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      I’m not sure which one of us invented the races—Taryn or me. But we run them together. They are ours. When the bell sounds at 3:20 every afternoon, there’s a sprint to the wooden gate in the alley leading to my back yard.

      My house is the perfect place for them. I live on the last street, in the last neighborhood, before the rows of corn and cotton begin. My yard is at least twice the size of most of the others in south Bakersfield. It also slopes up maybe eight feet at the end. Daddy says they built the berm to keep the dirt from the farms out of our neighborhood.

      I think they built it for racing.

      It’s hot outside, but I know that won’t slow anyone down. I bet we’ll have more kids at my house today than we’ve had all year; maybe even the entire third grade will come. It’s the final week of school—only two days left. Everyone in Bakersfield is ready for summer. The pools don’t open until next week, though, which is why our races have become so popular.

      “Are you going to run home? Or did you bring your bike today?” Taryn whispers behind me. Her desk touches the back of my chair.

      “Brought my bike. I’ll beat everyone there and get the coffee can and tickets ready,” I whisper over my shoulder, ignoring the suspicious glare from Mrs. Grandel. I raise my book on my desk, propping it on its spine so I can watch our teacher and look like I’m reading. “Do you have the trophies ready for tomorrow?”

      “Yeah. They’re drying in the garage,” Taryn says, a little too loudly.

      “Ladies? Something wrong? Or do you think you can manage to give me five minutes of learning before you completely shut those brains off?” Mrs. Grandel doesn’t have to stand; her voice is loud enough from her chair to make her point, even when her back is to us.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Taryn answers for us. I cough out a short laugh at my best friend’s formal response. Ma’am—ha!

      “Josselyn Winters, you could stand to learn a thing or two about respect from Taryn. I wouldn’t think her proper answer is as funny as you seem to,” she says, bothering to put her own reading down on her desk and turn her body to point her eyes right at me. I don’t like being embarrassed in class. Everyone is looking at me, including Christopher, the weird kid. My cheeks feel hot as I cross my legs and slide them underneath my seat, shrinking a little. I lean my head to the side, just enough to catch Christopher peeking at me over his book. I scrunch my lips up at him, squinting my eyes, and he looks away quickly.

      Good.

      Luckily, the bell sounds just as my eyes fall to my desk, and I jerk back to life, springing to my feet, shoving my book in the small cubby under my desktop. Backpack slung over one shoulder, I sprint through the classroom door, down the hall and around the gated fence where the bikes are stored. I didn’t even bother to lock mine this morning, instead just twisting the chain around my wheel to make it look like I had. I wanted to make sure I had time before the others showed up, and my padlock is old—the combination part is really rusty, and it usually takes me four or five tries to pull it loose.

      With two hands, I push my bike forward, kicking with one foot as I do, the other planted on the outside pedal. I scooter my way through the main entrance of the school, and as soon as my tire hits the road, I sling my other leg over and begin to pedal fast, not sitting once. I cut through the alley, slowing slightly to make sure I can twist and turn my tires through the bits of glass people throw out here. I flick open the clasp on the gate, pushing my bike through with me, then dumping it on its side in the corner of my yard.

      I rush through the sliding door, yelling a quick “Hello” to my mom as I run through the kitchen to my room. I exchange my school bag for the can and tickets then sprint again to the backyard, this time smiling at my mom and stopping for a quick hug and a kiss. She laughs at me and tells me to have fun, shutting the sliding glass door behind me.

      I pull the small plastic bag from the can, opening one end a little to let the powdered chalk I’d spent the night grinding up from my box spill out in an even line. Then I walk slowly around my yard, beginning at the gate, curving up along the hill, then back down the other side until I connect the oval. There’s enough left for me to be able to touch up the track tomorrow.

      When I step through the gate, I see Taryn rounding the alleyway, her dark hair pulled tightly under a jeweled band and her feather earrings blowing along her skin with her fast walk. She doesn’t look like she should be fast, but she is. She fools everyone at the races, especially the boys. A line of kids trails her, some cutting others off. Our regulars all hold their arms out stiffly, not letting anyone pass. They know better.

      Everyone stops at the gate, and I hand the roll of tickets to Taryn, pulling the lid off the coffee can and hugging it in front of my body.

      “Okay, racers. We’ve decided to hold a tournament. Everyone who gets a ticket will be in the race today. Tomorrow will be the championship…for trophies! If you don’t get a ticket, then you can sit at the top of the berm and watch. Stand still, and I’ll walk down the line.”

      Taryn rips a ticket off for her and me first, and I stuff mine in my back pocket so I don’t lose it, following behind her as she hands out tickets. The kids in the front are the same ones who have been with us since the beginning, since we started the races last summer: the Marley twins—who usually win—Taryn’s cousin Emily, and Noah Santos, the boy who kissed me in kindergarten and then got me sent home for the day for punching a boy in the face.

      The weird kid is here too. Christopher has gone to my school since the middle of last year. He’s a foster kid, and he’s living with the Woodmansees. They have a lot of kids—twelve, counting Christopher—and half of them are foster. That’s not what makes him weird, though.

      He wears the same brown, corduroy pants every day, and by Fridays, you can tell they haven’t been washed. His hair is a dull brown, and it’s a little longer than most of the boys in our class, and it curls up on the ends, resting on his neck. It’s always sweaty. He also hums while he eats, and he sits alone at a table near the trashcan and exit for the cafeteria. When kids walk up to throw away their things, he hums louder, but never looks up. I tried sitting with him a few times last year, because Taryn dared me. The first time I sat at the table with him, he stopped humming completely. He also stopped breathing. When he passed out, I screamed for the teacher on duty. When the paramedics came to check him out, Mrs. Woodmansee showed up too. She just took him home. He was out of school for the rest of the month.

      Today is the first time he’s shown up for our races, and it surprises me. I can tell Taryn’s noticed him, because she glances at the small roll of tickets in her hand and then back up at the line—there’s enough for him to make it into the race. Our race. She stops a few kids short of where he is and turns to face me, her expression giving me all I need to know.

      “Just let him have one,” I shrug and whisper, leaning into her enough that the other kids can’t hear.

      She takes a deep breath, then looks down at the five tickets left in her hand, her fingers slowly clasping around them, folding them into her palm.

      “He’ll ruin it,” she sighs.

      Her head moves up, her eyes trained on my hands, and then there’s a flash of an idea that crosses her face, her eyebrows raising. “Give me the can,” she says, reaching for it and tugging it quickly.

      My brow pinches, but I give into her easily. While I’ve always been the fearless one with the muscle, Taryn has always been the one with the ideas. I let her lead often, and I let her lead now.

      With the can in her hands, she spins around, tearing apart the last five tickets and putting them inside before holding the can above her head and backing away from the line a few steps.

      “We have five tickets left. Five golden tickets,” she says.

      “They don’t look gold,” Conner Marley, one of the twins, says from behind her. She glares at him and growls through her teeth.

      “Shut up, Conner! I know they’re not really gold. I meant it like as in special, okay?” she scolds him, her long, dark ponytail slapping against her shoulders as she turns to face the rest of the line. Conner mimics her behind her back. It makes me laugh.

      “These are the last tickets into the tournament. To get one, all you have to do is answer a trivia question correctly. Are you ready?” she shouts.

      A few of the kids yell yes, but most of them just blink and stare at her, waiting with nerves in their bellies, their hands twisting in front of them, not sure if they should just shout answers out or raise their hands. Taryn steps on top of a jagged wooden crate that has lived in my alley for almost a year, and everyone quiets down when she does. Somehow, the extra foot of height has given her authority.

      “Question one: What is my favorite color?”

      The second the question leaves her lips, four girls from the end of the line shout out “Purple!” Taryn picks her favorite of the bunch, a quiet girl named Megan, who skips forward to claim her ticket.

      “Second question: Who won the race yesterday?”

      There’s a longer pause this time, mostly because everyone who was at the race yesterday is already standing behind us with tickets in their hands. Conner and Kyle Marley begin coughing, and eventually a few of the boys clustered near Taryn pick up on their hint. The first one guesses Conner, but he’s wrong. The next boy guesses Kyle and is awarded the ticket.

      “Question number three...whose house is this?” I smirk at her question, but keep my face low so I don’t give anything away. It’s funny how many of the kids have no idea where they’re at. They just know they had to be here.

      This answer takes longer, and Taryn starts to make a ticking sound, as if time is running out. Finally, a shy girl in a dress raises her hand, and Taryn nods at her to speak. “Is it…your house?” she asks. Taryn tilts her head to the side and bunches her face before looking at me. I raise my hand in the air as if I’m stretching, then point a finger to myself, over my head. “Oh, I mean…it’s…it’s hers. It’s her house!” the girl quickly corrects. She doesn’t even know my name, which irritates me a little, but it doesn’t seem to bother Taryn. She pulls one of the tickets from the can and hands it over. I guess I don’t know that girl’s name either, so at least it’s even.

      “Two left. Who’s going to win this one? Hmmmmm, let’s see,” she says, hopping down from the crate and taking a few steps along the line. Everyone is incredibly quiet, waiting for her next question.

      “I know! Question number four,” she smirks, glancing at me, then facing the line again. “Who was Joss’s first boyfriend?”

      “Taryn!” I shout, my eyes wide and my mouth a hard line. That same burn from before—when everyone was staring at me in class—is back on my cheeks. I hear a few giggles, and I turn quickly to try to find where they’re coming from. I’m mad that I’m not wearing my hair up today, instead the dirty-blond strings stick to my bare arms and neck. It was hot out, and I wore my favorite yellow tank top, but I was running late for school this morning, so I forget to pull my hair back. I look tougher with my hair that way, and right now—I want to look tough.

      The giggling continues, but eventually one of the boys from the end of the line shouts out Kyle’s name, and Taryn hands him a ticket. Kyle chuckles, muttering something about how it was only a dare at his birthday party a few months ago, and how I kiss like a duck. I kissed him on the cheek because Taryn pushed me into it, and I hated every second of that day where everyone called me his girlfriend. I never want to be anyone’s girlfriend again—especially Kyle Marley’s. I turn around and kick him in the shin.

      “Owwwww!” he whines. He quits talking about me, and my duck lips, though. I secretly hope his shin is bleeding under his jeans.

      Oblivious to the drama she fueled, Taryn continues with the giveaway, holding the final ticket above her head. My stomach feels sick from the embarrassment moments before, and I take the can away from her so I have something to hold in my hands. I lean against the brick wall of my yard and pull some of the ends of my hair in front of my face to look at the split ends.

      “Last chance. All you need to tell me is Joss’s middle name,” Taryn says to an oddly quiet alleyway full of kids. I don’t like that she’s using me, but I know she wants to make this question hard. I’m not sure anyone will know it, besides Taryn, so my guess is that the last ticket will just go unused.

      I push off from the wall and slide my feet slowly in her direction, drawing a line in the dirt along the way as I drag the heel of my shoe forward. I turn to Taryn and meet her gaze, her left cheek pulled high into a smirk.

      “Five seconds left,” she says, ticking again…like a bomb.

      I reach out to take the ticket from her, and the second it meets my fingers, one syllable destroys what we thought was the perfect plan.

      “Grace,” Christopher says, reaching his hand up and pulling the ticket promptly from my hold. He never looks up, and he pokes the small paper into his front pocket along with his hand as he moves to the opposite side of the wall to stand next to the other racers.

      My eyes flash wide to Taryn’s, and her mouth forms an O. “Say that’s not your name!” she whispers, but loudly enough that the few kids near us hear. They all snicker because nobody really wants Christopher here.

      “But it is my name. Taryn! Why’d you have to ask that?” I say, stepping in closer to her. My heart is thumping as I look at the faces of the kids around us, a few of them turning to leave now that he’s in the race.

      “How was I supposed to know he’d know that? How does he know that?” she says, her eyebrows raised.

      “I don’t know! I never even talk to him!” I’m being loud now, and the voices behind me have all quieted. I turn around with my lips pushed together tightly to see Christopher standing against the wall, the final ticket held in front of him. He’s turning it over in both of his hands.

      “Let’s get started,” Taryn says, walking past me, through the gate into my yard. The kids with tickets begin to follow her, and the ones who have stayed to watch begin to climb up the top of the berm, sitting along the block wall that lines the alley.

      “Here,” Christopher says behind me. We’re alone in the alley, and I know the other kids are going to make a joke about it. I turn halfway, not wanting to completely look at him, and shrug for him to come on in.

      “No, really. Here,” he says again, his hand touching my shoulder. I twitch from the feel and spin to face him, his hand holding the ticket up for me to take. “I…I don’t really want to race,” he says, his eyes focused on the ticket pressed between his thumb and index finger. His lashes are long, and it keeps his eyes from my view, but I can tell from the soft slope downward on his mouth that he’s sad, and my stomach drops seeing it.

      His hands are dirty. His thumb has already left a smudge on the top of the ticket. My eyes move down to his pants, and I notice he’s wearing new shoes—bright white Nikes that practically glow against the dingy brown of the material on his legs.

      “Are those new?” I ask. His eyes come up to mine slowly, and I notice that they’re glossy, kind of like mine are when I hear Mom and Dad arguing at night and I try to drown out their voices with my blanket. He’s trying not to cry.

      “Yeah, I got them yesterday,” he says. His eyes are blue, like mine, but lighter.

      I can hear Taryn calling racers to the line on the other side of the wall, and I can feel my heartbeat in my stomach. I should take the ticket and just let him go. He’s still holding it out for me, his elbow propped against his stomach as he holds his arm between us. But his eyes are sad, and he got new shoes. He wore them today—here, to my house, for my race, where he knew everyone would make fun of him. Where he knew nobody really wanted him.

      Nobody wants him.

      “Keep your ticket,” I say. His eyes widen. He’s looking at me, but not directly. It’s like he can’t. “I like your shoes,” I say, wanting to say something nice. He seems scared, and I don’t feel very good about myself because of it.

      I can’t face him anymore, so I pull the coffee can against my side and sweep my hair over my other shoulder, hating the way it sticks to my neck. When I look back at him before I turn to walk through my gate, I catch his eyes on me, and I notice the small smile on his mouth, and it makes me feel better. Suddenly, I feel faster—like I might win today.

      “I’ll see you in there. You’ll be up soon,” I say over my shoulder, staring ahead again quickly, knowing that Christopher is watching me walk away. I kind of like the way knowing that feels.

      I will not tell Taryn any of this.

      The rules for the races are simple. You have to gallop or skip. No running allowed, and if you’re caught, you can’t argue about being disqualified. Taryn and I are the judges, and we’re honest. I’ve disqualified her before, and she’s called me out twice. The only person who ever argues is Kyle. Sometimes, Taryn lets him through. Today, though, he plays by the rules.

      I win my race, beating out five new girls who have never been to our races before. Taryn loses to Kyle’s brother Conner, and he teases her about it through the next six races, until he finally loses—to Christopher.

      I had no idea he was this fast. He hasn’t been cheating. I know he hasn’t, because Taryn and I have watched him closely. After every race he wins, Christopher walks away from the now-scattered chalk finish line at the edge of my yard to the plastic box propped against my house under the patio. He stomps his shoes a few times to shake away the dirt, and then spends the rest of the time between races leaning forward, trying to clean away the marks with his fingers.

      “Why are you watching him?” Taryn says, scaring me out of my daydream. I was watching Christopher care for his shoes and thinking how he probably doesn’t get new things often. I don’t like that Taryn caught me.

      “Oh, I wasn’t even looking at him. I was daydreaming, about how I’m going to beat Kyle,” I say, turning my body completely away from Christopher. I want to look over my shoulder, to see if he heard me, to see if he got the dirt off his shoes, but I don’t want Taryn to see, so instead I walk away with her at my side.

      “Yeah, you better beat him tomorrow. I don’t want him to win the trophy I made,” she huffs.

      Taryn climbs to the top of the dirt berm, and the twenty or so kids left in my yard all peer up at her, squinting at the sun setting behind her.

      “Okay, be here right after school for the finals tomorrow. I’ll have the trophy here for the winner,” she says.

      “My trophy,” Kyle yells, high-fiving his brother.

      “Or Joss’s,” Taryn yells back, lowering her brow and sneering at the cocky twins dressed in their favorite football jerseys.

      “Yeah, right,” one of them laughs.

      “Don’t worry,” I say quietly as I stand next to her. “I can take him.”

      I’m faster than Kyle Marley. I have been since kindergarten. But he’s not the one I’m afraid of losing to.

      Christopher is the last one to leave, and I watch him balance along the thin brick border that leads to my gate, teetering as he walks with one foot in front of the other, trying not to step in the loose dirt. Once his feet hit the gravel of the alleyway, he turns toward me, and our eyes meet. I don’t smile, and I pretend I don’t notice, looking off to the side after a blink. He doesn’t smile either, but I know being here, and winning today, meant a lot to him.

      I kind of want him to beat me tomorrow. But I won’t make it easy. He’ll have to earn it.

      

      I had planned on speeding home again before everyone got there, but that was before my bike tire was flat this morning, and before I found out we get out of school at noon today.

      My parents must have forgotten too, because my mom sent me off with my lunch. It hasn’t gone to waste entirely—I snuck most of the pretzels as a snack during reading time, and sold my cookies to Conner during our end-of-the-year desk clean up.

      As busy as we’ve all been with the last day of school activities, the race is all everyone is talking about. It’s down to four of us—Kyle, me, a fast kid named Miguel, and Christopher. Even though the race is small, I have a feeling the crowd coming to watch will be even bigger than yesterday’s. That’s why I want to beat everyone to my gate. I want the track to look nice, and I thought about putting out a few towels and blankets on the hill, so the other kids have somewhere nice to sit.

      My knee has been bouncing at the same pace for the last four minutes. I’ve watched the minute hand creep closer to the top of the clock hung above Mrs. Grandel’s head, and at one point, I swear it went backward. It’s teetering now, and I’ve managed to pull my backpack over my arms and turn my body to the side without her noticing.

      As if I’m backed into starting blocks, I position my feet against the metal legs of my chair, and the instant the bell sounds, I’m off and out the door. I’m the first one through the gate, and when I glance back over my shoulder as I round the block that leads to my street, I slow down, satisfied that I don’t see anyone behind me.

      I push through the gate quickly, dropping my backpack, which is stuffed so full with my graded worksheets and art projects that the zipper may soon explode where the bag rests on the patio. I jerk on the sliding door, but it doesn’t budge. I pound my hand against the glass and press my face to the window, but I don’t see any lights on or a sign that anyone is home at all.

      Letting out a small growl in frustration, I slap at the window one more time before running to the front of the house. I slide to a stop quickly when I notice the garage door is raised, my dad’s station wagon parked inside.

      My dad works at the high school. He’s a PE teacher, and a baseball coach. He must be home early too. I’m not sure why he didn’t hear me at the window. I step through the door into the house and call out for my dad. When he doesn’t answer, I yell for my mom.

      My heart is pounding, and as much as I want to grab the chalk and run to my backyard and draw fresh lines before my friends show up, I also don’t want to make a sound.

      Something is off.

      I peer my head around the corner of the hallway that leads to my parents’ bedroom. Their door is closed, but the light is on. Just knowing the light is on, that they’re probably in there, that I’m not alone—it all makes me feel safer.

      I step closer to my room, and when I reach the frame of my doorway, I finally hear my dad’s voice. What he says feels like a nightmare.

      “Is Joss even my daughter, Claire? How do I know you haven’t been lying about that too? How do I know she’s not his?”

      Not…his?

      I swallow and hug my doorframe, half of my body in my room, the other half out here in the hallway waiting for my mom’s answer. It doesn’t come. Instead, my doorbell rings, and my dad flings their bedroom door open. His eyes land right on me, and I grip the wall tightly at the sight of his face. This isn’t the happy man who throws a ball with me in the driveway. This man looks scary—his eyebrows raised, his face red and his mouth turned down, denting in the corners as he clenches his teeth.

      He looks away from me quickly as he storms down the hallway to the main door, throwing it open with enough force that it dents the wall on the other side. I hear him yelling at whoever came to visit, and I run to the doorway behind him to make sure it isn’t one of my friends. When I get there, I see another man holding his hands up, shaking his head, and repeating that he’s sorry. He’s wearing a Cal State sweatshirt and jeans; the kind of clothes my mom wears.

      “Get the fuck out of my house!” My dad smacks his hand hard against the door when he yells, and I jump, stumbling back a few steps, my heart now a rapid drum inside my chest.

      When I turn around, I see my mom standing in the hallway, her eyes red and puffy. She’s been crying, and when she looks at me, she shakes her head, her lips mouth, “I’m sorry.” Her eyes close slowly as she holds up a hand and stumbles to the bedroom, closing the door behind her to the sound of her wailing.

      I move into the kitchen, and I notice a few of the kids now lining up along the wall of my backyard. My dad is still yelling on the other side of the wall, and my mother is crying and gasping for breath down the hallway. I am trapped.

      When I hear the front door slam, I halt, waiting to hear my father’s steps coming down the hallway. Instead, I hear nothing. They must have both left, or gone to the front yard. Maybe I can get to Taryn, tell her we need to move the race. Or maybe no one will notice what’s happening inside.

      Forgetting about the chalk in my room, I unlatch the glass door leading to my backyard and pull the curtain to a close behind me as I shut it, wanting to hide the things happening inside. I see Taryn at the gate’s entrance, balancing on the small crate and directing kids to the berm so they can watch. She’s brought the trophies for first and second place, and she’s holding one in each hand. Yesterday, winning the tall one was all I could think about. Today, I just want to erase the look on my mom’s face that’s now burnt into my mind—to rid my head of the echoes of my father yelling at some strange man at our door.

      Maybe nobody will notice what’s happening here. Maybe this will be fine. When the race is done, I’ll go back inside and everything will be…normal.

      I blink a few times before walking over to my friend. No matter how hard I try to pretend, though, my ears are constantly listening for clues to what’s happening on the other side of my house.

      Kyle shows up next, and his brother is standing behind him, hands on his shoulders, squeezing them as if he’s sending Kyle in for a fight. Within seconds, Miguel and Christopher step through the gate, and Taryn is ordering us to the starting line.

      I zone out as my friend goes over the rules. I know the rules; I made up the rules—two complete laps, no running, no cheating, and no touching another player on the course. That last rule is new; I added it when Kyle Marley tripped me at the finish line a few months ago.

      My legs feel like jelly. I bend down to retie my shoes, thinking that maybe I’ve pulled the laces too tight. But that isn’t it. I know it isn’t.

      The yelling is still there. Nobody else seems to notice, but every now and then I hear hints of my dad’s voice. It’s how he sounds when he’s out on the field, when I’m watching his practices and he’s upset after a loss. It’s almost like he’s barking. I’m focusing on it so much that when Taryn calls for the race to begin, I don’t take off right away. I cover my misstep with a twist of my ankle, pretending I fell instead of admitting that I’m not paying attention. My mind, my heart—all of me—is somewhere else.

      I make up ground quickly, skipping with long strides to the back of the yard, banking off the berm and gaining speed. And then I hear the long squeal of tires and the crunch of metal striking into metal hard and fast.

      The sound stops everyone and everything.

      My breath stops too.

      Taryn looks at me, and I’m sure my face shows nothing but emptiness and fear. I walk down the hill, off the course, and begin to jog through the middle of my yard, picking up speed the closer I get to the side door that leads into our garage. My heart is beating wildly, and my ears hear nothing—no clues, no questions from my friends, no more yelling, or cries from my parents. All I hear is the whoosh of air and blood inside my head and over my ears. Everything else is quiet, and the quiet scares me.

      I push through the side door and step into the garage, the man who was arguing with my father is standing in the driveway, his hands on his head while he paces like a lion circling prey around his car parked in our driveway. The scratch in his sports car is long and deep, and my mom is pressed to the screen of our front door, watching him cry over his car while she cries over him.

      My eyes are wide, and I can’t decide where to look. The kids from the race are slowly streaming through the door, and everybody is seeing this—everyone is seeing something awful happen to my family. I’m just not sure what it is, and what this man with the blue car has to do with it, and why Mom cares about his car so much.

      Why does she care about him? And where did my daddy go?

      My head is dizzy as I spin, looking from one thing to the next, my feet full with the urge to run away, but my strength unable to take me anywhere. The thunderous rumble of the engine comes first, followed quickly by the shrill scream of rubber digging into road, of brakes pressing on the wheels. Smoke pours from the sides of my dad’s car. His wheels spin wildly, and then there’s a loud pop as the front tires of his station wagon lift over the small hump in the driveway, catching at least a foot of air before crashing down.

      The headlights zero in on me.

      My father’s eyes hit mine.

      He looks terrified.

      I open my mouth to scream, but no sound leaves my lips. My father is clinging to the steering wheel, madly jerking it with his hands, and I shut my eyes, bracing myself for the inevitable.

      I am going to die.

      My body is thrust so hard I’m sure this is it—it’s over—when I open my eyelids again, I will be in heaven. But something keeps pushing me and pulling me all at once. All breath escapes my lungs, and I fight to find air, my back flat in the dead grass several feet away from the driveway where my father’s car now rests, steaming, the front end enveloped by the sports car my dad drove into—through.

      I was going to die. But someone saved me.

      I gasp and I howl, a panicked search for feeling in my body. My skin is numb and I can’t breathe. Air. Air! All I want is air, and I reach and claw at the body next to me, trying to sit up, to swallow, to make a sound—any sound! My fingers grip at a gray T-shirt, and the arms wearing it cling to me. Thin arms, like mine. I don’t think they’ve ever let go. My dad runs to me. My mom bursts through the screen door. The mystery man is covering his mouth, still looking at his now smashed-to-bits car behind us all.

      And Christopher is holding me.

      My lungs stutter, and I start to cough hard, the sensation of wind passing through my throat almost too much to take after living without it. I choke, leaning forward, my parents both pulling at me, each wanting an arm, each wanting to take me and save me.

      But Christopher is still holding me. He won’t let go, even when they tell him to. He fights away people tugging against us—blood dripping over one of his eyes. I don’t want him to let go. I want them to leave. I want him to take me away.

      I begin to cry, and my body shakes, but I suck in a hard breath because the kids are still watching. Everybody is watching. Everybody is going to know that something bad happened here today. Christopher squeezes me tighter, and I wrap my hands around his forearms, holding them to me.

      He holds me until all of the other kids go home.

      He holds me until the police arrive.

      He holds me until I tell him it’s okay to let go.

      And then he disappears.

      For good.
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      Eight years later

      I’m ditching softball practice. It’s not required, not that required would make me go either. They need me to win, and as long as they need me, I’ll show up when I want to. When they don’t need me anymore, I’ll quit.

      Wouldn’t my father love that?

      He probably wouldn’t even notice, truthfully. My dad hasn’t watched me throw a ball since I was nine. My life was moving in one direction—the perfect postcard family, smiles always on our faces, food on our table, holidays, vacations and all that happy-home shit. Then my mom left in the middle of the night after my dad crashed his car into the one owned by the guy she was having an affair with. Seems Dad wasn’t supposed to be home that early and catch her packing her things to escape with some dude named Kevin who was eight years younger than she. My dad was gone when she finally left, drowning all his problems in a bottle of Jack at some seedy, hole-in-the-wall bar in Southside.

      I didn’t really know what was happening then. I just knew that I had to spend the summer with my grandparents in Fresno while my parents “worked things out.” Turns out, working things out meant my mom disappeared completely. I’m not sure what hurt more—the fact that she didn’t say goodbye to me, or that she didn’t want to take me with her…wherever it is she went.

      I hate her for leaving. But I hate my dad even more for not being there to stop her. He’s never been the same—checked out, except for the three months of baseball he coaches every spring. He treats the guys on his team like sons. Me? I’m the roommate that sometimes he bothers to lecture when he’s pissed off about life and needs someone to pass it off on. I get the man who stumbles in late at night after the bar, sloppy and blubbering about how sorry he is.

      He’s only sorry when he’s drunk. He only makes promises about being a better dad when he’s wasted. His promises are made in slurs. Other times, he’s just mean—the angry drunk, who says truths that I know live somewhere deep inside. In the morning, I go right back into that box he keeps me in—the one that’s labeled: DO NOT TOUCH. More like, DO NOT LOVE.

      When I turn eighteen, he won’t have that luxury anymore. He’ll have to start taking his problems out on someone else. Maybe he can turn on himself. Though, I guess he does that already too.

      Whatever.

      It’s the last day of winter break, and I’m waiting for Taryn at the junior high baseball fields. She’s skipping softball practice too. This week was just tryouts for the newbies. Coach knows what I can do. And Taryn doesn’t get to play much anyway.

      It’s our last day of freedom before we go back into the chaos of South High. I can’t miss any more days of school this year. Dad got a letter. I got a lecture. I rolled my eyes at first, but then he said he’d transfer me to Carden if he had to. That’s where they send the fuck-ups. And as fucked up as I am, I don’t belong at Carden.

      A white truck pulls up on the opposite end of the field, kicking up dust from the dirt road. It’s hard to tell from here, but it looks like three guys my age are getting out. I don’t recognize them, and I wonder if they’re here to do a deal. That happens here sometimes; dealers figure the junior high is the last place cops will look. The fields are hard to get to, so a patrol car would be totally obvious.

      Maybe that’s why I wanted to come here.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, so I slide it into my hands so I can keep an eye on the boys in the truck while I answer Taryn’s text.

      TARYN: Almost there. My lighter’s jacked. I had to buy a new one.

      ME: K. Three dudes just pulled up in a truck. Maybe they have some stuff.

      I don’t hit the hard stuff. But sometimes I like to smoke a joint or take pills, like vikes or OC. I tried spice at the last party Taryn and I went to, but it made me super paranoid. I don’t need to add to my anxiety; I need to escape it. I don’t think I’ll be getting anything from these dudes, though. They’re pulling bats out of the back of the truck and a bucket of balls, which means they’re probably coming over here.

      Shit.

      My phone vibrates again against my leg with another text.

      TARYN: I don’t want any shit today. But are they cute?

      I laugh softly, pressing the edge of my phone to my lips as I glance up at the three figures walking toward me. The one in the middle is the tallest, and he’s wearing a dark blue sweatshirt and black shorts. It’s hard to tell from here, but his hair looks like it’s light brown, maybe a little long. It sticks out from the sides of his hat. The other two are wearing gray sweatpants and black T-shirts, and the one on the right is African American. They don’t look familiar, and I wonder if they go to North.

      ME: Can’t tell yet, but looks promising.

      She sends me back the thumbs-up emoticon and says she’s two minutes away. I push my phone into my back pocket and twist the cap from my water bottle to take a drink, giving me a good cover to stare at my approaching company a little longer. The wind is picking up, so I take the hair tie from my wrist and pull my hair back in a ponytail then pull the sleeves of my flannel shirt into my palms to keep my hands warm. It doesn’t really get cold in Bakersfield, but in January, with the wind, the sixty degrees feels colder than normal.

      I can tell the guys are talking about me as they cross into the infield area and step up on the mound, setting the bucket down and dropping their bats in the grass. The tall one pulls his hat from his head and smooths his hair back before sliding his hat on backward. He looks right at me when he does, and I dare myself not to look away or change my expression for his benefit at all, even though his blue eyes are freaking unbelievable.

      He’s unbelievable. He pushes up his sleeves and stretches one arm over his chest as he talks to his two friends, but he keeps glancing at me between his words. I don’t give in, and I watch him the entire time. I won’t smile. He doesn’t. We’re both being stubborn. It’s like I’m invisible, and he doesn’t even acknowledge the fact that he’s looking at me. His expression is blank.

      “What’d I miss?” Taryn asks, sliding in next to me on the bleachers. She hands me her lighter, and I grab it without looking away.

      “Nothing,” I say. “They just got here. They parked over there.”

      I nod across the field to their truck, my eyes still on him as he bends down for a ball, swinging his arm around a few times in the throwing motion to warm up—still looking at me.

      “Huh,” Taryn responds. “Well, at least they’re cute.”

      Yeah. They’re cute. The shortest one seems to have the biggest arms, his biceps completely filling the sleeves of his shirt. He’s blond…I think. I don’t look at him long, because I don’t want to lose this staring contest with Mr. Backward Hat. I was right about the other guy being African American, and Taryn claims him as hers the second he pushes up the legs of his sweat pants, revealing the dark, strong muscles of his calves while he takes a bat in his hands and sways it side to side.

      “Damn, girl. I hope he’s new. I’m totally gettin’ on that welcoming committee,” she says, her eyes locked on his broad-shouldered figure, the bat now stretched across his back.

      I don’t speak, instead bringing my fist up to my mouth, my elbow rested on my knee while I chew at my knuckle and concentrate on the boy on the mound. He quit looking at me when his friend crouched behind the plate, pounding his glove for a few warm-up throws. Now that he’s not watching me, I can study him more closely.

      He tosses the ball up a few times in his bare hand, then readies himself along the rubber on the mound, kicking his foot in a few times to loosen up the hard dirt. The junior high field is old and small, so they’ve used one of the bucket lids as home plate, moving it back a good fifteen feet from where the younger kids’ one is. Finally satisfied with the ground under him, the pitcher stands perfectly still for a few seconds before stepping into his windup motion, his arm taking a long path from far behind his head and around his body, the ball hitting the glove with a crisp snap.

      “Shooooooooot,” Taryn hums next to me. “That was fast.”

      “Yeah,” I say, my lips still pressed along my knuckles. I’m grinning against my hand, but I don’t want anyone to see that I’m impressed—not Taryn, and not the guy throwing the ball.

      He repeats his motion six or seven times before his friend finally steps up to the plate. There’s no way in hell he’s hitting him.

      I lean back, letting my legs drape forward along the bleachers, the shoestrings from my Vans dangling along the sides, my skinny jeans hugging my ankles over my socks. I click the lighter a few times in my palm next to me, holding the flame on until I feel the heat as I watch Hat Boy pull up his knee and stretch the length of the mound, firing off a pitch a good ten miles per hour faster than his warm-up throws. His friend swings and misses.

      “Jeeee-zussss,” Taryn says, leaning back next to me. She hands me a cigarette, but I shake my head. I don’t feel like smoking. I hand her the lighter and she puts hers to her lips, burning the tip and puffing once while we watch the catcher throw the ball back to Hat Boy, who shakes out his arm and lines himself up on the rubber again.

      “So that’s how it’s gonna be, huh?” the batter says, shrugging his shoulders a few times and tapping his bat on the edge of the plate.

      The catcher chuckles, mumbling something that makes them all laugh, and I wish I could hear whatever it was he said because Hat Boy is leaning forward now, looking in for a sign with one side of his lip raised in the cockiest fucking smile I’ve ever seen.

      I was smitten with his eyes. They’re pretty to look at, a unique blue, bright enough that I can tell their color from fifty feet away. His smile, though—well…as Taryn said—jeeee-zussss.

      He pulls his arms together and presents for his next pitch, and I sit forward again, watching the details of his movement. He turns the ball in his glove, the lines of muscles along his forearms ticking with each twist until his fingers are gripping the ball just right.

      He’s going to throw a curve.

      As the ball releases, I stand and jump down over the two rows of bleachers to the ground, walking closer to the backstop while his friend swings and misses again, the curve sailing low and away. He never had a chance.

      “That fucking dickhead,” his friend who’s batting mutters through a laugh to the catcher. The blond guy scoops the ball low, throws it back to Hat Boy then pounds his fist in his glove to knock away the dirt.

      “It was a good pitch, man. Good swing, he just got ya—that’s all,” he says, tapping his glove on his friend’s leg.

      “You call that pitch?” the batter asks.

      “Nah, man…you know better than that. He never throws what I call. That was all him,” he says, pounding his glove one more time and adjusting his body on his heels. “Come on, dub. Give him something to hit!”

      The pitcher adjusts his hat again; pulling it forward now, low on his brow—the brim casts a dark shadow that obliterates the blue in his eyes. I hate that I can’t see his eyes—it makes me feel uneasy. He runs the side of his arm along his brow before twisting his neck, the same smirk from before the curveball sliding across his lips. I watch him pull his hands together and work the ball in his glove, his lip ticking just a hint higher when he settles on his grip.

      “Watch the changeup,” I say, my fingers now curled through the chain link and my forehead resting against the backstop.

      The batter glances at me quickly, his brow low. He makes the typical who the fuck are you? face, then turns back toward Hat Boy, digging his feet into the batter’s box a little harder and tsking at my suggestion as he rolls his shoulders. His leg is twitching to step already, and his bat is wiggling up and down his shoulder.

      He’s going to miss.

      Hat Boy winds up the same way he did the first two times. His body is impressive—not just in a hot guy sort of way, but like an athlete. My father would love him. His control is ridiculous. And he wears the game face my dad’s always telling his guys to have. Intimidation, he says, is fifty percent of the game. For me, it’s always been ninety percent.

      If I were to overlap video of all three pitches, his release point would be exactly the same. His gift, though, is his ability to make the ball move anywhere he wants it to—at any speed. The batter anticipates, just like I knew he would, and his swing is done by the time the ball sails by, landing softly in the catcher’s mitt.

      “That’s at least fifteen slower,” I whisper to myself.

      The batter hears me, though, and looks up with one eyebrow cocked.

      “Dude, Wes, that was killer. Throw that again, man. Lovin’ it…lovin’ it!” the catcher says, pulling his mask off and tossing it on the ground. He throws the ball back to the pitcher.

      His name is Wes.

      “Hold up,” the batter says, flashing a hand to Wes and the catcher. He walks over to me, and I feel my stomach clench. I used to think I hated confrontation. I don’t. I love it. And I’m good at it.

      I wear my game face.

      “You were early,” I shrug, one lip pulling up to the side as I kick the toe of my shoe into the bottom of the backstop. I feel Taryn walk up next to me. She drops her cigarette in the dirt, stepping on it to put it out before grabbing hold of the fence too.

      “You called a changeup,” the guy says, his mouth a hard line and his eyes looking at me with suspicion. He thinks I made a lucky guess, and he’s a little pissed I made fun of him. I probably shouldn’t have, but there’s something about these three that makes me want to bring out my snarky side.

      “Yep,” I say, leaning away from the fence while holding on, stretching my arms. I glance at Wes over his shoulder, his hat still low over his eyes. He’s looking at me—his weight leaning on one leg, his glove propped against the hip of the other. “Want me to show you how to hit it?”

      The catcher starts to laugh behind him, his hand balled in a fist over his mouth. “Day-umm. She just called you out, TK!” he says.

      TK swings his bat around his body, sliding it through his hand and holding the grip side out, his lips pursed and his eyebrows raised in expectation. I chuckle to myself, and look down, shaking my head.

      “Oh, you don’t really want to show me? Is that it?” he taunts, holding his other hand out to the side as he takes slow strides backward toward the makeshift home plate.

      “Don’t be an asshole, TK. She was just being nice,” the catcher says. I like that he’s sticking up for me, but he’s wrong—I wasn’t being nice. I was calling TK out on his weaknesses.

      I glance to Taryn, who knows I’m not leaving here without sending the ball back at the pitcher’s knees. She laughs quietly then moves to the front level of the bleachers a few feet behind us as I step around the backstop, my hand dragging along the fence until I reach the end. I stop before the dirt, bending down to tie my shoes, then pull my flannel shirt from my arms, tying it around my waist. I wore my black tank top with the thin rose painted down the middle, and my arms chill from the wind. I can’t swing in anything clingy, though, so I rub both of my arms a few times before reaching out for his bat.

      “TK,” I say his name, taking the heavy bat from his hands. I flip it around to read the numbers; it’s a few ounces heavier than I’m used to. I tap the barrel against the bottom of my shoe a few times, then close one eye as I look back up to my sparring partner. “So does that stand for Technical Knockout?”

      He laughs once through his closed mouth, the sound rumbling from his chest. I smile at the sound because he reminds me of Conner, except Conner’s laughter bellows, because he’s about two hundred pounds of his mom’s pies and cookies. TK is two hundred pounds of Mack Truck. “Uhm, that would be TKO, Cherry. And no, it stands for Thomas Kennedy,” he nods.

      “Cherry?” I scowl, slapping the bat in my hand like I’m tougher than I actually am.

      “Yeah, your cheeks are all red and round. They look like cherries.” The same laugh mixes with his words. I join in, looking over at my friend, now sitting in the center on the bleachers, her legs folded up underneath her. She shakes her head, because she knows me—I don’t do nicknames, especially not ones like cherry.

      “Ahhhh, I see,” I say, stepping up to the plate. Wes shuffles his feet around the rubber on the mound. Up this close, I can see his eyes under the shadow of his hat, and I catch him rolling them, his mouth a hard line. He’s not amused, and he thinks this is a waste of time.

      “I thought cherry was a commentary on my virginity,” I say, steadying my feet into place as I swing the bat around twice before resting it on my shoulder. I feel them all freeze at my mention of the word virginity. “If that were the case…TK…I ain’t no cherry.”

      The blond guy starts coughing to cover his shocked laugh. TK and Wes remain silent, TK running his hand over his mouth while Wes’s jaw flexes and his tight mouth bends into disapproval. Fuck him—now I really am going to take out his kneecaps.

      “You gonna pitch? Or you wanna stand there a little while longer and judge me?”

      Taryn whistles softly behind me, and TK chuckles while he takes a few steps back.

      “A’right, Wes. Let’s see what she’s got,” the catcher says, crouching down and patting his glove a few times.

      Wes turns his head, tucking his chin into his shoulder, working the ball in his fingers against his thigh. His lips part, and he says something to himself. I can’t hear him, but I’m pretty sure he didn’t say anything nice.

      I dig my foot in while he shifts his body, readying for the throw.

      “Show him how it’s done, Cherry!” Taryn chants from behind the backstop. I pull my hand from the bat and flip her off. It only makes her laugh again. I’m sure she’s giving me the finger back, but I don’t bother to look.

      Wes shakes his hand by his side, then brings the ball into his glove, his eyes lazily looking at the plate as he cocks back and tosses the ball with an arc to the catcher. I drop the bat and snag it before it hits his glove.

      “Don’t,” I say, shaking my head at him. I fire the ball back, hoping the sting of it punctuates my point. He lets the ball sit in his glove in front of him, his eyes squinting at mine, his jaw working while he chews at the inside of his mouth. “Don’t treat me like I’m not just as good as you.”

      My cheeks burn a little. I’m letting him piss me off, and that pisses me off. I swing the bat around again and rest it on my shoulder, twisting my back foot into the dirt. He tosses the ball in his hand a few times then steps back to the mound, repeating the same presentation as before, never once adjusting his grip or moving the ball in his hand. He’s going to throw me the heat.

      Good.

      His wind up is the same; his motion—the same, and I arm my muscles early, knowing I’ll have to swing fast. My bat is at the plate the second the ball is, and I foul it off behind me over the fence, into the dirt lot overrun with weeds.

      “You’re finding that,” TK says.

      “Whatever,” I answer, nodding for Wes to pitch me another.

      He bends down and grabs another ball from the bucket behind him, rubbing it on his shorts a few times, his thumb twisting it in his hand until his fingers have all found a seam. He doesn’t adjust again, and I know he’s going to try to catch me off balance.

      Wes winds up, and everything in my world slows down—I hear my own breath stop, I see the way his sweatshirt rides up around his waist, I notice how low his shorts rest on his hips and how absolutely touchable his stomach is. His mouth gets tight, his face showing the restraint he’s putting into every frame of his movement, and his eyes look driven. When the ball releases, I watch the rotation, sitting back just long enough to step with the pitch and send the ball to the fence down the third base line.

      I didn’t hit it at him like I wanted to. But I hit it hard. I made my point. And the fact that he’s resting his glove and throwing hand on his head, watching my ball bounce to a stop about three hundred feet out leaves me more satisfied than any high.

      “I’m Levi Stokes, and I think I want to marry you,” the catcher says, taking the bat from my hand.

      I laugh lightly, unable to stop my smile at his over-the-top line. It’s sweet. And while most girls would probably swoon over a guy that looks like him—blond hair, green eyes, muscular build—Levi Stokes is not my type. I don’t want a type, really. But I also know I have one, and Wes—he’s pretty much the paint-by-numbers version of my greatest crush weaknesses.

      “Thanks, Levi,” I say, glancing to the mound where Wes is now pacing, tossing a ball, bored with me already. His indifference stings, and I hate that I care. “But I don’t want to have to take care of a man all my life.” I add this just to get a reaction. It catches Wes’s attention, and he takes a few steps closer. “Marriage is shit—no offense. You can give me and my girl here a ride home, though.”

      “Deal,” Levi says, reaching out his hand for me to shake. I take it, and his grip is hard—masculine.

      “Damn, Cherry. That shit was tight,” TK says, holding out knuckles for me. I smirk at his hand and pound my fist lightly into his.

      “Thanks, Knock Out,” I wink. “And you can call me Joss.”

      “I don’t know, you’re pretty sweet—like a cherry,” he laughs.

      “If you call me cherry again, I’ll punch you,” I say quickly. He shakes his head with a chuckle, holding up a hand to point at me.

      “Okay, Joss. Joss the boss,” he winks.

      I roll my eyes, but when I turn around, I smile because boss is a whole lot better than cherry.

      “We’re just going to hit a few more. You girls okay sticking around?” Levi asks.

      “Fine by us,” I say, rounding the fence and sitting on the bottom bleacher next to my friend. “We’ll just wait here so we can, you know, give you more pointers?”

      “Ha…teach me anything you want, Boss,” TK says, stepping back into the box.

      I stand to untie my flannel from around my waste, sliding my arms through again. I let the sleeves drape on me, though, letting one fall off my shoulder enough that it exposes my bare skin and the black strap of my tank top. Levi looks at it, and licks his lips before sliding his mask over his face and kneeling down next to TK. He’s so easy. He’s also not the reason I did it.

      Wes is wearing his hat low again, and he reaches up to adjust it before digging his foot into the mound. He’s counting on the shadow of his brim to mask him, but it’s not dark enough. I can still see his eyes—and they’re on me. I let my lip curl on one side as I tug my hair loose from the ponytail before I sit down to watch, my blond strands twisting and knotting in the breeze. I sweep my hair over my other shoulder, happy that Wes is watching every movement. And between each pitch, those eyes…they always come back to me.

      

      The boys hit for about half an hour while Taryn and I both smoke a cigarette. I’m stomping mine out when TK hops back over the fence from grabbing the ball I fouled off into the field. He steps up next to me, nudging me with the bucket of balls.

      “That’s bad for you, ya know. You should quit,” he says, nodding toward the butt on the ground.

      “Yeah, well…I’ve got a long list of shit I should quit, TK. Trust me when I say smoking every now and then is the least of my problems.” I smile at him after I talk. I think I’m clever, but he doesn’t look amused. It makes me a little uncomfortable; I look away quickly, bending down to pick up the smooshed cigarette end. I may have a laundry list of bad habits, but littering isn’t one of them. I carry it in my palm to the trash at the end of the dugout then fall into step alongside TK, Taryn on my other side. Levi and Wes walk several steps in front of us. Levi looks over his shoulder a few times; Wes only picks up his pace, like he can’t drop Taryn and me off fast enough.

      “So, Boss,” TK says. I sigh, but I give in to the smile. I hate to admit it, but I kind of like this new nickname. I think I also like that he’s moved on from my smoking and other flaws. “That’s some swing,” he says, gesturing toward the field behind us with his neck. “You play, right?”

      Before I can answer, Taryn snickers. I roll my eyes and push her off balance, making her stumble a few steps.

      “Joss Winters is the best shortstop in California,” she blurts out, sticking her tongue out at me as she takes a step to the side so I can’t hit her again.

      “Ah, I don’t know about that,” TK says. “I’m pretty sure I’m the best shortstop in California.”

      I look down at my feet and let my smile crease my cheeks before I pull my phone from my pocket and pretend I’m getting a call.

      “What? Who are you looking for? TK?” I say to my fake caller. I hold the device in my hand to face him, and he pinches his brow. “It’s the President. He wants you to know that you’re actually number two now.”

      It takes a few seconds for TK to let his laughter break through, but when it does, it’s easy and comforting. I like that
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