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“Somewhere behind the athlete you’ve become and the hours of practice and the coaches who have pushed you is a little girl who fell in love with the game and never looked back … Play for her.”

—Mia Hamm






CHAPTER 1 STALKER MUCH?
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The distance between the two prickly pears was perfect.

Just wide enough to kick a soccer ball between them.

Just narrow enough to really test a player’s skill.

The roar of the crowd rattled in my ears even though I was standing in my own front yard. My heart raced. The Texas high school state soccer championships hinged on this penalty kick.

Even if I was (actually) only a sixth grader.

“Ka-tey! Ka-tey! Ka-tey!” I could hear my (imaginary) teammates chanting from behind me.

I was (in my dreams) Katey Korey—the most extraordinary midfielder to ever play high school soccer in Central Texas.

I rolled my head around on my neck, the way I’d seen Katey do in countless games. I shrugged my shoulders up and down, up and down. I shook my left foot, then my right. I inched my way to one side and then to the other.

I was determined that the opposing goalie (who existed only in my mind) would never be able to read my shot.

I stepped back.

I stepped back again.

I started to jog. I gained speed.

I pulled my left foot behind me, and just as I was about to stick the ball an inch inside the imaginary right post, a loud scream broke all my momentum.

“Cassaty Greene, don’t you dare shoot that soccer ball at my cacti!”

Mom.

I was officially busted.

I’d been using the prickly pears as goalposts for weeks.

But now, sadly, the dream was over.

“Do you have any idea what would happen if that soccer ball landed on one of those?” she asked as I approached the stone front porch, ball in hand.

“But I wasn’t going to miss. I never miss.”

“You never—What? Get in here. It’s time for supper.”

The screen door slammed behind us. While I was crushed my penalty kick practice had been thwarted, I was also secretly relieved to see Mom so concerned about her yard.

It was spring, after all, the time of year when Mom stopped caring about much of anything.

But maybe this year will be different?

Amelia and Dad were already at the table when I came into the kitchen. “Your hands clean?” Amelia asked.

I rolled my eyes. “You’re not my mother.”

“Someone has to be,” she muttered.

Either Mom and Dad didn’t hear her or they pretended like they didn’t.

“Which one of you girls is in school with the Korey kid?” Dad scooped a heaping serving of mashed potatoes onto his plate, then scanned the table in search of something.

Mom handed him the butter and said, “I think their son Jack is in Cassaty’s class, right?”

“Yeah, Jack Korey’s in my grade,” I answered, spearing a particularly juicy-looking piece of dark meat as I spoke. “Why?”

“I meant his sister. Katey,” Dad said. “She’s gone missing.”

I spit out my chicken.

“Gross,” Amelia said. “Mom, that’s gross. Make her clean that up. I can’t even eat with that disgusting glob of dead flesh just rotting there.” Amelia, a junior in high school, had recently started dating a strict vegan. I hadn’t met him yet, but he was already getting on my nerves. If Amelia—my queso-, brisket-, and taco-loving big sister—truly wanted to stop eating animals, I could live with that. What I couldn’t handle, though, was her not eating the foods she loved because of a boy.

“You okay?” Mom’s eyes bugged out as she reached over to slam my back the way she’s done so many times before. When I was little, I’d sneak fistfuls of green grapes—my absolute favorite fruit—from the supermarket cart. Mom would turn her head to inspect a label or chat with someone she hadn’t seen in ages, and I’d take the opportunity to shove as many grapes as I could into my mouth. Mom would turn back around, label inspected or conversation complete, and find my cheeks stuffed like a chipmunk’s. Bam-bam-bam! She’d reflexively thwack me right between the shoulder blades. I’d usually start to cry, which I recognize now she saw as a clear sign I wasn’t actually choking, and then she’d cry and hug me and apologize over and over. Sometimes she’d still say she was sorry for hours later, long after I’d forgotten about the whole ordeal.

I try to be patient with her when she gets overwhelmed like this. I really do. Dad says that when you have one dead kid already it’s hard not to assume something horrible will happen to your others too. After all these years, I still haven’t mustered the courage to remind Dad that he also lost a baby but somehow manages to not lose his mind whenever I skin my knee or take a tumble on the soccer field.

I grabbed my napkin, balled up my chicken inside of it, and tucked the little package under my thigh for disposal later.

Jack Korey is in sixth grade with me, although the only class I have with him is social studies, and since that’s Mrs. Buford’s class and there is absolutely no talking, I haven’t gotten to chat with Jack much this year. Jack and his sister Katey only moved to Barons Creek a few years ago.

Jack Korey wasn’t the reason I spit out my chicken, though.

Katey Korey was.

Because Katey Korey is perfect.

Ever since the Koreys moved to town and Katey’s parents took over the orthodontist practice from nasty old Dr. Pettigrew, I’ve been obsessed with Katey Korey. She is everything I hope to be one day.

Needless to say, with two orthodontists for parents, her teeth are utter perfection. Pearly white and Hollywood straight, they are the teeth of your dreams. She’s got the absolute cutest chin-length bob you’ve ever seen. Amelia says Katey and her mom fly back to Dallas, where they used to live, every month just to get their hair done at some chichi place there. Amelia hates Katey’s bob, but I think she’s just jealous Katey has the face to pull it off.

Katey is a star soccer player. She’s a junior and plays midfield for the Barons Creek High School Battling Billies. She played varsity her freshman year at Holland Park High School, where she used to go to school before she moved. Holland Park always makes state and almost always wins it.

Katey even got to meet members of the US Women’s National Team once.

Or that’s the rumor at least.

“Katey Korey cannot be missing.” I struggled for air as I spoke.

“That’s the word in the courthouse.” Dad casually tore a bite off a chicken wing right after he said it, as though he hadn’t just shared devastating news.

“She probably drove back to Dallas. That’s all she ever talks about anyway: Dallas, Dallas, Dallas.” Amelia turned her applesauce over and over with her spoon each time she said the word “Dallas.”

“She did not. Katey wouldn’t do that,” I said, tears welling up in my eyes. “It’s soccer season. State playoff games start Saturday.” The tears started to trickle down my face, so I grabbed my napkin to wipe them away. I didn’t want Amelia to see me crying over Katey. But I forgot that I had a wad of semi-chewed chicken in my napkin and ended up with a nasty streak of partially eaten food on my left cheek.

Amelia gagged, and I honestly thought she was going to vomit right there at the table.

I thought I might vomit too.

But not over the chicken. It was the Katey Korey news that made me want to yak.

If something bad happens where we live, Dad knows all about it before almost anyone else hears a thing. That’s because he’s the district attorney, or DA, for Gilliam County, where Barons Creek is. As DA, once the police arrest someone, it’s Dad’s turn to take over. He decides what crimes to charge them with and sometimes whether to charge them at all. The police keep him informed about all their biggest investigations.

“I was just finishing up jury selection for the day,” Dad said between bites, “when Chief Lopez came by, pulled me into an office, and said we needed to talk.”

I like Chief Lopez. He always sneaks me little treats like mints or gum whenever I see him. And for Christmas last year, he gave me my new favorite book—Forensics 101: A Kid’s Introduction to the Science of Crime.

Dad explained that the Koreys had come into the police station saying Katey had gone missing. She was supposed to be home from her boyfriend’s house around nine, but she never showed up. “The deputy who took the call didn’t get too alarmed. She’s a teenager. Sometimes they’re late.” Dad shot a glance at Amelia, who gave him a blank stare in return. “But the Koreys were real insistent that she always answers her phone and would never be late like this. It was past midnight when they came in to report her.”

“Why haven’t I heard anything about this on social media?” Mom wondered out loud.

“High school kids don’t use Facebook.” Amelia, who had started to clear away her dinner plate, paused to give Mom a major eye roll.

Mom, ignoring the eye roll, looked at Amelia’s plate, still full of food, and told her to sit back down and eat. “High school kids may not use Facebook,” she said, “but their mamas do.”

“Evidently, John and Claire want to keep this all real hush-hush for now. No media.” Dad shot me a look and put his finger to his mouth to signal that I needed to keep quiet on this. He talked about a lot of things at the dinner table that, while not technically confidential, didn’t need to make the rounds at my school or Amelia’s. We knew what that finger meant. I pretended to zip my lips shut and drop the key.

“Why on earth?” Mom said as she got up to start the dishes. Mom has a habit of cleaning the kitchen before we’re all actually done with our meal. As she cleaned, she peppered Dad with questions. I did my best to keep up.

Who is she dating? Is he a nice boy? Were they sure that’s where she went? Don’t they have a tracker on her phone? What kind of car does she drive? Have they found her car? Could she have gone to Dallas? She’s probably in Dallas. Why wouldn’t they want to plaster her face everywhere? Their child is missing.

“Lydia,” my dad said. “Take a breath.” Dad dissected Mom’s questions and told her everything he knew.

Katey Korey is dating a boy named Huck Connors, the son of some Midland oilman who came down here and bought the massive old Russell ranch outside of town for him and his second wife. Huck goes into San Antonio for private school. Texas Military Academy, I think. Katey did go over to see him, but according to Huck she left around nine fifteen. Yes, they track her phone. But her phone’s been turned off since at least nine thirty. Either that or she disabled the tracking somehow. She drives a German car. Something sporty.

“The old Russell ranch? Hal Russell’s place?” Mom asked. She stood over Dad’s shoulder as she spoke, wet rag at the ready. Dad nodded and scraped away the last bits of food before Mom could snatch his plate out from under him.

“Hmm. Hal Russell was quite the legend in his day. Barons Creek’s own little celebrity. He was like a clown and a storyteller and a singer and a comedian all rolled into one.” Mom wiped the table as she spoke. She didn’t seem to be talking to any of us in particular.

I had heard enough about Hal Russell. I needed to get the conversation back on what mattered—Katey Korey. “A BMW,” I proclaimed. “Katey drives a three-year-old navy-blue BMW with a personalized license plate that spells out ‘KTK Kicks.’”

Amelia whistled and raised her eyebrows at me. “Stalker much?”

“Shut up,” I snapped.

“Girls!” Mom shouted, way too loud. She seemed surprised by the tone of her own voice. She glanced at Dad, then put her head in her hands and started to cry.

Amelia rolled her eyes even more dramatically this time and muttered “Not again” under her breath. I shot Amelia a look and went over to rub Mom’s back. She curled up as though she were protecting herself and inched away from me.

I really wanted to help. I always want to help when Mom gets like this. But it almost seems like whatever I do, I only end up making things worse.






CHAPTER 2 HOW DO YOU EVER MAKE SOMETHING LIKE THAT RIGHT?
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After Mom stopped crying and apologized for her “outburst”—her words—she turned on the news and set about putting the final touches on the kitchen. Amelia, meanwhile, had taken advantage of Mom’s episode and snuck out of the kitchen, but not before grabbing her phone from the “Family Time” basket where it stays during meals.

Dad lingered near Mom for a few minutes. His hands were in his pockets, and he rattled his coins around in a rhythm that made me want to sing “Jingle Bells.” After a few moments, he said, “I need to get ready for court tomorrow. Are we good here?”

Mom gave Dad a whisper of a kiss on his cheek, told him she was fine, and turned back to the sink, where she was scrubbing her favorite cast-iron skillet. Dad stood behind her, watching her for a moment, then left the room.

I waited to make sure Mom really was all right. I thought Dad would want that, and sometimes more tears sneak out of her even after you think the whole incident has passed. I nibbled at the last of the green beans on the stovetop, snagged Amelia’s untouched drumstick, and went to find Dad in his study.

He was just finishing up a phone call when I walked in. “I agree,” he said, nodding as though the person on the other end of the phone could see his vigorous approval. He pointed to the chair on the other side of his desk, and I sat down, gnawing on the drumstick.

For my entire life, Dad’s desk has looked the same. The papers on it change, of course, but the things he keeps on it never do. A picture of Mom looking sweet and happy in her wedding dress, a carved stone paperweight that was his great-grandfather’s, a family Christmas photo from when I was four and Amelia was eight, and an extremely heavy brass statue of a Texas longhorn steer. He’s about a foot long and maybe eight inches tall with horns that span a quarter of the length of Dad’s desk. “Tex,” as we like to call him, is obnoxious and I adore him.

“Yeah, no, I hear you,” Dad said before telling whoever was on the other end that striking juror number seventy-two was the right thing to do. Finished with my drumstick, I got up and scrounged around in Dad’s wastebasket to find something to set the bone on. I figured an old Barons Creek Beacon newspaper would work, so I wrapped up the bone, laid it on the corner of Dad’s desk, wiped my hands on my shorts, and was rubbing Tex with the bottom of the Alex Morgan jersey I was wearing—just shining him up a bit—when Dad hung up the phone.

“Hey, you. Mom okay?” he asked.

I nodded.

“You need something? I got a lot of stuff to go over before court tomorrow.”

“I need to hear more about Katey.”

“There’s not much more to know, to be honest. Police are looking for her.” Dad fumbled around in his desk drawer looking for a new pen. When he found one and had tested to make sure it worked, he tossed the one he’d been using toward the wastebasket. It was on the opposite wall, and he missed it by about a foot. The pen struck the wall and left a tiny gash marked with black ink.

“Oops,” he said. “Our little secret?” He shot me a wink.

“Our little secret.”

Dad and I have shared lots of “little secrets” over the years—the trips to Fresh Fred’s Ice Cream & Candy on Main Street when we told Mom we were only going to the hardware store, all the times he lets me take off my shoes and walk on the rocks when we visit the river, and the secret stash of Milk Duds and popcorn Mom specifically forbids us to get when we go to the movies.

Our biggest secret, though, is our monthly trip to visit Paul’s grave.

Paul was my twin brother. He and I were born really early, around twenty-eight weeks—you’re supposed to go about forty—and Paul never left the hospital after we were born. We had a thing called selective intrauterine growth restriction, or sIUGR, which means I was taking way more than my fair share from Mom so Paul couldn’t grow the way he should have. He would have been fine if it were just a size thing, really, but his brain didn’t develop properly either. So they had to take us out of Mom early, and we lived at the hospital in the NICU for a few months. I got stronger and bigger, but Paul just got smaller and weaker. They tried to take him off his oxygen to see if he could breathe on his own, but he never did. He died three months and a day after we were born.

To tell you what it’s like to lose a twin the way I did, it would help to explain that we had a cat up until last year. His name was Roy and he was an orange tabby. We’d had him my whole life. He wasn’t exactly the nicest cat. He didn’t snuggle or anything; he actually pretty much ignored us all. But he would chase flies around the house and climb in all the places Mom didn’t want him to go. When he fell asleep, it was like he would purposefully find the most inconvenient place he could, then stretch out his body as long as cat-ly possible and just lie there. We’d have to step over him because once he found a spot, he wasn’t moving until he had a reason to move. He got cancer early last year and we had to put him to sleep, and, like, even though he wasn’t a sweet, lovable cat, I still miss him all the time. We joke about the places he used to climb, and every time there’s a fly in the house, we talk about how much we miss “good ole Roy.”

But we don’t ever talk about the things my brother Paul used to do. Because he never actually got to do anything. I don’t have any memories of him. At all. So, it’s like I lost something. A big something. A super big something. And I should feel really sad about it. And I do. I do feel sad. Sad and empty. Empty-sad. But there are two things. First, I don’t feel sad about him the way I do about Roy. I don’t look around the house and see things Paul used to love or think, What would Paul be doing right now? I can’t, because I never knew him. I have some imaginary ideas about what Paul would have been like, and I’ve seen some pictures from when he was in the hospital, but that’s it.

Second—and this is the one I have a hard time thinking about, much less sharing with anyone—when Roy died, the veterinarian said that when cats reach a certain age, their bodies just start to break down. That I can understand. But with Paul, it was different. He didn’t die because his body broke down. He wasn’t old. He was fresh and new. No, his body broke down because my body was right there next to his.

I basically sucked the life out of him.

Which, honestly? I try really, really hard not to think about.

I do pretty well too. I have soccer and school and the Battling Billies and my BFF Maisy.

But then, every year, the anniversary of when Paul died hits, and all bets are off. Mom takes a nosedive into what Dad calls her “blues,” and I’m reminded once again that if only I hadn’t been there, Paul would be alive now.

I try really hard to make it up to them every day. I try to be a good daughter and a good teammate. I try not to be an awful sister to Amelia. I might want to maybe be a detective or even a prosecutor like my dad one day, to help people get justice.

That’s all good, I suppose. But honestly, how do you ever truly make things right when the very first thing you ever did in your life was suck the life force from your own twin brother?

Even worse? How do you think about making things right when, year after year, your mom gets completely and utterly miserable over the whole situation?

We all try to be on our best behavior when it comes to mentioning Paul around Mom. That’s why Dad and I have to keep the whole cemetery visit thing a secret from her. She only ever saw Paul’s gravesite the day they buried him. He didn’t even have a headstone then. They put him right next to Granmama Greene, my dad’s mom, in a plot my parents will share with him when they die. Dad arranged everything—the small funeral service, the burial, the headstone, and the scholarship they set up in his name at the University of Texas. “That way, he can be a Longhorn,” Dad explained when I came to him crying, wondering why we’d gotten mail for a “T. Paul Greene Memorial” from my daddy’s alma mater.

Dad was riffling through the papers on his desk, talking to himself as he sorted the sheets into piles. I’d watched him work on picking a jury before. He’s like a Little League baseball coach at February tryouts. “That one’s not gonna be a team player,” he’d say, and shift a paper over to the left. “You’re just what I’m looking for,” he’d call out triumphantly, and move a paper to the pile on the right. “Gonna have to see this one in action.” That paper would land in the middle.

I knew better than to interrupt his flow, but I was dying to know more about Katey Korey. I also didn’t want to be anywhere Mom could come and find me to ask if I had finished my journal assignment. I’d struggled to eke out two pages on this week’s topic—“My Favorite Part About Spring in Texas”—but didn’t feel like I could write anything more without my true thoughts about spring in Texas exploding all over the page. Because while, yeah, the bluebonnets are pretty and (most important) it’s soccer season for the Barons Creek Battling Billies, spring is when my brother died, and no endless stretch of wildflowers is going to bring my mom out of her annual funk.

Dad cleared his throat in an I need your attention kind of way that I can always differentiate from his I’ve been in court and now I’ve lost my voice way.

“What?” I had settled into a spot on the floor on the side of Dad’s desk. We’d just finished a unit on yoga in PE and I was practicing my “legs against the wall,” although my legs were up Dad’s desk instead of an actual wall.

“Stop banging your feet on my desk.”

“I’m not banging. I’m stretching.” I had forgotten to take off my tennis shoes, though, so every time I moved my legs, they did kind of make a bamming sound.

“Legs off the desk,” Dad said in his I am the father voice. He doesn’t use it on me often, but when he does, I know he means business.

I rolled over on my side and picked at the rug for a few minutes, listening to Dad talk his way through jury selection and second-guess his decisions. I couldn’t believe he wasn’t as upset about Katey Korey’s disappearance as I was. Wasn’t he the DA? Wasn’t it his job to make sure the citizens of Gilliam County were safe? I decided that if Dad wasn’t going to dig in deeper, I was going to have to take matters into my own hands.






CHAPTER 3 MAYBE THIS YEAR WOULD BE BETTER. DIFFERENT.
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Usually when Mom wakes me up for school, I can tell whether she’s having a good day or a bad one by how she smells. I don’t even have to open my eyes. If it’s lavender and lemon, she’s taken a shower, washed her hair, and maybe even dabbed on a little makeup. Those are the good days. Stale sweat and a lingering whiff of last night’s dinner means she probably won’t leave the house and may even stay in bed most of the day. On those days, if I don’t have soccer practice, I usually just go ahead and ask if I can go home with my best friend, Maisy. Maisy lives three blocks away and around the corner, so we share the same bus stop. Easy-peasy. Mom says okay about half the time, which is another clue to how she’s feeling. If she says I can go over to Maisy’s, it means she won’t be getting out of bed all day. If she says I can’t, then maybe she’s made plans or wants to hang out or something. Since it’s April and we’re getting close to the date Paul died, I’ve been spending a lot of time over at Maisy’s.

I like being at Maisy’s. The only thing—and it’s not a bad thing, it just takes some getting used to—is that Maisy has celiac disease. Maisy says that celiac means when she eats anything with wheat or grains with gluten, her body goes all superhero to the rescue. But instead of it being a superhero that actually saves the day, it’s like one of those cartoon superheroes who makes the problem worse than it was to begin with. Her body attacks itself, and Maisy ends up with awful stomach cramps and all sorts of ick. One time, in third grade, she accidentally got “glutened”—which is what she calls it when she gets exposed to something she’s not supposed to have. Cayden Weber brought in Rice Krispies Treats for his birthday. He didn’t know that some crispy rice cereals have gluten and some don’t, and neither did our teacher, Mrs. Vonn. Mrs. Vonn told Maisy she was fine to eat them, and—BAM!—within ten minutes Maisy had to run to the restroom. Mrs. Vonn let me go in there with her. Maisy cried and held my hand as she sat on the toilet. She was in so much pain, but I was able to make her laugh about the wacky noises her stomach was making. We nicknamed her superhero belly Captain FartBomb that day, and we’ve pinkie promised to write a picture book about it when we get older. Maisy’s going to do the writing and I’ll draw the pictures. I already have some sketches planned.

Maisy is an excellent writer. She wants to be a cookbook author when she grows up and make recipes for kids with celiac. That takes me back to the kind of bad thing about visiting Maisy’s house. Her mom is always trying out new recipes for the blog she writes about feeding Maisy and—don’t get me wrong—Mrs. Cooke (that’s really her name, can you believe it?) is a great cook, but let’s just say when I get home after a long day at school, I’m not necessarily interested in trying out “kale and almond pesto” or “egg salad on cashew butter sandwich bread.”

I was actually kind of excited that Mom smelled like the previous night’s roasted chicken because I was happy to endure “non-wonton soup” or something like it for the chance to brainstorm with Maisy about Katey’s disappearance and how we would track her down. Dad told me to keep mum, of course, but he didn’t mean I couldn’t tell my best friend. That’s a given—I tell Maisy absolutely everything.

“Hey, Mom, can I go over to the Cookes’ house after school? Maisy and I need to work on a project together.” Technically, it wasn’t a lie. We did need to work on a project. Just not a project for school.

“Sure,” Mom said almost absentmindedly as she pulled the sheets off my bed. I thought it was a good sign she was changing the sheets and starting some laundry.

“What are you up to today?” I asked as I pulled off my nightgown and tossed it toward the laundry hamper. I tried to sound all casual, not like I was concerned about her or anything. My gown landed two feet short of the hamper, so Mom bent over, picked it up, folded it neatly, and handed it right back to me.

“You wore this one night. It doesn’t go in the laundry. It goes back in your drawer.”

I put the gown in my dresser, then started poking through my closet for an outfit.

Mom must have seen me hunting because she said, “It’ll be hotter today than it was yesterday. It’s getting up to nearly eighty. You’re fine to wear shorts if you want.”

Mom is a landscape architect. Xeriscaping is her specialty, and she’s won all these statewide awards for her work. Xeriscaping is a way to design your yard so it withstands hot, dry weather, which is basically what we have in Barons Creek. Summers get so, so hot here. Anyway, you can always tell when Mom has an installation coming up because she becomes totally obsessed with the weather. We’ll just be sitting at dinner and she’ll randomly start spewing out little factoids about the next day’s forecast.

“Do you have an installation?” I asked, pulling an Abby Wambach jersey and a pair of Umbros out of the dirty clothes. I had only worn them for a few hours over the weekend, and they didn
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