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For those we’ve lost. And for those we’ve found.





Hailey’s Fear List


Grocery shopping


Painting


Taking BLIND PEOPLE classes


Needing a service dog because animals are kind of gross


Swimming


Spiders


Setting up/working in pottery shop


Walking down my street with my eyes closed


Playing in a band


Playing guitar solo in front of a crowd


Cooking (for the moms)


Being on the radio


Being recorded in a studio


Tongue-kissing


Sex


Wardrobe switch


Bungee jumping or skydiving—either is acceptable


Finding my way around an unknown place


Going blind





Chapter One: Kyle



Joining our high school radio station when I hated to talk was probably one of the worst decisions I’d ever made. Until I met Hailey Bosler.


Not that she was responsible for the state of my shitty life, but she certainly wasn’t making it easier. Okay, that wasn’t true. The bubblegum twin radio deejay talents of Lindsey and Lucy Latni weren’t making it easier. It wasn’t Hailey’s fault said deejays were gushing about her band’s arrival as if some pop star had autographed their not-insubstantial chests.


It also wasn’t her fault the twins were ordering me around like a lackey, instead of respecting that I was the only one in the room actually certified to use the control board. And it wasn’t her fault my head was pounding not only from girl squeals but also because I’d had a near panic attack earlier, forcing me to skip the minefield of lunch in our cafeteria.


Still, my afternoon was being sucked up by these girls, and I couldn’t squelch my crap attitude toward Hailey and the rest of Blinders On.


Blinders On. Stupid name. Although I had to admit after hearing their GarageBand mix that as far as local bands went, they didn’t suck like most of the usual talentless hacks the Latni twins frothed over.


“They’re here,” Lindsey squealed. Or maybe it was Lucy. “Girl band in the hoooussse.”


A strange shimmy dance ensued wherein the twins proved yet again their astounding ability to derail the musical integrity of a band until it was the equivalent of a bowl of glitter-covered kibble.


I didn’t say this, of course. Like I didn’t say most things that popped in my head. Too many words. Out loud.


I looked down at the control board and bit the inside of my cheek, letting the high-decibel vapidity of the twins drown out my racing thoughts. I took a deep breath and pushed away the anxiety of meeting unknown people. Disappear. Fade into the background. Blend. Then I peeked at Hailey.


Holy shit.


Worn jeans, soft stretchy shirt, her blond hair pulled into a loose braid. Damn. She was exactly my type: hot in this really normal way, not done up, just casual, either too aware of her own beauty to care or not aware enough to realize the amount of space she filled in the room. Which was considerable.


My brain grabbed hold of an image of the two of us alone in the darkened radio studio, me actually being suave for once in my life and her drawn in by all my moves. Then, because it’s my brain, it continued on to play the entire scenario out to its slightly inappropriate conclusion. God, what would that be like? I inched forward in my chair, more than a little aware of the semihard state of my junk. What was wrong with me? Three quick breaths, then I peeked at her again.


She eyed the girls dancing around her, brunette ponytails whipping in some sort of coordinated twin ritual, and crossed her arms as if she were observing animals at a zoo. Her nose scrunched and flared enough for me to read a hint of disgust.


I hid a smirk when I caught her slight head shake. She was hot and understood irony. I liked her already. Damn.


“Hey, guys,” she said in a scratchy, low voice. I loved that kind of voice in girls. Equal parts Avril Lavigne, Elle King, and Melissa Etheridge. Classic. “Thanks for having us in.”


“Of course,” a twin chirped. “You all are so amazing.” Then the Latnis clapped their hands and Hailey adjusted her braid as if she was well aware how damn awkward all this fangirling was, and was not in any way impressed.


I stared too long at her, barely even noticing the two girls behind her. Emo girls. All black clothes. Too much makeup. Too many piercings. Hailey was a wildflower in the midst of skunk-weed. Sunny and warm and stupid sexy. Completely oblivious to my presence at the board. Which was probably best.


I likely would’ve stared even longer, enough to really embarrass myself, but my phone buzzed in my pocket. I jerked it out with so much impatience it half slipped from my grasp before my fingers closed around it. Only two people texted me, and one of them was at soccer practice.


Mom: Scrips are ready to pick up. Don’t forget the rest of your to-do list.


As if I’d ever forget. My jaw tensed, and I typed a quick reply.


Kyle: Got it.


I shoved the phone back in my pocket and checked out the girls again.


Hailey’s eyes moved back and forth, almost twitching as they searched the room. Beautiful eyes, blue green with big pupils, but something was wrong with them. They moved too much. Like she was on something, but that didn’t match up with the rest of her.


She stepped deeper into the control room and scanned the space for a place to sit. Her eyes darted, darted. I sat up half an inch to help her, but then slumped down. What was I doing? The space wasn’t that big. Not much to look at, and maybe a little dark, but she clearly had other people to help. Her eyes landed on me for less than a second. My hands shook a little as I watched her grope for the plastic seat. Not blindly grope, but sort of tipsy-drunk I hope I’m not sitting in vomit grope.


She planted herself slightly off center on the chair and laughed as she adjusted her position. “Sorry.”


The vulnerability of it all damn near killed me. Those eyes. She was somehow broken. Crap. Crap. Crap. Beautiful, confident, and broken—the girl triple threat. She wasn’t broken like me, but enough that I wanted to know her. I imagined a whole conversation between us.


“What’s wrong with your eyes?”


“Why don’t you speak?”


“I don’t see so well.”


“I don’t talk so well.”


And then I would ask her if she wanted to be the third person who texted me. One more name in my pathetic contact list. And she wouldn’t even hesitate in saying yes.


For a second I allowed my thoughts to linger on the fantasy, our imagined conversation so real in my head I almost spoke. Almost introduced myself. But then, what the hell for? A third person who texted would be a third person I disappointed.


Instead, I turned back to the control board and cued up the next song. I let the voices of the twins swirl around me. They pointed Hailey’s friends to the other chairs and started gossiping about the people from their last few interviews. I ignored it, pretended I didn’t care. She was just another girl. High school was full of them, and they were all equally hard to deal with. Equally scary.


“Kyle,” Lucy snapped. Or maybe it was Lindsey. “Are you ready?”


“Yeah,” I mumbled.


“Well, what do we do?”


Speak into the microphone and try not to sound like an idiot.


I pointed to the two microphones set up in front of them, one for Hailey and her emo backup girls, one for Team Latni. “At the end of the song, start talking.”


Lindsey clucked at me. Or maybe it was Lucy. Then she turned back to Hailey. Hailey’s eyes narrowed, and she leaned forward slightly, peering at me. Peering like I wasn’t another part of the equipment in the room. The feeling came back, the ache to connect with her, but just as quickly, panic took over my brain, spinning through the millions of reasons why connecting would be a terrible idea.


Nothing to see here. Move along. I didn’t have it in me to get interested in a girl like Hailey, or any girl, really. I was too intrigued by her already and she’d barely said three words. I faded the song and engaged the microphones.





Chapter Two: Hailey



It was like he wanted to be invisible.


Wanted to be.


And he was doing a damn good job of it too, all hunched over the soundboard. Long arms and fast hands adjusting volume levels. Too fast for me to focus. His jet-black hair covered so much of his face I almost didn’t notice him. Though it was hard to notice anything past the squeals of our school’s most annoying deejays. At that moment, without my glasses, in weird lighting, with the Barbie twins gushing over our average music, I completely understood why he’d want to disappear, and I would have envied him, but I was about to play.


I had no idea how the hell to talk to two girls who were so obviously in love with music but still didn’t get it. And even though I normally carried a spare pair of glasses with me everywhere, I was stuck without them after my graceful trip up the stairs. It made a place that already had crap for lighting even worse.


Nothing like being in a new situation, without being able to see, to put me in a foul mood. All I knew was that the room was dim, simple, and I hadn’t tripped on anything getting to my plastic chair.


I pulled my guitar onto my lap and let everyone else fade away for a bit. The Les Paul ’50s Tribute had been a present from my moms when I turned fourteen. I played for hours every day, and I loved the fifties vibe it held in the black lacquer. It felt like a true rock guitar.


Tucking a few loose strands of blond back into my braid, I started letting my fingers slide over the strings to tune up.


And when the guy whispered, “Anytime,” I was already in the zone. I loved to sing, even though it always made me nervous, and neither of the other girls in the band were up to doing more than minimal backup vocals. Once we were a few bars in, it didn’t matter. Didn’t matter that I could barely see. Didn’t matter that the three non–band members in here probably didn’t get a tenth of the lyrics. It mattered that I hit every note. Every chord. And that I was brave enough to actually feel it. Even in this small room.


A hundred people were easier to block out than three. And I’d played for that many more than once. The radio station gig probably had more to do with being a “girl band” who played actual rock music than our talent, but playing for anyone was a rush. Besides, being on the radio was on my list, and I wanted to cross it off.


We finished to exaggerated praises and clapping from the twins. My girls, Mira and Tess, were already chatting them up—definitely better speakers for our band than me. I didn’t have enough patience for squealing.


Besides, I wasn’t sure how to react. I thought our song came off . . . okay. Not as good as we’d done it the night before, but still. Okay. And I should’ve sounded more grateful that the radio station at my high school wanted to have us on, but I swear, people get weird when they know you’re in a band. Especially when they learn you play in places off campus.


Shit, playing a bat mitzvah might as well have been playing the Vic as far as most people at school were concerned.


“So, Hailey, is this what you see in your future?” one of the twins asked, tired of Mira and Tess dominating the mic, I guess. “Playing music?”


Yes. Maybe. God, that question was way too loaded for my current state of mind. And then, like he somehow saw me floundering, the silent guy at the board made a wrap it up signal with his hand, and the twins started in on promoting their next show.


“Sorry, that’s all we have for today, everyone. We’ve had such a great time with Blinders On and hope great things happen for them! Be sure to tune in next week when we’re doing a special show on local hip-hop artists.” The twins even finished each other’s sentences, which was obscenely clichéd and impossibly true.


So I guess we survived the interview unscathed, aside from my ears aching a bit at Muffy and Buffy’s high-pitched voices. I needed to get to Individual Music Tutoring, which meant I was about to lock myself in a practice room in the music building for an hour and get a grade for it.


“Crap, Hailey. I totally forgot, I have a pair of your glasses.” Tess, our drummer, and probably the only girl I’d call an actual friend, groped in her bag and slid glasses into my hands.


“Thanks.” I owned a million pairs of glasses—all quirky enough to hopefully hide the way my eyes darted around trying to see, but I never knew where they all were.


I wasn’t black-blind, just legally blind. Degenerative and “old-person” eyes as my ophthalmologist called it. “Legally blind” is a really professional way of saying one day I’ll probably be black-blind. In-a-cave blind. Wave-my-hand-in-front-of-my-face-and-not-see-it blind.


Some days I shrugged that off. I could still see, and usually I could latch on to that. Besides, playing the campus radio station was supposed to be a good day.


Instead, as I slid on my glasses, I hated my eyes. The interview was officially over, but the twins, Mira, and Tess were still chatting. Screw patience—I’d pretty much run out of nice. When I glanced around again, the fuzzy blur of the silent guy was gone.


The familiar weight of the Les Paul on my shoulder helped me relax as I stepped back into the hall. I waved and gave what I hoped was a smile to the two deejays, whose faces were still split from their embarrassing fangirling.


I cringed away from the light when I got outside, blinking over and over, willing my eyes to adjust. All I needed was to get to music class. From this side of our divided campus, it should have been easy.


Until my shoulder slammed into someone.


“Shit. Sorry.” I scanned his face to see him better.


“Uh . . .” He held his hand between us, but no words came out.


“Hey. Disappearing guy.” Good thing he was close or I’d have never recognized him in the bright light. Plain gray T-shirt. Jeans. Dirty white shoes. Like he was designed to blend. I breathed in, wondering why I was still standing there. Citrus tickled my nostrils. At least he was clean. For a guy, that really said something.


“Huh?”


“Nothing. So, thanks for putting up with the bullshit twins in there.”


He looked down and his too-long hair hid his eyes. Nice eyes. Too bad.


“I’m Hailey.” I thought about sticking out my hand, but that sort of sucked, and anyway, he tucked his hands deeper into his pockets.


“ ’Kay.”


We stood there for another beat. Me waiting for something from him and him apparently waiting for a large hole to swallow him. When nothing more happened, he shuffled his feet and darted off.


Guess he not only liked to disappear, but wasn’t much for talking either. Kind of an odd guy. Something I could definitely appreciate.


◊ ◊ ◊


I stepped into my mom’s detached garage–turned–pottery shop. Rox had replaced all the garage door panels with windows, and added shelves across the new panes.


Every horizontal surface was lined with pottery. I squinted, but only fuzzy shadowed shapes appeared in front of the sunlight. She’d done some really great blue bowls the other day, but . . .


I squinted again at the pottery backdropped by the windows, and could still only see shapes. No colors. When had that happened? Had I lost colors when they were backlit?


“Hailey? Is that you?” Rox called from her workroom.


“Yup.”


“How did it go?” she asked, still yelling from the back.


Rox sold tons of pottery out here, but she made it even faster. The extras ended up in our house—on every bookshelf, storage bin, and window ledge. There were days when the house looked more like a pottery shop than the pottery shop did.


I pulled my glasses off and set them on her sales counter, rubbing my nose and eyes. The yellow walls were supposed to be happy, but some days they were headache-inducing. “It’s high school. Exactly how was it supposed to go?” I called.


“Oh, for goodness’ sake.” The irritation in her voice made me smile. “I was asking about the radio station.”


“Fine.” Such a great answer for so many situations.


Rox’s wild black hair and tattooed arms appeared around the small door behind the sales counter. She scraped at her mud-covered hands in a gesture I’d seen a million times.


She pulled off her apron. I squinted at her jeans and black concert tee. No chance I could guess the band. My eyes were wrecked. My other mom, Lila, wore yoga gear. A lot. Ran a studio about a block away. The cliché of pottery-and-yoga lesbian moms did not go unnoticed, by basically everyone, but they always laughed about it and kept on being who they were, including being hoverers. Having one mom to smother me was a bit much, but two? Two who’d worked their asses off to adopt a little girl who’d come to them already damaged? Their smother-mothering could be a lot to take.


Rox frowned as she stepped toward me. “Your glasses are on the counter. Bad day?”


“No. Yes. I don’t know.” Why did she have to be so observant? It always brought out a weird, weighted feeling in my stomach, as if I was responsible for her.


“Let me get cleaned up and we can talk for a bit, okay?” Her smooth voice didn’t match her rough exterior, but it was from Rox that I got my love of music.


I touched the guitar, still resting in its case on my back. “I’m gonna play for a bit. And besides, the doc says it’s good for me to go without my glasses once in a while. Gives me practice.” For the day they won’t do me any good.


Rox let out a sigh she totally meant and wanted me to hear. Neither she nor Lila believed there would ever be a day when I couldn’t see, but that’s only because they didn’t know what it was like to look through my eyes.


I opened my mouth to tell her I thought my eyes were worse again, but it would mean more ophthalmologist appointments, and maybe another small surgery. All the fighting against my terrible eyes was getting old.


“What’s up?” she said more quietly.


I gestured toward all the rows of pottery on the shelves in front of the window. My lips pressed together.


“Hailey?”


“I can’t . . .” I didn’t want to do it. To say it out loud. “I can’t really see what color they are anymore.”


Rox walked around the counter and rested her hand on my shoulder. “Is it that way with everything, or . . . ?”


Her voice was the low cautious one the moms used when I had some new vision thing going on. It was the voice that was intended to calm me but really did the opposite.


“No.” I shook my head, but my voice was sort of a whisper. “Just with the light behind them, I guess.”


“Well.” She gave my shoulder a squeeze before dropping her arm. “It’s really bright out today.”


“Yeah.”


Her lips pursed for a moment, but after studying my face, she smiled—a sign that she was about to jump ship and change the subject.


Thank God.


“Lila will for sure be home for dinner. I’ll let you know when she gets here.” That was her nice way of telling me I would be joining them for dinner. Like every night. Family dinner. Mandatory. Grilling session of fifteen-year-old daughter. Not mandatory. Just a perk.


The gripping feeling in my chest over my vision started to dissipate, now replaced by what I’d tell the moms about my school day that didn’t include anything about my eyes.


Maybe I could learn a lesson from the skinny guy in the sound booth and disappear.





Chapter Three: Kyle



I left money for dinner,” Mom said as I dropped books into my bag. Calculus. History. Beowulf. My mom was a nurse. Mostly the night shift, although some days she covered for other nurses and was gone even longer. She was supposed to only work forty hours, but she had a second job as an in-home care nurse, so I was alone a lot. Which didn’t always suck.


“ ’Kay. Thanks.”


“Did you get my meds?”


“Yes.”


I set her bag on the counter.


Mom hummed, sighed, and rifled through the bag to check. “And the other stuff I left for you to do?”


“Folded the laundry. The dishwasher isn’t full enough to run.”


“You should’ve run it anyway. The food will cake on otherwise.” Her voice shook in that way that made me feel like shit. She looked at me, and her face changed, softened. Damn. The roller coaster of her emotions was not something I wanted to deal with today. “Thanks for picking up my things, Kyle. Sorry. I’m so sorry. It’s my job to take care of you.”


I grunted because what was I supposed to say? I’d like to interview other, more qualified candidates for the job.


She pressed out the creases of her uniform, her hands fluttering over her too-thin frame. Nothing fit her anymore. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her eat for real, not just standing in the kitchen scooping three spoonfuls of whatever into her mouth to get her through the next shift. She was definitely running toward another slip. Only thing worse than a pushy mom was one laid up, depressed and near catatonic, on the couch.


“Why don’t you invite a friend over for dinner?” Flutter, smooth, flutter. “I hate that you’re alone so much.”


I hate that you are too. I didn’t say it. Never would or could. But I felt it every minute we were together.


“I’ll think about it.”


“You haven’t seen Pavel in a long time.”


Pavel was pretty much my only friend, but I didn’t see him with any sort of regularity. Homeschooled, Russian, a hell of a soccer player. And because he was a guy, he didn’t ask me too many questions. Didn’t talk about things in the past. Plus, he liked the right kind of music or at least pretended to.


“Yeah. Maybe I’ll call him.” I wouldn’t. Pavel called me, mostly. Would send a random text with a half-naked girl or an obscure question about a song or an artist. And I usually texted back. But seeing him regularly was a different thing.


Mom pulled her salt-and-pepper hair into a ponytail at the back of her neck. She looked tired. Always. And sad. And sometimes angry. I wanted to make things better for her, but how the hell was I supposed to do that?


All the words we never said pounded in my head. Her sadness somehow seemed quieter, even though she cried in bed at night when she thought I was sleeping. Muffled sobs that split me apart until I had to put the Kinks too loud on my headphones and start reading Sartre’s Being and Nothingness to make it go away.


“I saw the school is doing college testing prep classes.” She’d gone from fluttering over her uniform to swiping at the kitchen counters in too-wide, too-hard strokes. “Did you want me to sign you up for them?”


More classes. More people. More questions to answer. Pass.


“I’m okay without them.”


“Of course you are. But college is important, Kyle.” The hardness was back in her clipped words. An almost unexplainable anger, except I could explain it.


God, I need to get out. I was such a dick for even thinking it, but there it was. The thought didn’t matter. I wasn’t leaving my mom. We both knew it. She talked about my future like she expected great things from me. Like I’d go off into the world and make her proud. But she withered every time she saw a catalogue come in the mail for an out-of-state college. So college was important, as long as it was close to home. Push-pull, push-pull.


◊ ◊ ◊


“Hey. The guy with no name. Do you remember me?” Hailey asked as she stepped into the radio station control room.


Yes. “Uh.”


She pushed some of her hair behind her ear and pressed her glasses back on her nose. Cute blue glasses with diamonds on the edges. Kind of fancy for the Converse she was wearing, but fuck if I get girls and their clothes.


I hadn’t seen Hailey since the interview—a few days? A week? Our high school had two campuses, one for freshmen and sophomores, one for juniors and seniors. I was a junior and Hailey was a sophomore, so we never passed each other in the halls at school. And I was looking for her, even braved the main hallway after the final bell one day in hopes that she’d be practicing in one of the music rooms.


“Was that an answer?” she asked, head tilted to the side like she was trying to figure out what she was dealing with.


Crap. I hated that I couldn’t say anything without wanting to curl inside and hide. I was like the sad turtle from that kids’ book, the one not even the hippo wanted to hang around. Owen or Mzee. Whichever. I never understood that book.


“Can I help you?” Four words. Choked from the back of my throat, probably spoken too soft and too fast, but still. Four words.


She took a step closer. “Yeah. So what’s your name?”


“Kyle,” I mumbled because really, it was sort of the best I could do. The heat in the room was already getting uncomfortable.


I’d heard her voice in my head this week more than I wanted to admit—especially when I didn’t want to think about other stuff. When my eyes twitched from reading. When I’d gone over my dumb life too many times. Her gravelly voice was like a whisper in my ear.


She licked her lips and my eyes dropped to the ground again. “So, Kyle. I’m wondering if I can get a copy of that interview.”


I nodded and took a step back. Yeah. Interview. Pull it together, K. Make a copy of the interview. She followed me into the office with the main computer. Her eyes weren’t darting around like they had the first time I saw her. The glasses must’ve helped. My fingers moved over the keyboard.


“It’s kind of dark back here. How come you guys don’t open any of the shades on the window?”


“The equipment gets too hot.”


That was a reasonable answer, wasn’t it? Five words. An entire sentence that was actually an answer to her question. Not much, but better than looking like a mute.


She tapped her fingers on her jeans and waited. Tap. Tap. Tap. A definite staccato. Did she always hear music in her head? I’d wondered that about musicians. Did she hear it like I heard words? I kept pressing buttons until I found the interview and copied it to a thumb drive.


“You’re obviously not dumb. So are you shy or do you have a stutter or something?”


I shrugged.


“You don’t need to be nervous around me. I’m half-blind with two moms. I’m probably the least judgmental person you’ll ever meet.”


Damn that low voice. Whiskey sexy, doing stuff to my junk that made me seriously glad I was sitting behind a computer.


I liked her. More. I liked her more. My eyes shut for a second and I shook my head. I couldn’t like her. Girls didn’t work for me. Or I didn’t work for them. Plus, she was probably gay. That was stupid, right? Gay moms don’t make you gay, but I wondered anyway. I wondered lots of things. Thoughts pressed into my brain all the time, pinged around and didn’t go away until I wrote them down.


She blinked at me, waiting for something. I didn’t really know what. Everything about being in the room with Hailey felt awkward. Like I had a giant sign over my head that said: NOT IN YOUR LEAGUE. Unless . . .


“Are you gay?” Oh, Christ. I said it out loud.


She laughed and tucked her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. It sort of made her boobs stick out, and I pretended I didn’t notice, but I am a guy. And they were boobs. Kinda nice ones. Not ridiculously huge, but perfect in proportion to the rest of her.


“Am I gay? That’s the first thing you’re gonna ask me?” She let out a careless laugh. Loose. Like it cost her nothing. “Really?”


I refocused on the computer. “I didn’t . . .”


She laughed again. “You’re kinda weird. And I don’t know if I’m gay. It’s a little too soon to tell where I fall on the continuum. Are you interested in me?”


She said that. Out loud.


I shook my head and blinked at the computer screen.


“Okay. Good. That’s cleared up. So are you asking because you wanna be friends?”


I glanced at her for a second, but then turned back to the computer. I quickly ejected the thumb drive and handed it to her.


“So maybe friends?” she asked as she tucked the drive into her bag.


My tongue was glued to the roof of my mouth.


She nodded. “Okay. Acquaintances for now, I guess.” She patted her bag. “Thanks again. I had this list of stuff to do for the moms so I can go to this concert tonight. Portugal. The Man. You know them?”


I did, but I was surprised she did. I nodded.


“You going?”


Not likely. All those people.


“Okay, then.” Hailey paused, maybe waiting to see if I’d say something. “I’ll see you, Kyle.”


“Yeah. Okay.”


She spun on her heel and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t watch her butt the entire time she walked out. I’d have to ask Pavel about the magnetism of girls’ asses. He’d definitely have some hypotheses and supporting research on it.


◊ ◊ ◊


Because Hailey was still on my mind when I left school, I didn’t see them coming. Didn’t see the subtle back-and-forth nods, winks, and chin tilts that packs do before they go on the attack. I knew better than to let my guard down, which was sort of the worst part. Because I had. Hung up on some girl’s butt and glasses.


“Hey, douche, you’ve got something on your shirt.”


I looked down. Stupid. It was a five-year-old trick and I fell for it every time. Tripped, sprawled on the floor, the sound of laughter and high fives echoing around me. Swiping at my brow, my finger spotted with blood. Dammit. I’d hit hard.


I knew enough not to take a hand when one guy offered to help me up. Just gathered my books and inched away, crawling out of reach before I finally stood, in case a fist or a boot wanted a piece of me too.


One more year in this place, and then I’d never look back.





Chapter Four: Hailey



Wow.” Lila closed her eyes, and her soft blond hair fell back as she listened to me on the recording. She was in yoga wear. Of course. At dinner. But we were listening to my band in replacement of the usual fifteen-year-old-daughter grilling. Kyle had saved me from a round of questioning—something I might thank him for later. And something he might or might not respond to. I smirked as I thought about what his nonreaction/reaction would be.


“You’re amazing.” Rox touched my shoulder, bringing me back into the kitchen, where my voice and the band were just finishing the song.


On a recording, I didn’t sound half-bad. Way older than fifteen, for sure. In my own ears, it was hard to tell how good I really was. I’d hated my lower voice until I’d realized that when I sang, it sorta worked. We weren’t quite Halestorm or the Pretty Reckless, but there were only three of us.


I’d checked one more thing off my list. The list. The one my moms made me start at the beginning of freshman year—all the crap I was afraid of but still determined to do. Well, and some things I wanted to do before I went blind, but I’d never say that to the moms. “Overcoming fears” sounded way better, and they were into all that be in touch with your feelings stuff. I wanted to feel like I was kicking ass—that’s why the list worked for me.


I’d done some really wimpy things so far—go to the grocery store by myself and sing in front of an audience. Okay. The second one wasn’t exactly easy, and neither was the first, really, but still. Singing on the radio. Being recorded live. Huge mark off. It felt good. And I had the thumb drive proof I’d actually done it.


“You sound like Stevie Nicks.” Rox smiled. “You know that?”


“Is that supposed to be a compliment?” I smirked. “ ’Cause she sounds like chick music for old people, not rock. I’m going for Taylor Momsen or the low version of Hayley Williams.”


Rox slapped me on the shoulder, a pretend frown on her face. “Show some respect.”


I laughed. “Okay. This was the last thing you all asked me to do. I can go out tonight, right? Portugal. The Man? They’re from Portland or Alaska, or both. I forget. Incredible musicians. I aced my math test. Sat through my eye appointment without cussing even once. And you’ve listened to the recording. So. Please?”


They exchanged tired looks over the worn dining room table. Lila looked like the softie, but she was always harder to convince.


“Please?” I’d been begging and doing extra chores ever since I heard they were coming to town.


“So. This is at an Irish bar? Which is dividing itself for underage?”


“Yes.” I nodded, my heart thrumming with the anticipation that had been building for two weeks. Since Tess and Mira had shoved the flyer under my nose and told me what it was. “Totally divided.” I stretched my arms out as wide as I could, when in reality, we all knew it would probably be a rope.


“And you expect us to believe you won’t be drinking?” Lila raised a brow. “You look older than your age, so we worry.”


“Come on! That was at Tess’s house, and her birthday, and one time!” That they knew about. “Please? I spent almost a month’s worth of allowance on this ticket!”


My legs jiggled under the table.


“Home by eleven.” Lila’s smooth voice made it sound like a privilege. Right. I knew better.


No way the band would be done by then. “But—”


“Eleven.” Rox’s dark eyes were hard on me. “That’s final.”


Lila cut in. “And you will answer each and every call—”


“No.” I put my hand up between us. “I’ll text. But no calls. I’d have to leave to hear you, and since I already have to come home before they finish, I don’t want to miss any more than is absolutely necessary.”


“And Tess and Mira will be there?” Rox said it more for me to confirm.


“Yes.” Hope for my win spread fast.


“Okay. But—”


I didn’t let Lila finish. “Thank you! I swear. I swear I’ll be good, and thank you so much for not coming with me, and—”


“Well, that’s not something I’d thought of.” Rox raised a brow. “Coming with you.”


My jaw dropped and my stomach sank before they both started laughing.


“You should have seen the look on your face.” Rox cackled and held her sides. And even Lila snorted.


“Ha-ha.” I let out a sigh. “Very funny.” My gut slowly worked its way back to normal.


“Don’t make us sorry, sweetie.” Lila smiled her I mean business but I love you smile.


“Wouldn’t dream of it.” I bounded down the stairs to call Tess and Mira.


“I’m in,” I said to Tess by way of hello.


“Thank God, because Mira’s grounded. Again. Her parents are the worst. I thought I’d be stuck chatting up cute guys by myself.”


I laughed. “I’m not going to chat up cute guys. I’m going for the band.”


“These activities aren’t mutually exclusive. I’d like to think a love of music and Portugal. The Man is a good way of vetting the caliber of possible suitors.”


Tess said things like “vetting the caliber of possible suitors” a lot. It was as if she fell asleep reading either historical romance novels or enrich-your-vocabulary books.


“Pass. Anyway, what time are you picking me up?”


“I’ll be there in a few to review wardrobe choices. I’m not giving up on finding someone cute for you. You keep telling me you have to be actively knocking stuff off that list of yours. I’m trying to be a supportive friend.”


“Yeah, yeah. I’ll see you soon.”


When I hung up, I thought of maybe-cute Kyle and his halting speech. It was too bad he could barely string a sentence together. He might’ve been a good prospect otherwise. At the same time, there was something interesting about the idea of hanging out with someone who might be more messed up in the head than I was.





Chapter Five: Kyle



Being tossed around at school wasn’t a new thing. Still, as I scrubbed blood off the neck of my T-shirt in the sink at home, I felt like I might start crying and never stop. I wanted to call Pavel. Have him tell me some stupid story about an article he’d read or about the power of positive thinking.


I scrubbed harder.


I wouldn’t call him. Wouldn’t because he’d had it so much worse than me and shrugged it off like nothing.


The front door opened and closed, so I flipped the lock on the bathroom to avoid another lecture from Mom.


I blinked in the mirror. A small cut on my brow. Swollen nose. Fat lip. A faint shadow under my eye that would be worse tomorrow. I’d hit the ground harder than I’d thought.


“Kyle?” Her thin voice carried from the living room.


“Bathroom,” I called back.


“What are you doing in there?”


“Washing . . .” I didn’t really want to admit I was hand-washing a T-shirt to make sure the blood didn’t stain. “My face.”


“Open up.” She knocked. “I need you to run an errand for me.”


I let my eyes fall closed and held in the groan that would bring on a lecture about respect and helpfulness and single parenthood. . . .


I rinsed a washcloth and carefully squeezed cool water over my face, flinching again as the water touched the cuts.


“Kyle.”


I unlocked the door.


Mom pushed the door open, her frown echoed in the mirror. “What have I told you about fighting?”


Not to do it, obviously. I kept silent.


Her eyes narrowed. “You’re not a fighter, Kyle. Don’t be your father.”


Yeah. That wasn’t going to be a problem.


“I expect more from you. I’m killing myself at work. You can’t be getting into this again.”


For once, I agreed with her.


“You’re not in trouble with the school, are you?”
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