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			1

			Sometimes you feel the whisper of a storm before it hits. Smell the tang of ozone as it punctuates the air. Watch the once-lifeless hair on your arms rise like the dead. The energy, the charge, it becomes a real and palpable thing.

			But other times, like tonight, you sense nothing.

			No whisper.

			No warning.

			And it’s of little consequence to the storm whether or not you’re prepared. Because, either way, it’s coming.

			Lightning carves jagged marks across the sky. My attic bedroom explodes with brightness. I squeeze my eyes tight, willing the storm to pass. Praying for it to pass. But the foreboding zigzag pattern that lingers behind my eyelids kills those fragile hopes. My pulse gains speed.

			One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Three Mississippi…

			I get all the way to seven Mississippi before the deafening crash. Thunder punches like a fist through the atmosphere, pounding against the earth. The powerful echo carries inside my body, reverberating through every limb.

			
			By my count the storm’s about a mile away and closing in.

			Dread sinks into my skin, takes residence in my bones. My fingernails, barely long enough to scratch an itch, dig hard into my palms. Because I know what comes next. And it’s a force as unstoppable as the storm.

			This is going to be bad.

			I fling back the covers, my feet hitting the rug as the sloped walls flare again with light. Seconds later the boom of thunder hits.

			And a scream follows. Just like I knew it would. I feel the cry like it’s borne from my own throat.

			I race down the narrow staircase to the second floor, where Geronimo paces. He whines, scratching at the bedroom door as the sky breaks open to release its sadness. Tears tick against the hall window like tiny pebbles.

			“I know, Geronimo. I wish I could make it stop, too.”

			Our beloved boxador—boxer-Lab mix—knows I’m not talking about the rain.

			“Stay back,” I say into his good ear, giving his frayed collar a tug. “You can’t help him this time.”

			Geronimo whines again in response, blinking his helpless onyx eyes before reluctantly backing away.

			I open the door to where my father lies, painted in shadows, imprisoned by a past that stays all too present.

			His breath erupts in sputtering gasps. “Foxtrot niner two seven…Bravo Company under attack. Repeat, Bravo—” His chest hitches before unleashing another bloodcurdling cry. “Noooo!”

			“Dad!” I lunge to his side, where he’s tangled in sheets. “Dad, wake up!”

			
			He doesn’t hear me. I grip his arms in hopes of tethering him back to reality. To this reality. But he’s too strong; the muscles the military trained into him never left. And his skin is too slippery with sweat to keep hold of him anyway. My father’s face contorts in agony as he thrashes away, knocking a picture frame from the nightstand. It clatters to the floor.

			“Dad, it’s Honor. Listen to my voice. Whatever you’re seeing isn’t real. Not anymore. Wake up. Please, you have to snap out of it!”

			His sparse bedroom is illuminated with pulses of light, glancing off the brass latches of the footlocker at the end of his bed. Ancient windowpanes tremble with the battle cry of thunder. A battle cry that transforms an ordinary storm into the terrifying sounds of warfare. Atmospheric cracks become the pop of rifles, while thunder detonates like bombs.

			My father’s eyes are open now, but they don’t see me. They see the Iraq War. Tears slip from the outer corners of his eyes, held captive by silvering sideburns. “His leg…I found his leg.”

			My heart throbs with a dull, all-consuming ache. I hate this. Hate seeing him lost in the dark place I can’t reach him. The room empties of air. When I go to swallow, a fist feels lodged in my throat. Hold it together. You cannot fall apart.

			So I take a slow, deliberate breath. Try once more. “You’re safe now, Dad. You’re home. Far away from the—”

			“You’re gonna get yourself hurt again, Honor,” Knox groggily mutters, clicking on the lamp on the dresser. But even with the light, the shadows in the room are smothering. “I got Dad. You roll.” My brother staggers across the room, still in yesterday’s jeans and T-shirt, and flops beside me on the bed. “Go on,” he says, before turning toward our father, who’s now curled away from us, whimpering like a wounded animal.

			
			If I could claw the sound from my ears, I would. Focus on something. Anything else. “You reek of cheap beer,” I tell Knox.

			“Yeah? You reek of sad. Trust me, cheap-beer smell’s an improvement.”

			“Whatever, Knock Knox.” Not sure why I choose this moment to call my brother by the nickname I haven’t used since I woke up crying from my own nightmares, but here we are. Only this time, my brother can’t chase away these monsters with terrible jokes.

			Knox jerks his chin toward the dresser, then resumes coaxing our father back from the abyss.

			Opening the top drawer, the drawer that used to be Mom’s, I remove the old cigar box and plastic baggie inside it. I shake out what’s left of the dried bud, breaking off tiny nuggets of leaves, plucking away the stems. This is the only thing I know to do that helps in the aftermath of these episodes. Which is why I’ve gotten so good at it.

			Somehow the ritual calms me, quelling my hyperactive heart, soothing my fraught nerves. Ironic I should find the same relief in the simple act of rolling a joint that my father will have in smoking it. But there’s comfort in the way my fingers know what to do without being told. Following one step with blissful surety into the next. Knowing that the outcome will be the same even as the sky falls around me.

			“Honor?” Dad rasps, sitting upright. He rubs his eyes and sees me, for real this time.

			And it doesn’t matter that my brother’s buzzed. He is, and will forever be, the PTSD Whisperer when it comes to our father.

			
			“I’m here, Dad,” I reply, filling the crease of the rolling paper with bits of pungent green. And with painstaking care, I roll the most perfect joint imaginable. Tight. Fat. No holes for smoke to escape.

			My father cradles his head, running his hands along his shorn hair as his breath steadies. “Did I hurt you?” He looks up. Worry deepens the faint grooves in his forehead. “I couldn’t handle it if I hurt you or—”

			Knox squeezes Dad’s shoulder, putting a tourniquet on his words. He has our father’s hands, large with pronounced knuckles. Although my brother’s hands don’t have calluses and scars from years of manual labor like our father’s. “She’s fine, Dad. We’re both fine. That was the nightmare talking.”

			“I’m fine,” I repeat firmly. For my own sake as much as his.

			His color slowly returns—shifting from chalk white to deep tan, the result of countless hours of construction work. “Thank God,” he murmurs. “I’m…I’m sorry you had to see that. Again.”

			“Dad…” A sharp twist of pain prevents me from saying all the things I wish I could say. But he’s not—might never be—in a place to hear them. To hear it’s not his fault. That he didn’t choose to be sent to some war-torn desert thousands of miles from home. That his struggles don’t make him weak. Quite the opposite. My father’s one of the strongest people I know.

			But in the end, all I can manage is a quiet “Please, don’t.”

			Last year, right after he and Mom split, Dad suffered one of his worst night terrors. Which is how I wound up with a hellacious black eye. He didn’t remember a thing. So Knox and I concocted a fantastical tale involving my face and a wayward baseball. Plausible given my complete lack of athletic ability. Then I wore sunglasses the size of satellite dishes until the bruise turned sunshine yellow.

			
			“Need to use the head?” Knox asks in his easy way, giving our father’s back a gentle clap.

			Dad wipes his face and nods. Squinting at the clock, he says, “It’s after one in the morning. Don’t you two have school tomorrow? You should be in bed. Go on now. Your old man can take care of himself.” He trembles as he rises, checking to see if we notice.

			We feign oblivion.

			Dad ruffles Knox’s hair like he’s five, repeating the gesture as he passes me. The action’s meant to convey everything is fine.

			But it isn’t.

			Geronimo’s tail thumps the wall like an enthusiastic battering ram as Dad steps into the hall. That dog would surgically attach himself to my father if he could.

			I wait until I hear the bathroom door close. “I feel like he’s getting worse.” I sink down beside Knox on Dad’s bed of bricks.

			“Yep.” My brother catches a burp in his fist and stretches out his long legs. His big toe peeps out of the hole in his sock like a fleshy periscope.

			“You think there’s something else going on? Besides the storm.” With PTSD, the trigger could be anything—sights, sounds, smells…even feelings that associate with a trauma.

			Knox sways a little as he ponders. “Dunno. He’s been a little quieter. Spending more time in the barn than usual.”

			Something I noticed, too. I anxiously twist the ends of the joint. “What am I going to do when you leave for college this fall? I mean, how will I handle Dad?”

			
			“I hear scientists are making major headway with clones. Imagine a world with two of me.” His dark brows bounce up and down. “Utopia, right?”

			I jab him with my elbow. “This is important. Can you at least try to be serious?”

			“Is this a trick question?” He snorts at my stony expression. “I swear to God you were born like eighty years old.” Knox curls his hands into fists, rubbing his eyes like a sleepy toddler. “Look, it’s just community college, Hon. I’ll be living half an hour from home. Not like I’m headed off to some faraway, fancy Ivy League school with gold-plated urinals.”

			The water pipes let out a soft moan, the sound overlapped by the scrape of the shower curtain along its rod.

			Guilt stabs me in the belly. While my brother’s never had the academic prowess for the Ivy League, it’s the mention of “faraway” that’s piercing. Because Knox traded his dream, reflected in every snowcapped mountain poster on his bedroom wall, to stay here in northern Michigan.

			You could still end up in Colorado, I want to say. Working at a resort and snowboarding your heart out. But the reality is my brother doesn’t postpone. He either does things or he doesn’t. And that’s not a character trait I can reverse tonight.

			“But you won’t be here,” I add. “So you have to tell me exactly what you say to Dad. I must be doing something wrong, because he never comes out of it when I try.”

			God, school is so much easier—study, apply yourself, get an A. The path is direct and linear. But real life doesn’t work that way. Real life resembles the messy root systems of plants, with tangled, squirrely paths branching out in dozens of directions. How can anyone ever be sure they choose right?

			
			“How do I bring him back?” My brother does one of his patented full-body shrugs. “I just…talk to him, I guess. Remind him to breathe and where he is. Then once he starts to come around I talk about dumb stuff, like how much I hate algebra. I mean, what kind of flaming asshole dreams up math with letters?”

			I shake my head. Because I honestly don’t know the flaming asshole who dreamed up algebra.

			He sniffs. “Really, it’s the same thing you do with the plants at the greenhouse. Sort of, I don’t know, remind ’em what they’re there to do.”

			For once my brother doesn’t mock me for talking to the plants. Or for how much I love the feel of dirt in my hands and the intoxicating scent of things that grow.

			Knox plucks the J and lighter from my hand. “This is a masterpiece,” he says, inspecting my handiwork. “How’d you get so good at this, anyway? You don’t even smoke.”

			I lift a shoulder. “Practice makes perfect.”

			“See, that’s where you’re wrong. Perfection’s an illusion, sis.” His words are muffled by the joint bobbing between his frowning lips. “Nothing but smoke and mirrors. Every person on the planet is messed up. ‘Perfect’ people are just better at hiding it. But me? Won’t do it. I’m not into the bullshit game. What you see is what you get.”

			I snatch the joint from his mouth when he goes to light it. “Last I checked, the name on the medical marijuana card was John Augustine. Besides, Dad catches you and he’ll make you drop and do push-ups till your arms fall off.”

			
			“Truth,” he concedes with a sigh, resting back on his elbows. “And being armless would definitely cramp my style with the ladies.”

			Push-ups were often Dad’s preferred method of punishment when he wasn’t doling out extra chores. Our father never raised a hand to us. Probably because he’s seen enough violence to last a lifetime.

			Now it’s my turn to frown as I dissect Knox’s comment. “So, what, you’re calling me an illusion? Because of my grades? Because I try? Sorry we all can’t embrace mediocrity with your level of enthusiasm.”

			“My perfect, perfect sister. You are Houdini!” His declaration is followed by a theatrical flourish of his hand. “The great and powerful!”

			I roll my eyes. “That’s Oz, you nitwit.” Cocking my head, I study my brother—now flopped back on the bed, his eyes closed, grinning like a fool at the ceiling. What you see is what you get, all right.

			“Whatever.” His mouth opens in a cavernous yawn.

			Besides inheriting Dad’s knuckles, Knox also got his nose, cleft chin, and soulful eyes. Girls think he looks like James Dean. I think they must be smoking more than weed.

			As for me, I look nothing like my father. Sure, I have his introverted tendencies and strong work ethic, but otherwise there’s no physical evidence of his genes. Instead, I’m the spitting image of my auburn-haired mother (although I was robbed a good two inches in the height department). I even have her abysmal lack of hand-eye coordination.

			But there is one major difference between Mom and me. I don’t give up on the people I love.

			
			Which is why I’m still here.

			On this bed of bricks.

			While the storm rages on.

			Minutes pass as I count the widening gaps between thunderclaps. The rumbles grow more distant.

			Leaning over, I grab the picture from the floor and return it to the nightstand. My dad’s handsome, boyish face grins back. He’s wearing desert fatigues, his arm hooked around the neck of another uniformed soldier—his battle buddy, Sergeant AJ Knox. Sergeant Knox never made it home to US soil. But his name did, and it lives on with my brother.

			Abandoning Knox as he drifts in and out of consciousness, I return to the dresser to put away the remains of Dad’s stash. A fat envelope slides to the front of the drawer. I pick it up.

			Divorce papers—nothing new there. The ink’s been dry since last August. But my eyes still catch on the lawyer’s name, printed in bold, executive font.

			
				Scott Jorgenson, Attorney-at-Law

			

			AKA: my mother’s fiancé. Talk about two birds with one stone, Mom. I push away the image of the nuclear family that is now Mom, Scott, and his twin seven-year-old daughters.

			Tucked under the divorce papers, there’s a much slimmer envelope from the Department of Veterans Affairs. The word URGENT is stamped across the front. It’s postmarked from a couple of weeks ago. My fingers graze the papery fringe along the top where it’s been torn open. What if this envelope holds the key to Dad’s recent setbacks? My heart bangs hopefully at the thought.

			
			Glancing to my passed-out brother, I ignore my screaming conscience and ease out the letter, quickly scanning it. And in a matter of seconds, my heart goes from banging to sinking like a boulder. “No,” I murmur. Buried within all the military jargon, articles, and codes, I decipher an alarming message.

			My father is losing a significant amount of financial benefits. Benefits we’ve come to rely on to make ends meet.

			I frown, struggling to understand the specifics. Something to do with deep program cuts and changes to his eligibility status. The squeak of the shower as it shuts off causes me to jump. My eyes flit to the door.

			Dad has a neurosurgeon’s precision when it comes to his placement of things. He’ll notice a letter like this missing. Quickly tucking the paper back inside the envelope, I return it exactly as I found it in the drawer.

			“Knox!” I whisper-shout.

			“Huh,” he grunts.

			“Come on. Dad needs his bed.”

			He grunts again as I tug his arm, using my body weight to leverage him up to a seated position. Knox is intentionally being useless and flops forward like a boneless chicken.

			“Hey. Ever notice how the wood looks like super jacked-up teeth? You, sir, need an orthodontist,” he informs the floorboards with a bobbing finger.

			“Knox.” At this point my patience is more worn than the hardwood.

			“Gimme a hand, would ya?” He waves his arm around as if landing a plane. I catch his hand, helping him the rest of the way to his feet.

			
			Once my brother face-plants in bed, I head upstairs to my own.

			The storm is finally passing, but for the rest of the night I lie awake. Staring at the attic rafters and counting the knots in the wood like sheep. Wondering about the other storms on the horizon.

			The kind I can’t see.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			Click-click. Click-click.

			The sound persists, annoying like the constant buzz of a trapped fly. I crack open the eye not submerged in my pillow. Click-click. “What are you doing?” I croak.

			Knox lowers his cell phone. “Photographically documenting a miraculous event. Duh.”

			As my sleep fog lifts, I note his damp hair. He’s also wearing different clothes from last night. Then realization hits like a sledgehammer.

			I bolt upright. “Shit! Oh, shhh—! What time is it?”

			“Give you a hint.” His diabolical grin makes him look like a cartoon villain. Minus the twirly mustache. “Dad already left for work. So unless you wanna hump the thirteen miles to school, you’ve got exactly seven minutes.” Consulting his phone, he adds, “Starting…now.” Knox takes another picture of my disoriented morning face and tsunami of hair.

			“Get out!” I throw a pillow at him.

			My brother ducks, though he shouldn’t bother. The pillow sails three feet to the right of him, narrowly missing my vase of curly bamboo before hitting the wall with a fluffy thump.

			
			“Tick-tock, Honor Roll. I’ll be in the truck praying you don’t tarnish my good name with a tardy. Because unlike some people, I’m a responsible, mature adult.”

			Sure. Maybe on planet Backward.

			“Out!” I repeat, catapulting from bed.

			OhGodOhGodOhGod…How did I sleep through my alarm? This is a first. I can’t believe I did this.

			Anxiety floods me as I race about the attic. My closet door has swollen shut with April’s humidity, and it takes all my strength to pry the damn thing open. But I do, so at least I won’t go to school naked.

			But instead of my panic subsiding, it rises. Even the air’s changed states of matter, going from a gas to a thick and viscous liquid. I tell myself to stop freaking out and breathe—in through my nose, out through my mouth. Knox is late all the time, and there’s been no systematic collapse of humanity. Logically, I know this.

			Except, I have never been late to school. Never had a detention. Never gotten less than a 92 percent on a test. My list of nevers could fill a book that rivals the page count of War and Peace.

			It’s just…coloring inside the lines is the only thing bringing order to the chaos of life. So even if it’s all an illusion, even if I am an illusion, like Knox said, following rules gives me a sense of control. Everything feels safer, the outcome more certain.

			So being late? Not an option.

			I thunder to the downstairs bathroom, where I set the land speed record for Fastest Hygiene Ever Performed. Then seven minutes and zero seconds later, I’m out the front door, blindly jamming an arm into my sweater. The screen door triple bangs in my wake. Clumps of tulips and daffodils lining the front of the farmhouse pass in a smear of dazzling color.

			
			Knox lays on the horn, startling the nearby flock of chickens. Feathers fly as they squawk, leaping as high as their wings will carry their plump bodies. “C’mon, let’s go!” He revs the engine of his pickup as I dart past the shining grille. Next to his snowboard, the truck is easily his most prized possession.

			“Not a word,” I warn Knox, heaving myself onto the passenger seat.

			His gloating smile rises like the sun at our backs. “Well, good morning, Crabby Appleton. Are you as eager as I am for a day of higher learning?” He jams the truck in gear, churning up the wet gravel. “Ha! I’ll take that eat shit and die look as a yes.”

			Once we turn off our long, pothole-riddled driveway, I flip down the visor. My hair’s a disaster, poking out like a weather vane in all cardinal directions. I scrape it into a messy bun and slick on some old lip gloss I find in the bottom of my bag. The shockingly vibrant gloss was a stocking stuffer from Mom several Christmases ago, but desperate times and whatnot.

			Knox rolls through a stop sign, rows of newly sprouted spinach waving us on with infant leaves. I bite my tongue as he breaks his eighth traffic law in as many minutes. Because, really, who am I to lecture anyone this morning?

			“Since when do you wear lipstick?” he asks.

			“Since the bags under my eyes got large enough to hold loose change.” I hate the color’s brightness, but the red does shift attention from the puffed, bloodshot orbs posing as my eyes.

			
			“That coffee might actually help your cause if you drank it.” My brother nods to the travel mugs in the console.

			Eyeing the second battered mug, I’m reminded of why—despite being seemingly forged of different DNA—I love Knox. Topping the list: thoughtful when you least expect it.

			“Wow. That’s really…thanks,” I finish softly, taking the coffee and hoping the scorching liquid will melt away the sudden lump in my throat. I check the time. We won’t be late. My shoulders drop a good two inches with relief.

			I look over at Knox gently drumming his man hands on the steering wheel. Everything about him is loud, even when he’s silent. It’s in his nature to stand out, be seen. Obvious from the mocking way he’s redrawn the lacrosse sticks on his Ravenswood High T-shirt to resemble hot dogs…that I guess are supposed to be giant penises? Art has never been his strong suit.

			Still. If I look at him more closely, with softer eyes, I see the brother who can always fix Dad. The brother who chose this family over Mom’s new one. The brother who stood up for me when that creep Xander Salzburg was dragging my name through the mud.

			If only Knox had been more stealthy in his retaliation. Then the school wouldn’t have found the cache of empty Easy Cheese cans in his truck. And put two and two together when Xander’s locker was mysteriously oozing with neon-orange cheese.

			But Knox is nothing if not loyal. So maybe I should level with him about the VA letter I found in Dad’s drawer last night, and how I couldn’t sleep because of it.

			
			“Hey,” he says brightly. “Did I tell you Jason Stiles ended up in the ER the other night?”

			“Oh God. What bone did he break this time?” Being the town daredevil makes Jason a regular at the emergency room. I’m surprised the hospital hasn’t dedicated a wing to him yet.

			“Mostly his pride. So get this, somebody dared him to set his fart on fire. Except Jason held the lighter too close and ended up with an ass full of flames!” He laughs hysterically and pounds the dash. “Oh man! Take my money now! Seriously, I’d sell all my earthly possessions to see that.”

			He nudges my arm, egging me to join in.

			A reluctant smile pulls at my lips. Not because I find the idea of flatulence arson or first-degree butt burns as hilarious as Knox. But because of the genuine way he shares his happiness—freely, like it’ll never run out.

			Like Mom, my brother’s greatest gift has always been his ability to outshine the sun.

			And as I sit in the passenger seat, basking in his brightness, the thought of snuffing it out (again) with my endless worrying feels wrong. So for now, I’ll carry the cloud of this secret.
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			According to Dante, there are nine circles of hell, but I’ve discovered a tenth.

			I’m currently within inches of Van Gogh–ing both ears as Mr. Durand’s monotone voice manages to do the impossible—suck the soul out of Robert Frost. It’s criminal. And it’s only second period.

			
			Good God, this day will never end.

			Whoever thought sticking me in a junior-level class as a sophomore (in lieu of an actual AP Lit class) would somehow bridge my educational gap was sorely mistaken. But eventually Bland Durand finishes the last stanza of “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening”—may it rest in peace—and carries on with the lecture.

			My mechanical pencil scratches with 0.5 mm precision against my paper.

			
				FROST ALWAYS DRANK A DAIQUIRI BEFORE EACH MEAL AT HIS FAVORITE RESTAURANT (WAYBURY INN, VT)

			

			Since Mr. Durand favors obscure facts over anything with informational substance, I’m forced to take annoyingly detailed notes. My hand cramps, curling in like a bird foot by the time he concludes the twenty-five-minute monologue.

			Mr. Durand then stretches his neck high, mimicking the sandhill cranes that canvass the adjacent field for bugs. “I think now is an excellent time to assess your knowledge retention with a pop quiz.”

			A chorus of groans fills the classroom.

			“Unless you prefer a series of essay questions?”

			The groans stop, replaced with fear-stricken silence. Not a soul moves. Not an eye blinks.

			“All right then, it’s unanimous. Mr. Salzburg, would you kindly do the honors?”

			Xander Salzburg, cocaptain of the lacrosse team and lowest common denominator of douche, rises and saunters to the teacher’s desk. Entitlement rolls off him in nauseating waves, toxic as his body spray. He takes the stack of papers from Mr. Durand, giving him a mock salute before leisurely working his way down the columns of desks.

			
			A number of girls suddenly become bright-eyed and alert at Xander’s approach. Hair is twirled and eyelashes are batted, ensuring his ego will be well fed for the remainder of class.

			Shrinking in my seat as Xander nears, I make myself as compact as possible, fixating on the uniform lines of the fake wood grain on my desk. He pauses in front of me. The gelled tips of his blond hair cast a porcupine-like shadow.

			Nothing to see here but an uninteresting collection of tiny molecules.

			A soft chuckle rolls in his throat. “Nice lipstick, Hummer,” Xander sneers, low enough for his voice to get lost in the noise of shuffling papers. Lost on everyone but me.

			The muscles in my body seize. My eyes betray me by flicking up in horror. His smile is as calculated and malicious as his choice of words. He slides the quiz in front of me with a wink, knowing I’m powerless to reply.

			Because Xander has ambushed me. Cruelly dusting off the nickname that’s lain dormant since my earliest weeks at this school.

			My gaze drops to the quiz as I drag the back of my hand across my mouth. Shame colors my face and knits my organs in a web of knots. A shame I should not own but do.

			Multiple-choice questions blur as my eyes sheet with tears that I refuse, refuse to let fall. The ball of hurt pulses in my chest. I push it down, but it keeps bobbing up like an ever-expanding black balloon.

			
			Focus. I command my hand to grip the pencil. Command the graphite to connect with paper. Command my brain to supply the answers.

			This is when I miss the anonymity of larger schools, like the one I left in Detroit. But disappearing is a foreign concept at Ravenswood High. A place where your every mistake is immortalized. Tattooed in the minds of the student body. Till…pretty much the end of time.

			But I can’t hop in a time machine and go back to last summer. Can’t undo that I willingly went into that closet with Cole for a stupid game of seven minutes in heaven.

			All I wanted was to escape my own skin for a night. Become somebody else. A carefree girl who giggled and flirted and drank shitty beer from a plastic cup. That lapse in judgment cost me everything. The one time I deliberately colored outside the lines, and look where it got me. Labeled a slut. A whore. Before school had even started.

			Sure. Even I can admit how damning the scene was when the closet door opened, but that didn’t make it true. Since then I’ve learned most people aren’t interested in the truth. Luckily, Zareen Kapoor isn’t most people. If not for Zee, I’d be completely friendless here.

			Xander returns to his seat behind me, whispering to Ravenswood’s lacrosse legend and cocaptain—Cole Buchannon. Yes, the very same Cole who’s the reason for my social fall from grace. They quietly laugh at my expense.

			I squeeze my pencil tighter while staring at Mr. Durand, willing him to notice. But he’s far too busy harvesting lint balls from his sweater vest. Their whispers continue like rapid-fire arrows at my back. And then I hear it again. The nickname.

			
			Hummer.

			My resolve to hold it together snaps like the tip of my pencil.

			“Shut up! Just shut up!” My voice shatters the silence in the room. The boys stare up at me, bug-eyed.

			Up. They are staring up because somehow I’m looming above them. When did I stand? Curious heads pop up around the classroom. This is the opposite of disappearing—and so not me! It’s like I’ve accidentally channeled Knox. Difference is, he doesn’t sweat in the spotlight.

			“Miss Augustine?” Mr. Durand’s tone is as befuddled as his expression. He pushes up his glasses like a reset button. Like that will help him understand why his star pupil is causing a scene. “What’s this about?”

			My mouth soundlessly opens and closes like a guppy. Humiliation gives my face its own heartbeat.

			Mr. Durand frowns, looking to the guys for clarification. “Mr. Buchannon? Mr. Salzburg? What’s going on here?”

			“I—I…” Cole stammers in an attempt to master his vowels. Then his mouth hinges shut, his full lips flattening in a tight line. And beneath his residual spring break tan—his face blossoms, red as our tulips.

			Xander steps in with eerie composure. “Mr. Durand”—he tucks his pencil behind his ear, leaning forward with a false earnestness that turns my stomach—“I think I can speak for both of us when I say we have no idea what Miss Augustine’s outburst is about. We were just sitting here concentrating on our quizzes when she started screaming at us.”

			And I have no defense. None. Unless I want to share with the class what they called me. No. No, I’d sooner die. Or worse, get an F. The victorious glint in Xander’s eye tells me he knows this.

			
			Mr. Durand’s expectant gaze swings back to me.

			But I’ve got nothing. No reasonable explanation to offer for my behavior. The second hand on the clock ticks off the last thirty seconds of class. Grabbing my bag, I speed-walk to the front, dumping off my quiz and mumbling an apology to my slack-jawed teacher. Twentysomething pairs of eyes follow my every action.

			The bell rings as I exit, scrubbing my hand over my mouth once more. Then I break into a run. Fast enough to be out of their sight, to outrun my humiliation.

			My shoes chirp against the waxed floors. Outside. I just need to be outside, where there are no walls pressing in. No ceiling dropping on my head. Students begin to swarm the hallway, but in ten more feet, I’ll be free of them.

			Shoving open the door, I burst into the sunlight. Soak the warmth into my skin. Breathe the cool spring air. It smells like a promise—new beginnings beyond this two-story brick-and-mortar hellhole.

			I race past the tennis courts and groomed soccer field, heading to the north edge of campus where my favorite tree waits. The grandiose weeping willow beckons me with her long, slender branches. I part the curtain of green buds and collapse underneath.

			My jeans might get a little damp, but who cares. I gather my legs up to my chest, a turtle retreating to its shell. Then I shut my eyes, absorb the strength of the tree at my back, and let my lungs fill with the blue of the sky.

			And for a while, that’s all that exists.

			
			A few minutes later a twig snaps, followed by a hushed parting of branches. I have company, and there’s only one person it can be.

			My fingers graze a patch of velvety moss at my side. Nature’s carpet, as Grandma Augustine was fond of calling it.

			“Word’s already traveled about my spectacular meltdown, huh?” I mutter.

			Zareen purses her lips. “What’d you expect? You of all people know the primary currency at this school is gossip.” She spreads her jacket on the ground before taking a seat beside me. There’s a moment of stretching silence. She nudges me with her hand, forever smudged with ink from rigorous note-taking.

			“Thanks,” I murmur, accepting the candied ginger she holds out and popping it in my mouth. The intense spice tingles, a welcome distraction from my thoughts.

			“So,” Zee begins, the candy clicking against her teeth, “I already told Mrs. Henderson you might not make it for independent study. Said you were in the bathroom with severe nausea and stomach cramps. Most likely from exposure to enteritidis—that’s the bacterial strain most commonly associated with food poisoning. Should buy you a pass home from the school nurse, if you want it. No question.” She flicks her hair over her shoulder; it cascades like a black river down her back.

			Leave it to my brilliant friend to recall the exact name of a bacterial strain. Zareen once told me as long as you speak with authority and use big, official-sounding words, adults are as malleable as clay.

			“You’re a genius, Zee. But I have to pick up some extra shifts at the greenhouse, so unfortunately, I need the study time.”

			She nods once, tugging down the sleeve of her favorite Harvard cardigan. The crimson-colored one she always wears for luck on debate days. Not that Zee needs any luck, since she habitually mops the floor with her opponents.

			
			Her intense brown eyes blaze with concern. “Honor—”

			“I’ll be fine. I just need a minute.” I chew the rest of the candied ginger, which burns like her stare. “And stop looking at me like Aditi.”

			Aditi is Zee’s younger sister and the sibling most likely to give their parents a myocardial infarction. Unlike Zareen, who’s known from the womb she wants to be an attorney, Aditi would rather go where the wind blows her. And this week, the wind insists she become an international pop sensation who wears more glitter than clothing. I hear Mrs. Kapoor required smelling salts.

			“Want to talk about it?” she asks, folding a leg up to her chest.

			By way of an answer, I drop my head to the crook of my arm.

			But Zee won’t let me hide inside myself. “I’m a top prosecutor at the US Attorney’s Office in New York,” she begins, crunching the remains of her candy. This is a game we invented called “ten years later,” where we fantasize about our lives a decade from now. “Criminals fear me because I wield justice like the grim reaper’s scythe. And I have never lost a case. Ever. Your turn.”

			I consider telling her what Xander said. For a moment, I even feel myself bend and sway like the canopy around us. But I can’t. Reminding her of the nickname I’ve tried so hard to forget would only reopen a barely stitched-together wound.

			So I lift up my head and dutifully play along. “I’m a master gardener who’s transformed Augustine Greens into the most coveted greenhouse in all the world. The beauty of my calla lilies has been known to make grown men weep. Naturally we’re both absurdly rich and want for nothing.”

			
			“Naturally,” she says with an infectious grin. Her eyes suddenly narrow as her nose wrinkles. “Ew! Gross, do you smell that?” Fanning a hand in front of her face, she parts the branches to investigate.

			But I don’t need to look. I already know what she’ll see.

			“Burners,” she mutters in disgust. “Always out there smoking weed between classes. And you just know every single one of them will wind up living in their parents’ basements. Eating Funyuns and going nowhere in life. What a waste….”

			Her voice grows more distant as I sink deeper into my thoughts.

			This is why I’ve never confided in Zee about my father’s issues. Not the PTSD. And certainly not about the pot he uses when things get bad. Because it’s one thing for her to judge the kids at school, but I couldn’t bear it if she did that to my father. It would spell the end of our friendship. And I can’t chance losing my only friend here.

			“Hey, you look all sad again,” she says, turning back around. “What’s wrong?”

			“Mm? Nothing.” I stand up. “Come on, we should head back inside,” I say, and hug my secrets tighter.
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			I brush at the dark smudges on my coveralls, and the stubborn marks fade but don’t go away. Great, another stain. Like the humiliating scene yesterday in lit class. At least that stain doesn’t show on the outside.

			I dump more soil and fertilizer mix in the terra-cotta pot, stabbing it with a garden trowel to break up the black lumps. But my time at the greenhouse isn’t delivering the usual escape.

			Aunt Maeve slides a flat of purple-and-white pansies onto the opposite side of the potting station, tunelessly humming as she joins me. The antennae on her bumblebee pin quiver with her movements. She pauses, eyeing me curiously from beneath the brim of her straw hat. “Care to tell me who you wish was on the receiving end of that trowel? Or was the dirt just extra uppity today?”

			Biologically speaking, the seventy-two-year-old gardener and bee aficionado is not my great-aunt. But she’s been a member of our family since around the time the foundation to Augustine Greens was poured, so she’s my great-aunt in all the ways that matter.

			
			“Oh, nobody.” I try to make my actions less homicidally stabby, but the older woman’s gaze is unrelenting. A minute, maybe more passes, and Aunt Maeve still hasn’t blinked. In fact, her stare remains as stubbornly fixed as the legions of freckles that dust her skin.

			I buckle. “Okay, all right.” The trowel clatters against the metal surface when I set it down. “It’s school, and I hate it, and I’d rather swan-dive into the compost pile than go back.”

			The crow’s-feet gather at the corners of her eyes. “Well, that is a vivid picture.” Aunt Maeve works the roots of the pansy between her fingers, gently massaging them apart, cradling the plants like precious babies she’s about to tuck in. “But you always said you loved school, Pip.”

			Pip being short for pipsqueak. A nickname originally bestowed by my tall-as-an-oak granddad. Being the shortest, at a meager five foot three, I am a hobbit among elves. And Aunt Maeve’s the only person who can get away with calling me that anymore.

			“No. I love learning. Two different things.” I slide the prepped container across to her so she can add the flowers and greenery.

			Aunt Maeve’s silent a few beats as she nestles the pansies in the dirt. “You know what you need?” she declares suddenly with a wag of her trowel.

			I raise my brows. “To be homeschooled?”

			“Ginseng, lemon balm, and peppermint,” she replies, unflapped by my sarcasm. Maeve Hannigan holds the same faith in home-brewed teas that some hold in religion. Her special blends have been known to treat everything from sour moods to sour stomachs, and a whole lot in between.

			
			Dumping soil into another pot, I tell her, “I don’t think tea will help in this particular case, Aunt Maeve.”

			“Nonsense, tea always helps. Nothing chases away the gloomy grumps like a spot of tea.”

			I don’t hold the same certainty but grin and nod anyway.

			Knox hollers something about leprechauns from the front of the greenhouse. Aunt Maeve’s face scrunches in confusion. “Did he say leprechauns, or do I need new batteries in my hearing aids?”

			“Your batteries are fine.” I brush off my hands. “I’ll go check on him.” Before leaving, I ask, “Oh, have you seen my hand rake? The one with the squishy, comfort-grip handle? I just used it last week and now I can’t find it anywhere.”

			Aunt Maeve shakes her head apologetically. “I’m sure it’ll turn up, though. Lost things have a way of returning to us eventually.”

			Heading through the main building, I pass tables packed with green, some bursting with color, some a budding prelude of the flowers to come.

			When I reach the front checkout area, Knox thumbs to the wagon behind him. An army of red-hatted, bubble-cheeked garden gnomes stare goofily back. “Since when do we sell leprechauns?”

			“Gnomes,” I correct.

			Knox waves a hand like he can’t possibly be bothered to know the difference. “Whatever. Do you know where they go? Delivery guy swore up and down it wasn’t a mistake.”

			“Let me see.” I fire up the ancient computer. The monitor, yellowed by time and christened with dirt, blinks to life. My fingers peck at the smudged and gritty keyboard. “Ah, here it is. Looks like they’re a special order for Mrs. Amelia Rotterdack, 1193 Huron Way.”

			
			“Fifty bucks says Mrs. Amelia Rotterdack has a cat calendar on the fridge and one of those knitted cozies for her extra toilet paper.”

			I roll my eyes. “Please, like you have fifty bucks.” After printing out the invoice, I pass it to him.

			“Let’s bounce, creepy dwarfs,” he mutters to the eternally happy statues. “Oh, hey.” He snaps his fingers. “Almost forgot. Party at the Hole tonight, mostly juniors and seniors. But you should come, you know, do human-y stuff.”

			The Hole is a large pond on the back forty of my family’s property. Secluded enough for teenage debauchery without consequence of law. And frankly, I’d rather roll naked down a hill of stinging nettles than join them.

			Because the Hole used to be a sacred place. A jewel known only to Knox and me, founded eight summers ago when our grandparents were still alive. We claimed it with flags. Mine painted with images of the water lilies that huddled at the pond’s edge. My brother’s painted with misshapen gourds meant to be human skulls.

			“I claim this land in the name of Honor Elizabeth Augustine!” I shouted, then pierced the embankment with my stake and crowed like a wild thing at the sky.

			Not to be outdone, my brother scrambled to a higher embankment, slipping on mud and leaves along the way. Once he reached the top, where the tree with our rope swing clung desperately to the earth, his cry rang from above, “And I claim this land in the name of Knox Henry Augustine! The Forever King!”

			
			Dissatisfied with my relegated title of queen, I challenged Knox to a duel with sticks. Queens wore dresses. Rode sidesaddle. Drank tea from dainty cups. I did none of that. So I thrust and parried, taking more hits than I delivered, falling down, only to get up again. Until finally, sweaty and mud-streaked, Knox declared us both the Forever King.

			Together we ruled this magical place. A place for catching dragonflies and dreams. Our heaven on earth.

			And it belonged to us.

			Then my brother turned fifteen and took it. Something that was innocent and ours. No longer a secret. No longer revered. My kingdom had been lost to boys and girls discovering booze and each other’s bodies.

			I was not the Forever King after all. Knox was. And is still.

			“Sounds great.” The words come out flat as pennies and taste like them.

			He rests a hand on one of the gnome heads, frowning. “I don’t get it. You used to love going to the Hole.”

			“I did. But that was before.”

			“Before what?”

			How can he be so clueless? “Before someone soaked our flags with Bacardi 151 and used them as kindling!”

			“Oh, come on, Honor. Who cares about some dumbass flags we made as kids a million years ago?”

			“I do,” I reply, angry at how my voice betrays my hurt. A hurt that makes me feel childish and small for lugging around years later.

			“Well, that’s your problem right there. You care too much, Hon, about friggin’ everything. Always have. You gotta learn to lighten up.”

			
			Lighten up? Knox is so light he’s practically 90 percent helium. I should be tying a precautionary string to his toe.

			“You done?” I ask, scraping the dirt from under my nails with a bent paper clip.

			“Hey, don’t get all defensive. I’m only looking out for you. Believe it or not, there’re some decent kids at this school if you gave them a chance. Maybe try to be a little friendlier. Honey. Flies. Insert obvious cliché here,” he concludes, using air quotes.

			With the nails of my right hand soil-free, I move to the left.

			“So nothing, huh?” My brother cocks his head. “God, would it kill you to cut loose and have some fun?”

			“Why?” I toss the paper clip; it skates across the counter. “You seem to be having enough fun for everyone. Or maybe you haven’t noticed how Dad’s struggling and now he’s”—I catch myself shy of blurting about the lost benefits—“not…really sleeping,” I finish with a huff.

			The muscle in Knox’s jaw twitches. “Yeah, I noticed. But guess what? It’s not my job to fix everyone.” He leans over the counter and stares me hard in the face. “And it’s not your job, either.” Turning around, he snatches the cart’s handle, the gnomes/leprechauns/dwarfs clinking together as he whisks them away.

			“Don’t forget to Bubble Wrap those!” I call after him in frustration.

			But my brother’s out of earshot. Or simply stopped listening.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			
				As I near the farmhouse, the determined pound of my father’s ax cleaving the fallen wild cherry grows louder. The half-mile walk home usually clears my head. But not today. None of my resets seem to be working.

			Geronimo whizzes like a black-and-white bullet from around the back of the house to greet me. It’s impossible not to smile as he spits his slobbery prize at my feet and barks.

			“Hard at work helping Dad, I see.”

			His tail wags hard enough to fracture shins. I give his ears a scratch before picking up the soggy tennis ball and throwing it.

			Geronimo thunders off, clawing up the ground with his scramble. I circle to the back.

			My father pauses to catch his breath before swinging the ax high above his head, then slamming it down. Ker-rack! The chunk of wood splits, becoming two.

			“Hey, Dad. Need anything?” I ask, even though it’s a fruitless question.

			“I’m good.” His muscles coil as he winds up for another swing, his T-shirt soaked with sweat.

			“How about a break?” I root around my bag and pull out a water bottle, giving it a shake. He’s less inclined to say no if it’s there in his face.

			“S
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