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Chapter 1

 


I’m pretty sure Brenner
Fieldhouse at Sumner College is climate-controlled, but right now,
I can’t really tell. I’m currently in the middle of an intense
fourth quarter in the county summer basketball league’s final game,
and my team—the Pacers—is down by four points to the Bulls. So,
while anyone sitting in the stands is probably cool and
comfortable, down on the court the atmosphere is all heat, sweat,
and adrenaline.

Brynne Lostrand, who plays
forward for the Sumner Township Lady Panthers during the regular
high school season, inbounds the ball to me under the Bulls’ basket
and I dribble up court, my left hand raised in the air and fingers
flexing in order to signal what play we’re going to run for this
offensive set. Plays never come naturally to me during summer
season, since I can’t use the same set of signals I use when I lead
the offense for the Titusville Lady Titans. Summer league teams are
chosen by a random drawing of players from the county’s four high
schools, so if I used the same signals I use during our official
high school games, I’d basically be giving our strategies away to
our rivals. So, each team devises a set of plays during the four
weeks of the league, which means the sets are never quite as
automatic as the ones we use with our respective school teams
during the regular season.

But, for now, they’re
automatic enough. Geri Anne Mason, a guard from Tusculum, calls out
“Zip!” using the nickname even cross-county rivals know after all
these years fits me better than my real name of Zara thanks to my
speed on the basketball court. I don’t throw the ball to her,
however, because her yelling out to me is part of the plan. Two
members of the Bulls’ defense rush over to guard her under the
assumption I’m going to pass to her. Instead, I shake my defender
and drive the lane for a layup, but when I come down, I land on
someone’s foot in the chaos under the basket and my left ankle
turns, leaving me in a heap on the floor.

Please,
no, I think as I lie on my back and stare
up at the fieldhouse ceiling. Nooooooooo…

Coach Dawson, who during the
regular season coaches the River Run Lady Waves, kneels down next
to me after running over from the bench.

“You okay?”

I rub my lips together and
nod, pain shooting through my left ankle.

“Did it go in?” I
mumble.

He leans down closer to my
mouth and asks, “What?”

“The ball. Did I
score?”

“Not that you should be
worried about it at a time like this, but, yes—you scored,” he says
with a sigh.

“Good,” I
breathe.

Coach Dawson pushes a shock
of sandy hair out of his eyes and removes my shoe and sock, a flash
of embarrassment gripping me for a second over the fact my foot
probably smells pretty rank after four quarters of
basketball.

“There doesn’t seem to be
any swelling,” he tells me, and I exhale with relief. “Do you think
you can put pressure on it?”

“Maybe.”

Coach jerks his head at
someone, and Geri Anne appears at my side as I sit up. With their
help, I get to my feet to discover I can put some slight pressure
on my left foot. I drape my arms across their shoulders and hobble
off the court with their support. They deposit me on the bench, and
I elevate my foot on the seat next to me. One of the assistant
coaches brings me an ice pack to guard against swelling, and I’m
relegated to the position of spectator for the remaining few
minutes of my summer league career.

Not like I needed the
reminder, but the thought of how quickly what matters to me can
disappear floats through my mind. If I’d landed just a little more
awkwardly, any chance at a state championship or a basketball
scholarship would have faded away as I’d need to spend months on
crutches and might not be ready to play in November. I lift the ice
off my ankle and flex my foot, letting out another relieved breath
that my basketball career will live on.

I replace the ice pack and
look up into the stands to find something—someone—else who also matters a great
deal to me. My boyfriend, Kieran Lanier, sits flanked by his
adoptive father, Jim Lanier, and his birth father, Morgan Levert,
who recently started working on the Sumner grounds crew. Since the
action’s starting back up on the court, I don’t have time at the
moment to think about the weird set of circumstances that have
transpired over the last seven months to lead Kieran to be sitting
between his dads. I give him a thumbs-up sign to let him know I’m
okay and turn my attention to my teammates who, thanks to my
bucket, are now down by only two.

Back on the floor, the
action progresses at lightening speed. Taylor Berend, a Sumner
Township forward, blocks a shot from the Bulls and the rest of my
teammates are off and running. Taylor passes the ball to Brynne
Lostrand after they cross midcourt. Stopping behind the three-point
line, Brynne’s open enough to square her shoulders and put up a
shot that clunks off the back of the rim but falls through the
hoop, giving us a one-point lead.

The Bulls inbound the ball
and their point guard, my Titusville teammate Tori Sandowsky, is
immediately hampered by a full court press, a smothering form of
defense designed to keep her near the baseline. She’s eventually
able to pass to Ashley Keep, one of my good friends and, during the
regular season, a guard on the Titusville team, but too much time
has run off the clock, and once Ashley gets to midcourt, she puts
up a desperation shot that falls a few feet short of the
basket—Pacers win.

Confident I can put weight
on my ankle, I slide back into my shoe and hobble from the bench to
the court for the traditional high-fiving of the other team and
saying “Good game,” after which the Pacers, Bulls, and the rest of
the NBA-named teams—the Heat, the Sixers, the Celtics, and the
Mavericks—gather at midcourt for the awards presentations. After
accepting my team championship trophy along with a smaller one as
the summer league’s Most Outstanding Player, I say goodbye to my
teammates and head toward the doors to the lobby, where Jim,
Morgan, and Kieran are waiting. But Cassie Newbaum, a fellow
Titusville rising senior and one of my closest female friends,
stops me at midcourt before I can take a step.

“How’s your ankle?” she
asks, sliding a caring arm around my shoulders.

“Fine. Just tweaked it a
little.”

“That’s a relief. It’d be a
long season without our star player.”

I roll my eyes because
Cassie knows she’s just as important to our success on the court as
I am, and as Ashley and our fellow senior Lauren Pipher are as
well. After so many years of playing together, the four of us are a
well-oiled machine and without one of the components, the whole
mechanism would probably fall apart.

“Well, at least you didn’t
get stuck on the Heat this summer,” she grumbles, her team having
shamed their NBA counterparts by putting up the summer league’s
worst record. I give her a playful elbow to the ribs before she
changes the subject. “Don’t worry about giving me a ride home, by
the way—I see you’ve got company.” Cassie nods toward the Laniers
and Morgan.

“You’re sure? What about
Ashley and Lauren?” I ask. I’d driven all of Titusville’s rising
seniors to Sumner this morning after dropping my mom off at her
arts and crafts store.

“Ash is getting a ride from
her mom.” Cassie nods down court where Ashley’s talking to her
mother, an administrative assistant for Sumner’s psychology
department. “Lauren and I are going to the mall with Brynne after
we shower up.”

“You’re hanging out with
Brynne Lostrand?” I don’t bother to mask my surprise. After summer
league, we’re all supposed to go back to being rivals.
“Traitor.”

“I know, I know. But have
you met her brother? He goes to Northern and he’s totally hot,”
Cassie gushes, and now, of course, I understand her sudden urge to
hang out with Brynne. Cassie and Cody Hull, her
off-and-on-but-mostly-off boyfriend since eighth grade, shifted
their relationship back into the “off” position about three weeks
ago for reasons I’m too bored after all these years to care
about.

“And I’m guessing Brynne’s
brother is home for the summer?”

“And working at the Pretzel
Hut in the Food Court,” Cass confirms. “He’s only here for another
two weeks but there’s nobody in Titusville left to
date.”

Cassie’s pointing out a sad
fact about our tiny hometown—in her case, most of the guys around
our age are in the “Friends of Cody” category and, therefore, not
dateable unless she wants to cause a fight at River Bend Park,
where Titusville’s “no-dude-she’s-my-girl-not-yours”
boxing/wrestling matches tend to take place. Any older guys in
Titusville are undateable because if they haven’t figured out a way
to get out of town after graduation they must be slackers, drug
dealers, meth addicts, or some combination of all three. And most
younger guys are out of the question because usually, they’re
someone’s brother and we’ve known them since they were in
diapers—and have possibly seen them in those diapers, which is kind
of creepy.

“Well, enjoy stalking
Brynne’s brother, then,” I tell her, feeling sorry for Lauren over
getting dragged along on Cassie’s manhunt.

She gives me a little
laugh.

“Have fun with your lover
boy and his fam,” she says, and bounces off toward the locker
room.

Morgan is part of Kieran’s
“fam,” of course, only not in the way Cassie—or anyone else around
here—thinks he is. Everyone in Titusville already believes the
Laniers are weird. I mean, sure—Jim being the head of the
Counseling Center at Sumner College and his wife Carlie being a
physician-turned-stay-at-home-mom, people can relate to. They can
even kind of understand Kayla, Kieran’s moody, standoffish sister,
because what teenager isn’t kind of moody and standoffish
sometimes? But Kieran’s sleeping disorder, which everyone outside
my family and his believes is narcolepsy—but is really something
much, much more complicated—is a little harder for folks in town to
comprehend.

Ever since Kieran passed out
on my desk in English class on his first day of school, most people
around Titusville have steered clear of him. Now that Kieran and I
have been a couple for a while, my friends, at least, are starting
to warm up to him. And Kayla’s boyfriend, recent Titusville
graduate Brad Wallace, always accepted Kieran, which didn’t change
once Kayla leveled with him that Kieran’s sleeping disorder isn’t
narcolepsy, but something caused by a drug Morgan cooked up with
Kieran’s birth mother when they were living a life of crime in New
York City.

Brad, however, is an awesome
person, and he’s so out of his mind over Kayla that she could have
told him Kieran was a scaly lizard creature from another planet
masquerading as a human being and he would have figured out a way
to deal and keep the secret. Telling everyone else in Titusville
how Morgan did time as an accessory to armed robbery, a robbery in
which Kieran’s mother was killed in a police shootout, would be
complicated to say the least. And then there’s the whole matter of
Morgan’s memory loss—caused by the drug—and the fact that Kieran
used to dream glimpses of future events thanks to the drug, which
he ingested while still in his mother’s womb. These are the kinds
of secrets families want to keep secret, not to mention the fact
that Morgan’s former partner in crime, Frank Dozier, was at one
time trolling around town and had lured Morgan to Titusville by
threatening Kieran’s life. But instead of learning the formula for
the drug, which had fallen into one of the empty pockets in
Morgan’s memory, Frank ended up drowning in the Wyatt River after
Morgan tricked him into believing they should kidnap Kieran and get
both Kieran and the formula out of town. So they stole Cody Hull’s
car and chased Kieran and me to the river on Prom night, where I
wrecked my mom’s vintage Camaro to avoid going into the water.
Morgan and Frank, however, launched off a rut in the gravel and
their stolen car ended up submerged in the murky waters. Morgan
escaped, but Frank’s body was eventually discovered downriver near
Sumner.

So, yeah—revealing too much
truthful information about Morgan to people around town wouldn’t be
the best idea.

As far as everyone’s
concerned, Morgan is Carlie’s cousin from New York who came to
Titusville after he lost his job and fell on hard times, and he’s
now renting out one of the extra rooms in my grandparents’ house
until he can get back on his feet. No one knows Kieran’s adopted,
but he and Morgan look scarily alike and they both bear enough of a
resemblance to Carlie and Kayla—blue eyes, inky-black hair, fair
skin—that passing Morgan off as a cousin is plausible. Only the
Sumner College Employment Office and Dewayne Masters, who owns
Titusville’s Downtown Diner where Morgan works a second job on
weekends as a cook, are aware of Morgan’s status as a convicted
felon, and Dewayne knows enough about how people are not to spread
the word around.

With Cassie gone, I
half-hobble, half-stroll over to Kieran, Jim, and “Cousin” Morgan,
who’s clad in a maroon Sumner College polo shirt and dirt-stained
jeans.

“You look like you’ve been
working hard,” I point out to him as Kieran slides an arm around my
shoulders.

“Weeding flower beds. And
congratulations, by the way.” He nods at my two trophies. “Too bad
you almost had to sacrifice life and limb to get those.”

I glance down at my ankle.
“It just hurts a little right now, but it’s not swollen,” I assure
everyone. “I’ll be good as new by tomorrow.”

“Good,” Kieran comments,
flashing me a loopy grin that always makes my stomach turn
back-flips. He leans in to kiss me, but I whisper, “I’m all
sweaty,” as he gets closer.

“Like I care,” he whispers
back, before planting a chaste, closed-mouth kiss on my lips in the
presence of his dads. “I’m proud of you. You were awesome out
there, Most Outstanding Player. You and your mom might need to
build a trophy room onto your house.”

I shrug as if my awards are
no big deal, but on the inside, I’m thrilled that I’ve had such a
productive summer season. Between the county league and a few
exhibition games I’ve played in around the state in front of
scouts, I’m hoping my recruitment profile’s gone up enough that
some colleges might be interested in me.

“Yeah, you know how it is. I
was thinking I could just store my trophies in a closet for now.” I
fight to keep my expression earnest. “I mean, I’ll probably go on
to win more awards in college, and then there’s all the accolades
I’ll rack up during my sports broadcasting career. If Mom and I add
an addition to the house now, we’ll just need to expand later, so
we might as well wait.”

“Or you could build a
museum,” he suggests, also deadly serious. “You know—kind of a
presidential library-type deal. A monument to the greatness that is
Zip McKee.”

“Now, there’s an idea.”

Jim breaks into a wide
smile, wrinkles in his forehead straightening out as he does. “You
two never fail to entertain,” he comments, shaking his
head.

“Thanks, Dad,” Kieran
answers for both of us before I change the subject.

“So, what are you guys doing
here? This is a nice surprise.”

“Kieran wanted to watch your
game, so he came to campus with us this morning,” Jim
explains.

“The Counseling Center is
full of couches,” Kieran begins. “It’s very convenient for
me.”

“And I’m on my lunch hour. I
caught most of the fourth quarter,” Morgan adds, before glancing at
the clock above the doors to the lobby. “Speaking of my lunch hour,
I need to grab a sandwich or something at the Union and head back
out. Those flower beds aren’t going to weed themselves.” Morgan
gives me a slight pat on the shoulder before congratulating me
again, and he and Jim arrange to meet at Jim’s car at five o’clock
for the drive to Titusville. As Morgan disappears through the gym
doors, Jim says to us, “I should probably be getting back to the
office as well.”

“Would you be able to give
me a ride home?” Kieran asks me. “I’m not sure I can take the
non-stop excitement of the Sumner Counseling Center all
afternoon.”

“Thanks,” Jim says, but he’s
smiling, and I tell them both “Sure—no problem. I just need to
shower first so I don’t stink up the car.”

“I’ll stay with Kieran until
you get back,” Jim offers, turning to his son. “I’ll show you the
new pool while we’re waiting. Apparently they just finished it last
week.”

“Awesome,” Kieran grumbles.
“I love looking at things I’d never be allowed to use in a million
years.”

Jim sighs at Kieran’s
sarcasm before turning to me. “We’ll meet you out front when you’re
done?” he asks.

“Sure thing,” I reply,
giving Kieran a tiny sympathy smile and wishing I could kiss away
his anger over his limitations. I smooch him on the cheek and trot
off to the locker room, the pain in my ankle nearly gone. After a
quick shower, I change from my summer league uniform into a pair of
cutoff jean shorts and a plain gray t-shirt, combing my wet hair
back into a messy bun at the nape of my neck. Before I leave, I
place my silver charm bracelet—a gift from Kieran on our mutual
April first birthday—around my left wrist. By the time I’ve
gathered up my stuff to meet them outside, Jim and Kieran have
finished their tour of Sumner’s new, state-of-the-art natatorium
and are waiting for me on the front steps of the
fieldhouse.

“I’ll be home a little
before six,” Jim tells Kieran, as if we don’t already know the
drive from Sumner to Titusville takes about forty-five
minutes.

“Got it.”

“If you get hungry before
then, there’s some leftover Paulie’s in the fridge from the other
night.”

“Okay.” Kieran nods and Jim
says goodbye to both of us before walking down the stairs and over
to the intersection of College Avenue and Second Street to cross
back over to the main part of campus.

“Paulie’s Pizza?” I say to
Kieran as we watch his father walk away.

“Yeah. What?” he responds to
my smirk.

“Well, Kayla’s been spending
every waking minute with Brad, and your mom’s out of town. Sounds
like you guys are living the ultimate bachelor life now without a
regular female presence in the house.” I take Kieran’s hand and we
head down the stairs to the parking lot at the other side of the
fieldhouse, where I’d parked my mom’s Chevy Cobalt in one of the
spaces near the entrance to Panther Stadium.

“We ordered pizza sometimes
when Mom was here, too,” he reminds me. “But for your information,
we got Paulie’s the other night when Kayla brought Brad over to
hang out while you were at your grandparents’. And you’re
forgetting—I have a regular female presence in my life.” Kieran drops my hand
and puts his arm around my shoulder, pulling me close as we walk.
“But, yeah—I think I’m finding out Mom’s the one who was behind the
‘law and order’ in our house all these years, and Dad just went
along with things. Life’s been a
lot more relaxed since Mom’s been
gone.”

Carlie’s been in New York
for the past three weeks, working with scientists at Halloran
Industries to develop a treatment to counter the effects of the one
that caused Kieran’s sleeping disorder. This latest trip is just
one in a series of excursions the Laniers have taken to the city
this summer. Back in June, we met Frank Dozier’s illegitimate son
Cooper Halloran, who had discovered the formula for the original
drug on a piece of paper Morgan had buried on a Halloran family
farm when he was evading the cops years ago. While the page was too
damaged to be able to make out the details of the formula, seeing
an artifact from his past helped jar some of Morgan’s returning
memories loose to the point he was able to recall the formula down
to the last detail.

Once Morgan remembered, we
called Cooper, whose mother had married Ben Halloran, CEO of
Halloran Industries, when Cooper was still a toddler. Not only was
Cooper adopted into the Halloran family, but he was also granted
lifelong access to more money than a person could ever want along
with a stable of companies. Two of those companies—Malsun Foods and
Deelite Cosmetics—have complexes full of labs and scientists
desperate enough to keep their jobs they’ll do, or make, whatever
Ben and Cooper Halloran command. Reconstituting the original drug
had been easy enough for the Halloran team, but making a substance
to counter the sleeping disorder it induced in Cooper and Kieran
was proving to be a more difficult challenge. Both Kieran and
Morgan, accompanied by Jim, Carlie, and occasionally, Kayla and
Brad, made several trips to New York over the summer where both
they and Cooper were run through a battery of physical and
physiological tests in order to determine what alteration of the
original formula might cure—or, at the very least,
help—Cooper and Kieran.
Knowing Carlie’s background as a physician, in addition to her
personal stake in wanting to find an antidote to the original drug,
Ben Halloran invited Carlie to join the research team. And while
reluctant to leave her family for so long, Carlie wanted to help in
whatever way she could. So, with the blessing of the rest of the
Laniers, she stayed in New York after their last trip.

“Has there been any news?” I
ask Kieran, knowing he’ll understand what I mean. We’re almost at
the car, so I press the door unlock button on my
keychain.

“No,” Kieran says after
we’re in and buckled up. “Mom called last night like she does every
night, and it was the same old, same old—she works with the
research team every day, they think they have some ideas but
they’re limited in what they can come up with since only two people
on the planet have my condition, and so on, and so on. And then the
whole conversation kind of turns into one of those science specials
on public television and I tune out like always and hand the phone
to Dad.”

I nod in understanding as I
start the car and ease out of the parking space. I’m a good
student, but math and science are my weak spots and I’ve always had
to work a little harder in those classes. And given that Kieran’s
interests tend more to art than to science, I have no doubt of his
zoning out whenever his mom starts describing the details of life
in the Halloran labs.

“I think she’s starting to
feel more comfortable hanging out at the Hallorans’, though,”
Kieran continues. “And he’d never admit it in a zillion years, but
I think from some things he’s said that Cooper’s kind of enjoying
having a pseudo-mom around. Although, if she hovers over him all
the time like she hovers over me, he’s due to get sick of her any
day now.”

I shake my head as I pull
out onto College Avenue and steer us toward Main Street.

“I still can’t believe your
dad’s okay with your mom staying with some strange man and his
kid,” I say.

Kieran lifts his shoulders
to his ears as if he thinks Carlie’s temporary living arrangement
is weird and not so weird all at the same time.

“It’s not like Mr.
Halloran’s ever around. According to Coop, he’s off being ‘Mr.
Corporate’ most days, so whenever Mom’s not at the lab—which isn’t
very often, from what it sounds like—it’s basically just the two of
them at the apartment. And the place is so big, they probably don’t
run into each other much.”

Kieran and his family had
stayed with the Hallorans during their New York trips, and his
descriptions of the Hallorans’ “apartment” made their home sound
totally unlike the run-down Sumner student apartments out past the
football field. The Hallorans’ New York City residence is basically
a multi-million dollar palace contained within a high-rise on the
Upper West Side. During the day, an army of servants attend to the
“apartment’s” upkeep, but only Victor Loughlin, Cooper’s driver,
all-purpose general employee, and big brother figure whom we first
met in June, is on the premises around the clock.

“Dad and I aren’t too
worried about Mom. I mean, sure, Dad wants her home because he
misses her, but he understands her need to do everything she can to
help Cooper and me. And she can stay away as long as she needs to
if it means she and the Halloran lab rats will come up with
something that isn’t going to kill me.”

“Kieran,” I warn, pressing
down on the accelerator now that the speed limit’s picked up on our
approach to the highway.

“I know,” he says, sighing.
Kieran’s always believed his dreams about the future have
mysteriously stopped because he’s going to die, and not because his
mother and the Halloran researchers will be able to devise a
substance to cure his sleeping disorder—and the flashes of the
future that had always accompanied it—forever.

“I’m sorry,” Kieran
continues. “It’s just scary, you know? Drugs have side effects. The
one Morgan and my birth mother messed around and came up with had
some pretty wicked side effects, so it’s hard for me to accept that
any kind of a cure won’t be worse than the disorder
somehow.”

I can’t convince Kieran of
anything other than gloom-and-doom in his future—I’ve tried for
almost two months now. So, the best I can do is be mildly
contradictory whenever he does start talking this way.

“Maybe death won’t be a side
effect,” I begin, numbed into total calm over discussing my
boyfriend’s potential demise because I’m doing so for the millionth
time. “Maybe what they come up with will have the same side effects
normal drugs do—you know, like on those commercials on TV.” I lower
my voice in a not-too-accurate impersonation of an announcer. “Side
effects include nausea, vomiting, diarrhea…”

Kieran snorts and starts
giggling like a little kid on my mention of “diarrhea.”

“Death might not be so bad,
then,” he jokes, before completely sobering up. “Seriously, though.
They always list ‘death’ as a possible side effect on those
commercials. It happens.”

“Only in extreme
circumstances.” I gun the engine as we exit onto the state highway.
“You’ve got to believe that, Kieran.”

Out of the corner of my eye,
I catch him shooting me a dialed-down version of the loopy grin
that’s one of my favorite things about him.

“I shouldn’t keep bringing
this up. And I’m trying to be positive, but—“

“I get it.” I cut him off.
“I can’t imagine what it’s like for you to live with so much
uncertainty. But I’m here for you, no matter what, or no matter how
negative you feel you need to be.”

I shift my eyes from the
road ever so slightly to see his grin widen.

“Nice dig, there, McKee,” he
says as I match his grin with one of my own. “I’ll shut up about it
now—I promise, okay?”

“Okay.”

“And, anyway, I guess I need
to assume I’ll still be alive in September when the college tests
roll around again, or I’m going to be totally screwed,
right?”

“Right,” I say with
enthusiasm, hoping to encourage Kieran’s focus on his immediate
future. We’re both retaking our college entrance exams in early
September so we can bring our scores up—me, in the hopes that
higher scores will equal more academic scholarship offers in case
basketball scholarships don’t come through, and Kieran, in the
hopes that new and improved scores will increase his chances he’ll
be accepted somewhere, assuming his parents would let him go away
to college to begin with given the nature of his disorder.
But that family
squabble is a whole other story, and since Kieran’s being positive
at the moment, I don’t bring it up.

“What do you say we spend
the afternoon studying at my house?” he offers, his hand caressing
my knee telling me he may have other ideas.

“You’re sure ‘studying’
isn’t code for something else?”

And there goes the grin.
“I’ll be good. I promise.”

“Suure you will,” I tease,
pressing down on the accelerator a little more and speeding us
toward Titusville.



Chapter 2

 


When we walk into the
Laniers’ sprawling house located on the old McCaffery farm, Kieran
immediately heads for the stairs.

“Where are you going?” I
ask.

“My room. My study guides
are in my room.”

“Of course they are,” I say,
folding my arms over my torso.

“If you don’t trust me to
behave, I’ll bring the stuff down here and we can study in the
kitchen or the living room.” His lips curl into a mock-pout once
he’s done speaking.

“It’s not you I don’t
trust,” I point out, shaking my head. “It’s me. It’s
both of us.”

“You don’t think we can be
alone in my room for ten minutes without being all over each
other?”

I join him at the base of
the stairs, sighing. “I guess we can try. It’ll be a good test of
our self-control.”

In seconds, I’m in Kieran’s
unusually messy room, an explosion of sketch pads and dirty clothes
littering the floor and his bed rumpled and unmade, the untidiness
a by-product of his mom and dad having mellowed out since learning
of Frank Dozier’s death and Morgan’s lack of desire to do Kieran
harm. The first time I was in here back in March, everything seemed
way too neat and orderly for a teenage boy’s room—no posters on the
walls, no mess, and no dust sheen covering the surfaces of his desk
or nightstand—and I later learned that the bizarre cleanliness of
Kieran’s supposed private space was merely scratching the surface
of his parents’ desire to control his life. At least now, they seem
to have backed off controlling his room, if not much
else.

Kieran grabs the study
guides from his desk and flops down on the bed in front of
me.

“Vocab?” he asks.

“It’s as good a place to
start as any, I guess. Want me to quiz you?”

“I’ve been studying,” he
says, sitting up straight with pride. “Bring it on.”

“Okay.” I flip to a page
with vocabulary words and randomly pick the first one my eye lands
upon. “Perspicacious.”

“Um…possessing keen vision
and understanding?” He narrows his eyes with his
question.

“Impressive, Mr. Lanier,” I
compliment him, and he flashes me that grin.

Oh, that grin.

“Um…okay,” I mumble,
composing myself. “Next word. How about ‘loquacious’?”

I look up from the book to
find him staring at me, his amazing grin still on his face as if
it’s permanent, like a tattoo.

“Kieran?”

“I can’t imagine a moment
when I won’t want you,” he says, his expression shifting to
something more serious.

“That’s not the definition
of ‘loquacious’,” I fire back, trying to be smooth and probably
failing.

“No, it’s not, and I kind of
don’t care. I’m just being honest about how I feel. I don’t think I
can sit here and spit out definitions when you’re right in front
me, being you.”

And…that’s it. I toss the
book to the floor and push him back on the bed, kissing him with
all the strength I can muster.

“Incorrigible,” I whisper
against his mouth. His hands move to my head, releasing my knot of
hair from the ponytail holder, his fingers finding their way to my
cheeks and on up into my now loose and still damp
strands.

“Impertinent,” I say,
kissing him again. “Impetuous,” I mutter as my mouth pulls away
from his only far enough to still feel the surface tension between
our lips.

“Okay—are you quizzing me or
insulting me? I’m confused.”

I smile before lowering my
mouth to his once again. When we finally come up for air, I pant,
“So much for lasting ten minutes, huh?”

“No kidding. Who knew you
were such a harlot?”

I let out a hearty laugh on
his use of such an old-fashioned term.

“Harlot? Where’d you come up with that?”

“I told you—I’ve been
studying my vocabulary. And I’m just kidding about the harlot
thing, by the way. This is totally my fault. I’m
irresistible.”

“Oh, you are,” I assure him.
“In fact, I think I’m kind of in love with you, Kieran
Lanier.”

“And I think I might be in
love with you, too, Zip McKee. Just maybe.”

He sits up, forcing me to
sit up with him, and after a few minutes of kissing, tugging,
pulling, and groping, we’re under the covers, our breathing so
heavy together it almost seems to fill the room with sound. But
before we can make any further moves, before we can stop to discuss
protection or positions or any other possibilities, Kieran’s eyes
droop and I surrender to the inevitable. As he collapses onto his
elbow and then onto his side, I roll over to face him, pulling him
against me as he drifts off to sleep.

This has more or less been
the story of our summer when Kieran hasn’t been in New York. With
the adults in our lives being at work every day and now with Carlie
out of town as well, Kieran and I have been enjoying more alone
time recently than we’ve ever had since we’ve been a
couple.

And I don’t think I’m
speaking only for myself when I say our alone time has been pretty
awesome—incredibly awesome, in fact.

But while we’ve rounded
every single base in the metaphorical baseball game people use to
describe physical affection, we haven’t yet managed to cross home
plate. Kieran’s inability to stay awake in situations of heightened
emotion always kicks in, and while we love each other enough to
keep hitting triples for the rest of our lives and be fine, just
once, we’d both like to knock one out of the ballpark.

I stroke his cheek, my
forehead touching his, until he gradually wakes up. He pulls back
enough to look into my eyes, his puzzled expression telling me he’s
trying to piece together what’s happened, an act that isn’t always
successful. His eyes widen slightly and he lifts up the covers
enough to take in our rather…um…natural state, and this time, at
least, things come back to him…to a point.

“No?” he asks.

“No.”

He rolls over onto his back
and lets out a frustrated breath.

“Kieran, come here.” I
whisper, and he rolls over to face me once again. I gather his
hands in mine and rest them together between us against our chests.
“Let’s talk for a minute.”

“You’re not going to start
quizzing me on vocabulary, are you? Because I’m not sure
now is the time. I might
not be able to concentrate with you next to me like
this.”

“Very funny. But I think we
need to talk about the whole sex thing.”

“Awesome.” And there’s that
grin again. “I happen to be really good at talking about sex. Doing it? Not so
much.”

“And that’s what I want to
talk about.”

He frowns. “The fact that I
suck at sex? Can we talk about something else?”

I untangle one of my hands
from against our chests and run it through his hair.

“I love you so much, you
know? Sometimes, though, I think maybe we’re trying too hard. Or,
maybe we’re trying for the wrong reasons. I just want to make sure
we want this because we really want to be together, and not because
we want to see if we can get it done.” My mouth twists up in
frustration. “I’m not making sense.”

Kieran takes his free hand
and smoothes my dirty blonde bangs off my face.

“No—I understand. You don’t
want us to get so caught up in seeing if I can stay awake long
enough to do it that it ends up overshadowing the actual, you
know, doing it.”

I can’t help but smile at
his always interesting way of getting a point across.

“Pretty much. I just don’t
want us to forget that we love each other, and that’s the most
important thing. Sex shouldn’t be something we’re trying to cross
off our ‘to do’ lists.”

Kieran holds his hand in the
air, his fingers ticking off “to do” items as he talks.

“Sure. Graduate from high
school, get into college, lose our virginity. Yeah—it does seem
kind of unromantic in that context, doesn’t it?”

“Exactly.”

“Zip, don’t worry, okay?” He
rests his hand on my shoulder, his touch feather-light. “I promise,
I want you for the right reasons. And I know you want me for the
right reasons. I’m not going to lie and say conquering my
super-special variety of sexual dysfunction isn’t a big deal for
me, but that would be icing on the cake compared to finally being
with you.”

“So, would I be the cake in
this scenario?” I squint at him.

“Yeah. I guess so.” He
laughs. “You’re a big awesome slice of red velvet cake. I need to
brush up on my analogies, or I’m never getting into
college.”

Kieran knows red velvet cake
is my absolute favorite dessert.

“Okay,” I say, sighing. “Now
I’m hungry. Thanks to you, I just realized I haven’t eaten since
before the game.”

“Well, we don’t have any red
velvet cake, but there’s that leftover pizza,” he reminds me,
rolling over. “Race you to the kitchen.” He jumps out of bed ahead
of me to get dressed and head downstairs, beating me by only a few
seconds thanks to my bum ankle. I’m in the middle of heating up
Paulie’s deluxe slices in the microwave when we hear the front door
open, voices floating back to us from the hall.

“Seriously—you need to call
or text or email this guy or something.” Kayla’s breathy voice is
clearly exasperated. “He’s going to be your roommate for a year,
you know.”

“I have,” Brad insists over
the sound of the door shutting. “We email and text all the
time.”

“Well, not about anything
important, obviously. If you two don’t have a serious conversation
about who’s bringing what stuff for your dorm room, you’re going to
blow a lot of money you can’t afford and end up with two TVs and
two microwaves.”

“We can rent microwaves and
fridges from the school,” he fires back as they approach the
kitchen, stopping in the entryway once they see Kieran and I are
already there.

“And you say
we act like an old
married couple,” Kieran says to his sister, tilting his head toward
me from his perch at the far end of the kitchen table. I snort as
the microwave beeps and Kayla raises both middle fingers, extending
them in her brother’s direction. The plate’s too hot for me to grab
with my bare hand, so I open the drawer to my left and grab a
potholder. That’s how frequently I’m over here now—I know where
Carlie keeps the potholders. And Kieran’s probably spent enough
time at my house at this point he would know we keep the potholders
in a drawer next to our fridge, which would almost put him ahead of
my mom, who doesn’t exactly consider the kitchen her favorite room
of the house.

Brad slides into a chair as
I deliver a steaming plate of pizza to the placemat in front of
Kieran.

“Oooh…is that leftover
Paulie’s from the other night?” he asks Kieran, eyes
widening.

“Yup.”

“Can I have some?” He slides
his seat back, the chair legs squeaking on the hardwood floor. “I
skipped lunch at work today.”

“Work” for Brad this summer
means volunteering at Med-West Health Center in Sumner, another
experience line for his future medical school applications. He
moves toward the counter, and I turn to grab two plates from the
cabinet, one of which I hand to him and the other I use after I
take one of the already-heated slices from Kieran’s
plate.

Kayla, meanwhile, sits down
opposite her brother. “So, what are you two up to this afternoon?”
she asks him.

“Vocabulary review,” Kieran
answers through a mouthful of pizza.

Kayla shoots Kieran a look.
“Oh, is that what
we’re calling it now?” She raises her hands and makes scare quotes
in the air with her fingers. “‘Vocabulary review.’”

“Better than ‘Going
bowling’.” Kieran makes scare quotes of his own and matches his
sister’s mocking tone note for note. She only smirks at his
reference to Kayla and Brad’s most recent Saturday night date,
bowling at Starlight Lanes on the state highway near the
mall.

“Sad thing is, we
actually went bowling,”
Brad comments.

“My condolences,” Kieran
mutters after swallowing a bite of pizza. Kayla tosses her long,
black braid off her shoulder and leans in toward Brad.

“Wait—I thought you liked
bowling,” she protests.

“And I thought
you liked bowling,” he
mumbles back.

“Awesome communication
skills you guys have there,” Kieran says, as the microwave
beeps.

“I didn’t say anything when
you suggested it because you seemed so excited,” Kayla explains to
Brad, ignoring her brother’s dig at them.

Brad laughs as he gets up to
grab his meal from the microwave. “I was excited because I thought
you really wanted to go bowling.” He leans forward and kisses her
on the forehead. “But thanks for liking something because you
thought I liked it.”

Kayla reaches for his hand
before he can turn away from the table, and she rubs her thumb back
and forth across his wrist. “Thanks for wanting to go somewhere
just because you thought I was into it.”

Kieran pretends to gag on a
bite of pizza at their display of affection, while I just laugh.
This summer has been a long road for Brad and Kayla, so a little
misunderstanding about bowling is nothing. Once we learned Frank
Dozier was dead and the Laniers were no longer in danger, Kayla,
who had successfully pushed Brad away to protect her family
secrets, vowed to level with him about everything rather than risk
losing him forever. Brad, who is pretty much Titusville’s Mr.
Upstanding, naturally had a little trouble absorbing the fact that
the girl he’d fallen for had been lying to him for months about
nearly every aspect of her life. But after a few awkward reunion
dates—not to mention more than a few conversations with me in which
I assured him Kayla’s parents hadn’t given her much choice about
leading a double life—the two have settled back into a
relationship, one that they’ve vowed to continue even after Brad
leaves for Northwestern in two weeks.

Brad breaks away from Kayla,
but before he can grab his food the doorbell rings, prompting all
of us to glance toward the hallway.

“You expecting someone?”
Kayla asks Kieran, who shakes his head.

“Well, maybe Dad ordered
something and it’s being delivered.” Kayla shrugs and rises from
her seat, as she’s sitting closer to the hall than any of us. Her
flip-flops flip flop against the wood as she makes her way to the
front of the house and opens the door, shocking all of us by
shrieking at someone who apparently isn’t a delivery
driver—

“Oh, my God. What are
you doing
here?”



Chapter 3

 


On cue, Brad, Kieran, and I
stand up from the table and start for the hall, even Brad primed
for danger now that he’s aware of the Laniers’ past.

“What?” A familiar voice
drifts back to me. “I can’t fly in to visit my favorite niece for
no reason?”

“I’m your
only niece, Jilly,” Kayla
points out as we all gather behind her to find Jillian Lanier,
Jim’s older sister from North Carolina, standing in the doorway.
Much like her niece, Jillian sports a long braid slung over her
shoulder, only hers is rust-red, the same color as her brother’s
hair. Her plain gray t-shirt and cargo shorts are rumpled from a
plane trip and subsequent drive from the airport, and she rubs her
eyes as if she’s tired from catching an early flight. Kayla throws
her arms around her aunt for a hug, which she only breaks in order
to drag Jillian inside to stand before Brad. “This is Brad
Wallace,” she says by way of introduction. “Brad, this is my Aunt
Jilly.”

Jillian extends a hand.
“I’ve heard a lot about you. And you’re every bit as good-looking
as Kayla’s told me—repeatedly, I might add.”

Brad shakes Jillian’s hand
and blushes all the way up to the dark bangs flopping over his
forehead. “Nice to meet you, Dr. Lanier,” he responds, using the
appropriate title for her given her Ph.D. in English.

“He’s polite, too,” Jilly
says to Kayla as she gives Brad his hand back. “Good work,
Kay.”

Brad continues to redden as
Jilly gathers Kieran first and then me into crushing hugs. “Good to
see you again, Jillian,” I say, this being the first time I’ve seen
her since both my family and the Laniers crashed at her house back
when we all believed Frank Dozier was still alive and we had reason
to be in danger.

“Good lord, child.” She
holds me at arm’s length, studying my face. “You’re practically
family, as far as I’m concerned. It’s Jilly.” She turns to Brad. “That goes
for you, too. None of this ‘Dr. Lanier’ business. That’s for my
students.”

Brad and I both nod at her
as Kayla, ever suspicious, asks once again “So, what are you doing
here?”

“Just thought I’d visit for
a few days,” she responds airily, but Kieran’s not
buying.

“After Mom asked if you’d
come, right?”

Busted, Jillian sighs and
reaches out to rumple his hair.

“And you think you’re not
smart enough to get into college,” she chides. “But, yes—Carlie
called me and asked if I’d come here and play secret agent spy for
her while she plays mad scientist in New York. Oddly enough,
something about your repeated insistence that you’re all doing fine
without her didn’t sit well, so she’s convinced your dad must not
be feeding and clothing you properly and the house is a mess. And
for God knows what reason, she thought I might have enough of a
maternal streak to come down here and straighten all of you out.
Silly woman.” Jilly raises her nose into the air. “Do I smell
pizza? All I’ve eaten today are airline pretzels.”

In a flash, we’re back in
the kitchen and devouring what’s left of the pepperoni and deluxe
pizzas. Brad stands near the sink after politely giving up his seat
to Jilly, who sits next to me at the table and amuses us with
stories about students in her summer class. Once we’re finished
eating, Kayla and Brad head upstairs so Brad can download some
software onto Kayla’s new laptop—Kayla and Kieran each getting
their own computer being another sign of Jim and Carlie easing up
on hovering over their children. Jilly and I rinse the dishes and
straighten up while Kieran falls asleep at the table practically on
cue, his body conditioned to take an early afternoon nap because
doing so lessens the possibility of his falling asleep out of the
blue before bedtime. This reflex is particularly useful during the
school year when he needs to stay awake for afternoon classes, and
it’s a reflex that doesn’t always kick in because the universe
likes nothing more than throw off his best laid plans. And as soon
as Kieran’s schedule gets out of whack or something else stressful
happens, his brain shuts his body down when he doesn’t intend it to
happen.

“Kid’ll do anything to get
out of chores,” Jilly jokes, wiping her hands on a dishtowel as she
nods at Kieran snoozing away, his folded arms cradling his head on
the placemat. She tilts her head toward the hallway, and I follow
her out of the kitchen to the spotless living room, where the two
of us flop down on either end of the Laniers’ overstuffed moss
green couch opposite the fireplace.

“How long are you going to
be in town?” I ask. “My mom’ll want to hang out, and I’m sure my
grandparents will want to meet you. We told them all about you
after we got back from North Carolina so, naturally, they’re
curious.”

Jilly’s eyes give off a
little twinkle. “I’ll bet. But, unfortunately, I can’t stay long.
School starts in two weeks and I’m not even close to ready yet.
Carlie was so insistent, though…”

Her voice trails off as if
she’d rather me push her for information instead of volunteering
it, and so I start nudging.

“Is Carlie okay?”

Jilly kicks off her sandals
and tucks her feet up under her.

“She’s fine. She’s just
going through some guilt over leaving her family for so long, even
though everyone understands the situation. And, like I said before,
she’s a little worried about how Jim and the kids are getting
along.” She raises her eyebrows, obviously fishing for information
I’m not sure I want to give. “Zip, it’s fine,” she assures me,
sensing my discomfort. “You’re not telling tales, and I’m not going
to go running to Carlie with details. Besides, if things still
aren’t straight with Kayla and Kieran and their parents, I won’t be
able to perform miracles in a weekend.”

Jilly makes a good
point.

“I think things are still
sort of awkward,” I admit, my diagnosis based on nearly two months
of being over here all the time and observing Kieran’s interactions
with his parents. “I mean, Jim and Carlie have obviously loosened
up since the whole Frank thing went away, but Kieran may never
trust them again after everything they kept from him for so long.
And I get that. For eighteen years, he believed a set of facts
about his life, and his parents sat him down one night and wiped
everything out. Now, Morgan’s in the picture, too, and that’s weird
for everyone.”

“Understandable.” Jilly
glances out into the hallway and lowers her voice. “How’s Kayla
adjusting?”

“To Morgan?” I ask, and
Jilly nods. “I think she’s accepted he’s a permanent part of the
family, although it probably helps that he doesn’t live here. She
doesn’t snipe at him anymore like she used to, at least, not when
I’m around. And she’s with Brad practically twenty-four hours a day
anyway…”

I don’t finish my sentence,
and Jilly seems to understand my implication that Kayla’s head is
filled with other, more pleasant things beyond worrying about the
ex-con living down the road.

“I like Brad,” Jilly informs
me, glancing out into the hall once again. “He seems like a good
kid.”

“Oh, he totally is. I’ve
known him all my life.”

“Kayla needs something
positive in her life, something that doesn’t revolve around the
family.” Jilly sighs. “She deserves it. She’s had too much
responsibility for too long.”

I nod in agreement. Kayla
was eleven when her parents told her the truth about Kieran’s
parentage and how his birth parents’ crimes could come back to
haunt them all. And until Kieran’s eighteenth birthday, she’d
carried that burden, along with the burden of looking out for
Kieran when his parents weren’t around, all by herself.

“And Carlie tells me she and
Jim are going to look into Kieran taking classes online if he gets
accepted to college.” Jilly says, moving the focus away from
Kayla.

“Assuming Carlie and the
Halloran people can’t come through with something to change his
condition.”

Jilly ignores my hopeful
sentiment and focuses on the present, pointing out, “You know going
off to school the way things stand without someone looking after
him would be pretty difficult.”

“I know. And he’s probably
not going to get into the same schools Kayla and I are looking
at.”

Kieran should have graduated
already, but he’s a year behind in school thanks to his disorder
and the fact he never quite caught up, even with Carlie
homeschooling the siblings for years. Although he’s a talented
artist and loves to read, he’s not exactly a standout student in
subjects other than art and English. Kayla, meanwhile, even with
her home school credits, is sitting along with me atop the incoming
senior class with a perfect grade-point average. We’ve already
talked about applying to the same schools and rooming together, our
excitement over the future completely separate from any guilt we
might share over the possibility of having to leave Kieran behind
in Titusville, as if the two concepts aren’t connected at
all.

Jilly leans forward, her
freckled and weathered face serious as she stares at me. Putting
her hand over mine on the couch cushion between us, she says, “I
wasn’t kidding earlier when I said you’re practically a part of
this family. After all that’s happened, I feel it, and I’m sure Jim
and Carlie would agree.”

I’m at a loss for words, so
I just bob my head and hope she interprets my action as
gratitude.

“You’re good for Kieran, and
even Kayla seems less angry somehow when you’re around, which is
quite the achievement.”

“I think that has to do more
with Brad than with me.”

Jilly squeezes my hand.
“Regardless, you’ve been a good friend to her and to this family as
well. I hope that doesn’t change.”

Her eyes flick away from me
for the briefest second, and I can’t help but be a little
suspicious.

“Why would it change?” I
ask, eyes narrowing.

“This family needs you, Zip.
And they’re going to need you in a way I don’t think even
they understand if
anything can be done about Kieran’s condition.”

I wonder if I’m talking to a
psychic or an oracle all of a sudden.

“Has Carlie said something
about the research?” I ask. Kieran never understands enough about
his mother’s work with the Halloran researchers in order to relay
that information to me, and while I spend a ton of free time at his
house, my relationship with Jim Lanier isn’t familiar or
comfortable enough for me to ask him to explain the details of
what’s going on in New York. Jilly, who double-majored in English
and chemistry and wrote a book on potions in Shakespeare’s works,
would have more than a passing interest in Carlie’s work with the
Halloran team, and since we seem to be sharing things at the
moment, I’m comfortable enough to press her about what, if
anything, Carlie’s told her.

“They’re getting close to
something.” She shakes her head and presses her lips together. “I
can’t say anything more. Carlie doesn’t want Kieran to find out in
case things don’t work, and I don’t want to put you in the position
of having to keep this from him.”

“I appreciate
that.”

Jilly takes her hand from
mine and adjusts her sitting position, moving her legs out from
under her and drawing her knees to her chin.

“But if they’re able to
treat him—when they’re able to treat him—and the treatment works, then
everything changes.”

“Well, changing things is
kind of the point, right?”

“True,” Jilly says, cocking
her head. “And I want him to have a normal life as much as anyone.
But Kieran’s been the way he is his whole life, and both he and his
family…they don’t understand anything else.” Jilly’s eyes are
riveted on me so intensely that I don’t dare look away. “And things
could get…strange. Kieran will need support, but so will the entire
family. You and Brad…I hope you’re here for them. I obviously don’t
know Brad as well as I know you, so I’m telling you. This family’s
going to need you around.”

Jilly’s not making much
sense, but the alternative—having her reveal everything she’s
learned from Carlie when I can’t tell Kieran—is unacceptable. I
sigh inwardly at yet more evidence that the Laniers are always
keeping secrets, and usually, they’re keeping them from each
other.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I
assure her. “No
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