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      blue22: Need a permission slip to see Scream tonight? I got you covered. Meet early, stay late. See me at the back gate. #deltadirt

      13 comments 27 votes

      

      Halloween 2015

      “It’s official. My life is over at fifteen,” I announce, dropping my backpack on the floor. “But to be fair, I think I’ve had a good run, all things considered.”

      Dad jumps up from his overstuffed armchair, staring at the hideous wig clinging to my head, which was supposed to be the best part of my Halloween costume before my scissors and I attacked it.

      “Now, Emmie. I think what we have here is a fixer-upper.”

      I remain silent, so he looks to Mom to support his claim. “Right, Beth?” 

      “You think this thing on my head is a fixer-upper?” I ask.

      He fixates on my wig.

      I scowl. “Dad? Hello? Why are you gawking at me like that?” 

      He’s quick to respond, “Just making sure it isn’t moving on its own.” 

      “You are not helping!”

      “I was only kidding!” he exclaims, taking a deep breath and holding it briefly before exhaling and shaking his arms out. “Sort of.”

      “I’m just going to pack my things now and move as far away from this town as I possibly can.”

      “Breathe with me,” Dad insists, rolling his shoulders and allowing his head to droop forward, then back. He took three yoga classes last year and now busts out his two moves when he thinks the vibes are getting weird. His words, not mine.

      “No.”

      “Come on, Emmie.” He begins humming, fingers pinched in perfect ovals.

      “We should bury this wig in the graveyard,” I suggest. “As deep as it can possibly go, during a full moon—but not with the pets, because we all know what happened in that Stephen King movie.”

      “Right.” Dad pauses, then rubs his stubbly chin as he considers my suggestion. “Well, I honestly doubt we have enough salt or holy water to make it work.”

      I roll my eyes.

      Mom shoots him a dirty look from the couch where she’s been devouring a blackberry pie straight from the pan. “Steven, I know exactly how much salt we have, and I swear if you take any of it⁠—”

      He interrupts her with laughter, “I didn’t touch the salt, Beth!” 

      She side-eyes him. “Oh, like you haven’t taken salt from the kitchen and holy water from the church before.” 

      “Bethany, my love. Reason for my existence. I took holy water from the church one time. That was it.” 

      Mom circles her fork in the air. “That was one time too many, Steven, and all because of that show with the pie-eating hunter.” 

      “I’m sorry, what?” I ask, totally lost at this point.

      Dad grins. “Your beautiful mother is talking about Dean from Supernatural.”

      “Your flattery will get you exactly nowhere.” She grumbles with a smirk.

      He winks at her. “I’m impressed you remembered that, Beth.”

      “I know things, Steven.”

      “Hello, crisis here?” I say, but they’re not paying attention to me at this point.

      Mom takes another bite of the pie and shakes her head. “Your dad watches one episode, and the next thing you know, he’s trying to hunt zombies and needs holy water from the church.”

      Dad is quick to correct her. “Demons, Beth, not zombies. Zombies would require something other than holy water.”

      I breathe deeply. “I’d love to stand here all night and discuss the difference between a demon and a zombie and how to dispose of them, but I have a situation going on here!” I point a rigid finger at my head, eyes wide. 

      Dad clears his throat. “Of course, Emmie. I apologize. But I think it’s important that when we’re discussing zombies, we’re all on the same page.” He starts naming off facts like we’re his students at the community college. “They usually move slowly, so outrunning them is probably the best course of action. Or getting to higher ground and making sure the windows are boarded up. But I think our location is ideal since we could keep an eye on the entire town from the rooftop. Might be a little harder in the winter, but we have plenty of clothing so we can layer up.”

      “I’m packing my things and moving out,” I grumble.

      “Take me with you.” Mom adds.

      “North or south?”

      “How about off planet?” she asks, eyebrow cocked.

      “You both know that I’m the glue that holds this family together,” Dad claims.

      Mom and I both snort in unison.

      “Oh yeah, Steven? I have two words for you. Perm. Gate.” Mom says, deadpan.

      He hisses through his teeth as I look past him at the infamous photo of me above the fireplace, taken at twelve years old when I was in the sixth grade—wide-eyed, sporting a big nervous grin with a bunch of tight and loose curls shooting out in all directions. 

      He nervously glances at the photo, then back at me. 

      Mom cheerfully adds, “Oh, yes, Steven. Do you remember?” 

      “Yeah, Dad. Do you remember?” I ask.

      He walks over and takes the big pair of scissors from my hand, which I had completely forgotten I was still holding, then steps back, tapping them against his palm, then calmly says, “Emmaline, decisions were made that day, and we need to stand by them.”

      I grimace as if I’ve tasted something sour. “No, we should not stand by anything that happened that day.”

      Mom nods before shoving another bite of blackberry pie into her mouth.

      Dad stands taller before declaring the obvious, “Okay, well, things didn’t go exactly as planned that morning.”

      Mom places the pie pan on the coffee table and sucks her thumb before recalling the details.

      “Steven. My precious. My everything. You took our daughter on a covert mission behind my back and bought the curlers, the solution, a cap, you know, everything you needed, then proceeded to ruin her hair while I slept upstairs in our bed. Then woke me up when you panicked fifteen minutes before she had to be at school, which gave me exactly—” She looks at her watch. “Oh, that’s right—no time to fix it before she had to get her picture taken. A picture that now sits on the mantel of our fireplace as a reminder of that fateful day when you betrayed me.”

      “Well, betrayal is a bit dramatic.”

      “Oh really?” she asks.

      Dad clears his throat, glancing at me, then back at her. “Okay, technically, all of that is true, but⁠—”

      Mom waits, supporting her lower back with one hand. “But?”

      “She wanted it.” He says.

      “Oh, Steven. Honestly! Emmie also wanted to bring a squirrel into the house when she was 5, but we didn’t do it, and guess why?”

      “I’ve heard they’re quite nice.”

      “And a raccoon.” She adds.

      “They look cuddly,” Dad says nervously.

      “Oh, and the monkey from the zoo, along with a shark.”

      “Okay, fine, Beth. I know where this is going.”

      Mom nods, then rolls her hand. “Could you say it, please?”

      He folds his arms over his chest and mutters under his breath, “I’m the adult.”

      “Sorry? I couldn’t hear you.” 

      Dad blows out his cheeks and holds up his hands in surrender. “I’m the adult, and fine, I’ll admit that Emmie looked—” he chuckles, rubbing the side of his neck, “—quite terrifying.” 

      “Dad!” 

      There’s a beat of silence, and then all three of us laugh until it’s the kind of laugh that makes your side ache and your belly roll.

      Once the laughter dies down, Mom stares at my head. “Well,” she wipes a tear from her eye, “I guess that wig isn’t as disastrous as perm gate.” 

      I feel my muscles begin to relax, and the static in my brain settles like fallen snow. Sometimes it’s this easy. Mom just knows exactly what to say to calm me down. I do love my dad, but we all know he’s like the training wheels that fall off your bike as you’re barreling down a hill.

      Eyebrows raised, my dad thumbs behind him. “See? Even your broody mother thinks it’s fixable.” 

      Mom side-eyes him. “Settle down, Dean Winchester.” 

      “Now, Beth, you know I’m a Sam, not a Dean.” 

      “Steven. Just be happy that I know anything about that show at all.”

      Eyes suddenly wide, Dad asks, “Wait, do you think I’m cool like Dean?” 

      “I’m kicking you out.”

      He forms a heart with his fingers, mouthing the words “I love you.” Then he barely glances at me before adding, “But I want to clarify that I had nothing to do with the cutting of that wig on our daughter’s head.”

      I nervously smooth down my wig, but it’s impossible. Pieces of it are sticking up in all directions. 

      “Et tu, Brute?” I hiss. 

      He mouths the words “I’m sorry” to me, and I scrunch my nose. 

      Trying my best to think of any excuse to not go, I finally say, “I could tell everyone we’re under quarantine … like a house plague. It is flu season, and there are kids out sick at school this week. That’s a totally believable excuse for me to skip the Halloween party tomorrow night.”

      Mom absentmindedly thumbs at her throat. “Please don’t even joke about the flu, Emmie. I’m just now able to eat without gagging.” 

      “Okay, that’s fair,” I grumble. 

      She approaches me, her pregnant belly leading the way, so my soon-to-be baby sister, Vivi (short for Vivian), who they have named after my great-great-grandmother on Mom’s side, gets to me first. I try to straighten the wig again, and a piece of my real hair slips out from the side. She gently tucks it back under the short wig, but it won’t stay. 

      Dad kisses her on the cheek. “You know you love me exactly as I Sam … get it? I used Sam instead of am.”

      She continues to work on my wig while ignoring his dad joke. “I swear I didn’t know I was having a third child.”

      He tilts his head. “Am I detecting an attempt at a joke, Bethany?” 

      Mom gently tries to push down a couple of spots on the unruly wig, to no avail. “I should’ve offered to get a broom and knock this thing off her head.”

      “Mom!” I cover my mouth to stifle a laugh. 

      Dad smirks. “I like it when you choose violence.”

      “Brave of you,” Mom says, smirking.

      Mom returns her attention to me, looking over the wig, then asks, “Did you use the skullcap on your hair with bobby pins? I mean, it’s the only way you’re going to be able to wear this without it falling off. We have to make a plan and stick to it, right? That’s how we make sure things go smoothly.”

      I slowly shake my head through her barrage of reminders, then start thumbing at my palm, eyes wide as I dissociate. Sound disappears. Things go out of focus. I have moments like this, as I like to call them, which is why I take medication to help with my hyperfixation, OCD, and social anxiety.

      My dad is saying my name, but I don’t respond. I feel a hand on my cheek, fingers combing through my hair. But I can’t come back yet. I’m numb and floating.

      I hear my dad’s voice, like an echo on the wind. “Emmie, come back to us. We’re right here.”

      I blink a few times, taking a slow breath. Sometimes I’ll stop breathing for a moment and my face turns red.

      And this is why I haven’t taken my driving test to get my license yet. Because of these moments.  

      I hear my mom’s voice cut through the fog, saying, “Steven, get some lemon water and the eucalyptus oil stick.” 

      The lemon's tartness helps me snap out of it when my mind drifts like this, and so does the strong smell of the oil. It’s almost like a quick factory reset for my brain and body.

      “Here, Emmie. Drink,” Mom says as she lifts the glass to my lips, and I do. I always do what she says. Mom knows best, and she’s always so calm in these situations. Unlike my teachers were when I was in elementary school. They would call the EMT’s.

      The cold water feels good going down my throat, and I blink a few more times, reaching up and holding the glass myself as Mom says, “There she is.”

      Mom unscrews the cap off the small blue stick and waves it under my nose pretty quickly. The strong smell of eucalyptus makes me wince, but it’s a good reaction. She recaps it and shoves it in her pocket. I carry one in my backpack, too, for when I start feeling a little overwhelmed at school. That and my black headphones.

      Mom glances over her shoulder. “Steven, can you please go get the styrofoam head for this wig, and your container of hair wax?”

      “On it!” He kisses the side of my head. I hold out the glass, and he takes it from me with a smile.

      Mom cups my chin. “It’ll be fine, Emmie. And that’s a fact. This pink wig and you.” 

      I nod. My chest rises and falls slowly as I become fully aware of my surroundings again. It’s not like I’m in danger of collapsing when this happens. But it can certainly upset people who don’t know me because I probably look like a zombie.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I whisper. “Just for future reference,” I tap the side of my head, “you have to take out the brain with a zombie.”

      “Good to know,” she whispers, leaning in and touching her forehead to mine. “But you are not a zombie.”

      I close my eyes, and she wipes a tear from my cheek. I didn’t even know I was crying, and honestly, I’m not sure if I was. My eyes get really dry when this happens.

      “Why don’t you tell me some facts?” she asks, because she knows it helps me center myself after I have a moment like this. 

      “Um.” I clear my throat. “Honey never spoils.” I blink a couple more times. “Bananas are berries, but strawberries are not. Oh, and kangaroos cannot walk backward,” I say.

      “Really?” she asks with a tepid smile.

      “Yep. I have them all written down in my journals up in my room.”

      I didn’t notice, but I’m quietly counting, tapping my thumbs to each finger, one direction then the other, in sets of four.

      My chest relaxes as she places a warm hand over my hand and gently calms my fidgeting with a little pressure, like a weighted blanket. Three slow squeezes, and I release a breath. Three more, and my heart begins to slow. By the third round, I’m feeling close to normal … or as normal as I can get. 

      “You know, you don’t have to do this,” she says. “We could binge-watch any movies you like.”

      “I have to go tonight to the movies and tomorrow night to the Halloween party at Calloway’s Farm. It’s a whole big thing, Mom. Everyone will be there from school.”

      She gently lifts my chin, guiding my eyes to hers. “You never have to do anything except chores. That’s a non-negotiable.”

      My shoulders squeeze with tension. “I promised Madison I’d go to both.” 

      “Well,” her soft eyes dart over my outfit, “a promise is a promise, I guess. But I’m sure your best friend would understand if you decided to stay home this time.”

      I tug on my fuzzy blue sweater and nervously admit, “They’ll only be two more of these since we’re juniors now, and I also don’t want to be a trending topic on Lowkey.”

      “You mean that social media site?” Mom asks, a crease forming on her forehead.

      Mom isn’t a fan of stuff like this, even ones like Lowkey that have built-in features with added protection for kids. But she hasn’t told me I can’t be on it, so I do what everyone else does when they get bored and doomscroll. 

      “Yep, and people spill the tea on there all the time.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re speaking another language, Emmie.” 

      “Tea is what kids call gossip, Mom. And I guarantee if I don’t show my face at that party, then someone will talk about it. There’s a whole thread with the hashtag Delta Dirt on there for our high school.” 

      “I liked it better when we had landlines and none of that,” she says, gesturing toward my tablet. “Plus, you shouldn’t be worried about someone talking about you on there.”  

      I shrug. “I’m not on there all the time.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Well, maybe some, but everyone goes on Lowkey.”

      “I think we’ve talked about not caring what everyone else is doing before, right?”

      I nod. “Yeah. But I think I’m already weird enough.”

      She shakes her head. “You are not weird, Emmie.”

      “Says my Mom.” I chuckle.

      She clears her throat and changes the subject while fidgeting with the pink wig.

      “So, who are you going as to this party again?”

      I half-smile and answer, “RM, the leader of BTS. AKA Pink Joon. You know he’s in the South Korean boy band I told you about. I have their poster up in my room.”

      Her next question forms small lines at the corners of her eyes. “And will anyone recognize you as this Pink Moon?”

      “Pink Joon, not moon, Mom.” I laugh. “They’re starting to get really popular in the States, so some kids might.” 

      She tries to adjust my wig, but more of my hair slips out, and she decides to remove it, allowing the rest of my dark hair to tumble over my shoulders. Mom gives the wig a shake and grimaces.

      “Are you going as someone people might not recognize on purpose, Emmie?” 

      I gently chew on the inside of my cheek. The truth is, I’m trying my best to blend into the background as best as I can. Most days, it’s absolutely impossible because one of my best friends is a very cute, very bubbly, and very, very popular cheerleader by the name of Madison Carter. 

      My eyes widen as a terrible thought strikes me. “Do you think people will ask me who I am?” 

      “Maybe,” she admits with a small shrug.

      I grimace. “Ugh.” 

      She breaks the tension by pushing my hair over my shoulder. “But I think your dad is right. With a little work, this wig will be perfect for the party tomorrow night. No worries. Leave it to me.” 

      I grin, feeling this warmth spread through my stomach as I study her soft features and perfect nose. Mom spent the first six months of her pregnancy trying to fight nausea and eat enough so the doctor wouldn’t complain about her weight. She’s in her late thirties, and talk of being at risk and taking it easy became a huge part of our discussions about this new baby. This also added to my stress and is why my dad is home now, working in our flower shop instead of teaching liberal arts at the community college.

      Dad rushes back in, juggling everything she asked for. “Found all of it. Here,” he says. 

      She carefully works on the wig while Dad watches from the overstuffed chair.

      “We could binge-watch movies tonight, kid.” He says.

      “Mom said the same thing, but I promised I’d go.”

      He glances at my mom and then tries to look less worried, but I get it. He’s my dad, and he cares about me. I study his profile when he picks up the remote and turns the TV back on.

      I think I resemble him more than my mom. His lips are full, his skin pale, and his eyes are bright and curious. He’s wearing what he usually wears. An old band T-shirt, an open button-down—today it’s blue-and-green plaid—and lived-in jeans with a couple of holes at the knees. Even his shoes are casual—Chucks in red and white. Mom, meanwhile, is wearing black leggings, a loose gray sweatshirt, and a pair of fluffy blue slippers we gave her last Christmas. Not her typical choice, but she’s putting comfort before style these days. 

      “Okay, there,” Mom says. “That should work. Make sure to keep it on the styrofoam head, so it’ll be good for the party.” 

      She hands me the wig, and I smile. “Oh, wow. It looks great. Thanks, Mom.”

      “You’re welcome,” she’s quick to answer. “Now,” she eyes the clock on the mantel next to my hideous sixth-grade school photo, “shouldn’t you change back into your regular clothes? It’s five o’clock. The movie will be starting soon.” 

      I absentmindedly correct her by saying, “The theater plays two movies on Halloween. The choices are Practical Magic or Scream. Well, Scream is for the Juniors and Seniors with permission slips from their parents, but that doesn’t matter to me because you both know that I love Practical Magic. I mean, who wouldn’t? Sandra Bullock and Nicole Kidman are perfect sisters, and their aunts are the coolest witches in the world.”

      Both of my parents are smiling. After I zone out, I usually bounce back like this and overshare. It’s how they know that I’m fine.

      “Doesn’t it come with a popcorn bucket and drink, too?” Dad asks.

      “Yep! And Bradley is coming with me,” I blurt out.

      Mom grins, exchanging a look with my dad. A look that always makes me feel uneasy.

      Bradley’s been my next-door neighbor since birth. Literally. We learned to walk together. And he’s also my parents’ number one choice for me. Scratch that. He is the ONLY choice for me as far as they’re concerned when it comes to boys.

      After a beat, my dad asks, “A date then?” 

      My pulse quickens, and I gently pinch the side of my wrist. “We’re just riding together.”

      He clears his throat, probably noticing my sudden shift in mood, before asking, “What about Madison?” 

      I shrug. “Madison Marie Carter (I use her full name because I’m slightly annoyed) is going with her boyfriend to see Scream this year instead of Practical Magic.” 

      Mom’s eyebrow arches with curiosity. “Oh? I thought she didn’t like scary movies?” 

      “She doesn’t, but she loves her silly boyfriend more, I guess.” 

      I gently rock for a moment.

      Mom tilts her head. “Did you take your evening PC, Emmie?”

      She means my Prozac and Clonidine. We don’t call them meds in this house. Instead, we use PC.

      I hazily start counting the tiles on the fireplace in pairs, then mutter, “Yes.”

      My mind swirls with numbers.

      Two, four, six, eight, ten …

      “Emmie,” she says, interrupting the count, “you know you have to take them every day for them to work properly.”

      Dad quickly interjects, “Babes, she said she did, and we believe her because she wouldn’t lie to us, right, Emmie? Families don’t lie to each other.” 

      “Absolutely not,” I confirm with a nod while staring down at the wig. “I take them twice every single day. Promise.”  

      Mom touches the ends of my hair, running the dark strands through her fingers like she has since I was little. My shoulders ease, and my breath slows. That little niggling of doubt and insecurity climbs back into its box.

      I half-smile, then stand up. “I should get ready to go. The movie starts soon.”

      “Have fun on your date!” Dad calls out as I exit the living room.

      “It’s not a date!” I yell back before hitting the stairs.
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      I swing the front door open, and there’s Bradley Barnes. Despite the braces that are coming off this upcoming summer and his messy chocolate-brown hair, Bradley is what girls would call cute.

      He has soft brown eyes, thick dark lashes, and his eyebrows no longer meet in the middle with those little straggly hairs I wanted to pluck out. I haven’t asked him if he fixed those bushy eyebrows himself, but that unibrow has been AWOL since right before he left for track and field camp.

      Bradley also has broader shoulders now, longer legs, and wears size 11 shoes. Should you inquire, he’ll state he’s a size 12, though he’s fibbing. I know this because I looked the last time he fell asleep on my bedroom floor during a movie marathon. I guess I just needed to verify how big his clown feet really were because he keeps stepping on my toes and apologizing for it.

      It’s worth noting that Bradley’s height increased so much over the past year that he might end up in a medical journal. He went from being a couple of inches taller than me to looking down on me, which is slightly annoying.

      And he was flailing.

      A lot.

      Quite dramatically.

      It seemed as if he’d lost control of his arms at the beginning of the summer, which mostly happened when he was describing something or recalling a story, which is endearing, I guess, if you like ducking out of the way.

      So far, Bradley has accidentally booped my nose, slapped the side of my head, and clipped my left boob with his floppy fingers. Sometimes it was like watching a gigantic monster baby discover he had hands for the first time and then poking himself in the eye and crying about it.

      The good news is, I’m fond of him—goofy as he can be. Because Bradley Barnes has always been like the sibling I never had. Which is why when I say he’s cute, I mean he’s cute in a totally platonic way. 

      But then Bradley returned home from track and field camp this year, and something had happened. A miracle, maybe? Because the gangly Bradley, who left for camp, didn’t come back the same way. In that monster baby’s place, there was a guy who seemed to be in control of his limbs, big flipper feet, and flailing arms.

      However, I remain vigilant.

      “Hey!” Bradley exclaims, his eyes sparkling and his hand giving a vigorous, enthusiastic wave.

      Waving back, I try to wipe away the worried look while keeping my distance, so he doesn’t accidentally knock my glasses off my face. I then twist the doorknob three times. Bradley does the same and confirms it’s locked. If I don’t check it this way, it will occupy my thoughts all night. He knows this and says nothing else about it.

      My eyes narrow. “Are you wearing cologne?”

      He lifts his arm and takes a whiff. “Do you like it?”

      “I don’t know. You usually smell like sour gummy worms and some mystery funk.”

      He cracks a smile. “I don’t smell, Emmie.”

      I playfully provoke him. “You’re good now, but you weren’t always.”

      “Fine, there might have been some feet stuff.”

      “Some?” I ask.

      “And I finally gave up the gummy worms,” he admits.

      I tilt my head and place a hand on my hip. “You’re joking.”

      He grows taller, eliminating that natural slouch. “Nope! Haven’t had a gummy worm in days.”

      I reach up on my tiptoes and touch his head with the back of my hand.

      “Stop.” He laughs and shrugs off my hand.

      “I’m just making sure you’re not running a fever.”

      “Emmie. People change.”

      I look him over. “Not this much.”

      “You’ll see when you turn 16.”

      I roll my eyes. “Bradley, you just turned 16. Like two weeks ago.”

      He stretches his arm out, and I instinctively duck before he shakes his keys over my head, reminding me he’s now a legal driver.

      My eyes follow his gaze to the curb, where his baby-blue Buick is parked. His car was the real motivation behind Bradley getting his license on the first try. Well, that and probably girls.

      “I know, I know. You have your license now.”

      “You know it,” he says, sounding pleased. “Maybe I can give you some driving lessons in Betty.”

      Betty White is what he decided to name his car. I tried to tell him that most teenage girls, except for me, might not get the Golden Girls reference, but he didn’t care.

      I shrug, rocking back and forth a bit. “Oh, I don’t know. Me and driving seem slightly incompatible.”

      “Oh, c’mon, Emmie. It’s easier than you think.”

      I scrunch my face as if I’ve bitten into a lemon. “Right now, I just wanna be a passenger princess a little longer.”

      “Alright, but your 16th birthday is just around the corner.”

      Sighing, I stare down at my feet. “Please don’t remind me that I’m getting older.”

      “Everything alright?” he asks.

      I’m not going to tell Bradley that I had another moment because he worries about me, which is totally fair. If he zoned out like I do sometimes, I’d worry about him, too. But there’s been a lot of stress lately with things changing. But how do you plan to have a sister, or start thinking about graduation, or watch your best friend go from cute nerdy to whatever Bradley is now? The answer is you can’t.

      Biting my lip, I decide to admit, “My mom and dad assumed we were going out again, and I’m sure it has to do with my birthday coming up because it seems like everyone in the world is dating now.”

      Bradley releases a defeated sigh. “Yeah, same with my parents. They thought we were going out tonight, too.”

      My eyes land on his school jacket, complete with the Delta Bulldogs mascot and track and field patch. Bradley’s a great runner. He says it helps him calm down, and honestly, I’d try it if I weren’t basically a professional klutz.

      “At least you got to go to camp this summer. I was stuck here being asked how you were and if you texted me.”

      “Oof.”

      “Yeah. Oof.”

      Bradley holds the car door open for me, and I hop in before he climbs into the driver’s seat. The car gently rocks on the soft suspension like a small boat on the water.

      He looks at me and smiles. “I mean, you could do worse than me.”

      “Bradley.” I shake my head and laugh before tossing my bag into the backseat and clicking my seatbelt into place.

      He’s now shuffling through his CDs like he’s got a long drive ahead, even though the theater is only a few blocks away. He pops the disc in and presses the button. I hear Harry Styles’ voice through the speakers. He loves Harry. I do, too. I mean, who doesn’t?

      “I think my parents are getting weirder because of this whole Sweet 16 thing,” I say.

      Bradley adjusts his rearview mirror. “Well, we are of age now.”

      I make a face. “Ew.”

      A laugh escapes him. “You know what I mean, Emmie.”

      “Unfortunately, I do.”

      He tries his best to lift my spirits by placing his hand over his heart and singing along with Harry Styles. Bradley has a good voice, and I told him he should join choir or drama club … or both.

      “You’re in a good mood.”

      He continues singing.

      I look up at the apartment where my family lives, directly above our flower shop, Dawson’s Daisies. Two dark silhouettes are dancing in the living room window, their shadows stretching across the glass. My parents are joyfully swaying to a beat only they can hear, like they often do out of nowhere when we’re all hanging out. I let out a small, wistful sigh. I want that kind of romance someday, but I don’t know if it’ll ever happen for me because who wants to deal with me drifting off while they grab some lemon water and a eucalyptus oil stick to bring me back? The answer is probably no one. At least no teenage boys that I know of.

      I blink when Bradley hits a high note and rhythmically taps his palms against the steering wheel. I offer a gentle smile while still rummaging through facts in my mind.

      Bradley’s family resides in the apartment adjacent to ours, a mirror image in design and layout. Constructed in 1904, these two red-brick buildings were owned by two sisters and their families, which is why we share a rooftop. Standing five stories tall, these two buildings on Main Street are among Delta’s highest, providing a clear view of the entire town. I have a cozy room tucked away in the attic of our apartment, and Bradley has a similar space in his. And we both have the freedom to step out onto the shared rooftop.

      Bradley keeps singing, rolling his hands in the air like a conductor. I grin, then my attention is drawn back to our homes.

      Perfect summer weather makes for ideal movie nights up on the roof, complete with a portable screen, beanbag chairs, and plenty of buttered popcorn. We’ve spent countless nights misidentifying constellations in the sky and watching fireworks as a family on holidays. We’ve also celebrated birthdays and even held a funeral for Bradley’s hamster, Mr. Cuddlebug, who passed away unexpectedly when we were both 8. My goldfish, named Marty Merman, died when we were both 10. Both Mr. Cuddlebug and Marty Merman are buried in the communal garden within our family’s shared atrium, marked by small gravestones donated by Mr. Barnes from his hobby shop.

      Bradley Barnes and I have lived alongside each other since we were born, and yet the only thing we’ve never shared is a mutual attraction.

      Not once. Not ever. And it’s okay.

      My gaze settles on Bradley once more, catching the glint of worry in his eyes because I didn’t sing along with him like I usually do.

      “If we’re not careful, we’ll end up engaged and then married without you asking or me saying yes, Bradley.”

      His nose crinkles in disgust. “No offense, but that sounds exactly like something from Flowers in the Attic.”

      I let out a laugh, muffling the sound by pressing the back of my hand to my lips. “No offense taken, but it was still a great book.”

      His shoulders bunch. “I think we just need to sit them down and tell them that it isn’t happening. We’re not getting together.”

      I slump back into the familiar contours of the seat. “It would be a lot easier if they could accept that.”

      With a sigh, he leans back, too, his body echoing the defeat I feel.

      “You’re right,” he grudgingly admits. “But we have to do it. We have to tell them.”

      A subdued groan rumbles from my throat. “I think this is my fault. It’s because I’m the way I am.”

      “Listen, no one thinks that way, especially me,” he states, his tone leaving no room for doubt.

      I pick at the skin around my fingernail. “But we both know why they think you should take care of me.”

      Bradley abruptly kills the engine, the click of his unbuckling seatbelt sharp in the silence. Then he pivots to face me.

      With my hand in his, he reassures me, “You are capable of anything, Emmie. Don’t ever doubt yourself.”

      “Not without my meds, Bradley.” I lift my hand, the muscles in my arm tensing slightly. “I have this compulsion to check the front door every time I leave, and I have to pull on it exactly three times. You know I can’t leave if I don’t. And that’s not all I do⁠—”

      Bradley cuts me off mid-sentence. “So what if you have to pull on a doorknob? I throw salt over my shoulder if I spill it. Everyone has their things.”

      I try to smile. “The salt thing is a superstition.”

      “Go ahead, tell me,” Bradley says with a grin, “Because I know you know all about the salt.”

      “Well, according to lore, spilling salt invites the Devil—who is believed to lurk directly behind your left shoulder—into your life. Tossing a pinch of salt over that shoulder blinds him.”

      He squeezes my hand three times, the pressure comforting, and then leans in, his voice a low murmur. “Emmie, your brain is just too big for your head.” He gives me a warm hug. “But please don’t let this inflate your already insufferable ego.”

      A rap on the glass breaks our giggling embrace, and we pull apart to find my dad staring at the two of us. Bradley and I hold vacant stares until I finally lower my window.

      “H—hi, Mr. Dawson,” Bradley calls out, his hand going up in a friendly wave.

      With a cheerful grin, my dad waves back. “Just Steven, Bradley. No need for formality.”

      Bradly glances at me, lips parted. I shake my head no. 

      Dad stoops, then reaches into his pocket and produces some cash. “I forgot to give this to you, Emmie. It’s for the movie with a little extra if you need it. Unless you got this, Bradley?”

      Suddenly, Bradley interjects, “I’ve got us covered, Mr … ah, Steven,” he stammers, his eyes darting away for a moment.

      Impulsively, I snatch the money from my dad’s hand. “We’re going Dutch,” I clarify, “Splitting everything right down the middle. Right?”

      My eyebrow arches as I stare at Bradley.

      Bradley draws out the word, “Riiiight.” His eyes widen. “I’m sorry. I forgot. We did decide to split everything.”

      I glance up at the window and catch Mom peeking through the blinds, her eyes wide with curiosity, but she quickly retreats, and then I see Bradley’s parents doing the same thing in their living room window, their faces etched with a similar, watchful gaze.

      Perfect. It’s a synchronized assault. 

      “We have to go,” I say.

      With an awkward wave from both Bradley and me, I press the button, and the window ascends at a pace that tests the limits of human patience.

      I mutter under my breath, “Please drive away now.”

      And so he does, but in the rearview mirror, I can see my dad beaming, his face alight with joy.
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      When I was little, the Ryburn Theater was the most magical place on earth. My dad would bring me here on Sunday afternoons, right after church, for the $2 matinee. The large glass dome on the front of the building stretches toward the sky, lit like a beacon filled with glittery lights, while gigantic movie posters, suspended from the rafters inside, make the place feel bigger than life.

      It was built in the early 80’s by a man named Thomas Anthony Ryburn, who was originally born in Delta. Thomas moved away after graduating from high school and worked in Hollywood for the better part of his adult life, building movie sets and even doing some stunt work.

      I don’t think Thomas would’ve returned to Delta if his dad hadn’t fallen from the roof of his house and hurt his back. But once Thomas returned home and realized The Delta Cinema on Main Street was in serious disrepair, he got an idea.

      Thomas took his savings and bought the rundown movie theater on Main Street, and then hired an architect to draw up his vision of the perfect place for families to watch movies. And that’s how the Ryburn Theater was born.

      Everyone assumed that when Thomas began restoring The Delta Cinema on Main Street, it would ultimately become The Ryburn, but no. Thomas restored the building, installing new seating, better lighting, and a brand-new stage, and then donated it to the drama department at Delta High with the understanding that it would be used for school plays. Then he named it The Ambly Playhouse, which was his mother’s maiden name.

      Although everyone in town was excited and grateful to Thomas for investing money in the old building and generously donating it to the school, no one knew where The Ryburn Theater would be built, or if Thomas had simply run out of money to see his dream realized.

      But, a year after The Ambly was completed, construction began a few blocks away, on the edge of town, where Thomas had used land belonging to his family, along the edge of Treat Brison National Park. There, under the stars and surrounded by trees, a new theater was built.

      And he spared no expense to create exactly what he envisioned. The Ryburn has four viewing screens, a top-notch surround sound system, and the most comfortable seating in the universe. The rows of seats are arranged on individual tiers, with plenty of legroom and places for food and drinks.

      I flinch, nearly dropping my tablet into my lap when Bradley speaks up because I didn’t even realize we’d parked.

      “Emmie. I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to say to your dad.”

      I unbuckle my seatbelt and let it slip off. “It isn’t your fault.”

      Bradley eyes my tablet. “Any new gossip on Lowkey?”

      I glance at him and shake my head.

      “Just a Delta Dirt thread about the Halloween party tomorrow night. Evidently, it’s going to be lit.”

      He swallows, and I watch his Adam’s apple bob up and down. Then I see it. Is that stubble? No way that Bradley Barnes—my Bradley, is growing facial hair, right?

      “I think it’ll be fun this year.” He says.

      “Fun?” I ask. “Since when did you start liking parties?”

      He shrugs his shoulders before opening his car door and getting out. He leans down and smiles at me. The sparkling lights from the Ryburn glide across the metal on his teeth.

      “Like I said before, people change, Emmie.”

      I reach into the backseat and grab my bag, shoving my tablet and the money Dad gave me into the front pocket, realizing I had been turning it into a crumpled mess in my clenched fist on the drive over here.

      “Uh huh,” I grumble.

      He reaches my side of the car. I stare up at him, noticing how tall and lanky he is. Bradley is changing too fast, while I’m stuck at the same height—same everything, it seems.

      “I think my Dad gave me enough for both of us.”

      Bradley is quick to refuse. “No way. Dutch, remember?”

      I roll my eyes and exit the car, swinging my backpack over my shoulder. “Honestly, I think having another baby has made them even worse about the whole you and me thing.”

      Bradley shrugs. “It probably just has them thinking.”

      Curiosity knits my brows. “Thinking about what?”

      He leans against the side of his car and pretzels his arms like he does when he’s in deep thought. “Life, the future. I mean, we are in our junior year now. Soon we’ll be seniors. Adulting comes after that.”

      “Ew, adulting? No, thank you.” I scoff.

      “I know it’s the worst, but time marches on, Emmie.”

      I turn to face him, gripping the strap on my backpack. “Time marches on? I’m sorry, but who are you and what have you done with my friend?”

      He laughs, eyes scanning our surroundings for a few seconds before finding me again. “All I’m saying is we need to start thinking about what comes after all of this, Emmie.”

      I narrow my eyes. “You’d tell me if you got abducted by aliens while you were at camp, right?”

      He laughs. “Would I know if I’d been abducted?”

      “I’m not sure,” I say.

      “Listen, I wasn’t abducted. But I did a lot of thinking over the summer about the future.”

      “Well, there is no after, Bradley. We’ll just get close to graduation and then wake up like Bill Murray did in Groundhog Day. You’ll see. The whole thing will keep happening over and over again.”

      “That would be a nightmare.” Bradley huffs.

      I tilt my head. “In what way?”

      He fusses with his hair, but it’s still adorably messy. “In every single way. Who wants to be stuck in high school forever?”

      “I’m beginning to think that you have plans you’re not sharing with me.”

      I’m joking with him, of course, but deep down inside, I sort of thought that being in high school wasn’t so bad as long as we have each other, and the thought of not having that is making my palms itchy.

      He shoves his hand into his pocket, producing some money, silently counting it, and then hides it away before answering me, “I thought you, of all people, would appreciate that I’m being realistic about our lives after we graduate.”

      My nose scrunches. “Don’t pull the realist card on me.”

      Bradley rubs the side of his arm before continuing. “I’m just saying, we have to start thinking about it before it’s here and we’re collecting diplomas and throwing our hats into the air.”

      “But do we?” I whine.

      “It’s called growing up,” he reminds me.

      I let out a sigh, trying to lighten the mood by saying, “Right now we have a movie to watch.” I wind my arm into his. “Midnight margaritas, remember?” I half-sing with enthusiasm.

      “Wait, Emmie. What if … we do something different this time?” Bradley says, refusing to move forward.

      I slide my arm out of his and stare at him. “No way, Bradley.”

      “Emmie—come on, we watch the same movie every year.” He pinches his fingers together. “Aren’t you just a little curious about Scream?”

      I part my lips and glance past him as other cars enter the parking lot and find their spaces. We’re early because I like to get our snacks and find our seats before most other kids are entering the theater. Bradley knows all of this, and yet he’s just now asking me if I’m curious about Scream.

      “I don’t have a permission slip,” I say, chin rising as if I’ve checkmated him.

      He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a few small pieces of paper.

      “You did not go and get fake permission slips, did you?!”

      He nods, hiding a mischievous grin.

      “Bradley.” I huff. “Are you serious?”

      He shrugs. “We always go see Practical Magic. We’ve seen it so many times.”

      I wave a hand between us. “Because it’s tradition.” Pointing at his pocket, I then add, “And that’s illegal.”

      He tugs at his earlobe and leans back against the side of his car. “Well, maybe breaking tradition can be fun, and it isn’t illegal.”

      Pursing my lips, I glance at the theater and back at him. “We could have just asked our parents for permission if this is what you really wanted to do.”

      “But what would be the fun in that?” he asks, wagging his eyebrows.

      I shake my head. “Is this because Sawyer talked Madison into watching Scream?”

      But Bradley doesn’t answer me, so I follow his gaze, and I see a small group of girls wearing matching school jackets.

      I narrow my eyes. “Aren’t those girls from Shawnee?”

      He blinks out of his stupor. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “What are they doing here?” I ask.

      Then I notice that this pretty girl with light blonde hair and big blue eyes is staring right at us. I look over my shoulder to make sure no one is standing behind us, but when I turn back, she’s waving. Well, not at me. She’s waving at Bradley.

      Bradley lifts a hand and waves back at her, so I tap his side and then have to bump him a little harder to get his attention. He finally looks at me.

      “Do you know her?” I ask.

      He swallows hard and then looks down at me, which honestly isn’t my favorite thing in the world. No one told him he could grow a foot in a few months. It’s rude.

      “I, ah ... I didn’t know if they’d be able to make it tonight.” He rubs the side of his neck. “And that girl with the blonde hair is Hannah.”

      “Hannah who?”

      “Hannah Andrews,” He clarifies while glancing in her direction.

      I narrow my eyes and lift my hands. “You act like I’m supposed to know that name or something.”

      He faces me. “Okay, don’t freak out. Like I said, I didn’t know if she would be able to come tonight, but now she’s here, and⁠—”

      He’s rambling from nerves.

      I shake my head, “I’m not freaking out. Why would you assume that I’m going to freak out other than the fact that you want me to use some fake permission slip to go see a slasher movie with you?”

      And then I notice she’s walking our way, ponytail swinging, eyes bright, and her smile widening to reveal some pretty impressive teeth.

      “Okay, I promise I’ll tell you everything, but not right now. Just be cool, please, Emmie. I’m begging you,” Bradley says.

      “Why not right now?” I ask, eyebrow arching.

      “Emmie, please. Do this for me, okay? She’s coming over here right now.”

      “Fine, but I need to call my mom and ask if it’s okay to see Scream. I don’t want to use some fake slip you paid for in a back alley.”

      Bradley nervously chuckles. “It wasn’t in a back alley.”

      “Really?” I say, a little louder. 

      “Shh. Okay, but do not mention Hannah when you call your mom, okay?”

      I narrow my eyes just as I hear a girl’s voice ask, “Hey B, did you get them?”

      “B?” I ask before he lets go of my arms and sidesteps me.

      I turn and realize this girl has given him a nickname.

      But why? Why would she call him B?

      “You bet, Hannah Banana.”

      Wait. What is happening right now?

      He pulls out the fake permission slips and smiles, and the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen (outside of Madison, of course) squeals with excitement.
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      “Get in the car, Nox!” my dad calls out from the side window of his brand-new white Audi. It’s a wedding gift from his new father-in-law, to match his new job and new house—new everything. Except for me, of course. His only son. I’m not new.

      My dad married Porsha Marquee, the heiress of the lumber king from Pennsylvania’s wealthiest family, a year ago. And what a year it’s been.

      He slowly drives down Route 127, keeping the car right next to me.

      “NOX! I’m serious. Stop,” he shouts.

      “Go home, Dad!” I yell back at him, my breath escaping like smoke in the crisp fall air. It’s Halloween night. My favorite holiday, but not now that he’s decided to ruin it.

      “I’m not going back there without you,” he insists while white-knuckling the steering wheel.

      “Well, then you’ll be driving all night.” I huff.

      The car suddenly swerves and blocks my path, causing me to hit the hood with my open hands. My eyes lock onto his. He’s irritated now. I can tell. A deep wrinkle sits between his brows.

      Dad steps out of the car and walks around the front as I take two steps back. His eyes squint, and his chest rises and falls, showing frustration.

      He runs his fingers through his hair and raises his hands in surrender, pleading one last time, “Can you please get in the car so we can go home and talk there?” He glances at the road behind us. “We could get hit out here by some kid trying to beat curfew.”

      “Why can’t you just leave me alone!?” I yell while fighting back the tears.

      He declares plainly, “Because you’re mine.”

      “Yours?” I laugh as I say it. The idea of him owning me is ridiculous.

      He steps toward me, and I straighten my shoulders, readying myself. “Yes, Son. You are mine. My blood. My responsibility. You just turned sixteen, you’re still a kid.”

      “I don’t belong to you, Dad.”

      He points firmly at the car. “I’m cold, and my patience is running out, Lennox. You can throw your tantrum at home. Now, get in the car.”

      I shake my head and insist, “That might be your home, but it isn’t mine, not anymore.”

      “I see. This is jealousy.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “No, it isn’t.”

      He rolls his eyes and crosses his arms over his chest. My dad isn’t a big man, but he’s strong. He fought in the ring for years as an MMA fighter. He was one of the best, but now he’s retired.

      “I mean, first it was the tattoos,” he quickly reaches out and grabs my chin and turns it to see the two black stars behind my ear, and releases me, “then your grades began slipping. You ditch school, and now this … running away?”

      Standing my ground, I point out, “You have plenty of tattoos.”

      He leans in. “I’m a man, you are not.”

      My jaw tics, and my hand clenches at my side. He has a lot of nerve lecturing me on being a man. But I keep my mouth shut.

      Dad rubs the side of his neck, and I see the word love inked on his knuckles with a red rose covering the top of his hand. “So, I’m just supposed to believe that finding out you’re getting a little brother didn’t cause all this tonight? Come on,” he says. “As soon as your mom told you⁠—”

      I cut him off. “Porsha is not my mom.”

      He nods, letting out a smoky breath. “As you’ve made perfectly clear again and again.”

      I roll my eyes and shove my hands into my peacoat. The cold air is starting to sting a little. “Aren’t you a little old to be having another kid?”

      He chuckles, “There are guys out there having kids who are much older than me, Nox.”

      “With women half their age?” I spit out, knowing I’m exaggerating.

      His spine stiffens. “Porsha is not half my age.”

      “Close,” I grumble.

      He peers over my shoulder. “Why can’t you be grateful for once in your life?” he asks, tapping his chest and pointing a finger at me. “We could still be stuck in that lousy apartment, dodging eviction notices. But now, we have everything! Everything we ever wanted. Why can’t you see that and be thankful?’

      I straighten my shoulders. “See, that’s the problem, Dad. It’s what you wanted, not me. I didn’t ask for the fancy house, the new car, new life—none of it. You wanted that, not me!”

      He tilts his head. “So, tell me, what do you want?”

      I take a deep breath.

      He lifts his hands. “What do you want?!”

      “I don’t want that witch as a stepmother!”

      He rushes toward me, grabs my arms, and gives me a firm shake before letting me go, horror in his eyes. He’s never placed a hand on me, but as he releases me, I fall backward, and he tries to catch me, but my class ring catches his lip and splits it wide open. I hit the ground hard, my shoulders taking the brunt of the fall while my dad fingers at his lip. I can see the blood, and my heart sinks.

      “Dad, I didn’t mean to do that. I swear. I would never⁠—”

      He spits on the ground and waves a hand in my direction. “Get in the car, right now. I’m done with this conversation.”
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      Daybreak blinds me as I roll over in my bed. Groaning, I finger at my shoulder. It feels like it’s definitely bruised from the fall. I let out a long breath and sit up, gripping the side of the bed. The memory of last night comes back, and I close my eyes as tightly as I can.

      The way Porsha smirked while Dad told me they were expecting a baby. She never took her eyes off of me, knowing how the news would affect me.

      Change isn’t something I’m very good at. My therapist has me on Prozac to ease my anxiety, but sometimes it feels like it neutralizes my brain, so I haven’t been taking it every day as I should. This is day three without it, and I can tell because my brain is completely jumbled.

      It’s like she knew and pushed me.

      I look over at a photo of my mom at Laguna Beach. She has a brother there, and we went there when I was eight. At the time, I thought it was the best thing that had ever happened to me until dad showed up and asked why she had left without telling him where she was going with his son.

      I was so young that I didn’t know she was trying to run away without telling my dad.

      My body hums, and the anxiety begins to jumble my memories about that day. 

      I take out my journal and start making a list because lists calm me down and make me feel like I’m in control, even when I’m not.

       

      1. Apologize to Dad

      2. Apologize to Porsha

      3. Text Roni

       

      No. I don’t need to text my ex-girlfriend, Roni. She’s trouble, and I just know if we get together, it’ll be a mess. It’s always a mess. She’s an enabler and not the good kind. Roni was with me when I got the tattoos, when I ditched school, and when I did the things that got me into the mess I’m in now.

      I close the journal and glance out the window, then at my alarm clock.

      “Oh, crap.” I hiss, rushing around my room, changing into a clean T-shirt, a pair of jeans, and my black Doc Martens. I have half an hour to eat and get to school.

      And I need to go back to school.

      I need a schedule to keep me on track.

      I rush into my bathroom and do the best I can with my hair while brushing my teeth. I spit, rinse, and then grab my backpack, shoving in a book to read during lunch.

      Running past portraits of Porsha at various ages in her life, I finally make my way down the wide staircase, but freeze in place when I see Porsha standing in the foyer. I flinch at the sight of her, and she seems to take pleasure in it.

      “Lennox.” She likes to use my full name when no one else usually does. Just one more way she likes to press my buttons.

      I clear my throat, but let it go. “Porsha.”

      My dad steps into the foyer and barely makes eye contact with me, but I can see the bruise on his jaw and the cut to his lip. It’s much worse in the daylight, and the guilt washes over me. I’d never lay a hand on my dad or anyone, no matter how upset I get.

      “Dad.”

      “Son, could you join us in the living room?”

      Porsha steps up to him and kisses him on the cheek, and then glances at me before making her way toward the living room. Dad lifts his hand to usher me forward, so I set down my backpack on the bottom step and take a seat on one of the three large couches that form a half square in front of the oversized fireplace.

      I find myself staring at the crackling wood, wishing I had woken up earlier and snuck out to get to school. But it’s too late now.

      Dad sits beside Porsha, and suddenly, we’re back in the same place we were yesterday when they told me about the baby. My muscles tighten, but I choose to stay calm because I know this won’t end well if I have another breakdown like last night.

      “Lennox, your dad and I had a long conversation after he returned home last night.” She gently touches his chin just to remind me that she’s not happy about what happened.

      But she isn’t the only one. My dad has never placed a hand on me, and I would never even think about doing anything to him.

      I swallow hard, carefully choosing my words. “I fell, and my ring caught … well, I immediately said that I was sorry because I would never do anything like that.”

      Porsha removes her hand and returns her attention to me, pale blue eyes making me uncomfortable. I adjust on the couch. It isn’t exactly soft. But it’s expensive and definitely her style. Cold, hard, and slightly obnoxious.

      She places her hand on my dad’s. “Yes, well. What do they say? They didn’t get a divorce because the trash wasn’t taken out or the dishes didn’t get done.”

      I narrow my eyes.

      She half-grins. “It means that it wasn’t one thing but a collection of things that led to the final outcome.”

      I tilt my head, glancing at my dad first and then pointing at them. “Are you telling me you’re splitting up?”

      She scoffs. “Oh, no. Can you imagine?” Then she shakes her head and stares at my dad.

      “What Porsha is saying is that we’ve reached a fork in the road.”

      She nods, tapping his hand. “Yes, that’s it.”

      I rub my knees, wishing I could just grab my backpack and go to school.

      “You’ve been unhappy,” she claims.

      I open my mouth, but she goes on.

      “And so have we. In fact, what’s been going on has been unhealthy for all of us.” She places a hand on her stomach, and the muscles in my jaw flex. She isn’t showing that much yet, but the reality is clear. She’s having a baby. My dad’s baby. My brother.

      “I know,” I concede, unable to argue her point. “I know I need to do better.” I nod, eyes wandering. “I will do better.”

      Porsha sighs, then waits for my dad to speak again. Finally, he does, but not until he rubs the side of his neck first.

      “Nox, we’ve decided that it would be better for all of us if you⁠—”

      I look at the door and then back at him, feeling a little panicked. “Are you kicking me out?”

      He shakes his head. “No, I would never do that to you, and see that’s part of the problem. You think I would abandon you like—” he pauses. I know where he’s going with this. He wants to talk to me about Mom again, and I can’t.

      His Adam’s apple bobs before he swallows hard. He stands up and places a pamphlet on the table between us. I can see the bold lettering in bright white.

      Saint Francis.

      My stomach clenches. “The boarding school?”

      “Boys who go there need discipline. They need guidance, and they need what I obviously can’t give you.” He rubs his jaw, and I feel the guilt clawing at my chest.

      “I can do better,” I say, wishing I had made more effort before this, because everyone knows that Saint Francis has a bad reputation. Kids claim it’s like a prison. No one leaves the school grounds. Rules are strict. Punishment is swift. It’s a last-chance sort of place for boys who have nowhere else to go.

      “Nox, please understand that this is for you, not for us. We love you,” he says.

      I want to laugh because I don’t believe Porsha has ever loved me, not once. But I can’t lash out now, not when I’m being threatened with being sent to a boarding school.

      “We do love you,” Porsha presses. I swear she’s trying to get me to prove that this is exactly what I need by making me lash out.

      My dad’s cell phone rings. He glances at it. “I have to take this, hun. It’s Martin.”

      Martin Mathis is my dad’s agent, and he is working on a book deal about my dad’s years in MMA.

      She nods, giving him her approval, and he pushes the button, placing it to his ear before exiting the living room.

      “Martin, hey! No—no, this is a good time.”

      I let out a defeated sigh. “Really, Saint Francis?”

      She raises an eyebrow and then adjusts her sleeve at the wrist. “We’ve talked about this before, many times, in fact.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Listen, I know I’ve been⁠—”

      She interrupts me. “Horrible.”

      “Okay, that’s fair. Horrible is a good word.”

      She leans forward. “It’s the
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