirt. I shiver like it’s twenty. My body knows what’s coming before it happens. I tighten my grip on the wooden stair even more.

Bryce shifts his weight, making his keys bump against his hip. I don’t like him standing there, saying nothing, like I’m the one who came to find him.

“Did you want something?” I finally ask, gripping the stair tighter. My forearms flex, not strong enough to keep me here.

“I’m going to the store, so I was wondering if you wanted to come.” He’s lying—he only came out here because he felt like he had to.

“No, thanks.” My voice is tight.

“Why not?”

I keep my eyes forward.

“Because I—” Because I won’t be here in an hour? Because I don’t want to disappear while we’re driving to the store? I’m sure he would take that well. I start again, coming up with a normal answer. “I just don’t want to,” I finally tell him.

Bryce only sighs behind me.

I wrap my free arm around myself and shiver again, a place of winter invading my thoughts. If I close my eyes, I’ll see nothing else. So I keep them open, hoping I’ll stay here longer.

I can’t give into it. Not yet.

Bryce says, “So—” He pauses a long moment “—are you …” He takes a quick breath and starts again, his voice lower. “Are you going to be here when I come back?”

I almost lie to him but end up saying, “I don’t think so.”

“Okay, well—” If I turn around, I would see him flex his jaw because that’s what he does. But I don’t, so the door opens and he says, “I’ll see you later.”

Bryce’s footsteps fade away into the house, followed by the slam of the front door and the roar of his truck starting.

Then I’m alone.

After putting it off for so long, I close my eyes and picture the place my body wants to take me. I don’t want to go, but I also don’t want to stay.

Two worlds I don’t want to be a part of.

Two worlds I don’t belong in.

And the worst part is I don’t have a choice.

I stand and take a step off the porch, my foot landing on snow instead of grass. Cold bites at my skin and fills my lungs. Everything changing in an instant. I don’t have to open my eyes to know I’m here.

This is what my life has come to.

I don’t have a superpower.

I have a curse.


1.

Harper
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When I decided to move to Uncle Jasper’s house permanently, I didn’t think it would happen so fast, and I definitely didn’t think it would actually happen. Boy, was I wrong.

It doesn’t hit me until I’m staring at the house.

Not during the plane ride or when the pilot announced our descent. Not even when Uncle Jasper picked me up from the airport and we drove past miles and miles of familiar fields and driveways marked with old mailboxes.

But now that the truck has shut off and the only thing I have left to look at is the farmhouse, I can’t ignore the truth: I’m back in the place where I spent my summers every year—a place filled with memories of a boy with secrets and a house I loved more than my own. But this time I’m not just visiting. This time I’m staying for good. Same girl, different life.

What the hell just happened?

I glance over at Uncle Jasper. He stares out across the field to the left, his hand still on the top of the steering wheel. His short graying hair is hidden beneath his Royals cap, the blue faded and the bill fraying around the edges.

My throat feels dry, but I ask him anyway, “Do you think this was a mistake?”

He blinks and looks over, giving me one of his rare smiles.

“People don’t make mistakes,” he says. “They make decisions.”

“Ah, wise Uncle Jasper is at it again.”

“I try my best. Come on, let’s get your stuff upstairs.”

He grabs my duffel bag and I follow him to the house with my backpack, leaving my biggest check-in bag in the back for later. I’m still wondering what I’m doing here. Inside, it smells like old wood and toast, just as I remember. The pictures in the hallway show past holidays, Dad and Uncle Jasper when they were young, and even some of me. I glance at Aunt Holly’s empty chair before following him upstairs, noticing the afghan still draped over the back and the way the green is still that faded color.

Being in this house without her doesn’t feel right. It probably never will.

I follow Uncle Jasper upstairs. He stops at the door at the end of the hall where my room looks untouched, as though nobody has been in here since I left. My clock glows green from the nightstand and my bed has a single pillow on it. The top of the dresser is bare, save for the mounted mirror on the wall above.

Uncle Jasper sets my bag on the floor, the old hardwood creaking under his weight. He looks around the room. “If you need anything, just let me know,” he says. “All right?”

I only nod and stare at my comforter. The bed calls to me, whispers for me to hide away under the covers and sleep the days away until I wake up, realizing everything was a dream. I want this whole summer to be over with. When school starts up, there will be more distractions, things to take my mind off everything that’s gone wrong.

Uncle Jasper pauses at the door.

“Harper?” I look up, trying not to show how I feel. “I’m really glad you’re here. I know it may not seem that way, but I am.”

Despite everything, I smile. “I think I am, too.”

“You sure?”

“No, but it’s like you said. I made a decision.” Then I say, “And I actually do need something. Do you still have that extra TV that used to be in the guest room?”

He raises an eyebrow and steps back into the room. “Yes? You want it in here?”

“Yeah, it’s just … I game.”

“You game? What do you mean, like, Nintendo 64?”

I try not to laugh. “No, like Xbox. I play with other people online. And you don’t have to worry about me staying up here all day—I limit myself. You still have wifi, right?”

Now he’s the one who wants to laugh, but he finally shrugs and says, “Yes, I still have wifi, and I’ll move the TV later tonight.”

At least something will be somewhat normal.

After he leaves, I unpack my clothes, and when I go to put my sweatshirt into the third drawer, I find a picture from my last summer here, laying exactly where I left it. I never took it with me, because I felt it belonged in this house more than anywhere else. And it does. Everything about this picture is proof of how much I loved it here.

Uncle Jasper’s property line borders with our neighbor’s house on the other side of the woods. A river runs halfway between our houses, and that was where I found my company every summer. If it wasn’t for the Jackson kids, my summers here wouldn’t have been so memorable. My aunt and uncle were fun, but a kid can only hang out with grownups for so long.

The picture was taken in the yard under the oak trees, the three of us hanging off each other’s shoulders, grinning like nothing could make that day better. They labeled Uncle Jasper and Aunt Holly as their Aunt and Uncle, too, since they never saw theirs and they were around enough for them to be exactly that.

I stare at Libby, and then Kale. Bryce was always doing something with school or hanging out with his older friends, so it was always just the three of us.

Looking at Kale again, even after all these years, sparks something inside. His smiling face and single dimple. And this is a picture from six years ago—I can’t help but wonder what he’s like now, and how much he’s changed. Because my parents couldn’t have any more kids after me, I hadn’t known what it felt like to have siblings until I met Libby. She was the sister I never had. But Kale—I felt something entirely different about him.

He makes me look forward to the days here.

Maybe this wasn’t a mistake after all.


2.

Kale
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Everything about this place is cold.

It’s in the air around me. In the earth underneath my boots. Through every breath I take.

I hate it.

My numb fingers fumble with the cigarette as I try to get it out of the package. When I finally manage, I bring it to my lips and cup my hands around the match, waiting for it to catch. My hands shake too much.

I just want a smoke, and even this seems too hard.

“Here, let me try.” Adams crouches in front of me, leaning his rifle against his shoulder so he can use both hands. I can only see parts of him where the moonlight catches breaks between the clouds.

I give him the matches, just wanting the damn thing lit. And when it does, my hands don’t shake as much. I take a long drag and offer it to Adams, who does the same, half smiling when he hands it back.

“Where did you say you got these again? They’re terrible.” He settles down next to me, his leg pressing against mine.

I tell him. “I’m not saying it’s true, but I might have found it lying next to a Kraut officer last week.”

“Just lying there, huh? No wonder they’re so bad. The Germans don’t know the meaning of a good cigarette.” He laughs—right not to believe me. I wanted to smoke so bad, I went as low as searching for them. Most guys do it—to find watches or other souvenirs—but it was my first time.

I never realized how cold a dead body could become.

We sit in our foxhole and pass the cigarette between us until it’s gone. There’s something about sharing a smoke—something I could never explain. And because I’m not alone here, next to someone who’s going through the same thing, it’s the warmest I’ve been all night. I hear the guys five yards from us, in their own hole, smoking their own cigarettes, talking about the girls they left behind back home and about better times.

When I think of home, I don’t think the same way these guys do. In this world—in this time—I have no home.

And the place I call home in my own time isn’t much of one anyway.

“What did you say your sister’s name was again?” Adams asks.

“Libby.” I stuff my hands into my armpits. A sad attempt to warm them.

“And how much younger is she than you?”

I glance over, my eyes shooting a glare. “Lay off. We might share a hole, but that won’t last long if you keep asking about my sister.”

He laughs and it vibrates through his chest. With his shoulder pressed against mine, I feel every chuckle. It makes the night a bit warmer.

“It’s all right,” he says. “When I save your ass one of these days, you’ll have to introduce me. It’s in the code of conduct.”

“Really,” I say.

“I kid you not,” Adams says. But he can’t keep his face from breaking into a grin.

After a while, I feel him drift off to sleep, his chest rising and falling slower and slower like it suddenly might stop. But it doesn’t. He keeps breathing and the night wears on. The snow rains down on us, cold and silent, making the forest around us a forbidden land.

I don’t know how the rest of the guys do it, but it’s almost impossible for me to sleep at all in these holes. In this place.

My heart pounds too hard when I think of them out there. When they could bear down at us at any moment with their guns raised. Shooting through us like we’re paper mache. In these woods, in this hole, there is nothing else I can think of.

Sometimes I try to think of home to make things more bearable. Of my sister and brother, from back before everything turned for the worse. Of my only friend—the only person who hasn’t given up on me. It’s hard to think about them when they don’t even exist here.

Here, everything is cold.

Even my thoughts.

A few hours before dawn, I’m finally exhausted enough to sleep. It happens while thinking of past summers and a girl I can hardly remember in this place.
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I wake to the sound of mortars.

They fall on us from above. Unseen before it’s too late. Even before I open my eyes, my heart pounds and my hands shake—the side effect of being woken to the sounds of death.

Adrenaline courses through my veins, like an old friend ready to be embraced. I hear Lieutenant Gates yell for us to stay where we are, swearing at the men who would rather take their chances in the open than be trapped in holes.

Trees fall around us.

Dirt rains from above.

Mortars scream and pound the earth.

I grip my rifle to my chest, my fingers numb from holding it so tight. Adams and I stay huddled in our hole, only able to pray one doesn’t land on us. So many times I’ve wondered if it would. If I travel back in time just to die. To become a part of history and disappear without anyone knowing what happened to me.

I glance over at Adams. His face is pale and his jaw is set.

The silence of the forest returns as suddenly as it left, but it’s not alone. The broken trees creak where they’re split, and the moans of men echo through the morning fog.

Adams gets to his feet, unsteady like he can’t walk right, and climbs out of the hole. He’s covered in dirt, probably the same as me, his clothes the color of dark ash. I watch as he looks around himself, surveying the damage before fully standing.

“Come on, Jackson.” He motions me up, and after pushing my fears aside, I follow. My feet are numb in my boots, and I can’t feel my legs. The forest is full of fallen trees and half buried holes. Everything around us is not what it was. Blood paints the snow where soldiers whom I once knew have died.

Parker.

Whitt.

Campbell.

My stomach turns over at the sight of their broken bodies. Knowing I could’ve been one of them. I’m shaking again, the cigarette long worn off.

I watch Adams look into the hole next to ours. It’s bigger than it was. Misshapen. We were five yards away from death. I still can’t feel my legs or anything else besides my heart, which beats unevenly.

Adams looks back at me and shakes his head. The emptiness in his eyes is something I’ve grown used to. The war is taking a greater toll on him than me. I don’t know why; Adams has more to go back to than I ever will. Maybe it’s because I only take this a couple days at a time. He doesn’t get to come and go like I do. Doesn’t get any reprieve. He’s here for good.

I fumble for another cigarette in my pocket—needing a smoke now more than ever—when I hear a scream from the sky and someone shouting.

“Take cover!”

Those two words never fail to make my heart pound.

And there is nothing I hate more than a late mortar to catch us off guard. It’s a dirty game they like to play with us.

The mortar lands close, before I can get back to our hole. It’s death to those of us who aren’t fast enough. The world goes black, and I’m thrown to the ground by a force nothing could compare. The air rushes from my lungs, leaving my body as fast as I want to leave this place.

I wish I could go with it.

And I will. But not yet.

Nothing but a high-pitched ringing invades my ears. The medic always tells me that’s a good sign; my hearing will come back when there’s ringing.

And while the darkness consumes me, thoughts enter my head without reason or order. The chaos on the outside coming in.

Ringing and blackness and the fact my heart is still pounding and maybe I’ll live to see the next day and what I’ll see when I open my eyes. It’s so black even my thoughts are lost. My eyes are heavy. Something hard presses against my body. Everything is cold. Always cold.

I want summer again. I want warm afternoons at the river, lying under the sun with a bare chest, soaking in the heat with the cool grass under my fingers. It’s easy to forget summer here. Easy to forget the things I live for.

I force myself to wake.

I open my eyes, feeling the crumbs of dirt fall from my lashes and onto my face. The ringing in my ears has lessened—I can hear someone yelling far away. The snow is frozen against my cheek, so cold it hurts. My fingers respond and twitch, curling into the dirt and snow, telling me I’m still alive.

I see Adams not far from me. For a moment, I’m glad to see he’s still alive, staring at me differently than the dead do. But something’s wrong. He tears his gaze away from mine and looks past the trees, toward the clouds with glossy eyes. His helmet has fallen off, left forgotten next to him.

His body convulses, dark blood dripping from his mouth. I push against the ground, somehow using the adrenaline to work my legs and arms. I can’t feel myself walking toward him, but I am. I can’t feel anything. Somehow I yell for a medic, hoping one is nearby and close enough to save him.

I fall to my knees beside him, curling one of my frozen hands under his neck.

He still stares at something above me.

“Adams.” I can finally hear myself and my voice shakes. “Adams, look at me.” I want to tell him he’ll be all right, but I can’t. I can’t so much as look down to see what’s there and what’s not.

Someone kneels next to me, and I get a fleeting glimpse of a white Geneva cross. His hands are flying and cutting, covered in red as he tells me something I can’t hear. The medic yells to someone else and a stretcher comes.

The only thing I can do is stare into Adams’s eyes, wondering if he’ll look at me one last time. They’re as gray as the sky—something I never noticed before now. My mind reels through the things he’d told me, of his home and his family, of people who want him to come home alive.

“You’re gonna be all right, Adams,” I hear myself say.

Finally, after so long of getting nothing, he looks at me and tries to smile. It’s hard for him, I can tell. His body still shakes and his skin is cold. He’s in shock. The medic and another soldier put him on a stretcher and carry him away, leaving me kneeling in the stained snow.

I am numb.

I look down to see my hands still shaking. Covered in red.

The blood of my friend.


3.

Harper
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Uncle Jasper leaves sometime after midnight.

I’m lying in bed—my sheets tangled around my legs and my eyes heavy—when the phone rings downstairs. I stare at the moonlit ceiling and hear him walk down to answer it, saying a few muffled words before hanging up.

His truck pulls away moments later.

I have no idea where he has to go in the middle of the night on such short notice, and my foggy brain doesn’t care. After he leaves, the house is quiet and still, feeling so empty with only me to occupy it. The moonlight is bright coming through my window, followed by a breeze that tries to drag me back to sleep. It’s like I’m nine again, waking up in the night and wondering what tomorrow will bring.

But I’m not nine anymore, and I’m not going home.

Whatever anyone says, growing up sucks.
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The next morning at the kitchen table, Uncle Jasper doesn’t say a word. He eats his toast and drinks his coffee across from me, looking tired but not acting like it. He says nothing about leaving in the middle of the night, and I don’t ask.

My Rice Krispies make more conversation than we do.

He scribbles another word into the crossword puzzle he’s bent over, silently mouthing the letters as he does. The clock ticks from down the hall. The refrigerator kicks on.

“So …” I start. He erases one of the words, swiping the paper with the side of his hand. “Do you see the Jacksons much? How’s Libby doing?”

“I see them every now and then,” he says and takes another sip of coffee from a mug that has a T-Rex on it trying to do push-ups. “Libby is actually living with her mom this summer, but she’ll be back before you start school.”

“Oh,” is all I can say. I have my video games, but like I told Uncle Jasper, I can’t stay in the house all day. I’d go stir crazy.

“I’m sorry,” he says, finally looking up from his paper. “I know you were hoping to see her, but she agreed to it before she found out you were coming. Otherwise, she never would’ve gone.”

“Yeah, that’s all right. I understand,” I mumble. “What about Kale?” I try to say it like I couldn’t care less, but really just asking about him makes me nervous. I’ve been more anxious about seeing him than anyone. The boy version of Kale was always smiling, his eyes as bright as the stars. The boy who was always gone. When we were younger, his dad claimed it was a phase because all kids try to run away from home, one that would pass with time. He would get angry when Kale would go, and his mom would worry, but they never paid too much attention to it, probably hoping he would eventually stop.

I wonder if he did stop, and then grew into a Kale I probably no longer know.

“I see Kale quite a bit,” Uncle Jasper finally says. He traces another word on the paper. “He comes over to help me on the cars when he’s around.”

I nod and chew my inner cheek. It can’t be more obvious they were the only friends I have here—I could go see Bryce, but we were never close and that would just be awkward. Besides seeing pictures on Libby’s social media accounts, I haven’t seen either of them—or even spoken to them—in years. I should really text Libby, assuming her number is the same.

Before I can say anything else, Uncle Jasper sighs and gets up from the table.

“I’ve got to get going,” he tells me. “I should be back in an hour or two. And remember, if you get hungry, don’t be afraid to help yourself to anything you want.” With a glance over his shoulder at the fridge he says, “I know there’s not much right now, but we can go grocery shopping later. Sound good, kid?”

I nod again, studying my melting cereal as he walks out. Minutes pass after I hear his truck pull down the long driveway. The house feels like a shell that holds nothing but loss. The chairs are cold and the sink is empty. The refrigerator only has condiments and milk. This is—and isn’t—the house I once knew.

I don’t know what to do with myself. If nothing had changed, Aunt Holly and I would be working on the garden or going to the thrift store to find random kitchen utensils. Or Libby and Kale would be over here, forcing me to go swimming with them.

I drop my head on the table and say to nobody, “This is going to be the longest summer of my life.”

Sometimes I can be melodramatic.

After I rinse my bowl in the sink, I go upstairs and start unpacking my gaming console. I make sure I have all the right cords and work on setting up the TV. The remote’s batteries are dead, of course, so after searching for new ones for ten minutes, I’m back to work. When everything is plugged in and ready to go, I start up the Xbox and let out a groan when it says it has to update.

To kill time, I pull out my phone, which has no new messages or missed calls, something that begs me to think about Mom, but I will not open that box right now. That box is tucked away and locked. That box is invisible.

I go through my contacts and scroll down to look for Libby’s name. I can’t remember the last time I texted her. I go for the ice breaker approach.

Hey friend, I’m here in the empty house wishing you were next door so I won’t go crazy with boredom. Miss you …

I glance up. The update is only at fifteen percent.

Aunt Holly was always adamant about having good wifi, even way out here in the country, so it must be a big update if it’s taking so long. Or maybe I think it’s taking so long but really, it’s only been forty seconds.

My phone buzzes with a text.

:(I’m so sorry I’m not there to entertain you. Mom’s house is just as boring, trust me. Have you seen Kale yet? I know he’s not as exciting as me but …

I smile at that.

Haven’t seen him yet, hopefully later.

Car doors slam outside and I go downstairs to see who it is. Uncle Jasper’s truck is near the barn, and parked by it is another truck with a trailer hooked up to it. There’s an old car on the trailer with a man behind the wheel, trying to back it off. There’s smoke coming from the cracks in the hood, but neither of them seem surprised by this.

That’s the Uncle Jasper I know.

I don’t have shoes on, but I walk down the steps anyway, knowing the grass is soft.

“A little to the right!” Uncle Jasper calls from his place behind the car. He uses his hands to direct him off the ramp like someone would an airplane.

Then a voice says next to me, “You never stop watching, because a small part of you is hoping something bad will happen. It’s like watching Nascar.”

I turn to find a girl standing against the porch with her arms crossed, watching them try to navigate the ramp. She has the same dark hair as the man behind the wheel and she’s probably around my age. Brown freckles are splattered across her cheeks and nose, complimenting her olive skin.

“That’s kind of true,” I say, agreeing. “It’s basically the only reason to watch—to hope for an accident.”

“Because who actually likes watching cars go around and around in circles?”

I lean in and say, “Don’t let Uncle Jasper hear you say that. He secretly watches it when I’m not around.”

She laughs and gives me a wink. Her hair is on the unmanageable side of curly, pulled back into a ponytail like it’s the only thing she can do with it. She wears a flannel button-up shirt, rolled up at the elbows, something that’s usually too warm to wear during the summer.

“Unfortunately for us,” she says, “they’ve done this hundreds of times and are very experienced in the ways of ramps. But one of these days …”

I smile. “We’ll just have to keep watching.”

“I’m Grace, by the way. That’s my dad, behind the wheel.” She nods her chin at him, her arms still crossed.

“Harper.”

“I know.” And when I look at her, she explains, “Your uncle talks about you a lot. He said you’ll be here for your senior year in the fall?”

“That’s the plan,” I say, holding back a sigh.

Uncle Jasper and Grace’s dad finally get the car into the barn, popping the hood barely before it’s in park. Even when I was younger, Uncle Jasper always got excited when a new car came for him to fix. Aunt Holly would sit on the porch and watch him with an amused expression, a forgotten book in her lap but a small smile touching her lips. She would sit that way for hours, just watching him.

The empty porch now stares at my back.

“So look,” Grace says, finally turning to me now that the entertainment is over. “There’s a bunch of us going into the city tonight to watch the fireworks. There’s this cool place by the river where we go every year. You wanna come?”

For a moment, I’m confused about why there would be fireworks tonight, but then I realize it’s the Fourth of July. Between everything going on, I lost track of the days. And right about now, going out for a night couldn’t sound better.

I just can’t sound desperate. Don’t sound desperate, Harper …

“Yeah, all right. I mean … if I’m not imposing or anything.”

Nailed it.

“Not at all,” she says, shaking her head. “There will be a bunch of kids there from school, too, so I can introduce you. I hated starting school as ‘the new girl,’” she says, bringing her hands up as mock quotations marks. “It sucks not knowing anyone.”

I’m about to mention Libby and Kale when her dad calls to Grace, telling her it’s time to leave.

“I’ll pick you up at eight?” she says, taking backward steps toward their truck.

Her dad starts the engine, drowning my voice when I say, “Sure.” So I nod instead, in case she didn’t hear. She gives me a quick wave before they’re gone, the gravel crunching down the driveway to announce their departure.

I smile, because a month ago I would have said no, and a month ago nobody would’ve asked. For once I have plans with someone besides my Xbox.


4.

Kale
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I wake to my name being yelled.

By the time my door opens, the doorknob banging into the wall, I’m sitting up. Half awake with my palms pressing into the mattress. I let out a breath when I realize I’m home and not in the middle of the woods in winter.

He surveys me and then my room. When I swing my legs over the bed, I’m suddenly aware of how sore I am. My whole right side aches when I move, and my head still pounds with a headache.

The clock over my desk shows it’s past noon.

“Dad said he heard you come in last night,” Bryce says, settling his gaze on me after eyeing my dirty shoes on the floor. “I guess I had to see for myself if it was true.” His tone is anything but friendly.

Bryce used to be okay with me leaving, but I’ve broken too many promises so I can’t blame him.

“Well, you found me, so what do you want?” When I look up, it hits me how much he looks like Dad—the same brown eyes and short dark hair, even the way he stands there.

“Dad wanted me to tell you that he’ll be home around eight.” In the other words, I’d better be here when he does. “He got called in today.”

“Wait, what day is it?” I know I lose track of the days, but I’m almost sure it’s a Wednesday.

The way Bryce looks at me makes me wish I’d never asked.

For a moment, I see myself through his eyes: I’m wearing the same clothes I was in the last time he saw me, I’m sleeping in the middle of the day, I’ve been gone for at least the last three days, and now I’m asking what day it is.

No wonder he looks at me the way he does.

I would, too.

“It’s the fourth,” Bryce says. When he turns to leave, he adds, “You have dirt on your face.”

For the longest time—after Bryce goes downstairs and the numbers on my clock silently change—I sit on the edge of my bed and try to think of reasons to venture out of my room today. Or out of the house.

I want to, but I shouldn’t.

It’s always worse between me and Dad after I get back. It reminds him who I am, and not who he wants me to be. It’s opening an old wound that would rather be forgotten.

Before I think on it more, I walk across the hallway and lock myself in the bathroom. The floor is cold and the light filters through the glass-tiled window. I turn on the shower and peel off my T-shirt. My arms are sore and my ribs still ache with every breath.

For the first time since I’ve been back, I take a closer look at my hands—at the dirt under my fingernails and in the lines of my palms. I want to believe it’s dirt. But wanting to believe isn’t making it true.

I look at the floor while I tug off my jeans, trying not to look at them. Then I step into the shower to wash away the evidence of something that happened over sixty years ago.

But no matter how much I scrub, the memories won’t ever fade.
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I hear voices downstairs when I’m putting on a clean shirt. The front door shuts and Bryce’s voice echoes up along with his friends, Todd and Jeremy. One of them is laughing about something. A laugh that bounces off every corner of the house.

After I pull on my sweatshirt, along with my shoes, I go downstairs to find them in the kitchen.

They don’t notice me at first.

Todd—with his buzzed hair and button-up shirt—texts someone while leaning against the counter. And Bryce and Jeremy pull a few bags of ice from the freezer. They’re both wearing T-shirts and swim shorts.

I glance down at myself.

I’m dressed for a different season.

“Kale!” Todd shoves his phone into his pocket and smiles like something is funny. “Long time no see.”

While his friends laugh, Bryce glances at me uncomfortably, torn between wanting to keep up the act in front of his friends and defending me. It used to be different between us a couple years ago. Better. Every morning, he would come into my room to see if I was back. He would sit on the edge of my bed and ask about where I went and what I saw. Back then it wasn’t the war. It was places that weren’t filled with snow and gun shots. California, 1969. The cotton fields of Arkansas in 1950.

I would lie in bed and tell him all the funny stories about how I would mention something that nobody would be familiar with because it hadn’t been invented yet. Or how I had to spend nights in chicken coops or barns, waking up only to scare a girl coming out to do her chores.

Bryce was the first person I ever told and the first person to ever believe me.

Now he turns back to his friends to change the subject.

“We have to be there at two, right?” he asks.

Todd pulls out his phone again, probably checking an old message. “Yeah, we’re supposed to meet them at two. That way we can get to the lake on time.” Then he turns to me. “You coming, Kale?” He smiles again, teasing, and warmth spreads up from my neck.

“I don’t know if he should.” Jeremy adds, “He might run off on us. Last year my dog ran off the moment the fireworks started. We couldn’t find him for days.”

I stare back at Todd, daring him to say something.

He says, smiling, “Sounds about right.”

I take a step forward, but Bryce puts his hand on my chest, pushing me back. “Leave it alone, Kale.”

Jeremy and Todd laugh about something again, muttering words too low for me to hear. I hate the way they look at me. I hate the way my own brother looks at me.

My gaze settles on Bryce, voicing thoughts I’ve held in for too long. “Why, so you can pretend our family is like theirs? So you can pretend nothing is ever wrong?” I ask, keeping my voice low. Looking into his eyes is hard because they’re too similar to Dad’s.

I turn to go, but he grabs my arm.

Todd says from behind him, “You sure you don’t want him to come, Bryce? We could always use him to—”

“Leave him alone, Todd. He gets enough shit as it is.”

“So that’s what you see me as?” I shrug away from him. “A pity project?”

Then Bryce shrugs right back and asks, “What else am I supposed to see you as?”

His friends laugh, but this time he joins them. Jeremy and Todd grab the bags of ice and push past me and out the door.

And without saying anything, Bryce follows them.

I stand in the hallway and listen as they all pile into Bryce’s truck. They shut the doors and the engine roars to life.

Then they’re gone.

And I wish I was.

All over again.


5.

Harper

[image: images]

Within six hours, I’m standing next to a river in the middle of the city, surrounded by skyscrapers except for this little forgotten park where Grace said we’re meeting her friends.

There’s a wide bank along the river where people lounge in the grass or sit on coolers they brought with them. A few people are wading into the water, the ones not thinking to wear shorts have their jeans rolled up to their knees. Somewhere there’s a guy playing guitar, and there’s laughter and accusing voices from those making jokes, and water splashing from girls trying to get out before their boyfriends realize they’re wearing white T-shirts.

“Grace!”

We both turn at her name being called, but she reacts before I do—she’d been expecting it.

A guy our age walks over to us wearing a black short-sleeved button up shirt. His dark hair and angular eyes remind me of a girl back home who was Japanese American.

When he smiles at Grace, I have no doubt about their relationship with each other. Even I have to admit they make a cute couple, like the kind you always root for in those stupid TV shows you can’t help but watch. Which I would probably now be watching if I weren’t here.

“What took you so long?” he asks, giving her a quick kiss on the lips. When they break apart, he adds, “Another minute longer, and that girl over there was about to drag me into the woods without my consent.”

“You poor thing,” she says, patting his cheek, keeping one arm around his waist. “Maybe if you didn’t spend so long on your hair, you wouldn’t have that problem.”

“You love my hair,” he says low.

It feels like I’m watching something I shouldn’t be.

“Not if it’s attracting other girls.”

“You know it’s not just my hair that—”

Grace puts a finger on his lips. “We have company.”

They both turn, and I can’t tell if they’re messing with me. So I just smile and stand there, not knowing what to say.

“This is Miles,” she says. “Don’t be afraid to be bold with him.”

Miles cocks his head and looks back at me. “She must like you, because she doesn’t give that kind of advice to anyone.”

“Thanks?”

He nods assuringly.

“And Miles,” Grace smiles at me, “this is Harper.”

Some sort of recognition dawns over his face. “Wait … Harper Croft?” Miles asks. “The Harper Croft?” He quickly looks at Grace. “Are you messing with me? Is this really her?”

“Am I missing something?” I ask.

Miles says, “We never thought you actually existed. Well, Grace did—for some reason—but your name comes up so much I really thought you were imaginary.”

“Miles, he showed us a picture,” Grace says, looking up at him. “How is that not enough proof?”

“Photoshop?”

“You have serious problems.”

I finally step in. “Wait, how do you know my name?” But what I’m really asking is, how do they know me?

“Kale,” Miles says. “Sometimes your uncle, but mostly Kale.”

Grace nods in agreement.

Kale.

Miles and Grace talk again—more to each other than to me, just as before—but I can’t grasp anything they’re saying. Since I got here yesterday, I kept wondering if Kale would remember me, or even care that I’m around again. I know he’s not the same boy he used to be—just like I’m not the same girl. Time changes so many things, and I was afraid this would be one of them.

“You guys know Kale?”

Miles says, “I’ve been friends with him since I moved here a few years ago. And Grace has known him since we started dating.”

“A year next month,” she adds.

“Will he be here tonight?” I feel stupid for asking. We live next door to each other, so why can’t I just go over to see him? Or better yet, call and text him.

Miles shrugs one shoulder and glances around. “I haven’t heard from him in a few days, so I’m not sure.” Before I can ask him anything else, a few boys come over and talk to Miles and Grace—people from school I’ll probably know better in the fall. The sun has set now, and it’s almost dark enough for the fireworks to start. While Grace talks with another girl nearby, I slip away to the edge of the water, dipping my fingers in to see if it’s cold. It’s warmer than I thought it’d be.

“Harper?”

I look up to see a blond guy standing over me—someone I feel I should recognize. I stand and wipe my wet hand across my jeans, noticing the weird smile he’s giving me. “Yes?”

“I don’t know if you remember me,” he says, “but you came over to my house a few times the last summer you were here.”

I reel through the foggy memories, and a name finally surfaces. “Conner,” I say. “You always used to push people into the pool.”

Conner smiles and gives me a single nod. “I guess I’m more memorable than I thought. Your uncle was over at our house a few weeks back, and he mentioned you were coming to live with him. It’s good to see you again.”

“Yeah, good to see you, too. Now I’ll know more than two people when school starts.”

“Well, look,” he says. “I’m having a few friends over next week, and I can introduce you to more people. You won’t be the new kid at school. You can be the newish kid. Trust me, it makes all the difference.”

“A few friends, huh? If I remember correctly, the last time you had a few friends over, your kitchen caught fire.”

“Technicalities,” he says, grinning again. “So what do you say? There’s not much to do around here anyway.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“That’s all I needed to hear,” Conner says, turning to go. “See you around, Harper.”

As I watch Conner go back to his group of friends, I spot someone new coming out of the woods, and the way he moves makes me pause only long enough for me to realize it’s true.

It’s Kale.

Even when time has changed us both, I know it’s him. Even twenty years from now, I could still pick him out of the crowd. There are some things that stick with you forever, even if that something is a person. He definitely looks different—the sharp lines of his jaw, the way his shoulders curve, even the way he stands. Older.

Despite the differences, it’s so familiar—how it feels like he’s here but he isn’t. It’s the same way I felt all those years ago. Seeing him is something special, because you don’t know the next time you’ll get to. Even though Kale’s habit of disappearing for days at a time probably ended years ago, the presence of it is still here. It makes me wonder.

Kale stands there looking at Miles as he talks with his friends, the expression on his face unreadable. He’s wearing an unzipped sweatshirt, exposing a black T-shirt underneath, his hands buried deep into the pockets of his jeans. His dark hair lays across his forehead the same way it used to—something that hasn’t changed.

His eyes shift to me.

And for a split second—before Miles yells his name, dragging his attention away—the smallest of smiles touches his lips. It disappears as quick as it came—leaving only a memory in its wake.

Then when Kale talks, I feel like something is wrong, and it hits me. He’s not smiling. The Kale I used to know smiled almost constantly—it came as naturally to him as breathing. Everyone smiles when they talk, even in the slightest way, at the beginning or end. But Kale stands there and listens, saying a few words in response without changing his expression, even when his friends laugh.

I start toward them, trying not to look at Kale and trying to ignore the fact I’m trying not to. Get ahold of yourself, Harper.

I catch his eye as I come closer, wondering what I’m going to say to someone I haven’t seen in six years.

“Kale,” Grace says, “can you please tell Miles that he owes me ten bucks? We had a deal.”

“A deal we never shook on,” Miles argues. “Doesn’t count.”

“You’re full of shit,” Grace says, but she’s smiling.

Miles looks over at me when I get close, then glances down at my feet. “Your shoes are untied.”

I don’t look, knowing he’s right. But when I open my mouth, Kale says for me, “They’re always untied.”

I finally look at him, silently cursing the sun for making the day turn to night so I can’t see the color of his eyes. But even without them, I get this feeling in the pit of my stomach that makes me smile, even if it’s small and barely noticeable. It’s only the edge of what I cannot contain.

I don’t know what to say to him, so I say, “Hey.”

“Hey,” he says back.

I want to hug him like old friends do, but he doesn’t make a move toward me.

“How’s Libby?” I finally ask, grateful that Miles and Grace are talking to each other again and not paying us any attention. “Uncle Jasper said she’s staying at your mom’s for the summer.”

“She’s good,” he says, “but she hates that she won’t see you until school starts.” Still no smile, something that would normally follow that sentence and tone. “She tried to back out of going, but Mom wouldn’t let her.”

“It’ll be good to see her again. I texted her earlier but it’s not the same.”

He nods.

This isn’t the reunion I’d imagined. I hate the space between us and the forced talk. But it’s impossible to pick up where we left off. Too much time has passed. That’s becoming clearer and clearer.

Miles is talking again. I don’t hear what he says, but Kale pulls his eyes from mine and says, “You said that last year, and I don’t have to remind you what happened,” not missing a beat.

“But this year I’m serious,” he says.

Grace rolls her eyes and leans over to say, “Miles wants to get into the Demolition Derby. He tries every year, and every year—”

“—I get really close,” he says, looking at me like I’m the one he needs to convince. “No matter how many crashes this car is in, it’ll just keep going. I really feel like this is my year.”

“And notice,” Kale adds, “that ‘crashes’ is plural.”

“You’re just jealous because your piece of sh—”

“Careful,” Kale warns. His mouth curves up in the slightest way.

Stop staring, Harper.

But Miles smiles, knowing how to push Kale in ways only a close friend would. It makes me miss what we had with each other. It makes me miss him and wonder if we’ll ever have that again. Even when we’re standing mere feet away from each other, there’s still this wall between us that only time and distance could’ve made.
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