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To Jessy, my love, a friend like no other. I'm unsure I would have started this without our inspiring and uplifting phone call on a random Friday afternoon. Thank you for always being here for me. From eighth grade to now, you have saved me on more than one occasion. 


















  
  Note from the Author



To My Readers, thank you for taking a chance on me and my story. This is my very first completed manuscript, and after over a year’s time, I’m ready to share it with the world. So much hard work and dedication went into this book, and I hope you fall in love with the characters as I have, along with the quaint little world I’ve created for them.
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Mental Health Awareness is a cause I hold near and dear to my heart. For this reason, all my writing contains underlying mental health related themes as it’s become my personal mission to help normalize talking about our mental health and to stop the stigma. This book covers the struggles of anxiety, depression, and panic attacks. 



I am not a mental health professional. Everything written in this book in regard to mental illness is based off my own lived experience. Everyone’s experiences are different, please keep that in mind as you read. Always remember You’re Never Alone.




For anyone struggling, remember that you do not have to do this alone. Dial 988 for the Suicide Crisis Line in the United States and Canada, and other countries offer similar resources.








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The one with The Beginning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The one with the treehouse
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The one with the white lie
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        The one with a special gift
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        The one with the first camping trip
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        The one with all the rain
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        The one with the baby things
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        The one where she turns thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        The one with the “brotherly love”
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        The one with the dance routine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        The one where they play Chicken
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        The one where the line is a dot to him
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        The one with the book collection
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        The one with all the moping
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        The one with sunburn & fireworks
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        The one with the walk on the beach
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        The one with the extra present
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        The one where he can’t sleep
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        The one with the half-ass apology
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        The one with his Graduation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        The one with the aftermath
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        The one where they take a break
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        The one with her “love life”
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        The one with no homecoming date
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        The one with her flower
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        The one with new tattoos & fast cars
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        The one with family secrets
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        The one with the dirty dancing
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        The one post breakup
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        The one with the blackout
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        The one with Truth or Dare
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        The one with the take off
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        The one with the sprint from hell
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        The one with the walk of shame
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        The one where he’s avoiding her
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        The one with the sexy dress & Pornstar hair
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        The one with the mystery girl
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        The one where Kit Kat comes to play
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        The one with the confession
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        The one where they fight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        The one with the kiddie pool
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        The one with the big “O”
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        The one with no answer
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        The one with his little girl
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        The one where she calls
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46.
        
        The one where she finds herself
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        47.
        
        The one with the Christmas gifts
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        48.
        
        The one with the bad date
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        49.
        
        The one with her writing
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        50.
        
        The one with the reunion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        51.
        
        The one where they return to the treehouse
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        52.
        
        The one with the photo album
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        53.
        
        The one with the 21st Birthdays
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        54.
        
        The one with the surprise appearance
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        55.
        
        The one with a first date
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        56.
        
        The one with her Graduation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        57.
        
        The one with the wedding
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        58.
        
        The one with the Kips
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        59.
        
        The one with the phone call
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        60.
        
        The one with the broken door
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        61.
        
        The one with the hospital waiting room
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        62.
        
        The one with the playlist
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        63.
        
        The one with the escape plan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        64.
        
        The one with Rachel’s tough love
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        65.
        
        The one where he has to make a choice
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        66.
        
        The one with the poem
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        67.
        
        The one with the news
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        68.
        
        The one with the road trip
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        69.
        
        The one with Ali
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        70.
        
        The one with the takeout
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        71.
        
        The one where he tries to catch her
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        72.
        
        The one where she flees
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        73.
        
        The one with the parking garage
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        74.
        
        The one where she finally comes clean
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        75.
        
        The one where he says he can’t
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        76.
        
        The one where they…you know
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        77.
        
        The one where "Moby Dick" marked the end
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        78.
        
        The one with all the tears
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        79.
        
        The one with the little “whoops”
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        80.
        
        The one with two birthday gifts
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        81.
        
        The one with The End
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        82.
        
        A little tease of Book Two of The Havenburg Series
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        83.
        
        Havenburg
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  The one with The Beginning

Kathryn – Age 6 – Summer 1993 – Havenburg, Michigan


Kathryn Baker wandered through the tall grasses of the expansive field behind her new home. A mixture of dry brown and soft green blades whispered against the bare skin of her legs. Dark hair, the color of rich chocolate, trailed behind her in the breeze. With arms outstretched, her palms brushed the top of the fine grass, and she realized for the first time how quiet it was. 
There were no trains, no honking horns, no hustle and bustle of the city traffic. No commuters, no thousands of people. It was so quiet that Kat could hear the wind rustling through the field, the leaves rattling in the trees and the soft chirps of crickets hidden in the brush. All the charming sounds of nature that were drowned out in a metropolitan area such as Chicago.
It was moving day, and although Kat was too young to understand why her family left Chicago for the small town of Havenburg, Michigan, she didn’t have any complaints. She trusted her dad when he said the move would be good for them. As she neared the backyard, Kat saw her mom and brother standing with a lady, two boys, and a dog. Her mom, Michelle, summoned her with a casual wave before Kat could sneak into the barn. Shyly, she ambled toward the group, weary of new people. She stood behind her mom, shielding half her face, and leaned in for comfort. The younger boy tilted his head to see her better and with his arm still at his side he gave her a small wave.
Kat dropped her eyes and stared at the grass stains on her saddle shoes as her cheeks turned pink. Her mom turned to place an arm around Kat and scooched her forward.
“Kathryn, these are the Harts, our new neighbors.” Her mom rubbed Kat’s upper arm and offered a reassuring smile before looking back at the family that stood across from them. “This is Kat, and don’t let her bashful demeanor fool you, she’s my little Sassy-pants when she wants to be.”
Another deep blush warmed Kat’s skin. Before she could hide her face again, Mrs. Hart dropped to Kat’s height.
“Hi, sweetie, I’m Therese. Ya’ know, I was shy as a little girl too…and somewhat sassy. You be proud of that, all girls are born with a little attitude,” she said with a smile as warm as the air around them. Her deep sky-blue eyes sparkled bright in the summer sun as she gave Kat a little wink. Therese stood, brushing her blonde hair behind her ear and placed her hand on the head of the boy speaking to Kat’s older brother, Danny. “This is Lyle, my oldest, and this one here is Jace, my baby,” she cooed with a sweet little southern twang and ruffled his hair.
Jace offered a reluctant laugh and swatted Therese’s hand playfully. Kat smiled to herself because her mom did those same things to her. Lyle nodded to Kat in a “what’s up?” fashion post-introduction. He was eleven with dark-brown hair and icy blue-grey eyes that popped against a fair complexion. He reminded Kat of Shawn Hunter from Boy Meets World.
“Hi, I’m Jace, and this is Benji. Welcome to Cherry Trail!” Jace said with excitement. He was nine, had shaggy blond hair, and resembled his mom. Jace bent down, petting Benji as he circled Jace’s legs before coming to sit in front of Kat so she could pet him too.
“He’s cute. He looks like my cousin’s dog.” Kat kneeled and ran her hand through the border collie’s soft coat of black and white fur. “How old is he?” Kat asked quietly. She still felt a little self-conscious, but Jace’s effortless kindness put her at ease.
“He’s ten, he’ll be eleven soon. I think he likes you already.” Jace met Kat’s stare, his grin as warm and cheery as the first real day of spring.
Therese had brought over brownies and a casserole. Jace chattered about how delicious the brownies were. Therese joked that she could bake but cooking was a different story. Kat’s mom, on the other hand, was an excellent cook and invited the Harts over for dinner later that week so they could meet Mr. Hart. He traveled often for business and wouldn’t be home until the weekend. Her mom and Therese began to talk about what she should bring as well as future meals they could host together. It was the most Kat had seen her mom smile in a while.
Once the plans were made, the Harts began down the long drive in the direction of home. Before they were out of view, Jace turned back to wave again. Kat lifted a timid hand to give one in return.






  
  The one with the treehouse

Kathryn – Age 8 – Summer 1995 – Havenburg, Michigan


The day was eerily overcast and too cool to swim. Kat was curled up reading in the bay window of her bedroom. A faint roll of thunder echoed in the distance, the darkened sky threatening a summer downpour. 
“Hey, kiddo, can you come down here, please?” her dad, Andrew called out. 
“Coming!” Kat shouted, scrambling to her feet, confident she knew what he was about to tell her. She grabbed a sweatshirt to pull over her denim overalls and bolted down the stairs. Her dad stood by the island in their expertly laid out chef’s kitchen, bent over his memo pad as he scribbled down final notes for a contracting job he was overseeing.
Too busy to take the time to cut it, her dad’s curly black hair hung in his face. The long ends brushed the collar of his flannel work shirt. His naturally tan Sicilian complexion was a deep golden brown from endless hours working outside. At the sound of Kat’s footsteps on the hardwood behind him, he lifted his chin to see his young daughter skipping his way.
“You ready to see it, Sass?” His brown eyes were full of excitement as he greeted his little girl with a broad smile. “You get first look since Danny and the boys are at the movies.” Her dad did general contracting but was a carpenter at heart. Since early spring he’d spent all his extra time between jobs building the kids a treehouse. He never did a project subpar, so it’d be no ordinary treehouse.
“I can’t wait. Let’s go!” Kat grabbed his large hand in hers. In a somewhat frantic manner, she led him out the dining room doors, across the deck, and down the flight of stairs to the side yard.
“You didn’t want to go with?” her dad asked as they started their trek across the open field and to the far back corner of their property.
“They went to see Batman Forever. I’m too young, Dad.” Which was true. The boys also hadn’t considered seeing a movie Kat could’ve gone to. It wasn’t the first time. Since they moved in, Danny, Lyle, and Jace had been like the three musketeers, meaning Kat was often left out.
“Right, but your mom and Therese are at the mall while the boys are at the show. Why didn’t you go with them?” he questioned with the knowing intuition of a parent. Kat might s well come clean.
“I maybe eavesdropped a teeny tiny bit, but I was excited and wanted to see it first. Danny always gets first dibs on everything,” Kat fessed up, still emphasizing her point with slight exasperation.
“Aha, I thought I heard a noise in the hallway. I know you’re excited about the treehouse, but kiddo, let’s try not to eavesdrop, okay? You know your mom doesn’t appreciate it.” Her dad’s eyes were gentle. He had a way of comforting her even when being reprimanded.
“I’m sorry, I promise I’ll never ever do it again.” Kat beamed up at him with an angelic smile.
“That’s my girl.” Her dad hugged Kat to his side and listened as she talked about the latest book she read while they ventured through the field.
“You ready?” he asked as they got closer. He was as enthusiastic as she was. Her dad loved giving gifts and all he needed in return was to watch the joy it brought to others.
“Ready!” Kat’s eagerness couldn’t be masked.
The oak tree he found for the foundation was encircled by a cove of long-established evergreens, giving the treehouse an air of seclusion. The thick forest surrounding their property was its backdrop. They walked through the small pathway between the full eastern pines into a clearing.
Kat looked up, and there it was. Far bigger than she imagined, her eyes widened in sheer amazement. A rustically carved staircase wrapped around the sturdy trunk to a platform deck that led to a cedar door framed by two glass windows.
“You first,” her dad said with a sweep of his arm, gesturing for her to proceed. She sprinted up the stairs to the deck adorned with small fairy lights on the overhang above. Kat reached for the doorknob and held her breath as she pushed it open. Her dad flipped the lights, and she squealed with delight.
It was a cozy but ample open-space with a high ceiling to accommodate the loft area overhead. A small table and four chairs sat underneath. Kat began to explore, running her fingers along the built-in shelves in the alcove that were filled with various board games and puzzles. She gazed out at the trees through the picture window that had a wide bench with thick, navy cushions nestled beneath it and stretched the length of the wall.
Her dad led her out the back door to a sizable hexagonal deck. String lights hung from the roof down into the surrounding trees. It held a magical aura, like something out of one of Kat’s favorite fairytales. It was every little kid’s dream, and her dad made it a reality. Kat turned around and gave him the tightest hug she could muster.
“Thank you, Daddy. It’s the most stellar treehouse I’ve ever seen!”
“I don’t know if that’s saying much. It’s the only treehouse you’ve ever seen,” he joked and hugged Kat tighter.

[image: ]
Kat waited on the front porch, antsy and impatient, dashing to the van as soon as the boys pulled up. She didn’t have to say a word, the excitement on her face gave it away.
“It’s done?” Danny raised his dark brows over widened eyes.
“Yes!” Kat teetered from one foot to the other, unable to stand still. She grabbed Danny’s hand and dragged him along as she ran off. Lyle and Jace were fast on their trail. The boys took the stairs two at a time. Her dad plugged in a small portable stereo as the group walked in. Three jaws dropped in surprise as they took it all in.
“Mr. Baker, this is legit the coolest treehouse ever,” Jace exclaimed, jumping down from the rolling ladder to the loft. “Thank you so much for taking all this time to build it. I mean, I know it’s not ours, but it’s awesome.”
“I don’t want you to feel like it isn’t yours. You and Lyle are as welcome to use it as Danny and Kat. I built it for all of you and a little bit for me. I would’ve loved to have this as a kid,” her dad added while he positioned two oversized, black-corduroy bean bag chairs next to a small table with a single lamp.
“Dad, it’s totally dope,” Danny chimed in with Lyle echoing in agreement.
“Okay, one last surprise.” Her dad kneeled to pull open the four built-in drawers underneath the bench-seat. Each one had a pillow, blanket, and sleeping bag. He stood and handed Kat the pale pink one with her name embroidered along the corner.
“Your moms had one of these made for each of you,” he explained. Danny had blue, Lyle’s was red, and Jace’s green, each of the boys’ favorite colors. Four sets of eyes darted back and forth, conveying their thoughts in silence. They looked on expectantly as Danny asked the question on all their minds.
“Does this mean we get to sleep out here?”
“Sure does, Danny-boy,” her dad answered with a smile and clapped his son on the shoulder. The four kids erupted into a group cheer and for the first time, Kat was included without a second thought.

Kat was greeted by the tasty aroma of Pizza Hut when she bound down the stairs in her pajamas, her embroidered denim backpack jostling as she went. She had packed a book and her small flashlight in case she couldn’t sleep. Her mom and Therese were opening pizza boxes and setting out plates on the oversized island in the kitchen, laughing together like teenagers about a joke that went straight over Kat’s head. An uncontainable grin spread across her face seeing her mom this happy.
Danny stood in the living room, balancing his bag on the back of the couch while he shoved a stack of CDs inside along with the playing cards and UNO deck that Lyle handed him. Lyle was wearing glasses Kat had never seen him wear before. They were kind of cute, and she found herself continuing to glance in his direction while Therese braided her hair. He gave Kat a peculiar smile when he noticed her staring. She dropped her eyes quickly as a rosy flush spread across her cheeks.
The kids gathered in the kitchen after rushing through dinner, unable to handle the anticipation of the first night in the treehouse.
“Here, sweetie.” Therese handed off a small cooler to Lyle and a bag of snacks to Jace after he had collected greasy napkins and cleared everyone’s plates. “Goodies for later.” She winked at Kat with a warm smile.
“Alright, kids, a couple of ground rules. Stay in the treehouse. Don’t wander around in the woods. If someone wants to leave, make sure you all walk back together. No one gets left alone,” her dad said in his serious dad voice, then handed Kat a roll of toilet paper.
“Kat, I put a bucket out behind the tree like when we camp in Montana. Boys, keep an eye on my girl. She’s the baby, I don’t want anything to happen to her, got it?” He affectionately ruffled the hair on the top of Kat’s head. Her face flamed with embarrassment. A rush of heat flooded over her from head to toe, turning her skin bright pink.
“Okay, now, most important…get out of here and go have fun,” Kat’s mom added, and the kids were off. Darting across the grass of the backyard, flashlight beams bouncing as they ran through the open field scattered with glittering lightning bugs and toward the lush cove of eastern white pines that hid their treetop retreat.
Kat didn’t know what to expect. The boys had sleepovers all the time. She’d never been included. Danny popped his Green Day CD in and turned up “Basket Case.” Lyle set the cooler on the table and unpacked a container of Rice Krispie treats, brownies, homemade peanut butter fudge, chocolate-covered pretzels, and four pops. Mountain Dew for Danny and Lyle. Grape Crush for Jace and Kat. It was the first thing they learned they had in common.
“I don’t know how you two drink that.” Lyle scrunched up his nose in disgust.
“You don’t have good taste.” Jace cracked his open and took a huge gulp. He spilled the tote of snacks out on the table, grabbed a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos and plopped down on a bean bag.
“Let’s figure out who wants to sleep where, and then we can play a game.” Danny took charge as the oldest often does. Lyle called the loft. Jace said he was fine to sleep on the bean bags.
“Okay, Kat, why don’t you sleep on the bench, and I’ll take the floor,” Danny offered.
“Thanks, Danny.” He’d been extra nice to her the last few days, and she couldn’t contain her smile before giving him a quick hug. 
Kat went to pull her pillow and blanket from the drawer when a small detail caught her eye. “Hey, you guys, these drawers have our names carved on them.” Opening the drawer revealed Kathryn etched into the bench in her dad’s handwriting. Danny leaned over and opened the drawer next to hers to reveal Daniel. It was the same for Lyle and Jace. It was such a special touch it warmed Kat’s heart.
“Your dad is so cool.” Jace continued to crunch on his chips as he talked. “I wish our dad was around more.”
“Not this again. Jace, dad’s busy with work, you know that. Stop ragging on him already,” Lyle huffed out in exasperation.
“I’m not ragging on him. I said it’d be cool if he was as plugged in as Mr. Baker.”
“Whatever, I’m not getting into this with you.” Lyle’s whole tone changed. His body language shifted to one of agitation.
“Guys, come on, chill.” Danny acted as the peacekeeper. Kat had never witnessed an argument between them other than typical brotherly teasing. It grew uncomfortably quiet.
“Hey, I have an idea. Lyle, you brought playing cards, right?” Danny asked, his calm voice cutting through the silence.
“Yeah.” His response was curt, distant.
“There’s another deck on the game shelf. Let’s do a SPIT tournament,” Danny suggested. Kat tried to hide a coy smile. She dominated this game.
“Alright, I’m down.” Jace perked up. He scooted down the bean bag closer to the floor. “I got dibs on Kat.” He flashed her a mischievous smirk.
Kat took a seat in front of Jace. Danny tossed a deck of cards her way, a devious look in his eyes. She was about to wipe the floor with Jace.
“You deal, and don’t get too sad when I kick your butt,” Jace taunted.
Perfect. He has no clue. Kat lined the cards in her hand exactly as her papa taught her. She delivered an ideal waterfall flourish shuffle, letting them fall midair from one hand to the other. Then she did it again. Jace shot up straight with wide eyes.
“Umm, what was that?” Jace asked, a flicker of apprehension crossed his face.
“I shuffled the cards.” Kat shrugged her shoulders with nonchalance.
“That wasn’t just shuffling cards.”
“Still think you’re going to kick my butt?” Kat tilted her head with a trace of attitude; her voice laced with provocation.
“Of course, there’s no way you can beat me. I’m a natural.” Jace raised his brows with smug overconfidence.
“I wouldn’t be so sure.”
“Dang, Sass, getting all feisty on me. Deal the cards already so I can win,” he goaded. Kat dealt out the cards, never breaking eye contact.
She beat Jace three times. Convinced he could win; he couldn’t help but come back for more, all the while teasing how her and Danny set him up. Kat beat Danny too. Now Lyle was up. He was still moody from before and put considerable effort and concentration into winning. Kat knew she had this game, though. She was overcome with a rush of unsettled nerves, fearful that if she won, it would ruin the entire night.
Only one center pile remained and neither of them could play. Lyle flipped the card. It was a Jack, exactly what Kat needed. She threw down…Queen, King, Ace, two, three, four, three, two, Ace…table slap. Jace sprang from his chair, jumping up and down around the table, going on and on about how Kat beat Lyle. Jace and Danny high-fived while Lyle sat there staring deadpan at Kat. He hadn’t moved to play a single card, his expression beyond annoyed. She lowered her eyes, picking nervously at her nail polish. When Lyle spoke without a trace of frustration Kat’s head snapped up with relief, and frankly a bit of surprise.
“Good game, Baker.” He extended his hand. “But I agree with Jace. You and Danny played us.”
He smiled at Kat when she shook his hand. It was a lazy, effortless smile that warmed her cheeks and compelled her to smile in return.

Danny and Kat traipsed through the field back to the house under a grey sky. The clouds hung low, a cool breeze still lingered from the day before. The only sound was the damp grass squishing beneath their sneakers and the repetitive thwack of her shoelaces slapping against her ankle with each step.
“Hey, Danny,” Kat said softly, breaking the silence.
“Yeah, Kat?” Danny glanced down at his sister. He placed his arm out to stop her when he noticed her untied shoe, squatting down to tie it properly since Kat always left them loose.
“Thank you, like for real. That was a blast. And I know you don’t love having your little sister tag along, but it’s really cool when you let me.” Kat said to the top of his head. Hanging out with the boys was the highlight of her summer, even more so because Danny had done everything he could to make her feel included.
Kat was brimming with sincerity when he rose to meet her eyes. Danny put his arms around Kat and squeezed her in a way only an older brother could.
“I only have one sister. I guess I’ve realized I shouldn’t take that for granted. We only have each other, ya’ know?” An emotion Kat didn’t recognize built in the depths of Danny’s amber-brown eyes. Certain there was more to his words, but too young to understand, she went with the first thing that came to mind.
“Yeah, but now we have Lyle and Jace too.”
Danny smiled at her in that brotherly way. “Yeah, Sass, I guess we do.”
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Kat sprinted down the hill with a Tupperware full of still warm chocolate chip cookies. She and her mom had just finished baking a few batches using Therese’s infamous recipe when Kat had spotted the boys on their bikes down by the barn.
“Hey, guys! Kat’s words came out on a hard exhale. She’d run too fast hoping to reach them before they left. “We…made…cookies.” Kat forced out on a huff, trying to catch her breath. The boys immediately dove in.
“Sass, these are so good. They taste exactly like my mom’s,” Jace said in between bites.
“They totally do,” Lyle added, neither boy knowing just how much their compliments meant to her.
“Are you guys going to ride bikes?” she asked with hopeful eyes. The three boys exchanged glances.
“Yes, you can come.” Danny ruffled the hair on top of her head like their dad did.
She batted his hand away and pulled her hair up in a haphazard ponytail with one of the many scrunchies on her wrist before she grabbed her bike to follow behind them.
Cherry Trail was a long dirt road that cut through the trees like a rough question mark with three decent-sized hills and a cul-de-sac at the end. They raced back and forth on the straightaway past the second hill for a while before the boys started practicing tricks on their BMX bikes like wheelies, bar spins, and standing on their seats. Kat had only achieved riding hands-free that summer, but when the guys moved on to a trick they called a whip skid, Kat was convinced she could do it if they’d teach her.
Danny nailed his trick, then rode up next to Kat, skidding sideways to a stop. This is my chance…
“Hey, Danny?” Her voice was soft and tentative.
“What’s up, Sass?” he asked between hard breaths, winded from riding back and forth multiple times in the stifling August heat.
“Do you think you could teach me how to do that?”
“I don’t know. Mom will get mad if you…” Danny stopped when he glanced at Kat and saw the disappointment weigh down her shoulders. Her half-hearted smirk of understanding must have changed his mind. “You really want to learn?”
Kat shook her head up and down, and an over-eager smile spread to her ears.
Danny let out a deep sigh. “Well, alright then. Hey Lyle! Jace, come here. Sass wants to learn some bike tricks,” he shouted over to them.
They worked on it for what felt like hours. Kat wasn’t the most coordinated kid, but the boys never gave up on her. Even when she was ready to give up on herself, they continued to encourage Kat, telling her she had this and how she was so close to nailing it.
None were pretty, but Kat started to get the hang of it. She didn’t tip over or just come to a dead stop anymore. Kat went to try again. She pedaled fast, twisting the lower half of her body to the right, ready to whip her bike out to the left. She finally did it, until her over-excitement got the better of her. Losing her focus and then her balance, the bike slid out from underneath her. She hit the ground with a thud, having built up enough momentum that she flew across the road before coming to a stop. The sound of the boy’s bikes hitting the dirt reached her ears, followed by three sets of feet running over to help. Don’t cry, Kat.
She attempted to lift her bike off her leg but was at an awkward angle and the bike was too heavy, causing her to slump down on her elbows. Danny’s Nike Air Flight Lite sneakers slid to a stop on the road behind her. He knelt beside her with his hand on her back.
“Kat don’t try to get up. Did you hit your head?” he asked with unmasked concern.
“I don’t think so. I don’t know, but I’m for real fine,” Kat sputtered through the words, still in shock.
Danny brushed gravel from her arm. A nasty road rash, red and raw, extended from her elbow all the way to her wrist. She flinched when Danny lightly touched the scrapes on her cheek. Kat thought that was the worst of it until Lyle said her brother’s name.
Lyle moved Kat’s bike from above. Danny looked from Lyle to Kat’s leg. The color drained from Danny’s face. Kat pushed herself up to see what they stared at with horror. Blood gushed, hot and fast, from a huge gash above her right knee. Streams of crimson ran down the sides of her leg while ribbons of blood trailed down her calf and soaked into her white ruffled sock. A dark red pool formed beneath her, soaking into the dirt and turning it an ominous shade of black. Kat grew light-headed, her temples throbbed, and in a sudden jolt, she felt the pain, sharp and unyielding.
“It’s okay, Kat. We’ll get you home.” Danny remained calm but couldn’t conceal the waver in his voice.
The rest was a blur. Sounds, voices, it all grew muffled as if her head was underwater. The chill started from her neck and ran along her spine before it took over, engulfing her in an unwelcome embrace. Danny handed out garbled orders. Lyle rode off to tell Michelle. Jace pulled his T-shirt off and used it to apply pressure to the wound. Kat winced when he wrapped it tight around her leg. She bit her lip to keep the tears at bay. Jace’s lips moved, but he sounded like the teacher on Charlie Brown.
Is he talking to me?
Danny guided Kat’s arms around his neck. Jace supported her leg and together they lifted her. Then, slow and steady, they started the walk toward home. She clutched Danny’s shirt in her small fist and closed her eyes, trying not to think about the intensity of the pain that wracked through her leg. It didn’t help, the image of blood stains seeping into Jace’s shirt played behind her eyes making her dizzy. Her head drooped into Danny’s chest.
“Hang on, we’re almost there, Kat.” Danny’s words were reassuring and determined.
He said it for himself as much as for Kat. He was in such distress, and it was her fault. The thought gave new life to the ice that ran through her veins, pushing her over the edge. A lone tear fell to her cheek.
She peered up from under her bangs and met Jace’s stare when she felt his eyes on her. His initial surprise was followed by a genuine smile, so warm and comforting that none other could match it. He tipped his head to the side and shook his hair from his eyes. Jace made a funny face that calmed Kat’s mind and managed to make her smile too.






  
  The one with the white lie

Jace – Age 11 – Summer 1995 – Havenburg, Michigan


All three boys sat in silence in the Baker’s living room as the sun dropped below the horizon with their eyes trained on the front bow-window while darkness settled in. An anxious energy hovered in the air. Half of it was worrying over how bad Kat’s injury was, while the other half was the fear of how much trouble they’d be in. Jace’s mom would be pissed when she found out the boys let Kat get hurt. Lyle called their house and left a message on the machine letting their mom know they were waiting for Michelle and Kat to return from the ER. 
Jace thought back to all the blood. There were still traces smeared on his undershirt. He hadn’t bothered to go home. First and foremost, he needed to know Kat was okay. It was a wicked fall, leaving her with nasty scrapes on her cheek and all down her arm. Danny had himself convinced she had a concussion. Jace saw the pain she tried to disguise while they carried her home. But she hadn’t even cried. Except for that one tear only he saw. He would’ve bawled if that happened to him when he was her age, even if he wouldn’t admit that to anyone else.
A stark-white flash of headlights pierced through the black. One by one, the boys darted through the kitchen and dining room, down the back hall, and out to the garage. Danny helped Kat out of the car, and Jace held open the door for them to pass through. Michelle came next with Lyle following close behind carrying a set of crutches.
Jace expected Michelle to be angry, but all he saw was exhaustion etched into every feature. Danny gave Kat a hand onto one of the island chairs in the kitchen. Her arm was bandaged up, and her leg was wrapped above the knee. Danny, Lyle, and Jace shuffled around, eyes fixated on their feet. Tension built in the room like an impending storm. Jace didn’t know what to do with himself, bracing for the inevitable repercussions.
A hasty knock preceded his mom’s determined rush through the front door. She went straight to Kat and held Kat’s face in her hands, tilting it from side to side, inspecting the cuts on her cheek. She looked over to Jace, taking in the blood on his shirt, and cast him an icy glare that ripped the breath from his lungs. So intense his insides grew cold. It was a look he hated, his own disappointment feeding the guilt. He dropped his head and diverted his eyes. She turned to Lyle next, treating him to a different kind of scrutiny, but it wasn’t any less fierce.
“What happened?” His mom didn’t have to shout. It was the unnatural calm of her voice that terrified him. We’ll be grounded indefinitely. There was a long, uncomfortable silence before Danny cleared his throat. He said he’d do the talking.
“Therese, it’s okay. Do you want a glass of wine? You look as stressed as I felt three hours ago,” Michelle said, her voice tired but relaxed. Jace couldn’t figure it out, why isn’t she mad? Therese smoothed out her dress when she stood up and slid into the seat next to Kat.
“Yes, I could use one. I ran over as soon as I got home. Lyle left a message that Kat was hurt, and y’all rushed her to the ER. That was it. So, yes, I’m a lil’ stressed, to say the least. I needed to know our girl’s okay.” She placed a protective arm around Kat. His mom loved Kat like she was her own daughter. It’s why they’d all be in deep shit.
“Our girl will be fine. There are a few cuts, scrapes, and stitches above her knee. That part was serious, but thankfully no concussion. I think the worst part for Kat is that she has to stay off it for the next week, followed by a month of light activity. No swimming until the stitches come out, and Cedar Point is off the table for her birthday. Hopefully, missing out on going to her favorite amusement park is punishment enough and will teach her to be more careful next time?” Michelle arched her brow with reproachful eyes on Kat as she gently chastised her.
What is going on? Jace looked at Lyle and Danny. They wore matching expressions of utter confusion.
“Yes, Mom, I promise I’ll be more careful. It was silly of me to try riding hands-free down the hill. I know that now. You always say accidents happen, and if I didn’t need stitches, we’d all be laughing right now.” Kat smirked at her mom. Michelle’s eyebrows knitted together. The stern look said she didn’t find it funny yet.
“Therese, you should be proud of our boys. They took care of Kat together to get her home. It could’ve been worse if they hadn’t been there,” Michelle explained the version Kat gave her.
Kat lied about how she fell, and more importantly, she covered for us. Jace, Danny, and Lyle shared silent looks of recognition.
Jace was floored. He couldn’t believe she didn’t tell Michelle what happened. Sure, it was an accident regardless, but the boys would’ve been blamed had she told the truth. Their parents would’ve dealt out the punishments because the boys should’ve known better than to put Kat at risk. His mom didn’t even like that Lyle and Jace did bike tricks. Pure pride washed over Danny’s face. Jace could only guess that Danny realized, like Jace, there was much more to Kat than either boy thought.
Ever since that first night in the treehouse, the boys let Kat hang out with them more, and she slowly started to open up. She’d shown Jace her sassier side with pushback at his smack talk when they played SPIT. She was kind of ruthless when it came to competition. Today, he saw how tough she was and that she was willing to take the fall for all of them.
That was the last day Jace saw Kat as just his next-door neighbor. She wasn’t a little kid anymore. Kat was growing up, and she was actually pretty cool. Jace wanted to get to know her better as a friend, and not only as Danny’s baby sister.
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Benji was restless and woke Jace before he was ready. Every attempt to roll over and go back to sleep failed as Benji licked his ear and face until Jace gave in. The delicious smell of fresh baked goods wafted through the house as the two made their way to the kitchen. It was spotless. The blinds were pulled and early morning sun spilled in through the kitchen window above the sink and from the sliding-glass door that led to the backyard. A loaf of cinnamon bread rested in a pan and warm blueberry muffins sat cooling on a wire rack on the island. His mom had been busy.
Jace grabbed a bowl of Apple Jacks and a muffin. He sat at the kitchen table that overlooked their living room and started to flip through the channels to see if he could find anything better than Full House, settling on Pinky and the Brain. Benji came to lay by Jace’s feet. He followed Jace around even more than usual these days. Jace was on his second bowl of cereal when he heard footsteps on the stairs. His mom floated down the hallway that separated the staircase from the family room.
“Good mornin’, darlin’.” She swooped in and kissed Jace’s cheek, seeming extra happy this morning.
“Good morning, Mom,” Jace said around a mouthful of crunchy cinnamon-y sweet cereal puffs. “You’re sure in a good mood.”
“Your father called last night. He finished with the project his team’s been workin’ on early. He’ll be comin’ home later tonight.” She beamed from ear to ear.
A weird feeling grew in Jace’s gut, leaving him torn. It wasn’t that he didn’t love his dad, he just hardly noticed Jace. And it only became more apparent the older he got that Lyle was the favorite.
“Can you boys be ready by eleven for me to drop y’all off at the fair?” she asked as she started to make coffee.
“What’re you talking about?” Milk dribbled down his chin when Jace asked, crunching through a giant bite of cereal.
“Jace Bradley, I swear.” His mom walked over and wiped his face like he was still a toddler. “You know better than to talk with a mouth full of food, you need to break that habit.” She gave him “the look” before she tousled his hair.
“Lyle said y’all three boys were goin’ to the Cass County Fair today. He said y’all’d hang out till Chelle came to fetch ya’. I assumed that included you.” His mom rushed through, her Texas accent always became more apparent the faster she spoke.
“Um, yeah, but the initial idea was to go later, like tonight. Lyle didn’t talk to me about it. We were supposed to hang out with Kat for part of the day.”
“Y’all need to figure out what the exact plan is then, and if ya’ are goin’, be ready at eleven. Go light a fire under Lyle and Danny, please,” she directed before going back upstairs to get ready for work.
Jace descended the basement stairs and went into the spacious rec room. He weaved between the air hockey and pool table to the back corner where the TV was still on. Inaudible music videos played on MTV. Lyle and Danny were each passed out on a portion of the pastel, geometric-patterned sectional sofa after playing Mortal Kombat past midnight. Jace turned on the floor lamp to look for the remote. Lyle groaned and covered his eyes with a pillow.
“Mom said I needed to wake you. That you asked if she could drop us off at the fair before she left for work,” Jace relayed the message.
“Yeah, what time is it?” Lyle croaked, still half asleep.
“I think it’s close to ten,” Jace answered. He found the remote, clicked off the TV and turned on the lamp near Danny’s head. Danny’s arm shot up, whacking Jace with one of the pillows from the couch.
“Hey, man, don’t kill the messenger. I didn’t think we’d go until tonight.” Both boys started coming to life.
“Yeah, that was until Danny told me Stevie and Erica would be there all day,” Lyle said with a sly smile.
Of course it’s because of a girl.
“What about Kat?” Jace asked. “I thought we were hanging out with her today. She’ll be stuck inside all week, and in case you’ve forgotten, it’s our fault.”
“I’m sure she’ll understand. Like you said, it’s for a week. We can hang out with her tomorrow. What’s the big deal?” Lyle retorted, ignorant of his selfishness.
“The big deal is we told her we would. If she hadn’t covered for us, we’d be grounded right now.” Jace’s annoyance grew. Lyle could be so self-centered.
“Jace, I don’t think Kat would mind if you guys went over tomorrow instead.” Danny tried to keep the peace like he always did. Jace wouldn’t have it this time.
“It’s a big deal to me whether I keep my word. Maybe that doesn’t matter as much to you, but I told Kat I’d hang out with her today, and I won’t go back on it. You can do whatever you want to, Lyle. You always do anyway,” Jace snapped and started to walk back upstairs.
“Whatever, man, get off your high horse. You think you’re so superior—” Lyle’s voice faded as Jace reached the top of the steps and closed the basement door behind him. He didn’t care what Lyle said, he knew how disappointed he was every time his dad didn’t follow through. Jace would never do that to anyone else. He cleaned up his breakfast, then headed up the stairs to his parents’ bedroom.
“Come in, sweetie,” his mom called after he knocked on the door. She was in the attached master bath doing her makeup at the vanity.
“Lyle and Danny are getting ready. I’m not going.” Jace kept his answer brief and turned on his heel to leave.
“Why not, may I ask? Are you and Lyle fightin’ again? Don’t let his temper ruin y’all’s fun. Lyle’s…moody. You’ll understand once you’re thirteen.” She tried to reason with Jace. He should’ve known she wouldn’t let him walk out that easily.
“It’s not only about Lyle. However, he is being an ass—jerk.” Jace corrected himself a little too late. His mom gave him a severe look in the mirror but nodded for Jace to go on.
“Lyle and I told Kat we’d hang out with her today since she’s stuck inside. We weren’t supposed to go to the fair until later. If Lyle wants to go check out girls, then whatever. I told Kat I’d be there, so that’s what I plan to do,” Jace explained in a huff.
A slow smile formed at the corner of his mom’s mouth. “I’m proud of ya’, baby,” she said before Jace left her room to shower and get dressed.
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Jace let himself in at the Bakers. The doors were never locked around here. 
“Hey, hunny, come on in,” Michelle called, looking up at him from across the room as he took his shoes off.
The house was blanketed with a delectable aroma as usual. Jace walked through the great room into their large open kitchen. The house still amazed him. The high vaulted ceilings with exposed beams made the room feel even more spacious. It showcased the brick fireplace that extended up the entirety of the wall. Mr. Baker had designed the home with a local builder and oversaw most of the construction himself. He did it all for Michelle. Jace’s mom always raved on about how romantic it was.
“It smells so good in here my mouth is watering,” Jace said as he took a seat on one of the island chairs.
He noted Michelle’s delicate hands and wrists as she carved chunks of meat off a whole rotisserie chicken. She was so petite, maybe only five-foot-two. Dark-auburn pieces of hair had escaped from the massive messy-bun piled on top of her head to frame her face. She tucked the errant strands behind her ears, then glanced up at Jace with her big green eyes and smiled. It touched every part of her face and always put Jace at ease. He thought she was pretty from the first day he met her. Her warmth and generosity only amplified that.
“Thanks, Jace. I have a roast in the oven for dinner. I’m about to peel potatoes, and I made chipotle chicken sandwiches for lunch. You’re okay with spicy, right?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Michelle raised a brow accompanied by a tiny smirk. “I’ll let that slide since I know your mom taught you those Southern manners,” she teased. “Do you want avocado on yours?”
“I want it however you usually make it. I trust you. You’ve never steered me wrong before.”
Michelle assembled the sandwiches, then placed them on a wooden serving tray beside a large bowl. She turned to grab a sheet pan from the counter behind her that was loaded with wavy chips all spiraled together and resting on paper towels. Using tongs, she gently shook them apart and filled the bowl.
“Are those ribbon chips?”
“Yes, they are. They’re one of Kat’s favorites. Thought I’d bring a little bit of the fair to her since she can’t go.”
“That’s so awesome of you and thanks for lunch. I was about to eat cold pizza.”
“Jace, you’re always welcome to eat here. You know that.” Michelle put the sandwiches on the tray with napkins and a stack of Rice Krispie treats. She went to the fridge, returning with two cans of Grape Crush.
“I don’t think those will go well with the sandwiches, but I know you two like them, so whatever floats your boat. Do you think you can manage to carry it all upstairs?” Michelle asked.
“Yeah, I got this. Thank you again. It all looks delicious.”
“You’re welcome, Jace, and thank you for coming to see Kat. Oh, before I forget, I can drive you to the fair later today to meet with the boys if you’d like,” Michelle offered before she turned her attention to the stack of potatoes next to the sink.
“Oh, okay, yeah, thank you,” Jace mumbled. After he told Lyle off, he hadn’t given another thought to the fair. He walked across the room to the stairs, careful not to spill or drop anything as he went up and made his way to the end of the hall. Kat’s door was cracked but he didn’t want to barge in, so he used his elbow to knock.
“Come in,” Kat called out, her face still buried in the book on her lap.
Jace pushed the door open with his shoulder and stood inside the doorway. He’d only ever glimpsed her room from the hall. It was a mirror image of Danny’s with the same vaulted ceilings and tall windows, but that was where the similarities ended. She had an enormous canopy bed with two sheer curtains hanging from each corner. Her thick white duvet, soft and fluffy as a cloud, was accented by pale-pink sheets.
Mr. Baker had built Kat a custom bookshelf, painted white with shelf spaces of varying sizes. It was filled with books, Barbies, and Beanie Babies. A small stereo sat on one of the shelves tuned into an oldies station. Kat was nestled in the vast bay window on the back wall of her room surrounded by an array of pastel pillows. It was a total girl’s room.
“Hey, Kat, your mom asked me to bring up lunch.”
Kat jumped, whipping her head up when she heard Jace’s voice. “Jace, you scared me. Sorry, I thought you were my mom. What’re you doing here?” She tilted her head, drawing her brows together in confusion.
“What do you mean? I told you yesterday I’d come hang out.”
“Yeah, but that was before Danny told me you guys planned to ‘hit up’ the fair. He mentioned it before he left to go over to your house.”
“We weren’t supposed to go until later. Lyle and Danny changed the plans. My plan was still to come see you. Your mom didn’t tell you? I called before I came over.”
“No, but when she’s in a cooking frenzy she might as well be on another planet. You don’t have to stand there. I’m being rude asking twenty questions before you even came in.” Kat sat up straight, allowing Jace to sit across from her. She winced as she carefully moved her leg so he could slide the tray between them.
The bandage on her arm was gone. The road rash seemed a little better than the first day, but the scrape on her cheek was more noticeable than he remembered. Guilt welled up in his chest. He wanted to apologize, to say how sorry he was that it happened, but she caught him staring before he had the chance.
“Come on, Jace, don’t worry. It’s a tiny scratch. Let’s eat. I’m starving,” she exaggerated the last word, giving him a smile not unlike her mom’s.
Michelle came up not long after the two polished off the last of the chips. “That good, huh?” she remarked when she saw the empty tray.
“It was delicious, Mom. Thank you. And extra thank you for the ribbon chips.” Kat flashed a sweet smile. She reached out, and Michelle met her the rest of the way for a hug.
“You’re welcome, hunny. Anything for my girl.”
“They were even better than at the fair,” Jace said in earnest.
“All the compliments today, Jace. You need to come around by yourself more often. Do you guys want anything else? How’s the pain, hunny? Do you want any more medicine?” Michelle directed her attention to Kat.
“No, Mom, I think I’ll be okay. It makes me tired, and I don’t want to fall asleep on Jace.” Her cheeks bloomed pink, accompanied by an embarrassed smile.
“Okay, Sass, let me know if you change your mind. Or if either of you needs anything, holler,” Michelle said as she walked out of the room taking the tray with her.
It was quiet except for Cyndi Lauper’s “Time After Time” playing on the radio. Jace had never hung out with Kat one-on-one before and went with the first thing he could think of.
“What were you reading when I came in?”
“Jane Eyre.” Kat reached over and grabbed the book, handing it to him.
“Do you like it so far? What’s it about?” Jace flipped the book over to scan the back.
“You’ve never heard of Jane Eyre? It’s like a literary classic,” she said, taken aback.
“Kat,” Jace held up the book, “I don’t think I’ve ever read a book this long before, let alone heard of Jane Eyre.”
“You’re totally exaggerating. I know you read and do well in school, even though you try to hide it.” She gave him a knowing look from under her bangs. “It’s the story of Jane’s life and all the hardships she faces living in a time where being a strong woman was frowned upon.”
“Neat,” Jace said with mock-sarcasm and raised brows.
“Shut up, it’s just too sophisticated for you.” She pushed his shoulder and grabbed the book back. He looked past her at the stack of books on the table next to a cozy looking chair in the corner.
“Are you reading all those too?” He pointed behind her.
“Yes, those are on my “To Be Read” list. My mom went to the library for me after I fell. She was able to get every book on my list except for one,” Kat answered with a sigh.
“Which one is that?”
“Gone with the Wind. I’ve wanted to read it all summer. It’s always checked out at the library. It’s a total bummer, because without it, my summer reading list won’t be completed,” she explained.
“Isn’t that book, like, super long? My mom has it on VHS. It’s two tapes.”
“Yes, but it’s supposed to be one of the greatest love stories of all time. I want to see what all the hype is about. That’s if I can ever get my hands on it.”
“How about once you read it, if you think it’s the ‘greatest love story,’ I’ll read it and let you know if I agree.”
“Stop teasing.”
“I’m not. If I say I’ll do it, then I will.”
Kat raised her brows. “You promise?” She posed it more as a challenge than a question.
“Cross my heart and hope to die,” Jace said and traced the X over his chest.
“Well, lucky for you, I doubt it will be any time soon.”
“I’m still trying to grasp how you wanted to read Gone with the Wind and all these other books by the end of summer. I think you should be proud of yourself for what you have here. I knew you liked to read but never realized how much.” Jace was impressed. Kat read books he’d never heard of. He started to understand why she was so clever for her age.
She laughed a little when she said, “Jace, this is only about half of the books I’ve read this summer.”
“When do you find the time?” he joked with her.
“It’s my favorite thing to do. Reading takes me places. To another world or time, to that moment of the book. I get to live there with the characters until I close the pages. I don’t know, maybe that’s silly.” Kat got this look when she talked about how books made her feel. Her eyes lit up, the centers glittering gold.
“It’s not silly, Kat. I wish I was that passionate about something.”
“I’m sure you are, only you haven’t figured out what it is yet.” She smiled at him with a tilt of her head and shook her bangs from her eyes. “What interests you?”
“I like to learn new things. That’s why I like Boy Scouts. We learn new skills all the time. I enjoyed first-aid the most. It came in handy too.” He gestured toward her leg.
“Seriously, and…um, sorry about your shirt.” Kat gave an awkward half-smile and fidgeted with the folded hem of her shorts.
“It’s totally fine, Sass. Don’t worry about that. I’d do it again if needed.” Jace gave a reassuring smile and Kat’s face relaxed.
The two hung out the rest of the afternoon. Her competitiveness came out when Jace started to beat her at Operation. They played SPIT again. She coached him on how to improve his speed, and Jace asked if she could teach him how to do that shuffling card trick she busted out in the treehouse.
“Jace, hunny, do you want me to drop you off at the fair? I can run you over before Andrew gets home,” Michelle asked when she came to check-in. Jace had forgotten all about the fair and saw the faintest hint of disappointment on Kat’s face when Michelle mentioned it.
“No, that’s okay. Thank you for the offer, though,” Jace answered, turning toward Michelle.
“I can count you in for dinner?”
“Definitely, your roast and mashed potatoes are one of my favorites.”
“Again, with the compliments. Sass, as soon as dad gets home, I’ll send him up to get you, and we’ll eat,” Michelle said before leaving the room. 
“You can go if you want. I don’t mind. You’ve been here all day,” Kat said softly.
Jace turned back around. Her head was down; eyes fixed on the cards in her hands.
“I know,” he paused until Kat lifted her eyes to his, “and I’ve had a lot of fun.” It was the truth. Jace was having fun. More than he anticipated.
Kat’s cheeks and ears turned a pale shade of red as she refocused on the deck in her hand. A bashful smirk raised the corners of her mouth. For the first time since he got there it was quiet except for the soft whisper of the cards as Kat dropped them from one hand to the other. Jace realized he might not have much time before Mr. Baker got home to bring up what was on his mind.
“Hey, Kat…” Their eyes met over the cards she held between them.
“Yeah? Kat continued to shuffle without skipping a beat.
“Why didn’t you tell your mom what actually happened?”
Kat returned her gaze to the cards, but her response was immediate. “Because I knew you guys would get in trouble. It wouldn’t matter that I was the one who asked you to show me how to side wind or whatever.”
“Whip skid,” Jace threw in.
“Whip skid, sure, probably best I forgot what it’s called. But like I said, I knew it wouldn’t have made a difference if it was my idea or not. Your mom and my mom would still be furious. You all would’ve been grounded, and that would’ve ruined the rest of the summer. It wouldn’t be fair for the three of you to take the blame when I had as much a part in it. So, I told a tiny white lie.”
“Well, that was really cool of you.” She didn’t look up, but he saw the smile tug at her lips. Jace hoped Kat knew how much he meant it. “Now, show me how to do that card trick.”
Mr. Baker came up soon after, and then the group of four sat around the island for dinner. It was a nice change. Jace loved being at the Baker’s house. Michelle was always cooking. She and Mr. Baker were always in a good mood, constantly showering one another with affection. Life was simpler over here. I hope when dad gets home it can go as well as this…
Michelle made up the batter and served a hot funnel cake for each of them after dinner since neither would make it to the fair. Jace was so full his stomach felt like it might burst at the seams, but he couldn’t stop eating. Since it was dark, Michelle offered to drop him off at home when she had to pick up the boys. He pulled his shoes on at the door. Kat stood nearby, leaning on the loveseat for support.
“Thanks for keeping me company.” Her voice was small and timid.
“Thank you for letting me keep you company.” Jace didn’t want her to feel like he only did it as a favor to her. Kat tugged on the inside of her bottom lip with her teeth, he thought she was going to say more, but “See ya’ later, Jace” was all she uttered.
“Kat, I’ll call you tomorrow. See what you’re up to, okay?”
“Okay…” The sweet smile on Kat’s face told Jace she was grateful he offered because she felt too shy to ask herself.
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Jace woke to the smell of bacon traveling up from the kitchen. His mom always cooked an elaborate breakfast when his dad was home. Jace ventured down with Benji close behind him. His father sat at the head of the table with his face buried in the newspaper while his mom glided around the kitchen putting their plates together. Jace sat down to the left of his dad, Eric. Benji laid at Jace’s feet, knowing he’d sneak him table scraps. His dad glanced over the paper.
“Jace, good morning. Good to see you,” he said almost professionally before his eyes returned to the article in front of him. “What’ve you been up to since I was home last?”
“I got my first-aid badge. It came in handy when Kat fell off her bike,” Jace offered up in the hope it would grab his dad’s attention.
“I heard. Your mother told me that it was a nasty fall, but you boys all came together to get her home. That’s what I like to hear. Teamwork makes the dream work.” It was something Eric said often.
“There he is! My boy!” Eric bellowed and set the paper down before Jace could add more. Lyle came down the hall and took the seat across from Jace.
“Hey, Dad, glad you’re home,” Lyle said, blatantly ignoring Jace.
Good. I don’t want to talk to you either. Jace was still annoyed with Lyle. Kat covered for them without a second thought, and Lyle couldn’t even give her an hour of his precious time. Lyle was an ass for not following through.
His mom served up their plates before taking her seat opposite Eric.
“Thank you, Mom, this looks delicious.” Jace was the first to speak.
“Yes, thank you, babe,” his dad rushed, then was on to what he wanted to talk about. “So, Lyle, football starts next week, right? How do you feel about this season?  Do you think the conditioning camp has helped?”
“Yeah, Dad, I think it could be a great year for me.” Lyle went on, but Jace tuned him out. It had always been this way. Jace watched how absorbed his dad was as Lyle spoke. I want that. What do I have to do to make it happen?
After breakfast Jace helped his mom clear the table. She rinsed plates and handed them off to Jace as he loaded them into the dishwasher while Eric and Lyle continued to talk football.
His father cleared his throat. “Alright, team, I have some calls to make. Let’s regroup this afternoon. I made a reservation at the Club for dinner. Everyone be ready by five p.m.”
His dad kissed his mom on the cheek before heading to his home office. So much for time home from work. Lyle told their mom he’d be in the basement playing Sega. Jace wasn’t about to remind him that he said he’d see Kat today.
Jace grabbed the receiver from the wall and called the Bakers.
“Hello?” It was Danny.
“Hey, Danny, it’s Jace—”
“Oh, hey man. What’s up?” Danny started to talk over him.
“—what’s your sister up to?” Jace finished.
“Did you ask about Kat? Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“Yeah, that’s why I called.”
“Oh, that’s cool. She’s out by the pool. She was sick of being cooped up inside, so I helped her with a jail break,” Danny joked.
“Thanks, Danny. I’ll be over in a bit.”
Jace needed to get out of the house to clear his head. As much as he wished his dad was around more, or that he could be more like Mr. Baker, Jace started to notice that lately when his dad was home, he couldn’t wait for him to leave.
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Benji was on Jace’s heels as they walked up to the limestone patio. All of Michelle’s flowers were in bloom. Vines of clematis crept along the rock wall that surrounded half of the pool area, her planters were full with colorful petunias, and the burning bushes were an eye-catching crimson. Kat waved from where she sat on one of the lounge chairs under a floral-printed umbrella.
Jace dropped onto the chaise next to hers. A gentle breeze blew through his hair, and he was thankful for a reprieve from the heavy humidity. Kat patted the area by her feet, inviting Benji to jump up and settle beside her with his head in her lap so she could pet behind his ears.
“What’s your dad up to?” Jace asked when he spotted Mr. Baker walking across the yard carrying huge pieces of wood from his truck bed into the back of the pole barn.
“He’s got plans to build a pool house underneath the deck over there.” She pointed at the area to the left of their walkout and below the deck that came off the second story dining room. “He said he’s tired of staring at all that wasted space.”
“He, like, just finished the treehouse. Doesn’t he want a break on side projects?”
“You’d think, but no. My dad prefers to stay busy. My mom always says that he doesn’t know how to relax. He gets antsy when there’s nothing to do.”
“I guess that’s one thing our dads have in common.”
“Yeah, I guess,” she said with a sigh.
They sat quietly for a while, listening to the tranquil sound of running water cascading from the hot tub into the pool. As much as he needed to talk about them, he realized he couldn’t dump the heavier thoughts he was having toward his dad on her. He kind of forgot about their age difference after yesterday, but he had to keep in mind she was younger than him. Her intelligence made it hard. She probably knew more than half the kids in his class.
Jace broke the silence when he noticed a couple different books on the table beside her. “Did you already finish Jane Eyre?”
“Yes, I stayed up late to finish.” Her eyes lit up like they had the day before.
“Did you like it?”
“I did. It wasn’t the story I imagined it to be when I started. I always like when a book surprises me.”
“What’s next on your list?”
“I’m leaning toward Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.”
“Yeah, I’ve been meaning to read that one too.”
“Ha-ha, you think you’re so funny. I can read it out loud if you want,” Kat joked. But it wasn’t a bad idea, it would help clear Jace’s mind.
“Would you?”
“Are you for real?” Her eyes widened with disbelief.
“I actually am. I know, I surprised myself too.” Jace threw his feet up on the chaise to get comfortable. Kat gave him a skeptical stare before she grabbed the book from the table.
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While Kat read, Jace thought about
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