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For my sister, Amanda . . . your kindness and compassion for others is inspiring. The world is so lucky to have you.





Here


These violent delights have violent ends


and in their triumph die, like fire and powder


which, as they kiss, consume.


—William Shakespeare
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I didn’t mean to kiss my sister’s boyfriend.


At least, not the first time.


The day it happened, thick gray clouds sagged and hung so low that it made you think you could reach out and brush your hand along the bottoms. The air blew fast and forced trees to bend toward the ground as their branches stretched for invisible objects. I kept an eye on the darkening sky as I headed home from my job where I scooped ice cream for sunburned kids, tired parents, and classmates. I snuck free cones even though my manager strictly forbade handouts. It wasn’t the most glamorous job, but it was a paycheck. And a paycheck meant money that would get me out of this town one day.


I felt the rain on my back before I saw it; large blobs of water fell on my neck and covered the sidewalk in polka-dotted specks around me.


I was still a ways from my house, but only a block from Morton Park. I ran and hoped I could make it there before it poured, because the only thing worse than being covered in ice cream was being soaking wet and covered in ice cream.


Most of the park wasn’t anything special; it had the usual swings, slide, climbing gym, and seesaw. What made it different was that there was also a graveyard for half a dozen old construction tubes dumped in the grass by the city. They were pulled out of the street when it was repaved with asphalt. The tubes sat covered in graffiti and forgotten except as an alternative jungle gym for kids brave enough to scale their massive shapes.


My sister, Abby, and I used to beg Mom to take us here when we were little. Abby would quickly scurry to the top of some massive piece of equipment and I’d try to follow. I wanted to keep up with her, but instead, I’d slip back down and skin my knees. Abby would stand tall and proud, and the only way I could join her was when she reached out her hand to pull me up.


It was by those same tubes that I saw Tommy.


He had on the giant headphones he always wore, his head bobbing to the music. He moved farther and farther away from me, and I told myself to go over to him before he was gone. But I couldn’t. These days it was impossible to be near him.


Because he wasn’t mine.


A crack of thunder rattled the earth, and Tommy looked up and noticed me. But if he was surprised that I was in the park, he didn’t show it.


“Rhylee!” He gestured at me to come toward him, but I remained rooted to my spot.


He hurried over instead and the air felt charged. It sizzled and crackled.


“Duck in here,” he said and pointed at the construction tubes. “We’ll be able to stay dry.”


I followed, grabbed the top, and pulled myself through feet first until I was sitting on the bottom of the tube next to him. He placed his headphones around his shoulders, but didn’t turn them off. The sound of piano music mixed with the rain that slapped the top of the tunnel, creating an angry symphony. I recognized the notes. It was a piece he wrote a few months ago. Whenever Tommy was working on composing music, he listened to it over and over again on a constant loop.


I sat with my back against the wall and feet stretched up on the other side. I pushed away some garbage and tried to slow my breathing.


I didn’t belong here. I was an impostor, pretending to be comfortable this close to Tommy. The thought was ridiculous; we’d been best friends for years, but that had changed. I’d worked so hard these last few months to avoid him. And now here we were stuck together until the storm passed. It was as if the universe had decided play some cruel trick on me, to remind me of what I couldn’t have.


Because he was my sister’s boyfriend.


“What are you doing in the park?” I asked, not quite believing that chance had brought us to each other.


He ran his hand through his brown hair. It was wet, and the ends turned up in curls along the nape of his neck. He needed a haircut. “I was teaching a piano lesson. The family lives about a block away and I thought I could outrun the storm. What about you?”


“Serving Webster’s World Famous Custard.” I repeated the lame slogan plastered across my lime-green T-shirt and pretty much everything else at Webster’s.


“World famous?” he asked, his eyebrow raised.


“Oh, yes.” I nodded. “People flock from far off lands to sample our vanilla custard with rainbow sprinkles.”


“I remember that cone you made for me a few weeks ago. You do put those sprinkles on perfectly. Not too much but not too little.”


“What can I say? I’ve found my calling.” And suddenly it was like old times again. The two of us talking and joking.


“I’ve missed you,” he said.


It felt as if someone had knocked the breath right out of me. Those words were what I’d been dying to hear for so long, because I’d missed him too. After all, this was Tommy sitting next to me. The boy I grew up with; the two of us inseparable as we ran between our houses that sat side by side, only my family’s field creating a separation.


“Yeah, well, things are different now,” I said and wanted to say so much more, everything I’d held inside for so long.


“Different sucks.”


“Whose fault is that?” I asked, not quite sure of the answer. I still didn’t understand what had happened the night that changed everything. It confused the hell out of me, and no matter how much I tried to figure it out, I just went around and around in circles, finding myself back where I started.


Tommy stared outside the tunnel. The rain warped everything and made it feel as if we were hiding in some kind of fantasy world.


He reached into his pocket, pulled out a cigarette and a lighter, then waved the two at me. “Is this okay?”


I started to tell him it wasn’t, smoking was disgusting, but stopped.


“If you share,” I said instead.


“You smoke now?” Tommy asked and tilted his head, as if what I said surprised him. As if I wasn’t allowed to change anything he knew about me.


Tommy smoked with some of the other boys at school. They hid behind the baseball dugout, slipping away during lunch. My sister would never dream of smoking, because of running; she said it messed up your lungs. So this, this smoking, was something I could do that Abby wouldn’t.


I shrugged as if it was no big deal. “I haven’t in a while,” I lied.


“Since Gina and Joe’s wedding?” Tommy asked with the goofy lopsided smile I loved.


I narrowed my eyes at him and stuck out my chin. “I’ve smoked since then,” I told him, which wasn’t true at all. In seventh grade when his sister got married in their backyard, the party went into the night, and as our parents celebrated with an endless supply of alcohol, Tommy and I had slipped away with a beer hidden under his jacket and a pack of cigarettes we found abandoned on a table. We drank the beer, passing it back and forth, the foreign taste making our heads foggy and light at the same time. We lit cigarettes and pretended we knew what to do as we coughed our way through tiny puffs that made our eyes water. After, we lay in the field and watched the stars sparkle and shine in the inky blackness around us.


Abby caught us as we headed back, the smell a dead giveaway. She was hurt we left her behind. I felt bad and put an arm around her shoulder, pulling her into our group, but she shrugged it off and walked ahead of us. We tried to include her when she was around, but no matter what we did, it seemed that’s how she always felt about Tommy’s and my friendship. Left behind. Which was so different from what Abby was used to, because my sister was always the center of attention. Tommy had been the one thing that was mine and only mine, but Abby found a way to take him, too.


“We don’t have anything better to do while we wait the storm out.” Tommy interrupted my thoughts. He pressed on the lighter and held the cigarette against his lips. The end glowed bright as he took a breath in. He slowly blew the smoke out before he passed it to me.


I placed it in my mouth. I sucked in like he did, but the drag was too deep and my eyes watered. I fought the impulse to cough, even though my throat burned. Coughing was a sign of weakness.


“You haven’t smoked again, have you.” It wasn’t a question but a statement. He knew me too well.


“There’s a lot of things I haven’t done,” I told him. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not good at them.”


“Is that so?” Tommy asked in a slow, drawn-out way. He reached for the cigarette and his fingers wrapped around mine, holding on for longer than a moment before he took the cigarette back.


“Something like that,” I said, my voice caught in my throat. I stopped before I went too far. I was confused by what was going on. It sounded an awful lot like I was flirting with Tommy, and flirting definitely wasn’t allowed with your sister’s boyfriend. Especially when it felt as if he was flirting back.


The two of us sat so close our shoulders touched, the music from his headphones now a slow, sad song. He didn’t mention Abby, and I wasn’t about to bring her up. My sister had a way of taking over things. She’d gone with friends to a nearby lake earlier today. She had dropped me off at work on her way, her friends singing along to the radio, their hands trailing out the car windows as they drove away.


A flash illuminated the sky and the thunder that followed was so loud it seemed to shake the ground. I jumped and hit my head on the top of the tunnel.


“You okay?” Tommy touched the spot. His fingers wrapped around a piece of my hair and twirled it. We were so close I could feel the soft cotton of his shirt against my arm.


“I’m fine,” I said, but I wasn’t. I didn’t feel fine at all. Instead, I was nervous and sad, but I definitely didn’t want him to know any of that. I took the cigarette from his hand and placed it between my lips again. It was still wet from his mouth. I inhaled deeply, this time getting it right.


“Careful,” Tommy said.


Thunder rumbled around us. I closed my eyes. My body hummed with electricity.


“I don’t want to be careful,” I said.


“Me either.” He held my gaze, and I willed myself not to look away. His eyes revealed everything we weren’t saying to each other, and I was dizzy with desire.


“I made a mistake,” he said.


“I made a bigger one,” I replied, and those words opened everything.


Because in this dark tunnel, with the rain pounding down around us, I felt different. Like I was the person Tommy was supposed to be with. I forgot about the night a few months ago when he tried to kiss me and I pushed him away, too scared of how things would change. I didn’t think about the hurt on his face that changed to anger, because that wasn’t the way he thought it would go. And I certainly didn’t remember how I found him later that night, his arms wrapped around my sister as she kissed him in the way I should have.


Instead, I became the person I wish I’d been that night. The one who kissed Tommy back instead of running away scared.


I flicked the cigarette outside and watched it sizzle out in a puddle.


I couldn’t wait any longer.


I made the first move, but Tommy didn’t hesitate. We closed the space between us. I opened my mouth to let his air in. To let him in. His breath smelled sweet and smoky as his lips slid against mine and erased everything else in the world.


We didn’t take things slow. There were no gentle kisses or hesitations. Instead, I kissed him with a furiousness that took my breath away. I pressed myself into him, trying to take everything that I could before I lost it all again.


And he let me.


He pulled me down so I was on top of him, and I would’ve traded my soul to the devil if we could’ve stayed like that forever. His skin burned against mine. I kissed him until my lips swelled and bruised, but still I wanted more more more.


Our kisses went beyond this moment. They held years of our friendship; scraped knees and mosquito bites we scratched until they bled, snowball fights on the way home from school, and Tommy crying next to me when a car hit his dog. It was him standing up to the boys who pushed me down in fifth grade, the two of us scaring ourselves silly over the horror movie we weren’t supposed to watch, and me standing next to him and holding his hand at his grandma’s wake when he was ten. It was the way things were always supposed to be.


He buried his face in my neck, my hair, against my mouth until it seemed as if neither of us could ever breathe again without the other. I don’t know how much time went by; a minute, an hour, the entire night, our lifetime. It didn’t matter.


Nothing mattered but us.


We kissed until his face was lit up in a flash of lightning. The thunder after was what shocked me back to reality and we paused to catch our breath.


“It was always supposed to be you and me,” he said into my hair.


“Always,” I answered back.


I put my hand on his chest and felt his heart racing through his shirt. He placed his hand on top of mine and this was us.


I thought about what he said. You and me. You and me. You and me. And what that would mean to my sister. His words took us to the edge of things that involved “deceit” and “destruction”—but for him, I was willing to jump.
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I went straight to my room when I got home.


I walked past my eight-year-old brother, Collin, and Mom, who were making cookies in the kitchen, and crept past Abby’s bedroom door, which was open enough for me to see that she was in there watching something on her laptop.


I searched through my music on my phone until I found the recording Tommy had made for me for my birthday last year. I’d asked him to record himself playing the piano, and he surprised me by sending a file of songs that sounded so good, you’d think you were sitting in one of those big fancy concert halls I’ve seen pictures of in New York City or Europe. But that was who Tommy was. He was music, and I had no doubt that one day he’d end up playing in those concert halls. We used to plan our future together. The two of us would go to college in New York City; Tommy would go to a fancy music school and I’d major in something artsy and creative. The two of us would page through old travel magazines and talk about exploring the world together. Tommy would wow audiences with his music, and I’d spend my days discovering places that tourists didn’t know about, the hidden parts of the city that exist only for those willing to look.


I hadn’t listened to his songs since he started dating Abby, but tonight, it was all I wanted to do. I put my headphones on and the notes poured over me. I thought about the two of us together in the concrete tube, about what didn’t happen between us and now what had. I allowed myself once again to dream about a future that held the two of us.


I pulled out the shoe boxes I kept hidden in my closet. Three of them stacked on top of one another. When you opened each, a pair of shoes sat on top of tissue paper, but they were only a decoy. It was what was below that mattered.


They held stacks of papers full of the collages I made. My own secret worlds I had created since I was young. I held on to pieces of junk mail, scribbled doodles in notebook margins, and ripped pages out of magazines with places I longed to go, far off countries I fell asleep dreaming about. I used maps, newspaper articles, receipts, and other tossed-aside items to create backdrops for lives I wished to live. I pieced together letters and words to create poetry over my creations. And always, in the middle of every collage, I pasted an image of myself. Because here, I existed beyond my sister, outside of her shadow, and it seemed possible that if I created enough of these, I might be able to figure out exactly who that person was.


My fourth-grade teacher taught us that in China you go by your last name first. Your family name is more important than your first name.


That’s what life with my sister felt like. If you asked anyone in our town if they knew Abby, they’d tell you that they did. Even if they had never met her in person, they recognized her face. From the black-and-white grainy photos in the newspaper praising whatever race Abby had won that week or the highlights from the news during the sports segments. She was the track star. She was the pretty and smart one. She was the one Tommy was with. Abby was the chosen one.


And I was always Abby’s sister, Rhylee. To teachers, friends of my parents, even classmates. Who I was, what I did, had never seemed important to anyone but Tommy, and then I’d lost that too.


But after today, that had all shifted. Tommy wanted me. Maybe I was a fool to believe it, but now that he had been mine for a moment, I didn’t want to give him back.


Tonight, as Tommy’s music washed over me and the burn of his kiss was still on my lips, I created a new collage. I layered pictures on top of one another to make a city landscape with an apartment in New York where the lights blazed against the ink black sky. And this time, it wasn’t just me I placed in the center. I cut out a picture of Tommy so that we were together, and the line between fact and fiction blurred because maybe, just maybe, the images in front of me could be real.
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I must have dozed off, because I woke up to a dark room and someone knocking on my door.


“Rhylee?” Abby called.


Shit.


I pushed my collages into the shoe boxes and shoved them under the bed. I’d put them away safely when I had the chance.


“Yeah?” I nervously answered, afraid she’d somehow found out. It was one thing to be with Tommy, it will be a completely different thing to admit to Abby what we’ve done.


“Mom wants to know if you’re okay. We’re having parmesan chicken for dinner; you never miss that.”


I relaxed. She didn’t know. She wouldn’t be talking about dinner if she did.


“I’m okay, just tired from work,” I replied. “Tell her I’ll get some leftovers later if I’m hungry.”


Abby left without saying anything more and the early evening gave into night, and things remained the way they always had been. The TV turned on downstairs, and Dad and Collin cheered for the Cleveland Indians. Abby talked with her friends in the bedroom across from me, her laugh punctuated the air every once in a while, and Mom retreated to the bathroom to soak in the tub.


I hid in my room, not daring to come out for fear that everyone would notice I was different, because I sure felt different.


I fell asleep to Tommy’s music on repeat; the familiar sound rushed over me and made it feel like everything was going to be okay.


I slept deeply until my phone beeped in the late hours of the night with a message from him. It was only five words, but five words was all it took to unhinge every last piece of me.


I’m breaking up with Abby.


I didn’t respond right away. I understood what his words meant and what they’d do to Abby and me. We’d grown so far apart since she began to date Tommy. The cracks in our relationship were already there, and this, this would cause everything between us to crumble.


Was I ready for that?


I should write back and tell him that this couldn’t happen. It was the right thing to do. But slowly, a tiny flash of hope began to unfurl.


I didn’t want to leave Tommy to Abby anymore. I wanted that high-rise in NYC. I wanted to travel all over the world with him. I wanted to be a part of his life.


There was no way I could continue to pretend I didn’t care that he and my sister were together. I’d lost him once; I wasn’t going to make the same mistake a second time.


I want to be with you, I texted, and before I could stop myself, hit the send button.


I deleted both messages so Abby would never see them, the words burned into my heart. And in my ears, his music rose and fell in peaks and valleys, invading every part of me as if I was breathing in the sounds of him, absorbing them into my soul.
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Three days passed and I didn’t hear back from Tommy. I caught glimpses of him at school, but it was only for a quick moment and we never made contact. Our secret still seemed to be just that, a secret.


All around me, life too was paused. Fall would be here soon, and the world hung in a hazy suspension of denial. The kind where you suddenly felt like you needed to do everything you hadn’t, but all you want to do is sit still and will the minutes not to rush forward.


I had grabbed the mail when I got home from school and now sat at the kitchen table sorting through the newest stack of college brochures. I saved the ones from the schools that I could see myself at and ripped out images from the schools that I wasn’t interested in, to use in my collages.


These brochures had almost become an obsession. Ever since our guidance counselor talked to our sophomore class about “thinking ahead to our future” and told us how to request information, I couldn’t get enough. The school had wanted to give all of us a push, try to boost their numbers of students who went to college, even though it was pointless; most of my classmates were fine with staying in Coffinberry their whole damn lives. But that wouldn’t be me. I contacted all kinds of schools: big and small, universities in the middle of nowhere and others in big cities. It didn’t matter. The only prerequisite was a school that didn’t have a strong athletics program. My parents hadn’t even gone to college, so it wasn’t something they pushed on Abby and me, but the idea of living in a place that Abby didn’t dominate was enough to motivate me to do whatever it took to get myself out of here.


Collin walked in and took a seat at the table. He waved his hands in front of the big fan that did nothing but stir the hot air around. It blew his blond hair straight back.


“Careful,” I told him. “You’ll chop your fingers off if they get stuck in there.”


“They will not,” Collin said.


I shrugged. “Maybe I’m wrong, but I sure wouldn’t want to find out.”


I handed a rolled-up piece of paper to him, and when he opened it, his eyes got huge.


“Another edition to your story,” I told him. It was his own personal comic book. I’d been adding to it for months, ever since Collin wandered into my room one day when I was working on a collage.


“Can you create one of these for me?” he’d asked. “Something that gives me superpowers?”


And how could I say no? I made him a world where he was the hero. I created images where Collin leaped buildings, tamed tigers, and was cheered while up at bat by a baseball stadium packed with fans. I put him at the center of the universe in every picture, and he hung each one up over his bed. A quilt made from pictures where my brother ruled.


In today’s collage, he soared through the solar system and raced alongside comets. I’d ripped pictures out of an old science textbook I’d found at the library’s used book sale and created a sky peppered with stars.


“What do you think? Do you like it? I thought it was about time we got rid of you and sent you to the moon.”


Collin stuck his tongue out at me but grinned. “I love it.” He bent over and examined it up close.


“Good, I thought you would.”


I grabbed a soda out of the fridge and headed outside to the porch to search for a breeze. The day was sweltering; even walking from room to room created a fine mist of sweat all over my body.


I sat on the old porch swing Dad had hung years ago and moved slowly back and forth, my bare feet scraping against the dusty wooden boards of our porch. In the distance, gray clouds sat lazily on the horizon and the sky flashed bright with lightning. In this heat, storms blew through daily, and today’s would be here soon, stirring up the stale muggy air. My skin tingled as I remembered the park and the way Tommy and I had kissed as if we couldn’t get enough of each other.


The hum of a motor filled the air as Dad cut the field to the left of our house.


He sat on his old riding mower twice a week and followed the lines up and down in the early afternoon before he left for the night shift, attaching bumpers to the front of fancy cars we could never dream of affording. Bumpers that came in glossy colors with names like candy apple red and champagne bliss. He worked at the same car factory most of my classmates would end up at. The same one I’d end up at if I didn’t get out of this town.


He mowed straight lines for Abby to run, and she ruled the field just as she ruled the cross-country team at our high school. Her long muscled legs raced the stretch along the woods, down the path Dad created, and up against the old wooden fence that separated our yard from Tommy’s. Abby ran that trail every day. She never stopped moving, her blond hair shining in the sun, and I’d watch from the porch and wish I could be my sister.


I was born shortly after she turned a year old, and Mom would talk about how crazy those first two years were. We looked alike, but there wasn’t anything twin-like about us. Her outgoing and confident personality was a foil to my quiet, introverted self. She was part of a team while I dreamed of leaving everyone behind and discovering a world that right now I was so small and insignificant in. She was the one teachers loved. They’d tell me over and over again that I was nothing like my sister. It was meant as a joke, but beneath, there was a sense of disappointment, exactly like the one I felt from my parents when I’d get a bad grade or they’d bug me to join a club at school, to get involved, as if it were so simple to find a place for myself when my world was so full of Abby.


Tommy was always the only thing I’d had that she didn’t. And then she’d taken him, too.


But now I had him back.


And I liked that feeling.


My long hair stuck to the back of my neck in the heat. I twisted it around my hands and wished for a hair tie. Dad must be boiling out there without any shade. The rain would be welcomed, cooling us all.


The screen door creaked, and Abby came out and sat next to me. I stiffened. The ice in my glass clinked together as the swing moved back and forth from her weight.


“I swear, it’s pretty much child abuse not to have air conditioning,” Abby said and fanned her face with her hand. “It’s cooler out here than it is inside.”


“It feels like the whole world is on fire,” I told her in a voice that didn’t sound like my own. I was someone pretending everything was okay, and I was sure she could see through me, but she didn’t.


“Your scrapbooking stuff is all over the table again,” Abby said, and I relaxed a tiny bit. She wouldn’t be complaining about that if Tommy had talked to her.


“It’s not scrapbooking,” I argued, even though it was pointless. Abby didn’t get it. No one did. A few years ago I’d shown my family a collage that had taken me hours to complete. It was on a giant piece of butcher paper, and I’d pieced together images and items from a family vacation. Abby thought it was hilarious that I’d spend that much time “playing with a glue stick,” Dad hardly glanced at it, and Mom told me she thought it was “cute.” It was stupid, really, to think they’d care. If it didn’t have Abby’s name attached to it, then forget about it. So now I kept that stuff private. They’d probably laugh me out of the house if I told them I actually thought I might like to do something with art for a living.


“Right, those pictures you make,” she said in a way that made them feel so stupid and dumb. “Anyways, that’s not why I’m here. I’m bored.”


She held out a bottle of nail polish. It was pale pink, like the inside of a seashell. The same color she had on her nails.


“Give me your feet. I need something to do and it’s too hot to run.”


“I was about to work on some homework,” I lied.


“Oh, please, homework can wait. I need someone to talk to, so stay out here and let me paint your toes,” Abby ordered.


I did as she said, because I didn’t have a better excuse. I stuck out my legs and laid them in her lap. They were even paler against her sun-colored legs, browned from days of running with the cross-country team. She slapped the bottle against the side of her hand and then bent over to draw the brush across my first toe. Her hair fell against my legs and tickled my skin.


“Don’t move,” she instructed when I wiggled.


The air shifted slightly as the storm drew closer; the loose pieces of hair twirled around my face. I wanted to be anywhere but here, but maybe this was my punishment for what I’d done. I was forced to face my sister straight on, and it sucked.


Abby concentrated as she painted each nail, the tip of her tongue sticking out the side of her mouth. The only noise was the buzzing of Dad’s mower across the field and the low voices from some TV show Mom was watching inside. I studied my sister’s face. The summer had stamped a constellation of freckles across her nose. It was odd to be this close to her when we’d grown so far apart. Tommy had pulled us away from each other, and it made me anxious to think about the secret I held inside.


When she finished the first foot, she pulled back and inspected her work.


“It looks good,” I told her, and she nodded. She moved on to my second foot, dipping the brush into the bottle after each toe.


“Do you ever feel like something bad is going to happen?” she asked.


I closed my eyes and remembered Tommy’s lips against mine. How we had betrayed her. “Bad things happen all the time. The news is nothing but gloom and doom.”


She gazed across the field to Tommy’s house. You could see the second-floor windows and roof from this far away. When I was younger, Tommy and I sent coded messages with flashlights. But that was so long ago. Now his light switched on and off as he lived a life separate from my own.


“Things aren’t right,” Abby said, and paused. A drop of polish fell off the brush onto the porch. It spread out in a small puddle and sank into the wood.


I tried to brush it away with my thumb. Mom would kill us if she found it, but Abby didn’t seem to care. She went back to painting my toes.


“I think Tommy’s going to break up with me,” she continued.


I jerked my foot away and a streak of polish smeared across the top of my foot.


“Jesus, Rhylee, look at what you did,” Abby complained.


Far off, the sky grumbled as the sound of thunder reached us.


Shit. Did she know about the text message? Had Tommy said something?


“Here, give me your foot back so I can fix it before the polish dries.”


I stayed still so she could finish and tried not to act as completely freaked out as I felt. She didn’t know anything. She couldn’t. Abby wasn’t the type of person to play games, so if Tommy had told her about the park and the text message, she’d say something.


“Why do you think something is wrong?” I asked cautiously.


“He’s being really strange, and he hasn’t been over here in a few days. He keeps coming up with excuses that I know aren’t true, because Mary Grace told me she saw him this morning at Otis’s Diner when he said he had to help his dad with his truck.”


She put the brush back into the bottle and rolled the polish back and forth in her hands. I’d never seen my sister this nervous before; she was the confident one. Even before a race, she was strangely cool and unaffected. So this seemed odd. Off. In a world where Abby was usually in control and the chosen one, the roles were suddenly reversed. This fear was something different, and even though I was the cause, I had to admit that I kind of liked it.


“He’s probably busy,” I said. “It’s the end of the summer. I’m sure he’s spending a lot of time helping his family out with the farm.”


“No, it’s not that. Something is going on.” She sat straight up and tilted her head as if inspecting me. “You don’t think he’s cheating on me, do you?”


The soda I was taking a sip from went down the wrong way, and I coughed. I couldn’t catch my breath and my eyes watered.


“Geez, what’s your problem?” Abby pounded on my back as if that would help.


“Nothing,” I said when I caught my breath. “I drank too much at once.”


“What do you think?”


“About what?” I asked, done with the conversation. I didn’t want to be out here anymore.


“About Tommy cheating on me.”


“Tommy would tell you if something was going on; that’s the type of person he is,” I said, and thought of the text he’d sent me about breaking up with her.


“Yeah, I’m being stupid. Tommy and I are fine, right?”


I paused before answering. I remembered back to the morning after the party when I had pushed him away from me and found them kissing. Abby had knocked on my bedroom door and climbed into bed with me, like we used to do when we were kids.


“Promise you won’t get mad,” she’d whispered, the two of us under the covers.


“Promise,” I’d said, because how can you be mad at something you caused?


“Tommy kissed me last night.”


I didn’t tell her I already knew. That I had seen the two of them tangled around each other, and it had broken my heart.


“It’s okay, right?” she asked. “You and Tommy aren’t like that. . . .”


“No, of course we’re not,” I interrupted her, because what else could I do? I’d never told Abby how I felt about Tommy. And I’d had my chance with him, but I’d pushed him away. How could I stake my claim when it wasn’t mine to stake?


But now, here, outside on our porch, I wanted to say the words I didn’t all those months ago when Abby told me about the kiss she didn’t know I saw. I could tell her I was in love with Tommy and had been for years. I could tell her how much it hurt to see the two of them together. I could confess the truth and maybe she’d understand.


But what if she didn’t? Abby always got what she wanted.


So instead, I lied.


“I’m sure everything is fine.” I looked off over our field toward Tommy’s house. The sky had darkened and the clouds raced in now. The storm would soon be here.


“You’re right,” Abby said. “I’m worrying about nothing.”


“Exactly,” I said. “Things will work out just the way they’re supposed to.”
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Coffinberry, Ohio, is a pit. A town of about a thousand people, most of whom will never travel more than forty miles past its borders in their entire lives. A town so small we leave our back doors unlocked and if we aren’t careful, we’ll run out of people to kiss and have to start all over again at the beginning of the line. So when there isn’t any fun to be had, we create our own. We walk through the fields and make fires deep enough in the woods that our parents turn a blind eye. The same woods they partied in when they were our age.


Saturday night began exactly like all the other nights where we hiked into the woods, carrying backpacks full of beer and scratchy wool blankets. It was the end of the summer. Fall loomed up behind us, and everyone was eager to let loose, ready to celebrate one of the last nights of warm weather.


I followed Abby and her friends across our field. It was obvious our discussion yesterday hadn’t worked. My sister was anxious and jumpy, talking and trailing off midsentence. I was anxious and jumpy too; I had no idea when Tommy was going to talk with her. I both dreaded and wanted it to happen.


Abby opened her purse and pulled out two of those miniature bottles of vodka. She dumped them into a water bottle of orange juice she’d poured in our kitchen while waiting for her friends Mary Grace and Erica to arrive.


“What are you doing?” I asked. This wasn’t right. Abby never drank. Ever.


“Lighten up,” she said and playfully tugged on the end of my ponytail. She pushed the cup at me. “I’m happy to share.”


“I’m fine,” I told her. Everything about this was off and made me uneasy.


“Suit yourself,” she said.


We made our way through the woods to the bonfire. I soon fell a ways behind the girls, but it didn’t matter because they pretty much acted as if I didn’t even exist as they talked and joked with one another. I cursed myself for not agreeing to go with my best friend, Tessa, but she was getting a ride with her boyfriend, which pretty much meant being the third wheel to their nonstop PDA.


“We need to leave at eleven thirty,” Abby reminded me. “Don’t be late, or you can explain to Mom and Dad about why you missed curfew.”


“I’ll be here,” I said, but Abby and her friends had already scattered, disappearing into the shadows as they made their way to the fire.


I followed behind. A mix of fear and excitement pulsed through my body as I thought about Tommy. Maybe tonight. Maybe it would happen tonight.


I spotted Tessa near the fire and waved.


“There you are, girl! I’ve been waiting forever for you to show up.” She wrapped her arms around me and gave me a giant kiss on the cheek. One that probably left a bright red lipstick mark on me.


Leave it to Tessa to greet me in her usual dramatic fashion. Tessa was a hugger, and greeted everyone as if they were her long lost friend.


“Let me get a look at you.” She put both hands on my shoulders and stepped back to inspect me. Her curly red hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun and she had on jeans tucked into yellow rain boots. Ever since I’d met Tessa in kindergarten, when she’d colored her entire body in bright orange polka dots with a Sharpie marker from our teacher’s desk, she did everything loud and big. She wanted to be on Broadway, and I had no doubt she’d make it there. Tessa had the confidence I wished I had and when she left a room, everyone remembered her.


I stood awkwardly as she took in my outfit of jeans and a tight black T-shirt that was cut just a little lower than I was comfortable with.


“You look hot!” she declared.


“You think?” I fiddled with the top of the shirt. She batted my hand away and pulled it even lower than before.


“I know so. Tommy will definitely notice you,” she said and winked at me.


“Shhh,” I hissed and looked around to see if anyone else heard. “Are you crazy?”


“Relax. Everyone here is either too drunk or too horny to care about you and your crush. Why don’t you just tell him how you really feel already and get it on so I can stop listening to you moan about how in love you are with him?”


“Um, I think there’s a little obstacle in the way called my sister,” I said.


Tessa laughed. “Nah, your sister is a blip on the map. You’re the one Tommy wants; you just have to let him know you’re ready for him.”


“The only thing I’m ready for is something to drink,” I told her, so I wouldn’t have to listen anymore. I was pretty sure Tessa’s number one goal in life was to get Tommy and me together, regardless of what was in the way. I couldn’t decide if I loved her optimism or wished she’d just let it go. One thing I did know was that she would go nuts when she found out that we’d kissed, and I hated keeping it from her, but I wanted to keep it to myself a little longer.


“And I’m going to get me some Jarrett.” She pointed to where her boyfriend stood. She let out a wolf whistle and when he noticed, she blew a kiss his way.


“Keep it PG,” I joked.


“I can’t promise anything.” She gave me a wave over her shoulder and skipped off toward him.


I stood near the fire for a moment and watched sticks pop and crackle in the flames. The night was loud and full of energy. Music played from a truck that had pioneered a road through the woods. Kids from school ran past, their voices rising and falling in the muggy air.


Abby stood in front of the flames with Mary Grace. They looked like day and night together; Abby with her long blond hair next to Mary Grace with her tangle of dark curls. The two had their arms outstretched and faces turned up to the sky, spinning in circles. Abby moved so close to the fire that I half expected her to come out the other side, ablaze and streaming trails of light behind her.


I headed away from the fire. I told myself I was going the long way to get a drink, but in reality, I wanted to go back to where everyone parked to see if Tommy’s truck was there.


When I reached the clearing in the woods, it wasn’t only Tommy’s truck I found, but Tommy himself. He sat inside with the headlights off. A country song played on the radio, the singer crooning about love gone wrong.


“Hey,” he said to me out the window, and I felt shy, as if Tommy and I were strangers. I didn’t know how to act around him now.


“Hey,” I said back.


“Is your sister here?”


I tried not to look upset, but it was hard when the first thing he asked was about Abby. “She’s over by the fire.”
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