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To my mother, Lori, for telling me I could be anything, 
and especially for all those talks in the kitchen.
 And to my husband, Jesse, for everything, every day.




“I’m the last of the worst pretenders.”


~Matt Nathanson, “Mission Bells”




Chapter One


Last year, Ellie used to hang out at the vegetable stand with Marcus and me on Saturdays. This year, her face fluttered on a piece of paper tacked to the park’s bulletin board. Most weeks, I tried to ignore her eyes looking back at me. But today, Marcus had set the table up at a different angle, and she watched me the entire morning.


The day that photo was taken, she’d worn her Beauty and the Beast earrings. The teapot and the teacup were too small to see well in the grainy, blown-up photo, but that’s what they were. She’d insisted sixteen wasn’t too old for Disney.


The crunch of tires on gravel sounded, and a Buick slowed to a stop in front of the stand. I rearranged the bags of green beans to have something to do. Talking to people I didn’t know, making pointless small talk, wasn’t my thing. My breathing always sped up and I never knew what to do with my hands. It had been okay before, but now—surely people could see it on me. One look, and they’d know. Chills prickled up my arms in spite of the warm sun.


Marcus lifted a new crate of cucumbers from the truck and set it down by the table, his biceps stretching the sleeves of his T-shirt. Barely paying attention to the girl who got out of the car, he watched me instead. And not the way most people watched someone; I had his full attention. All of him, tuned toward me. He winked, the tanned skin around his eyes crinkling when he smiled. I bit my cheek to keep from grinning.


The girl walked over to the stand and I quit smiling.


Marcus looked away from me, his gaze drifting toward the girl. Each step of her strappy heels made my stomach sink a little further. Marcus tilted his head.


He didn’t tilt it much, but I knew what it meant. He did that when he saw my tan line or I wore a short skirt. I narrowed my eyes.


“Hi,” she said. “I’d like a zucchini and four tomatoes.” Just like that. A zucchini and four tomatoes.


Marcus placed the tomatoes into a brown paper bag. “Are you from around here?”


Of course she wasn’t from around here. We’d know her if she were.


“We just moved. I’m Sylvia Young.” The breeze toyed with her blonde hair, tossing short wisps around her high cheekbones. Her smile seemed genuine and friendly. Of course. Pretty, friendly, and new to town, because disasters come in threes.


“Going to Manson High?” Marcus handed her the bags.


She nodded. “My dad’s teaching science.”


Finally, I said something. “Three bucks.”


“Hmm?” Sylvia turned from Marcus. “Oh. Right.” She handed me the cash and looked over the radishes. “Are you here every day?” Her eyes strayed back to Marcus.


“Three times a week,” he said.


“I’ll see you in a day or two, then.” She waved.


I was pretty damn sure she wouldn’t be coming back for the radishes.


Sylvia Young walked herself and her vegetables back to the four-door parked at the edge of the road. The tires spit gravel.


I glanced at Marcus, but he wasn’t watching her leave. He was rearranging the tomatoes. In true Marcus fashion, now that four of them were gone, he’d want to make the pile neat again.


I exhaled. Maybe I was overreacting, but he hadn’t done that before.


“You’re going to bruise those.” I grabbed a tomato that nearly tumbled off the mound. The globe-shaped Early Girls rolled too easily. “Don’t we have extra crates?” I looked to the shade of the bulletin board, where we stored the refill crates. No empties.


“Nope. Too much corn.” He wiped the sweat from his forehead and popped the top on his water bottle.


What amounted to a sweet corn fortress stood behind us. Stacks of milk crates—neatly stacked, because Marcus is Marcus—blocked the park and most of the town from view.


He leaned against the table and smiled at me, his brown eyes finding mine and his body turning toward me again. I felt the shift, felt the pull in my body that made me stay with him. My shoulders loosened without me even trying. He hadn’t smiled at Sylvia Young that way.


He tapped my nose with a finger. “Hey, what an expression. Jealous of something, Jackie?”


“So jealous. I’d love to have my own car. What’s the point to being seventeen if I can’t have a car?”


His eyebrows went up. He took a drink from the water bottle and set it down, his eyes flicking from me to the ground then back to me again.


Being jealous would be silly, because Marcus and I weren’t dating. That was the deal. For an entire year, our deal had worked, and there was no reason it couldn’t work longer.


Whatever expression that had been vanished and his grin came back. “Whatever. You use my truck all the time.” He was tall enough the edge of the table met his thigh instead of his hip.


Anytime I used his truck, he came with. Down to the river. Everyone in the county knew what those tree-lined fencerows were good for.


Marcus reached for my hand and threaded his long fingers between mine. The rough calluses on his palm made a warm, silly feeling trickle through me.


My face flushed and I glanced around. He’d started doing this lately. Reaching for my hand. Touching my shoulder as he walked past. I pulled my hand away and rubbed my palms on my shorts.


Acting like this was ridiculous. Sylvia was pretty and friendly, so of course he’d smile and say hi. And Marcus owed me nothing.


It was a cheap move, but just because I was nervous, and okay, jealous, I played with the frayed edge of my jean shorts. My legs weren’t bad, and these shorts were my shortest pair.


He glanced down like I knew he would and touched my hand again. “Well, don’t be too upset. She doesn’t have your legs.”


Something tiny thrilled inside me. “That’s true. She does have her own.” That was the thing about Marcus. He knew I didn’t mean what I said; that when I claimed I wasn’t jealous, I absolutely was.


He shouldn’t know those kinds of things. And he definitely shouldn’t be holding my hand to make me feel better.


An engine guttered and cut out. The door of a white pickup right in front of us opened and then slammed.


Marcus jerked his hand back like mine had stung him. I hadn’t heard the truck. I hadn’t noticed. How had I not noticed?


A skinny man in jeans and sunglasses walked toward us. No one we knew. Relief churned into nausea in my stomach. I turned away to restack some of the sweet corn with my heartbeat reverberating in my ears.


Nothing had happened, it was fine, but I still couldn’t stop my hands from trembling. I gripped the crate harder.


The man in sunglasses talked to Marcus, but he kept glancing toward me, his head tilting just a bit when he looked my way.


He wasn’t someone we knew, but he could have been. In a town this small, it was odd to have someone we didn’t know come to the stand. He left after a few minutes with spinach and green onions, and the white truck rumbled away.


We’d let this go on too long. We were too comfortable. And Marcus knew it, too—he stayed away from me for the rest of the afternoon, our glances brief and casual, even when no one was around. He did not touch me again and I let the sick feeling in my stomach keep my mind where it needed to be.


By dinner time, we’d sold only a third of the sweet corn fortress. Sweet corn wasn’t the smartest garden crop, because everyone around here had a patch in their yard. Two weeks from now, we’d be giving it away. A month from now, we’d be throwing it away. But grow sweet corn we did, because my parents had read too much Little House on the Prairie.


Of course, no one in that story smoked weed through their early twenties. My mother’s pothead college days were a secret to no one, and my parents’ room still sometimes smelled like weed.


Once five o’clock came, I lifted crates and combined the leftover produce without hurrying more than necessary. But like usual, Marcus seemed hell-bent on beating some personal record, stacking, shoving, lifting at twice my speed.


I picked up a crate from the shade of the bulletin board. The breeze fluttered the papers tacked to the cork—papers offering lawn-mowing services, piano lessons, babysitting. And the flyer with Ellie’s junior photo and a tip line number.


The soft rasp of the paper edges scraping each other caught me like music.


Four months.


That weight in my chest—always there, now—seized up and for a moment I couldn’t breathe.


I ducked my head and went back to loading the cucumbers. Ran away with some guy, everyone said. Not a chance. We’d played volleyball together, hung out at the pool on weekends, did homework together. She would have told me about a guy.


I ran my finger along the silver bracelet that always hung on my wrist. Ellie had given it to me before she moved. I hadn’t taken it off since she’d gone missing, and now I never would.


Late-afternoon sun baked the park and the vegetables and my skin. If I could get to the pool still today, I could chill my body in the water, lay out on my towel, and put myself, Ellie, and Marcus out of my mind.


I rolled up the tarp and tossed it to Marcus. The pool wouldn’t happen, but maybe we could watch a movie instead.


No way was I going to let the things that hurt ruin the things that didn’t. Worrying about Ellie wouldn’t help her, and Marcus and I were fine. A little too comfortable, maybe. But changing the topic was just as good as fixing the problem.


I grabbed his water bottle from the tailgate as he jumped down from the truck bed. Just as he turned toward me, I popped the top up and squeezed. Water shot out and soaked his shirt.


“Hey! What the—” His face colored pink, but he was half-grinning.


Rattling him was too easy.


But I was in for it. Determination settled in his eyes and he took a step toward me. I ran for the truck, jerked the door open, and scrambled inside, then hit the lock button.


The tailgate slammed and he walked past the passenger door, tapping his finger along the window.


He climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine, the muscles in his forearm tightening when he turned the key. He wouldn’t let me off the hook that easily, so he must have a plan for delayed revenge. I waited, but nothing. My eyebrows went up. He looked over at me and shook his head.


This was lousy payback. His nice blue T-shirt was soaked. “That’s all you’ve got? You’re going to shake your head at me like you’re my mom?”


He spun the steering wheel and braced his arm behind my seat, looking out the back window as he backed the truck down the asphalt path and out onto the street. “I’m definitely not your mother.”


“Thank God for that.”


His mouth twitched. I shifted in the seat, turning toward him. He couldn’t do much while driving, but being on my guard couldn’t hurt, and my curiosity was getting the better of me.


“Hey, buckle your seatbelt.”


I reached for the belt. “Now you really sound like Mom.”


He ignored me and drove the few blocks to the edge of town. The welcome sign for Manson, Missouri, boasted a population of 212, but that was wishful thinking. The town was a collection of abandoned buildings and poorly insulated homes from the early 1900s. My sister, my only sibling and my extroverted, energetic opposite, bolted for the nearest city as soon as she graduated, but I didn’t mind Manson so much.


Outside town, Marcus turned off the blacktop highway and onto a dirt road. Not even gravel. Dirt. Nothing was down this road except fields. “Uh—where are we going?”


He parked the truck on the side of the road under the shade of the tree-lined fencerow. The shadows from the branches swam back and forth on the road. Marcus rolled down his window and the breeze swept through the cab, smelling like summer and creek water and grass.


“You can unbuckle your seatbelt now.” He grinned, no trace of embarrassment left.


My eyes narrowed. Maybe my attempts at getting him to loosen up were a little too successful. “What are you doing?”


He reached over and unbuckled me. The belt slid back over my shoulder and I moved it aside.


Marcus slid toward me on the bench. He hooked an arm around my waist and one under my knees, and pulled me toward him.


Tan arms. Sandpaper skin, because he hadn’t shaved this morning. I touched the wet fabric of his shirt.


We shouldn’t. Not now, not even to begin with. He knew it. I knew it. But he leaned closer, bent down, and I didn’t move away. His lips touched mine. Warm. Familiar. A little desperate.


No one was here. The road was abandoned. I’d kept myself where I ought to be all afternoon. I relaxed, closed my eyes, and kissed him back. I should be watching out the window, should be glancing in the mirror, but his mouth pressed into my neck, and I exhaled, tipped my head back against the headrest, and let my mind stop spinning. When he pushed closer, our bodies touching everywhere they could, my stomach fluttered. His hands found my hair, his lips came back to my face, and I tasted the salty sheen on his skin. His eyelashes brushed my cheek. Any thoughts I’d had dissolved. Just him, yes. Us, connected.


My hands found his shoulders, feeling the clench of his muscles. That was for me. Because of me. I traced down his arm to his hand that rested on my bare leg, touching the hem of my shorts. He kissed my neck and my jaw and then came back to my lips again. He was so much but so soft and slow that it seemed like he was trying to tell me something.


I did not want him to.


I moved my hands to his chest and tangled my fingers in his shirt. Then I pushed a little, the weight of his body on my hands.


He moved back, sighing. The breeze rushed between us. “Later?” I asked.


Everyone knew his truck, and everyone knew us. He cleared his throat and nodded.


“You okay?”


He nodded again.


I bumped him with my shoe. “As far as payback goes, that wasn’t exactly fair.”


He raised his eyebrows. “You started it.”


Sitting with him in the truck like this was tempting. Just to talk. To tease him and watch him grin like that. Here we were the most ourselves, and us together like this was where act three of a happily-ever-after would end. And much as I would love a fade to black and the end credits to roll, letting this be the point we hung on forever, we wouldn’t get a fade-out, and the other half of our lives was waiting.




Chapter Two


Marcus turned left onto the blacktop. He didn’t say anything, and I didn’t, either. By now we’d learned there just wasn’t anything to say, and trying to find something that would help never did.


We pulled up the long driveway to the house. It had a two-story brick front, but the rest was built into a hill. “Earth-sheltered,” Aunt Shelly said, but my friends called it hobbit-style. I loved the stained wood and the dozen small places for hiding to read. Useful, since my parents and I shared the house with my aunt and uncle and their six kids.


I climbed out of the truck. Marcus fiddled around with something in the truck bed, so I went on ahead of him, glancing back in spite of telling myself not to. After managing to find time to ourselves, it always jarred me a bit to come home. Readjusting my personal space to not include Marcus took me a minute.


He jogged up the driveway. Like always, he caught the screen door before it banged behind me.


“Sixty bucks, Mom.” I dropped the cash on the counter. People said we looked alike, but I didn’t have her smile or the hair. I’d seen her college pictures—frayed jean cutoffs, a bikini top, a guy-stopping smile. The same gorgeous, blonde waist-length braid she had now.


I refused to do the braids. Braids make redheads look like Pippi Longstocking.


Her giant chef’s knife snicked on the cutting board. She was slicing zucchini while Simon & Garfunkel played from the kitchen sound system. “Oh, thank you. Can you whip the egg for these? I’m in a hurry.”


“Give me a second to wash my hands.” I headed for the main-floor bathroom at the end of the hall.


“I should do that, too.” Marcus followed me.


I turned the taps to the cool side of warm and pared the dirt from under my fingernails. Marcus hovered behind me. An inch over six feet tall, and not done growing. Aware he was watching me, I leaned back half a step to brush his chest with my shoulder. Teasing him wasn’t fair, but I couldn’t help myself.


“Hey.” He hooked a finger in one of the belt loops on my jean shorts and pulled me back another step. His hands settled on my waist, his body close to mine.


I pulled his hands off me. “Not here,” I whispered. Dad’s office and my bedroom were the only rooms back here, but still. If we bent one rule, we’d break them all.


“No one’s around,” he said, his brown eyes meeting mine in the mirror.


His expression stopped me. His shoulders were too straight, his smile forced, his stance too casual.


I almost never did this because it fell into the category of handholding and pet names, but because I didn’t want him to look like that, I stood up on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek.


For a moment, he looked stunned, then a slow grin split his face.


“What’s that look for?” I asked. If it weren’t so dangerous, I’d do that more often just to see him look like that.


“I mean, it’s not what I was hoping for, but I guess it’ll do.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, still grinning.


That meant we were fine. I pulled away and continued scrubbing the dirt out of my nails, but his expression in the mirror caught me. “Later.” I smiled. Marcus didn’t mind me teasing him. He knew there would be later.


He leaned against the bathroom wall, looking stern. “You really like playing hard to get, don’t you?”


“It’s half the attraction.” It wasn’t. But I did enjoy it.


Something creaked in the hall. My hand slipped on the faucet and Marcus stepped toward the doorway just as his dad walked past. Hot water scalded my hand and I yelped. Uncle Ward barely glanced at us and continued down the hall.


I braced my hand on the edge of the sink and took a breath. All those sick feelings were back.


My uncle was mostly to blame for my family moving to Missouri. Uncle Ward and Aunt Shelly were into whole wheat and fresh air—ideas he picked up during his pot phase. They’d pecked away at Mom and Dad until I was fourteen. “Oh, sis, you have no idea. Missouri hardwoods. Great for handmade cabinets. And the children play in the yard all day. No kid wants video games when they can have creeks and crawdads.”


Uncle Ward’s opinions were a junk-drawer combination of traditional family values, generous interpretations of self-restraint and normalcy, and questionable ideas Aunt Shelly found on the Internet. He was right about one thing, though: Missouri had its benefits.


I just had to keep my two selves separate.


Marcus followed me back into the kitchen, but we both stopped in the doorway.


“Oh, gross, Dad.” My dad had Mom pinned up against the counter. Her arms were around his neck, and they were full-on making out. “Ugh. Get a room.”


Dad pulled away, not looking the least bit embarrassed. He grinned at us. “That’s the plan.”


I groaned. I had never managed to convince my parents, or my aunt and uncle for that matter, just how much their children did not want to see them Frenching.


Mom pushed him away and scooted the bowl of zucchini slices toward me. Marcus was avoiding making eye contact with anyone, still weirded out even though this happened at least once a week. Some things people just didn’t adjust to.


Dad straightened the cuffs on his striped green button-up and cleared his throat. “Are Ward and Shelly ready?” The expensive black slacks were leftovers from his days of lawyering in California. He did legal consulting from home now. I’d once hoped moving to Missouri was his midlife crisis, but it now looked like a rest-of-life crisis.


“Can you tell them to hurry?” Mom peeked into the oven. “We can go as soon as I change.”


Dad left the room and I set a bowl on the stone countertop and cracked three eggs.


“I need the whisk,” I said to Marcus.


“Please. I need the whisk, please,” my mother added for me. “And ignore your cousin when she talks like that, Marcus.”


Our kitchen had hardwood floors and a huge window nearly covering the wall, separated into panes by strips of lacquered wood, to make up for the few windows in the rest of the house. A giant island commanded the center of the room. When my parents decided we should all move in together to live cheaply and reduce our environmental impact, they’d sold our place in California to build this one. That way, they could share cars, a lawnmower, and house payments. Having her dream kitchen had been one of Mom’s conditions for building a house with her brother’s family.


“I don’t mind.” Marcus handed me the whisk and leaned against the counter. “She can boss me around. I don’t have anything better to do.”


I raised an eyebrow at him when Mom turned away. I was plenty nice to Marcus. I dropped a stack of zucchini slices into the egg and then dipped them one at a time into the bowl of seasoned bread crumbs and Parmesan.


Dinner was usually a family sit-down thing. Part of the wholesome lifestyle goal. Mom would stir her coffee with her straw and talk about how the chickens were hiding their eggs again and we’d need to go find the new nests. Uncle Ward would rant about Sheriff Whitley getting re-elected only because he let the farmers’ kids drive grain trucks underage, while my twin cousins would bang their plates with their spoons and Marcus’s younger sister Candace would eventually tell them to stop it, boys, I can’t hear anything. Marcus would sit across from me and try to make me turn red while my parents were watching. Usually I won.


“You kids can eat whenever you want,” Mom said as Candace wandered into the kitchen. “We won’t be back til late.”


At nine, Candace was too young to know where the parents were going for their date night. Some kind of adults-only club in the city. I didn’t want to know anything more than that, and had never wanted to find out in the first place.


Candace gave the platter of raw zucchini a sideways glance. “Since we have to eat zucchini, can we have ice cream after dinner?”


Mom flipped the zucchini with a pair of tongs. The olive oil snapped and the toasty smell of frying Parmesan rose with the steam. “That’s up to Marcus and Jackie. They’re babysitting.”


“We can have ice cream, right?” Candace turned to Marcus. The younger kids all knew he’d let them have pretty much anything. Candace had figured that out by her second birthday.


“Hmm. What do you think, Jackie? We could make them earn it.” His smile made me grin.


“The basement does need a good debugging,” I said. “I think I even saw a goblin down there last week.” Our basement was more of a cellar—uncarpeted and mostly for storage. But it was also cool and quiet and one of my favorite hiding places.


Candace looked at me like I should know better as she walked out of the room. “Goblins aren’t real, and children shouldn’t use pesticides. I’m telling the twins you said we can have ice cream.”


Mom opened one of the in-wall double-oven doors. A chicken and rice casserole bubbled on the rack. “I have to go get ready. I should have gone twenty minutes ago.” She set the casserole on the table. “We might be gone overnight. Ward and Shelly want to stay at that hotel they like, and we’ll be at the club until late anyway.”


Marcus glanced at me, grimacing, at least as uncomfortable as I was. I shook my head and pulled a stack of plates from the cupboard. Seven instead of eleven tonight, since the parents would be gone. “I know. I figured.” My mother was nothing if not frank with her children.


My parents had always been semi-closeted hippies, but now that Uncle Ward had won them over, all freak flags were flying. Repression and self-restraint could damage your brain, he said. Probably another one of Aunt Shelly’s ideas from the Internet. Any time I protested the public making-out, they reminded me of the importance of “fully expressive” relationships.


If only they knew.


I watched Marcus stirring his hot chocolate on the stove, thoroughly at home in this kitchen, this house, because it was his home, too. I almost wished that first kiss had never happened.


We were friends first, and this deal of ours risked that. Marcus had kept me from being bullied at school three years ago when we first moved here and I was the new girl with the weird family. He was an island of sanity in a household of anything-goes chaos. I never felt like I didn’t fit in when he was around, because we were our own group. He and I. And even when he was tired—I could see it right now in his shoulders, his eyes—he was patient and did his share. More than his share.


Mom left the kitchen and I turned down the burner so the oil didn’t smoke. Marcus shook his head and huffed as he rinsed out the hot chocolate pan. “Brain damage. That’s what’s going to happen. If I have to see our parents doing that one more time, I’m going to suffer serious mental trauma.”


Grinning made my sympathetic glance unconvincing.


“Hey.” He picked up a newspaper from the table. “Another neighbor talking about Ellie.”


“Really?” I glanced over. Her photo, the same one on the park notice board, headed a multiple-column article. More speculation about her disappearance. News was scarce around here, and her story kept getting dragged up as the headline. I skimmed the article. The neighbor said he’d seen Ellie behaving strangely for the last several weeks before she went missing. He suspected drugs. The article digressed into hearsay about Missouri’s meth labs.


Ellie would never do drugs. I touched the silver charm bracelet she’d given me. She had one that matched. At least, when she left, they had matched. She might have added to hers by now, decided it could be hers instead of ours. I hadn’t changed mine. A volleyball, an Eiffel Tower for her Paris obsession, the world’s clunkiest cell phone for all the hours we’d spent texting, a book, and a tiny silver computer dangled from the chain. The computer was for my blogging. She was the social media queen, so it fit for her, too. We often did homework at the picnic tables outside the dilapidated burger place in Manson, ice cream in hand. My one year of volleyball had been Ellie’s last year at Manson High. Because I was clearly the worst player, and Ellie was clearly the best, she’d tried to show me some tricks, and I was actually enjoying myself by the time she transferred to Edison High School in St. Joseph.


The sixth charm on the bracelet was a bird in flight, wings outstretched. We’d sworn to stay friends even though she was leaving. The bird had come to mean a lot more than just her move to St. Joseph. She was really, truly gone now, and the part that made me sick was that we hadn’t stayed close. We hadn’t kept up like we’d meant to. Phone calls. E-mails. A few visits. The months before she disappeared, we’d barely been texting.


Marcus set glasses on the table and didn’t say anything for a few minutes, simply stared into his hot chocolate. He’d drink hot chocolate any time of day, regardless of the season. I left him alone, since he was thinking, and started loading the dishwasher. His glance flicked over to me a few times, his jaw set but his shoulders slumped.


“I’m hurting you,” he said. He said it so quietly I had to watch his lips move to tell what he was saying.


“No,” I whispered. “You aren’t.”


“This is,” he said. “We are.” He set his mug in the sink and left the kitchen before I could find the words to reply.


He couldn’t mean that. I braced my hands on the counter and stared out the window at the hills.


Aunt Shelly walked in and poured a glass of water from the filter pitcher in the fridge. Hair and makeup done, but still wearing jeans and a loose button-up. She smiled. “Look at you, making dinner.”


I almost always either did it myself or helped, so she shouldn’t be that surprised. My half-smile was all I could manage. Ever since my deal with Marcus, I’d had a hard time looking her in the eye.


“I sent Marcus to corral the kids for dinner. Gotta get dressed,” she said, on her way back out of the room. I propped my elbows on the counter and rested my head in my hands.


Marcus’s voice sounded in the living room. His fifteen-year-old brother, the nine-year-old and seven-year-old sisters, and then the twins completed my cousins. He was the oldest in his family, and it showed. He yelled up the stairs for Chris and herded the twins to the bathroom to help them wash their hands because Candace had forgotten. When they came out, over the white noise of the twins’ toddler chatter, he told Angie to stop stuffing the head to Candace’s Barbie in her mouth and to come to the kitchen for dinner.


Neither girl came. Candace started wailing, so Marcus deposited the twins in the kitchen and went back to the living room. He caught my glance as he left and shook his head.


The parents, particularly his parents, almost never disciplined the kids. They thought fresh air and a naturally instilled work ethic would keep them from pulling the heads off each other’s dolls, but it didn’t.


Dad wandered in and picked up a slice of the breaded zucchini. “All set for tonight?”


I had no trouble meeting my dad’s eyes. “Yep. We’ll be fine,” I said. “You look nice.” He actually looked great. His dark hair had turned gray, but it made him seem all the more sophisticated, George Clooney–style.


Uncle Ward and Aunt Shelly appeared. The two-year-old twins ran to them, jabbering incomplete sentences. “Goodbye, kids.” Uncle Ward said. “Have fun tonight.”


Mom’s heels clicked down the stairs. How little time she took to get ready always amazed me. The peach cocktail dress and her obsidian jewelry easily made her prettier than I’d ever be. She tugged gently on my hair with a “Bye, babe,” and whirled out the door with Dad.


The door had barely closed when the twins started crying. They weren’t my siblings, but I’d been there when they were born, helped them take their first steps, and panicked when they swallowed their first Legos. “Hey, hey, it’s okay. Come here,” I said. They wailed louder. If they didn’t calm down, everyone was going to be on edge and cranky. I grabbed a napkin from the counter, sat Gage on my lap and pulled Nathan onto the bench beside me. “Did you guys see the bunnies in the yard today? I saw a mom, and a dad, and two babies.” I wiped at Gage’s face, and he paused his sobbing, but Nathan kept right on crying.


When the parents and my sister were home, walking through the kitchen at dinner time was like wading upstream during a salmon migration.


Marcus stood back while the rest of the cousins crowded the table. He saw me watching him and smiled. Not a real smile, but enough for now.


Chris had grabbed a bowl and poured in at least a cup of ranch dressing for his zucchini. Candace’s face was red from scrubbing away angry tears, and Angie still had the Barbie head, dangling it by the hair.


“Can you fill the plates?” I asked. The boys wouldn’t let me go. Gage hiccupped between sobs and Nathan’s face dripped tears.


I wished the parents wouldn’t all four bail at once. I’d spent most of my life with one sister and my parents. There weren’t enough of us to make this kind of chaos.


Marcus met my eyes, and after a moment, he nodded. He’d looked tired since we got back from the park, shadows gathering under his eyes. He stepped over to the table and took the Barbie head from Angie. “If you don’t stop being mean to your sister, you’re going to bed early.”


Angie looked to me. “Nuh-uh. Jackie won’t make me.”


“Oh, yes, I will. Listen to Marcus or you don’t get dessert.”


“I can fill my own plate,” Candace said. “I’m nine.”


“No, you can’t. The casserole pan is too hot.” Marcus handed her a plate, but let her serve her own zucchini. “Let’s go to the living room. We can watch a movie.”


“But we’re over our screen time limit,” Candace argued.


Perfect idea. “We’re babysitting. If your mom has a problem with it, we’ll fix it later,” I said.


The twins’ wails of misery ceased the moment they heard the television static. Their family didn’t watch much TV—another one of my aunt and uncle’s ideas. My parents, thankfully, gave me one to put in my room when we moved from California. We didn’t have cable, but I could watch the mainstays of my classic film collection after everyone else went to bed. This crowd would never sit still for Marlon Brando or Audrey Hepburn.


I carried Gage and my plate out to the living room, Nate wandering after me, bawling at not being carried too. “Marcus, can you get him?”


Marcus plunked Nate onto his lap and the toddler distracted himself with the sleeve of Marcus’s shirt. “Did you guys pick a movie yet?”


Candace, Angie, and Chris were pulling DVDs out of the cabinet. Chris was arguing the supremacy of Pixar over DreamWorks while Angie argued back and Candace tossed aside the action films.


Our living room wasn’t as big as the kitchen, but it comfortably fit two couches, an armchair, and a number of end tables. A narrow window had been dug out of the side of the hill, and pansies in pots rested on the outside ledge.


Marcus ate in three minutes and then leaned back in a boneless, exhausted slouch. I was nearly done with my dinner by the time Candace reached around her brother and slid in a DVD. As the logo flashed across the TV, I looked at the space between us. He sat in the middle of his cushion, and I sat in the middle of mine. Like at the park today, he didn’t look at me, didn’t react to me, and I kept my distance.


I wouldn’t mind so much, except the distance wasn’t only physical. Alone, we were us. But at home, with our families, anywhere in public, we couldn’t be. We said it was a pause, but it didn’t feel like one. It was more like an endless pattern of daily breakups.


Marcus glanced over at the sticky toddlers crowding me. His hand brushed my arm. “Done with your plate?” He gathered up his and mine and carried them to the kitchen. I watched him leave, not missing the way his shirt stretched tight across his shoulders.


My phone chimed. A text from Hannah.




So, apparently Anna hooked up with Eric F. He’s only been single for 2 weeks.





My hand tightened around my phone. That sickening guilty feeling surged upward. Hooking up so soon after a breakup wasn’t nearly as bad as hooking up with a cousin.


I’d chosen this, I didn’t want to leave this, but sometimes I hated myself for it.


Marcus came back, turned off the lights, and sat next to me, an inch closer than before. He stretched out his legs and one touched mine. My lungs started to hurt so I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I leaned back, forced my body to relax, and let my hand rest on the couch between us. Here, that was as much as I could do to reach for him.


I could have gone for ice cream at Todd’s to hang out with everyone tonight; that’s where Kelsey and Hannah were. Marcus would have agreed to watch the kids by himself. But every Saturday he got up before dawn to help the parents load the truck for their weekly trip to the farmers’ market, then helped me get the kids up and make breakfast for them, and if it was my turn for managing the produce stand in town, helped me with that. He shouldn’t have to handle dinner and the kids’ bedtime routines by himself.


Marcus shifted and his hand brushed mine before he pulled away. How no one knew what we were doing was beyond me. The parents threw us together all the time, had paired us off as soon as our families moved into this house. They assigned us chores together. We babysat together. We drove to and from school together. Maybe they were simply relieved we got along well; the two kids who weren’t going to fight and tear down the house if left by themselves.


Not that we were left by ourselves very often.


“I’ve seen Avatar eight times,” I said.


The shadows on his face lifted a little. He glanced at my leg, which still touched his, and then looked all the way up to my face, his glance pausing on my lips. Today, for some reason, he was breaking the rules. Maybe because I was, too.


He sat up a little straighter. “Didn’t you say you saw a goblin in the basement earlier?”


“I did.” The cousins were paying no attention to anything besides the movie.


“We should probably check that out.”


“Definitely.”


Marcus winked at me and stood up. “Watch the twins, Chris? I’ve seen this too many times.”


“Uh-huh,” Chris mumbled, sprawled on the floor. Almost three years younger than Marcus, he’d never been much help with the younger kids, but at least he’d grown out of antagonizing them.


Marcus turned off the outdoor lights, I closed the kitchen curtains, and he locked the front door. I snapped the lid on the casserole pan and shoved it in the fridge. We had an hour or so until we’d need to give the twins a bath and get them in their pajamas. By the time that was done, the movie would be over and I’d have to bribe Angie to brush her teeth and then Marcus would sweet-talk her and Candace both into going to bed without a fight. Chris would be up and wandering around until midnight at least. But right now, we had an hour of freedom.


Three minutes of which had already passed.


The basement door was off the kitchen, and the absurdly creaky stair boards were a great sibling warning system. Bare bulbs dangled from the ceiling, and the cement floor was empty except for a stack of boxes and my reading corner. I’d brought down a square of leftover carpet, a reclining beach chair, and a worn but supremely comfortable quilt.


I stood in the quiet, cool space, and the stress drained away.


“I know it’s hard,” he said.


“What?”


He stopped beside me and touched my hair, let the strands sift through his fingers. “I mean, I can tell. Going from the youngest in a small family to one of the oldest in a huge family. I get it.”


But he couldn’t, really. He’d been a part of this family since he was born. I’d moved in at fourteen.


No matter how hard I tried, it was still overwhelming, even after three years. I’d never be as good with the kids or as responsible as Marcus. “I wish all four parents wouldn’t leave at once.”


“I can pick up the slack. You don’t have to.”


“You shouldn’t have to, either.”


“I don’t mind so much.” He sank onto the beach chair. His voice lowered. “You said I’m not hurting you. Are you sure?”


That weight in my chest grew heavier. Marcus wasn’t hurting me, exactly. It was something else. Something I couldn’t look at too closely. We had our rules, and they’d keep us safe. “I’m sure.” I moved closer to him, stood by the beach chair.


He looked up at me. “Promise me.”


I sat down on his lap. “I promise. I won’t let you hurt me.” I just had to keep things in their place.


“Good.” His hand touched my waist, slid down to my hip. “So this is ‘later’ I take it?” His brown eyes were dark in the dim light.


I didn’t protest. “Actually, I was thinking I’d bring down my computer. Take a look at a few more university websites. College is important, you know.” The shadows on his face were sharp. I swung my legs over his so I sat sideways. The fact that my tank top had been pulled down a bit far didn’t bother either of us.


He shook his head. “Half the time I don’t know what to do with you.”


I could give him a suggestion if he wanted one. I leaned closer and he met me more than halfway. His lips warmed mine. I put my hands on either side of his face, the stubble on his jaw pricking my palms. He exhaled and his body relaxed. Locking his arms behind my back, still kissing me, Marcus leaned back against the beach chair and took me with him. I rested my weight against his chest.


When this whole thing started a year ago, we’d agreed we couldn’t really be together. We’d made our three rules: no commitment, no labels, and no sex. Our thing, whatever it was, wasn’t a big deal. But it felt like one when his hands slid down my back and gripped my waist, when he traced my cheekbone with his thumb, when his breathing sped up and mine matched his and I didn’t want to stop, couldn’t stop, even though I needed air.


He was my best-kept secret. When Marcus looked at me, what other people might think didn’t matter. This was me, and we were us.


Here, he wasn’t so reserved, so quiet. His responsibility was left upstairs with the kids and the dishes and the arguments. I ran my hand through his hair and brushed my lips against his jaw. His arm slid around my waist, holding me to him. I couldn’t help but grin as I threaded my fingers through his and kissed him until his heartbeat pounded and I kept every bit of his attention.


The basement was dark. We lit it up.




Chapter Three


Sylvia Young returned to the produce stand Monday and Wednesday, both of the days Marcus and I worked the stand. First for radishes and onions, then sweet corn and green beans. Both times she lingered, talking about either moving into the house her dad was renting or senior year. She made eye contact with Marcus for thirty seconds out of every minute, and she wouldn’t quit playing with her hair, twisting a dark strand of it around her index finger.


When she took her second bag of produce for the week back to her car on Wednesday morning, I crossed my arms. Marcus didn’t notice. He was rearranging the bags of spinach.


He liked order. He liked consistent patterns and reliable processes. My whole family was a chaotic jumble of mixed-up parenting roles and babysitting shifts and nontraditional everything, and he was the one person who kept trying to put things back together.


When he looked up at me, he frowned. “What?”


The words got stuck in my throat so I glanced at the ground. I’d barely seen him alone since our escape to the basement when the parents had gone to the city. The start-stop intensity of it all was screwing with my brain.


He dropped the spinach and walked over to me. “What’s wrong?”


I shook my head. “She’s kinda weird.”


“She seems pretty normal to me.”


I looked up. He watched me.


This was how girlfriends should feel. I wasn’t a girlfriend, and I didn’t want to be one. I definitely shouldn’t be feeling like one.


The line between being friends who made out and dating was muddier than I expected it to be. I played with the volleyball charm on my bracelet as the silence stretched between us.


“So, hey.” Marcus shoved his hands in his pockets. “I want—I want to take you somewhere.”


“You—what?”


He looked at the grass. “Someplace people don’t know us. Dinner somewhere nice, maybe? We could go to St. Joseph.”


Tension settled in my shoulders. A date. That was a date. We weren’t dating. “Um—what? Why?”


He frowned. “We’re always sneaking around. You shouldn’t have to do that all the time.”


I stared at him, not understanding. But then I did. This was the problem. I should have seen it.


He cleared his throat. “I should be buying you gifts and stuff and taking you out every once in a while. I mean, I know we live together and whatever, but I don’t want to be a lousy—” He stopped. His face flushed.


A lousy boyfriend. That’s the only thing he could have meant to say.


Boyfriend.


I had no idea what to say so I just started talking. “But we aren’t dating. We can’t be dating. We keep saying that and I don’t know why we would go out to dinner if we aren’t dating.”


He searched my eyes for a moment. His face turned even deeper red and he looked down at the ground. His jaw clenched, but not like he was angry. “I just—it’s been a year, Jackie. I don’t mean anything big. Just something we can do by ourselves.”


No labels. That was one of the rules. Dates, boyfriend, anniversary. Those were labels. Anniversaries were something official couples did. Not us. I must have been in panic mode because tears stung my eyes and I didn’t even know why. Horrible. This whole thing was horrible. I was hurting him and I didn’t know how we’d even gotten here.


“I just—people would find out. It’s hard enough to keep this a secret now.”


His eyes hardened. “Don’t do this, Jackie. It’s bad enough without you pretending we don’t matter.”


We couldn’t matter. He knew that.


A rusty white truck rumbled to a stop on the shoulder of the road. Marcus turned away from me. “Whatever. I’m not going to beg for it.”


He never talked to me that way. Stunned, I stared at his back as the driver stepped down from the truck and came around to the produce stand.


I climbed inside Marcus’s truck so neither of them would see my eyes watering. I sank back into the vinyl seat and pressed my palms to my eyes until it hurt.


Fine. I was angry at Marcus. Angry I was so obsessed with him. Angry I couldn’t walk into a room where he was without wishing he’d look at me like I was special. Angry I couldn’t look at his parents without so much guilt flooding me that it made me nauseated.


I pulled my hands away from my eyes and punched the dash. Pain stabbed my knuckles, bad enough that it made me want to cry instead of hit things.


We were just burning time. We were using each other, and we knew it, and neither of us was supposed to care. This was separate, completely separate, from our friendship. It had to be.


This was as far as we could go. Just fun, just for now. If people found out, they’d think we were messed up, a product of an unsupervised, abnormal childhood.


I watched him through the rearview mirror, handing a melon and a pound of green beans to the man in sunglasses. He must be visiting someone for a while, because I’d never seen him before he’d started coming to the stand, and he’d shown up several times now.


Marcus didn’t look upset. His jaw was tighter than usual, but he was really good at hiding what he was thinking. If he hadn’t been so good at hiding his thoughts, we probably would have started hooking up much sooner than we had. Most of the time I only knew what he was thinking because I knew him so well.


The guy drove off after a few minutes. I slid out of the truck and went to help Marcus pack up the stand, but he didn’t say a word to me. In fact, he barely looked my way. We didn’t talk on the way home, and when we climbed out of the truck and I put a hand on his arm in the driveway, he shrugged.


“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I get it.”


Someone moved by the kitchen window, so I took my hand off his arm. “Okay. Sorry.”


He shook his head. “It’s fine. I’m gonna get Chris to help unload the truck.”


Having me around was making things worse. I went inside and watched through the kitchen window as he and his brother unloaded the crates and moved the produce to the cold cases in the garage. Chris was better at pitching in this year than he used to be. The boys were talking, but I had no idea what about. Marcus kept shaking his head and Chris kept shrugging.


I needed to blog, to read, to watch a movie that would let me forget about this for a while, but I couldn’t, because the parents were nowhere to be seen and Angie had just spilled her juice all over the kitchen floor.


When the boys came inside, Marcus still wouldn’t look at me. And my hand still hurt from punching the dashboard. Candace and Angie broke out into a fight in the living room, and one of the twins started wailing at the top of his lungs.


Too much. This whole day was too much. One more minute in this house might kill me. Texting as I ran down the hall, I wished my sister, Claire, was here. She’d go with me if she was.


I grabbed my swimsuit and my beach bag and ran back out the door. I hadn’t heard the parents, but if they couldn’t find me, they couldn’t make me babysit.


It would take Kelsey a while to get here, and I needed to run. My flip-flops slapped against the grass and I kept scuffing my toes when I reached the gravel road. I stopped and shoved my sandals into my beach bag, and jogged barefoot down the asphalt highway.
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