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      John

      My lungs burn as I increase my pace, the cold and exertion causing my breath to become visible in the long exhales. The last mile of my daily run has a slight incline, giving me an extra challenge. I push myself until I see the soft yellow glow of the porch light on the otherwise dark street, making it clear where I’m headed. I don’t slow down until I’m at the front door. I do a few range of motion exercises before opening the door to the silent house.

      The warmth that envelops me is not from this house being a home, one full of love and laughter. No, it’s from the thermostat being set to a balmy seventy-two. The quiet is interrupted only by the white noise of appliances.

      I breathe in the familiar scent of sandalwood from the plug-in diffusers I bought last month and shake my head. It’s not the same smell as when I was growing up in Uvalde, Texas. But then, how could it be? The sad device, purchased from the grocery store, is no competition for the incense Mom burned throughout the house.

      But hey, I tried.

      I kick off my shoes before heading to the kitchen to start my morning protein shake. The sound of the blender as it kicks on gives me a jolt. Not because I’m not expecting it, more because of its noisy obtrusion to the stillness of the house.

      I never thought much about the quiet before. I’d always found it comforting. Relaxing, even.

      But lately, it feels oppressive. And the loneliness that accompanies the silence in this house is becoming increasingly unbearable.

      My pity party is interrupted when my phone alerts me to an incoming message, and my chest warms as I read it.

      

      Claire: How was your run this morning? <kissing emoji>

      

      I smile to myself and shake my head. She shouldn’t even be up at this time, but she hasn’t been sleeping well, stressing about her SAT results she should be getting any day now. I know in my gut her score will be good, maybe even great. But she doesn’t believe that. Hell, knowing now what I do about her family and how they operate, I’m surprised she doesn’t have bigger self-esteem issues. Despite all the crap heaped on Claire by the exalted city councilman and his trophy wife, Claire remains a kind and beautiful person. Inside and out. It’s simply her nature. Like watching a flower growing between the shards of glass in a trash heap.

      

      Me: Good. Showering then printing my homework. Pick you up in an hour. You know everything is gonna be ok.

      

      Claire: <face palm emoji> I hope so. Dad’ll kill me otherwise.

      

      I grip my phone hard enough for the phone case to make noise in protest. Fucking Kevin Knehan! Not sure there’s a bigger piece of shit. Everyone in Grady Springs thinks he’s this upstanding businessman and church deacon with a seat on the city council. But it’s all a façade. He’s an emotionally abusive father, a man who’s had a mistress for the last decade and a sidepiece to his sidepiece.

      But I’m not supposed to know any of that. I’m expected to accept the mirage he presents to the community. Nobody knows I know all the things he’d like to keep hidden from sight. So, while he can play-act the wonderful husband and amazing father, I see what’s behind the mask, and it is definitely something ghoulish.

      But he isn’t the only one wearing a mask, is he?

      I shake my head in an attempt to clear the self-incriminations that have been increasingly dogging my every waking thought. I enter the bathroom and toss my running clothes into the overflowing hamper that’s going to need to be taken care of soon.

      The scalding water of the shower jets does a good job of cleaning my body after my run. I close my eyes and wince. It’s going to take a lot more than mere soap to ever really feel clean again. If only it could clean the stains on my soul as well.

      I wipe the steam off the mirror in front of me and wince at the dark shadows under my green eyes. Mom always called the shade “bottle green” and claimed they were by far my best feature. Perhaps they were when I was younger, but I like to think I’d make a better impression now than I did the last time I saw her.

      Thinking of her no longer brings the overwhelming pain of being continually stabbed in the heart. Now it’s more of a sting. Like a not-yet-healed wound, its stitches being pulled and yanked on. I sigh and rub my hand over my head. With my most recent haircut, I’ve lost much of the blond I was sporting during last baseball season. Now my hair has returned to its light brown roots, the same shade as Mom’s.

      Still, only a pinch to the heart when I picture her face and smile. That’s progress, right?

      I wonder what Joanna would think about what I’ve made of my life. Would she be proud of all her son has accomplished? Approve of what I’m currently doing? I know she’d acknowledge that my motives were pure before I started this, but do my intentions matter at this point? The outcome might be what I need, what everyone needs, but…who cares about the final product if I damage those I’ve come to care for throughout the process?

      Mom always did say I should never ask how the sausage is made, just enjoy the taste. But I feel, by the end of all this, it’s going to taste like ash on my tongue.

      I shave and brush my teeth and walk into my closet to grab a pair of jeans, T-shirt, and V-neck sweater. I run my hand over the soft cashmere. I wouldn’t have ever picked a mustard-colored sweater, but Claire swore up and down it’d be the perfect match for my coloring. I’ll take her word for it. All I know is it’s comfortable and makes her smile when I wear it.

      After dressing, I walk into the bedroom on the other side of the jack-n-jill bathroom off my room. My “uncle” and I turned this room into an office, and I enter the passcode on the laptop to see if anything is waiting for me in my inbox. “Uncle” Malcolm is always traveling for work, so this is our primary way of communicating with one another. Time zones are a pain in the butt.

      I print out my essay for my lit class and place it in a folder, then put it in my backpack. I write a quick message to Malcolm before shutting off the computer. Grabbing my keys and the rest of my stuff, I head to the garage. Waiting on the garage door, I send Claire a quick message letting her know I’ll be there in ten.

      The Golf GTI purrs to life, bringing a smile to my lips before I shift into reverse.

      There isn’t much going on at this time of day in Grady Springs, the sleepy town just beginning to show signs of life. Unfortunately for me, student government class starts at 6:45, and I got talked into joining the student council advisory board. Not my jam, but when the girl you’re dating suggests it, you kinda just go with the flow. What’s crazy is Claire’s been doing this shit for the last three years. Of course, no amount of fulfilling Daddy Dearest’s expectations will ever be enough.

      Claire is already waiting outside the largish, midcentury modern dwelling the Knehans call home. In addition to her backpack, she’s carrying a duffel bag, which has my eyebrows furrowing in confusion.

      The cold December air hits me when she opens the passenger door, throwing her bags in the seat behind her. She turns while putting on her seat belt and gives me the megawatt smile she’s famous for.

      “Good morning, beautiful.”

      Claire’s eyes light up from within at my words, and my heart warms at the sight.

      I tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear before I ask, “What’s with the extra bag?”

      She takes a quick breath, a clear indication I’m not going to like what she’s about to say, then begins to speak. “Gavin texted around two this morning that he needed some clean clothes.” She fumbles with her seat belt for a couple seconds. “I’ve got the combination to his locker, so I’ll just leave it in there for him.”

      “Please tell me you haven’t been awake since two?” I ask, knowing she’s a light sleeper who never manages to put her phone on silent before going to bed. By the wince she gives at my tone, I was unsuccessful at keeping the annoyance I’m feeling out of my voice.

      “It’s okay. Really. I wasn’t able to sleep anyway.” Claire fidgets in her seat. “I’m just feeling anxious. About him, my SAT scores, college, and on and on. I’m lucky I got the four hours of sleep I did. My mind won’t stop bouncing from worry to worry.” She pats my leg before continuing, “We should get going, or we’ll be late.” She stifles a yawn that has me gripping the steering wheel.

      I’m curious to know why Gavin can’t just pick up his own bag, but then again, it’s Gavin, so that answer could range from lazy to straight-up selfish. Being a prick is definitely something he picked up from dear Ol’ Knehan senior.

      We start the drive to Walsh High in silence. Claire’s brother Gavin is a complicated character and often a source of contention between us. It’s not that I don’t have any sympathy for him, but he makes it pretty fucking hard to feel for him when most of his problems are ones he’s taken on by choice.

      I know being Kevin Knehan’s son can’t be an easy gig. No one can live up to Knehan Senior’s exacting standards. Hell, Claire has been killing herself trying to.

      The thing with Gavin is he never stood a chance. I don’t know what underlying learning issues he has, but he’s been held back twice, and I believe this might be his last opportunity to graduate from Walsh. Not sure that’s going to be happening this May, and couch surfing certainly isn’t helping him. Well, other than getting him away from his dad.

      The Knehan patriarch refuses to accept that his son needs aid of any kind, allowing him instead to struggle and fail more often than not, leading to the inevitable confrontation between father and son. Gavin is all but set up to achieve the very outcome Kevin rails at him for, and the cycle continues once more.

      Yeah, I feel for the guy. Who wouldn’t in such a scenario?

      My problem with Gavin is the way he treats his sister like his servant, and the company he keeps.

      “I’ll take the bag to him,” I say. When I don’t get a response from Claire, I turn to see her bright teal eyes shining at me in astonishment. “You have AP chem after student council. Gavin is on the other side of the campus in the arts building. I’ve got a free period in the library, so I’ll take it to him.”

      Claire bites her full bottom lip for a few seconds before nodding. “Thanks. Tell him to find me in the union at lunch. It seems like forever since I’ve spent any time with him.” She stares out the front window at the other cars in the student parking lot as I park. “He refuses to come home. I think something happened between him and Dad.” At the scoff I make, she shrugs. “Okay. Something bigger than their typical interactions. I’m worried about him.”

      If she knew half the shit her brother gets up to with his so-called “friends,” she’d be more than a little worried. My chest constricts with the thought that this is just one more thing I’m not being honest with her about. “Gav is twenty. I know you’re concerned, but he can take care of himself.”

      We get our bags out of the car, plus the bag for Gavin, and make our way across campus to Harbor Hall. I’m focusing on all the things I need to get done today when Claire’s question jolts me out of my thoughts and has my pulse spiking with anxiety.

      “John, how did you know Gavin transferred into drafting? I don’t remember ever mentioning it.”

      Shit.
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      Lazar

      Abandoning my soap, I simply stand in the stream of water. Most of the team just did a quick rinse before jumping out to change and head off to whatever else they have planned after practice. I don’t really have the time for this either, but I do my best problem solving in the shower, and man, do I need to figure some shit out.

      How did everything get so turned around? I didn’t ask for any of this. All I wanted my senior year was to finish the season as state champions for our division, and now that Luke Johnson has replaced our old varsity coach, we might actually have a chance. It’s still early in the season, but there’s no doubt we can go all the way if our winning streak continues. I shake my head as an image of red-stained lips filters through my mind, causing my body to shiver. If anyone ever found out, it could very well ruin our season.

      My life has been wrapped around basketball since I started in the seventh grade as a Sperling Sentinel. I didn’t make varsity here at Walsh High until I was a sophomore, but when I did, I started. The sport suits me. Sure, I could’ve tried other sports, but being as tall as I am, basketball seemed like a good option. I mean, at 6’7”, most people assume I play anyway. I like being part of a team and challenging my body to do new and amazing things. I don’t live for the game like my buddies Travis Carter or Nate Palmer. Then again, I’m not nearly as good as those two.

      I turn off the shower and grab the towel behind me to dry myself. I leisurely pat myself dry, giving no indication of the continuous whirl of activity that’s my mind. I’m still no closer to solving the situation I’ve found myself in.

      I finish getting dressed and grab my younger brother Milo’s bag for him. He “asked” me to take it home for him since he needed to head out early to catch a ride to Marek Hills. Don’t know what’s there, but it’s gotta be something important, as he’s been spending more and more time there.

      Walking past the window of Coach’s office, I catch a quick glimpse of myself in the glass. The guy being reflected looks like he’s got things together. Well, minus needing a haircut, there’s nothing about my appearance that would indicate anything was wrong with me. I know I’m not a bad-looking guy. Maybe I’m not as good-looking as my friends or brother, but I’m not a troll. So why does Vanessa’s interest in me seem so farfetched—I mean, besides the obvious, of course?

      “Hey, Lazar. I didn’t think anyone was still here,” Coach Johnson says as he walks toward his office. Luke Johnson is a slightly taller doppelgänger for the actor Chris Evans, and he exemplifies the sporty all-American, dressed as he usually is in head-to-toe workout gear. He gives me a bright smile, and I wonder why the guy is still single at forty. “What’s up? Are you feeling okay? You’d let me know if you weren’t, right?”

      I shrink a little on the inside from his concern. There’s a part of me that wants to reach out and ask for help, but I know if I do, he’d be forced into acting on the information, and I’m not sure if I’m ready for that at the moment.

      Guessing his concern is more about my physical wellbeing than my emotional, I answer, “I’m good. Just some procrastination on my part. I need to work on a presentation for public speaking.”

      “Hmm…okay, excellent! You ready for the game in two days? Elm Creek is looking pretty strong this season.”

      My brows lift a bit in surprise at his words. We’ve been playing really well, and our record reflects this. I hadn’t thought we had too much to worry about until we came up against some of the other teams later. “I think we’ve got this, sir. The changes you’ve made this season means the teams in our conference are playing a completely different Warrior team than they were expecting, I bet.”

      “True, true. Did you ever get the chance to check out that offer from Keating I gave you?”

      “Yeah. It looks good, but I thought I might hold out a while and see if there are any offers from bigger schools as the season progresses.” I shift the bags on my shoulders. Keating University is a great school, but not one known for its basketball program. I was hoping I’d get an opportunity to play for a bigger D1 school.

      “Don’t wait too long to decide. They can just as easily make that offer to another player, one who’d recognize the opportunity for what it is.” Damn. Look at Johnson with the not-so-subtle shade.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I say as I nod toward the door. “I’d better be heading off.”

      “See you tomorrow, Lazar,” Coach says.

      I leave through the doors of the locker room to be greeted by the bracing cold. The sun has already set, taking with it any warmth to be had at this time of year. I walk out to the car and throw the bags in the back. The drive home only takes a couple minutes. I make a note of the empty spots for cars in the driveway, and my aunt’s Lexus parked on the street. I open the door to the smell of byrek, making my mouth water and my stomach growl. The dish is something my gjyshja—or grandmother—only makes when she’s feeling sentimental. The dish from her
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