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Chapter One

- Kylie -

Whenever somebody asked my mom what she did for a living, she told them medical transcription. She said she worked on the computer typing up doctors’ dictations, and that at first she had no clue what a lot of those medical terms were and had to figure out how to spell them correctly. She said sometimes the doctor’s accents were so heavy it took a long time to translate what they were saying.

Transcription was an interesting job, she’d say.

It was a lie.

She’d never worked in the medical field, or in any field for that matter. Neither Mom nor her boyfriend, Levi, had earned an honest paycheck in years.

“Good thing we have money coming our way. Money’s getting a little tight.” Mom grinned and slapped the second pile of bills—the unpaid ones.

I forced a smile to cover the dread. They hadn’t worked in a few weeks, and today was the day. “Most of my clothes still fit, so I don’t need anything new for school.”

“You’re growing up.” Mom cupped my cheek gently, oblivious to my uneasiness. But then again, she was blind to a lot of things. “I thought I might start putting a little money aside for you. My Kylie, going to college next year.”

She leaned back in her seat, eyes glazing over like she was imagining me at some fancy IVY league university. She had big dreams for me. I had big dreams for me. Number one priority was getting us away from Levi.

“That’d be great. Anything helps.”

The money thing would never happen, but I wasn’t about to burst her bubble. Scholarships, loans, and hard work would pay for college since the chances of her contributing any money were pretty slim to none. Levi wouldn’t let her.

Mom buttoned up her long-sleeved shirt and tucked it into her tan floor-length skirt. A soft blush brightened her pale cheeks, the only makeup on her face. The clothes, fake glasses, and braided brown hair fooled most people. She dressed all Sunday school teacherish when they shopped, what they called their job, their way of life.

Everybody else called it shoplifting.

“Be careful,” I said. My stomach twisted into a hundred knots thinking about cops, mug shots, Mom in her jail jumpsuit, and worst for me, a foster home. That’s what happened when she was arrested for her second time. She wasn’t in jail for long, but it was long enough they sent me to a foster home with the foster brother from hell.

“We always are.”

“What should I do if—”

“Nothing will happen. We’ll be in and out in a flash.” She gave me a shoulder squeeze, and I breathed in her soft lavender scent. The same perfume she’d used since I was twelve and gave her a birthday present I bought with my own money. “Don’t worry about us, Kylie.”

Mom and Levi never worried about getting caught shoplifting. Of course, I hadn’t either when I’d been doing it because their confidence swayed me, or rather, deluded me.

Lifting a tube of lipstick or some expensive jewelry used to be easier than breathing, but not anymore. The things they stole now would bump us into felony territory. Getting into a decent college with a record might not be easy but was doable, but competition for veterinary school was stiff, and if it came down to two equal applicants, they sure weren’t going to pick the one with a felony conviction.

A clean-shaven Levi rushed down the narrow steps into the living room in his baby blue button-up shirt and dark jeans. He usually wore the scruffy look but shaved when they were working. A baby face helped keep suspicions away when he was ripping off a store.

“How do I look, Robin?” He strutted into the kitchen and raised his eyebrows suggestively at Mom.

“Gorgeous as always.” Mom leaned against the ugly gold dishwasher that clashed with the white fridge and black stove. Our house was a mutt, a mix of the sixties, seventies, and eighties. The dishwasher didn’t even work, but Mom and Levi didn’t want to call attention to themselves by complaining to the landlord.

Levi inspected Mom’s clothes and frowned. “Why are you wearing those shoes? They’re too sexy.”

She raised her skirt to expose the sleek black high heels. “You can hardly see them under my dress.”

“Go change them,” he snapped. “They call too much attention to you.” He shook his head, his face grim, and stomped to the fridge. Mom stared after him for a moment before hurrying upstairs.

“How many fucking times has she done this?” Levi muttered as he grabbed a water bottle.

I kept my mouth glued. He didn’t need any encouragement.

“Last chance, Kylie,” Levi said. He kept his voice light, but his eyes narrowed, and his arms were crossed. “Don’t you think it’s your job to help support the family?”

I didn’t know any sixteen-year-olds whose parents asked them to support the family. Besides, why should I have to risk my future to steal things just so he could bet money on the next sure thing? I’d made my decision and wouldn’t give in, and I refused to give him an opening to start an argument.

Mom returned with some worn clogs, and Levi nodded his approval. She stopped to give me a kiss on the head. “See you soon, honey.”

“Let’s hit the road. We’re late now, thanks to you.” He grabbed Mom’s elbow and dragged her away.

I followed them outside and sat on the crumbling concrete steps of our old farmhouse. Scotch, my striped Maine Coon was running out of Levi’s path. Her daughter, Ginny, was off hiding somewhere.

“Call me when you’re done,” I yelled to Mom.

She gave me a wave and a nod before she climbed into Levi’s junker. He spun his tires on the gravel, giving me a pebble shower on the steps. Jerk.

After he flew out of the driveway and the dust settled, Scotch crept over and jumped onto my lap. I’d asked Mom to let me bring the cats when we moved here from Chicago. They loved being outside roaming around, but it took two weeks of begging before Levi gave in.

“Hey, girl.” I scratched her pointy ears. “What have you been doing?”

Mom and Levi wouldn’t be gone long, and everything would be all right, just like she said.

The sound of nothing surrounded me. Nothing being the whispers of the leaves, the chirping of the birds, the buzzing of insects, and the soft purr of my cat. The absence of noise still awed me after a month of being here: no people hustling down the streets, no yelling, no horns honking, no trains rumbling. I missed Chicago, but small town living had its appeal.

A picture of Mom in handcuffs flashed in my head. I needed a distraction, something to keep my mind from seeing cops and mug shots, although I wouldn’t mind seeing Levi in an orange jumpsuit.

I couldn’t understand why Mom loved him. He was the guy who couldn’t pass a mirror without checking himself out and spent more time getting ready than Mom did. He was the guy who only bought Mom flowers after they fought. His patience was almost non-existent, and worst of all, when he drank too much, he had no qualms about knocking Mom flat to the floor.

He had everybody fooled: Mom’s friends, my friends. Wouldn’t it be cool to have a hot step-dad like Levi? a friend had said once.

No, it wouldn’t.

Mom and Levi had been together for five years and hadn’t married—thank goodness.

Scotch’s head melted into my hand, and I pet her for a few minutes.

“Want to go for a walk with me? Go exploring?”

She might follow for a little bit, but not once we got out of our yard. I gazed out at the green cornstalks fencing our property to the east. Maybe I could walk to that abandoned farmstead and check out their giant barn that our landlord had said had been empty for twenty years. It was probably full of expensive antique treasures.

“Sorry, girl, I have to get out of here.” I set Scotch down and headed to the muddy river bordering our property. It was more of a large stream than a river, but it would lead me to the old farm.

The big leafy trees weren’t too thick, making my hike easy, but by the time I reached the grove of trees hiding the farmstead, I was huffing and puffing. Stupid summer heat. At least the mosquitoes weren’t bad today.

I checked my phone. One-thirty. They should be there by now, scoping out the store to make sure they could go ahead with the job. First, they’d count the customers, study them to see who was paying attention and who wasn’t. Customers with kids were a good distraction for the clerk, but teenage customers were not since the clerks watched them more.

I popped out of the trees into the farmyard and collapsed on the scratchy grass under an ash tree. I looked up, and all thoughts of exploring the empty house floated away on the breeze. The front door and every window of the ancient house were boarded up like a hurricane was about to hit, an impossibility considering we were smack dab in the middle of North America. Chicago-style graffiti covered the front of the house, something I didn’t see much of around here.

I would’ve loved to see the inside though, to see if it held the same antique appliances like ours or the same threadbare carpet or the same grimy wallpapered walls that went out of style decades ago.

The hulking shell of a barn was off-limits too. The doors hung wide open, but the roof was caving in. Major deathtrap. One little tap on the wall, and the whole thing could come crashing to the ground.

Mom had to see this place and bring her camera. She hadn’t taken any pictures since we left Chicago one month ago, and this crumbling house and barn framed by the green trees and blue sky would be a terrific subject. She’d put up some of her photographs of Chicago in our farmhouse, but they just made me miss home even more.

I closed my eyes to imagine the family who used to live here. A patient farmer who respected his wife and kids. A beautiful wife, lots of kids, a dog or two, and a boatload of animals in the barn.

A bird chirped close by, and I scanned the trees and found him. A sparrow, maybe, sat on the branch singing. Another hidden one answered back, and I listened to them talk.

I checked my phone. Two o’clock. Mom would distract the clerk if it was a man, and Levi would if it was a woman, and then the other would start loading the merchandise.

My knees complained when I stood and stretched, and I rounded the house to look for any uncovered entrances. No luck. A mouse scurried through a hole in the wall a foot away from me, and I jumped.

Vets couldn’t be afraid of little creatures with ugly long tails and beady eyes, so I’d have to get over my dislike for them someday. Maybe people didn’t even bring their pet mice or rats to the vet. I sure hoped not.

The door to a small garage behind the house was open, but inside was empty. I crept to the barn and peeked inside. Nothing except for dirt and leaves and the hidden creatures I couldn’t see.

Time check. Almost two-thirty. They should be done by now, on their way home. She should’ve called.

Ringer: on. Missed calls: none.

I took my time going home, checking my phone every few minutes. They were probably at the house unloading. She just forgot to call.

Finally I made it back. Almost three o’clock and there’s no car, no Mom, no Levi.

Their mark was a small store with no security, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t get arrested. Mom would never bail on Levi, but he’d save his own butt if he were on the verge of getting busted, and I hated him for that.

She could be sitting in a jail cell right now. The heavy lump settled in my stomach.

Nothing happened, I told myself several times. When you’re arrested, you’re allowed a call, so she would’ve called me.

Not many kids my age had a plan of action in case their parents were arrested. I’d had one back in Chicago, but we hadn’t been here long enough for Levi to pick out a lawyer. I didn’t know where the jail was or how I would get there. It wasn’t like there were taxis or anything that would come to this farmhouse outside of town.

Maybe they shut the whole thing down and stopped by another store to scope out a different mark. I wiped my damp forehead. Maybe a drink would slow the exploding thoughts in my head.

I climbed the crumbling steps and went inside and got a drink, but it didn’t help.

I rolled my phone over and over in my hand.

Don’t ever call when we’re working, Levi had warned me a hundred times, but I had to brave his wrath. This job was small, in and out. They had to be done by now.

I hit call on her number.

You’ve reached Robin’s phone. Please leave a message.

Tried again. Voicemail again.

And a third time.

I focused on the pathetic wallpaper, similar in style to the rest of the house. Mom and Levi lucked out with this place. Cheap rent since nobody had bothered to update the house in years... Okay, decades.

Why didn’t she answer my calls?

Dinner. I could make something. Potato salad maybe.

Somehow I managed to peel the potatoes without slicing off a finger. They probably just decided to wait and got something to eat. Or groceries. Or…

I grabbed the hard-boiled eggs out of the fridge.

What if they were busted, and she used her phone call on someone else? Who else would she call? I had access to the bank accounts. I was only sixteen, but I could get them the money.

The potatoes almost boiled over the pot in a white foamy mess, and I lowered the heat. I didn’t know anybody around here, so if she was in jail, they’d send me to foster care. She promised I’d never have to do that again.

I lay down on the couch even though I knew I’d never sleep. Too many worries filled me. Besides, if I fell asleep, I might not hear the call. My eyes were so heavy. Just a minute to close them, to rest, and maybe when I opened them, Mom and Levi would be home.

I hoped.

 


Chapter Two

- Christian -

When Pops died, and the cops showed up at my door, I never should’ve told them I was seventeen. If I’d said eighteen, none of this would’ve happened. I wouldn’t be standing on the steps at my former home with my new foster parents behind me.

“Christian?” Whitney set her hand on my shoulder. Disgusting perfume socked my nose, about making me puke up our roast beef dinner.

I pulled away, ignoring the question in her voice, and unlocked the door as fast as possible. She was always trying to get me to open up and talk. She wasn’t a therapist, and I wasn’t her damn patient. Why couldn’t she get that through her thick skull?

The house still smelled of old man even though Pops had been gone for over a month. Every day I thought about my grandfather and wished he would’ve gone to the doctor for checkups like regular people. But he didn’t. He played racquetball in the winter, golfed in the summer. Healthy as a horse, he’d say. His arteries sure as hell weren’t.

I slunk inside, the ticking time bomb of sadness threatening to explode, but I wouldn’t cry. My tears were depleted at eight years old after my dad died.

Mark and Whitney followed me into the kitchen. They were okay for foster parents. Well, Mark could win foster-parent-of-the-year, but Whitney wouldn’t even get a nomination. She made me feel like I’d been sentenced to hard time with all her shit I had to deal with. Constant nagging and nosiness. She always had to be in my business.

“I had cousins who lived a few blocks over.” Mark rubbed the dark stubble on his chin and looked around. “We hung out a lot at Elmwood Park down the street.”

I didn’t know much about the neighborhood. We’d moved, Pops died, and then the State stuck me with Mark and Whitney, who lived on the other side of town.

“It’s a beautiful house,” Whitney said.

I snorted. Fixer-upper maybe, but beautiful... hell no. Pops hadn’t gotten around to any of the repairs because we hadn’t been here long. “It’s a dump.”

Maybe it wasn’t so bad, but geez, she didn’t need to act like it was something special. I passed by, ignoring her crushed look. When she said something dumb, how was I supposed to act?

They followed me into the living room, and I ran my finger over the top of Pops’s 1914 Kurtzmann piano. No dust. He’d be proud of how neat the house was.

I’d been coming here almost every day, but then Whitney discovered my little trips, and the fights started. It didn’t take much to set off her bitching.

“That’s gorgeous.” Whitney admired the piano. “Do you play?” Her voice held hope, like she’d discovered something we had in common, but if I said yes, she’d ask me to play at their house. Whitney’s baby grand was sweet, but it didn’t compare to the antique Kurtzmann.

“No.” I lied. I didn’t need her acting all buddy-buddy with me. She’d want me to play with her all the time. No thanks.

“When I was a little girl, I begged my dad for a piano, and he finally relented. Then I asked for a grand piano, but that one he never gave in on.” She chuckled, and I rolled my eyes at her story. “We didn’t get ours until Mark finished his residency. Oh, is this your grandmother?” She asked, picking up a chipped framed picture on the piano.

“Yeah.” My grandparents’ wedding photograph. I’d teased Pops about his long black braids, his hippie hair, he’d called it. She studied the picture, then looked at me. I knew what she was thinking.

“She’s beautiful.”

“Yeah.” I shot out of there to get to my bedroom so I didn’t have to get a grilling about my family. Wasn’t in the mood to give a history lesson right now. I kneeled down to reach under my bed for a sweatshirt I thought was under there. Bingo.

“Looks like your room at our place.” Whitney stepped into my room, and I sighed. Do you have to follow me everywhere? I pushed past her, back into the living room.

Mark ran his hand down the wood shelf built into the wall. It was weird to think of them as my foster parents. They weren’t even old enough to be my real parents, maybe an older brother and sister. Nobody would mistake me for their kid. Whitney’s pale skin and blonde hair couldn’t be any more different from my black hair and darker skin, and at six-two, I towered over Mark by at least five inches. But he made up for it in size. He was built like a linebacker.

“This is terrific craftsmanship,” he said.

“It’s why Pops chose it. Wanted something with character.” Mark and Whitney’s boring home practically had the same two-story floor plan of every other house on their block. “He had this huge to-do list written up for us. Paint job, new roof, kitchen upgrade.”

“Was he going to do the work himself or hire out?”

“Half and half. He said he wasn’t going to crawl around on a steep roof at his age, but the painting he’d do. Well, we’d do. And the kitchen, he was okay with doing electrical and plumbing, but not the cabinets or countertops.”

“He sounds like he was handy,” Whitney said. “It’s nice to have a handy man around the house.” She reached over and squeezed Mark’s hand.

“All for you, my dear.” He laughed. Mark’s to-do list was about as long as Pops’s was. Mark and Whitney’s house was pretty new, so it had an unfinished basement and a yard with grass but zero landscaping yet.

Whitney turned back to me. “What color was he going to paint the house? Was he keeping it white?”

“How would I know?” I said. It’s not like we picked out the paint or anything yet.

She frowned and opened her mouth, but the back door banged. A moment later, John strolled into the living room. We shook hands, and I introduced him to Mark and Whitney. “Thanks again for you know…” I shrugged. He arranged the whole funeral.

John was also the reason Pops and I had moved to Roslin, to go into business together. I’d never lived here, never even visited, but Pops yakked on and on about this great opportunity in the town where my dad grew up. Pulled me out of my school in Denver right before my senior year and moved me halfway across the country to a place with no mountains anywhere near us.

I offered everybody a drink, which they declined, so I grabbed a Pepsi from the fridge and joined them at the table.

“What’s the deal?” I asked John. Whitney was like an unwelcome intruder in my house, and I just needed to get her out.

“Just like your grandpa.” John chuckled. “He preferred to get down to business and save the bullshitting for when the deal was done.”

Whitney’s expression remained blank.

For real? Swearing got me a nasty lecture at her house, but apparently the rules didn’t apply to others.

“Your grandpa was a smart man and had his affairs in order. This will be a lot to take in, so please ask questions.” John rattled the papers on the table. “The house will remain in your possession.”

Woo hoo. Party house. School started in a couple weeks, and this would be a great way to introduce myself. Mark and Whitney’s neighborhood was full of little kids, but none my age, so my foster parents were the only people I ever saw. I needed a little less adult conversation.

“With stipulations,” John added. The image of a party house burst into nothingness. “Since you’re not of age, the house will be held for you until you turn eighteen. Meanwhile, it’ll remain in a trust, and I’ll maintain control.”

Whitney nodded, obviously in complete agreement. Mark remained blank. I could never read him.

“Starting January first, I’m renting the—”

“Wait, what about all his stuff?” I didn’t want anybody running their grubby hands through the unpacked boxes in the garage.

Mark shifted in his seat. “John offered to help us remove your furniture and belongings into a storage unit. You can take anything important to our house.”

“After you get everything out,” John continued, “I’ll finish some projects your grandfather planned. The lease will be for one year, and by then, you’ll be eighteen and can decide if you’ll continue to collect rental income or sell it.”

Income. Cha-ching. I didn’t really need the house anyway. After graduation, I’d return to Colorado for college. No reason to stick around here, not even to see the woman who gave birth to me. As far as the caseworker knew, my mother was dead.

“So I get the money?” An older house like this, sixty-some years according to Pops, wouldn’t sell for a ton, but anything was better than nothing.

John smiled wryly, then glanced at Mark before going into a big explanation of trusts. Which meant, except for getting money for college and a measly monthly allowance, I wouldn’t have access to most of the money till I was twenty-eight.

That seriously blows.

“The house will be off-limits from now on.” Mark folded his arms and leaned on the table.

My face heated. “But it’s my house.”

“We know, but you’re living with us now,” Whitney said. “You’re our charge and also a minor, and you can’t run here all the time unsupervised.”

Geez, I wasn’t two.

“We discussed this with the caseworker,” Mark said. “Since you’ve been returning repeatedly without our permission, we’re going to change the locks.”

“What, no.” Until the house was rented, it was still mine.

“We understand what you’re going through and how hard it is, but we’ll keep the key.” Whitney fiddled with the big rock on her finger, and I refused to look at her. After fifteen years without a mom, I didn’t need one, and next spring I’d be eighteen.

“You can’t do this.” They couldn’t stop me from coming here. I was almost an adult, and it was my house.

“You’re our foster son.” She laid her clammy hand on my arm. “We’re—”

I jerked my arm away. “I’m not your fucking son, so stop—”

“Christian!” Mark’s gruff voice was like a bucket of ice-cold water freezing me solid.

“Sorry.” I slumped in my seat, as not-sorry as I could be. Why the hell did they call me a foster son anyway? They were just providing me with a place to stay because the State wouldn’t let me live on my own. I was a long-term hotel resident.

“You have no choice.” Mark’s jagged scrutiny kept me from saying more. Maybe while I played along with their rules, I could find the house key and make a copy.

After finishing the whole estate talk thing, John asked if I had any questions.

“Not now. Maybe later.” I looked down at the pile of papers in front of me. Mark would help me work through all the legal mumbo jumbo.

John whipped out his phone and tapped on the screen. “I’ll send you a copy of all the files I have, and we’ll figure out a date to go to the banker and get your name on those accounts.”

“Yeah, sure.”

John wouldn’t slide off into oblivion like a lot of other old people. He kept active and seemed to be into everything tech like Pops.

We walked him to his car, and I returned to gather my Xbox and some other shit to bring back to Mark and Whitney’s. Pops’s room held one more thing to grab: a picture of us at a Broncos game last fall. He’d had season tickets, and we went to every game. Now the closest NFL game was hours away in Minneapolis. Too bad the Broncos rarely played the Vikes because I’d enjoy watching them wipe the Vikes’ asses and give Mark a hard time.

I should slip a suggestion to him, a guys trip to Minneapolis, but he worked a lot of weekends at the ER, so I didn’t think that’d fly. Or Whitney would shoot the idea down.

The picture weighed heavy in my hands. Pops leaned in close to me, a smile on his face and a beer in his hand. He shouldn’t have died when he was so full of life.

“Miss you, Pops.” I hugged the frame to my chest, feeling like an idiot for saying it aloud. He was with Dad now though.

In the living room, Whitney was rifling through the sheet music on the shelf. “Oh, Christian, do you mind if we bring some of your piano music home?”

Geez, she didn’t give up.

“I said I don’t play,” I snapped, and her face shriveled up.

Oh shit. She meant for herself, not for me. I looked between her and Mark, who glared at me from the corner. “Yeah, sure. Pops won’t be using it.”

But Whitney was already stuffing the papers back onto the shelf.

We locked up the house and returned to Mark’s truck. I crawled into the cab of the silver F-150. Fully loaded, satellite radio, the power to blast through snow and mud. One day I’d have a truck like his.

Whitney didn’t say a word on the way back, most likely planning out my two-hour lecture on respect, feelings, self-control, and blah blah blah.

After hitting the garage, I hopped out of the truck to run inside, trying to delay my suffering.

 


Chapter Three

- Kylie -

The screen door slammed. Thank god they were back.

Safe.

“Ky-lie, we’re home,” Mom sung out from the kitchen in a cheery voice. I glanced at the grandfather clock. Six hours they’d been gone. Six. And not one call.

She waltzed around the kitchen, her long hair now unbraided and flowing down her back. The modest shirt lay open, showing off her cleavage, and the sleeves were rolled up.

“I thought you’d be back hours ago. Why didn’t you call?” She always called. Always.

Mom thudded a can of beer onto the counter. I sucked in a hard breath as little tremors shot through my body. No, please, no. She couldn’t be drinking again. They’d found an AA chapter here and had been going once a week.

She popped open the beer, and I cringed.

“We stopped for a few drinks. My phone was in the car. There’s this little bar in town. Bright and clean. Nothing like the dump I expected. The bartender was this friendly old man, and he had his dog right there in the bar. It was a beautiful husky with blue eyes. You would’ve loved her.”

I batted back the tears. They’d been sober for over six months, and now they’d thrown it all away.

“Kylie,” Mom said, nudging me with an energy drink.

Her beer breath soured my stomach, and I choked down a sip of my drink and stared at her. Something must have gone wrong, or maybe they almost got caught. There had to be a reason why they stopped at that bar.

Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t look at me like that. We’re just celebrating. It’s just one night.”

It was never just one night.

I thought the last time they’d been drinking would be the end because they’d messed up big time, and it affected their shopping. They’d gotten drunk and pulled an unplanned job. Mom got arrested for shoplifting, and it kicked some sense into them. About the drinking at least.

They stayed sober for six months, and I even quit drinking, but now…

“When are we gonna eat?” Levi strutted into the house, and Mom gave him a beer. “I’m starving.”

I wanted to ask her whose idea it was to celebrate, but now was not the time. Levi would get defensive and angry like he always did. Besides, I might not want to hear the answer. Knowing Mom was the one who fell first would only deepen my disappointment. I tried to blame their drinking all on him, but Mom was an alcoholic long before Levi.

The problem was when she stumbled, she could right herself. When Levi fell too, he wouldn’t let her get up until he was ready. But the drinking wasn’t the worst thing I was worried about.

Mom stared into the open fridge. “I’ll get dinner started.”

“I’ve got everything. Made potato salad even.” I shut the door before Levi yelled about all the cold escaping from the fridge. “We just need to get the grill going for the hot dogs.”

Mom’s hand slid down my arm and gave me a squeeze. “Thank you, honey. That was sweet of you.” She held my gaze, and for a moment, I was a normal girl. Not the daughter of a thief and alcoholic.

“Good thing she doesn’t get her cooking genes from you.” Levi laughed, and Mom swatted playfully at him. “What did you make for dessert?”

“There’s brownies and ice cream,” I answered.

With them drinking, I’d have to tiptoe around the house, watching what I said and how I said it. Drunk Levi took everything as a challenge to his authority or to his judgment.

“Perfect.” Levi jerked Mom into his arms and kissed her. I stared at the rust stains in the sink to avoid having to watch them. Parental PDA was so not cool. “But I have my dessert right here.”

Mom giggled. “Get outside and start the grill.” She gave him a light push.

“Don’t be thinking you’re the boss.” Levi winked at me. “Kylie, you tell your mom she’s not the boss.”

Levi and I didn’t have this type of teasing relationship, so this confirmed what Mom had told me. He’d been drinking too.

I forced a smile and a shrug for Mom. She watched Levi go outside. “Now, let’s get dinner ready, and we’ll tell you what happened when we eat. How about we sit outside since it’s so nice today.”

A half hour later, I sat next to Mom at the picnic table in our front yard. The two-story century-old farmhouse and the giant ash trees were a great umbrella, shading us from the hot evening sun. Levi stuffed food into his mouth like he was starving.

“To another successful shop tomorrow,” Levi said and raised his beer above the table. He slammed it against Mom’s can, and beer sprayed everywhere. She dissolved into a fit of giggles. In seconds, Levi sucked down his drink and stacked it on top of the other two empties. He smirked like he just built the Taj Mahal.

“To us.” Mom lifted her beer toward me, and I clinked her with mine. Tonight wasn’t a celebration for me.

“Maybe you’ll come with us, Kylie.” Levi grinned, practically fluttering his eyelashes, the ones all Mom’s friends gushed over. It didn’t work on me anymore, but too bad Mom didn’t see through his crap.

“We’ll do just fine on our own because you are the master.” Mom gazed at Levi like the god he thought he was and dropped her hand to the bare skin on her chest. Levi’s eyes slipped to her cleavage.

“You should have seen him today.” Mom beamed. “The clerk had no idea what walked out of the store.”

I stared past Levi’s puffed up chest to the giant oak trees, no interest in hearing about their big score.

“I was awesome, but you kept the old biddy entertained. It was easy.” He smirked at Mom. She stood and crept around the table, leaning on her hands for support, before plopping down next to Levi.

“You’re drunk, Robin.” Levi tucked her brown hair behind her ear.

My nails dug into the wooden picnic bench. How long would this fall last? How long before Levi lost his temper and hit her again?

“And so are you.” She giggled and leaned in to kiss him.

He held tight to her waist, and she turned to me. “What else did you do while we were gone, honey?”

Worried a bit.

Then a little more.

And even more some.

Parents were supposed to worry about their kids, not the other way around.

“I went on a walk and found this abandoned farmhouse not far away. The barn has this gigantic hayloft, and the ladder is still hanging there. The roof looked like it was about to cave in, and I—”

Mom shot up. “You didn’t go inside, did you?”

“Kylie doesn’t take risks,” Levi said all fakey polite, but Mom didn’t hear the taunt in his voice.

“I just peeked through the open door. I thought maybe you’ll come see it too? Bring your camera. You can take some terrific pictures.”

Her smile raised my hopes. “Let’s go after lunch tomorrow,” she said.

Levi scowled. “You know we have work to do.”

“It can wait one more day,” Mom said as she gathered our empty paper plates.

“No, it can’t.” He huffed. “We’re running low on funds. Weren’t you just doing the bills?”

“We can go next week,” I blurted out. “I have things to do tomorrow.” I had nothing to do, but Levi’s fuse was lighting, and I couldn’t risk setting him off.

“Okay, honey. Let’s head inside, and you can tell me more.” Mom waved to the house. I stood, the soft green grass poking my feet, and stared at the flaking, cracked siding on the house. The landlord had offered them a break on rent if Levi would fix up a few things, but he said no.

He was too busy spending hours and hours on those online poker websites. Now since they’d started drinking again, they’d be at the bar.

Mom and I grabbed stuff from the table, and Levi tugged Mom toward the house, his hands empty. “What the hell?” he muttered just as he reached the back door.

I cringed. Levi jerked away from Mom and stomped up the crumbling steps. He swore and pitched something toward me. I ducked, and a mouse flew over my shoulder.

“Those cats again,” he growled. “I’m tired of finding dead mice. We should’ve dumped those mangy things in Chicago.”

It wasn’t my fault Ginny left me presents.

“I’m sorry.” I hung my head. Look away. Apologize.

“They’re outside,” Mom said. “They don’t bother us.”

Stop, Mom. Sometimes I wished I had a roll of duct tape to slap over her mouth so she wouldn’t provoke him. I shouldn’t blame her though and was a rotten daughter for doing so. He had no right to hit her.

“Shut the fuck up,” he spit and turned his blazing eyes to me. “I know you’re feeding them. They can find their own damn food.”

Levi scanned the yard.

Stay away, Scotch and Ginny, I pleaded.

“You said they’d stay outdoors.” He enunciated each word, and my heart raced. There was still a chance to lessen his anger with an apology.

I opened my mouth, but before I said anything, Mom set her free hand on her hip and frowned. “She uses her own money—”

Levi backhanded Mom. Paper plates and empty beer cans flew everywhere, and she shrunk away, cupping her reddening cheek.

I couldn’t move. If I tried to help her, he’d turn on me too. Slap me like he did that one time. One time and only once, because any other time he started in on me, Mom stepped in, distracted him, and she ended up paying for it. Just to keep me safe.

My eyes watered, and the bright world became blurry.

“Where do you think she gets the money
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