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Dedication

For my little brother, Jackson,

who is like a star,

because he lights up the universe,

(and because he’s so much taller than me).

For Kayleigh and Katharyn,

who never hesitate to brave the dark with me,

flashlights in hand.

And for survivors of domestic violence,

and those still in it.

It might feel like the end of the story,

but it is just the beginning,

and the rest is yours alone.
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Chapter One
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IT’S IN THE STRETCHES OF SILENCE that I wonder if she’s dead.

My window is open, its wooden shutters thrown wide to welcome a breeze that doesn’t exist. I suck in air thick with humidity and look at the night sky. Heavy clouds, no rain.

Mother Nature, you’re such a tease.

Our town waits on rain to ease the drought. Rain to wash away the sweat that clings to our bodies each day as soon as we step outside. Rain to pummel the hard, dry dirt beneath withering crops in the fields. Rain is life. Rain is forgiveness.

Rain washes away sins faster than a priest can.

I hear it again: a deep, rumbling noise. Don’t be fooled; it isn’t thunder. His voice is as loud as God’s and as mean as the Devil’s. I try to ignore it, but then I hear the soft padding of feet on the hallway carpet. A moment later, my bedroom door opens, and the girls come in. The three of us sit under my window, one sister huddled beneath each of my arms.

As if I can protect them.

My arms curl around their shoulders. “It’s okay,” I whisper, to them and myself.

A scream fills the house. It isn’t Mom. It’s the opening shriek of a classic rock song. When the bass drum hits, the door to my room quakes.

It’s a full-volume night.

There’s a slight rush of air from the open window above us; the thin lines of muscles in my sisters’ arms tighten in fear. The dark silhouette of a bird appears on the far wall of my room.

“It’s just Joe,” I say, and untangle myself from their grasps. I turn to face a fierce, shiny black eye. His beak looks wickedly sharp this close. He doesn’t usually come to the window. He likes to sit on the mailbox. Or on the fence near our bus stop at the corner. Or on the lowest branch of the tree in our front yard. Joe is singular among other black birds, distinguished by the gray feathers on his abdomen and back. Distinguished as well by his dedication to being near us, always.

Joe caws. He shakes his wings in a show of bravado and turns.

“Bye, Joe,” Juniper says as he flies away.

Something crashes downstairs.

“Mom,” Campbell says. I imagine Mom hurt. Crying. I look into Cam’s eyes, and my own terror is reflected back at me.

“I’ll go check on her.” There’s no such thing as whispering over the music, so I almost shout it. I squeeze their bony little hands, a single drumbeat of reassurance, and rise.

When I get to the stairs, he’s playing Guns N’ Roses’s Greatest Hits so loud my teeth ache, and yet I can still hear him. I steal a glance over the banister, and I find him in the kitchen. If I weren’t used to the sight, I’d wonder if the dark red tone of his skin was the sign of a medical emergency. But it’s rage. The powder keg tonight was an upcoming mortgage payment. The spark that lit him up: an energy bill twice the normal amount. It was a dry, hot August, and the AC worked too hard.

I can barely see the rounded gray metal on top of the fridge. He keeps his gun where it’s easy to reach. He says it won’t be much help if he has to go find it during a home invasion, but it’s the thing I think about every time he gets like this. It’s always the same question in my mind: Is tonight the night he reaches for it?

Mom comes into view. Her long red hair is loose, disheveled. She heads for the stereo.

He runs after her, each footfall a tiny earthquake in the old house. He’s a solid wrecking ball, and he tears across the room after Mom when her hand touches the volume dial.

He shoves her into the door of the entertainment center, and it flies back into the wall. A chunk of plaster breaks off where it hits. Mom rubs her shoulder, says nothing.

My fear is trapped in the cage of my chest. It flaps its futile, frightened wings as I sneak upstairs.

“She’s okay,” I tell the girls. “But I need to call the police.”

“The phones are out,” Campbell reminds me. When it starts, he rips the phone cord out of the wall. He hoards it on the kitchen table—in plain sight but rendered useless.

“I’m going for help.” I eye the window, and Cam notices.

“It’s not too high?” she asks. If she’s scared, she masks it. Even at thirteen, Campbell is the picture of control, her face calm, her voice even. She understands the danger we’re in. She also knows how to hide it from Juniper.

“Not at all.” I climb out my window, onto the roof that covers our porch. The air is still heavy, laden with things it cannot hold much longer. I know how it feels to carry something that isn’t yours. Soon the sky will break.

Outside I pause, assessing. Maybe he won’t find them out here. At least not right away.

“Come out here,” I tell them, and point to the far corner of the roof, where it meets the house and forms a little nook. “It’s okay. It’ll be an adventure.”

Campbell swings her legs over the windowsill and crawls to the corner of the roof.

Juniper hesitates.

“Leighton, I’m scared,” she says. Some twisted little part of me is grateful she’s scared. That she could spend so many nights of her nine years tucked into shadows like this, and still know it’s not normal.

“Hey, babe, look at me. It’s gonna be okay. You are just going to snuggle up with Campbell for a few minutes. Here, take Ava-bear.”

I move into the room again, doubling over the windowsill and reaching for the foot of my bed. Soft down fuzz fills my hand when it finds the toy. I lean out the window and offer my beloved stuffed bear to Juniper.

She shakes her head no.

Something rumbles downstairs besides the music, and my stomach tightens in response. He’s so angry tonight. I drop the bear and crouch at the window, finding Juniper’s dark eyes filled with tears.

“How big is your brave?” I ask her.

I’ve stolen it, right out of our history. I’ve cannibalized it from my own gentler early years, when Mom would use the phrase to get me on a bike or a roller coaster. And I’ve brought it here, into this awful night. But I need it, for Juniper.

“So big,” Juniper says, and climbs out the window. I walk her over to Campbell.

The tree in our yard sways, though there’s no breeze.

Crows.

Birds fill the branches. There must be a hundred of them. More. Juniper’s soft whimper forces the crows from my mind. I swing my legs over the edge of the roof and drop before I can think about it. It’s a short fall, but I hit the ground hard and lose my balance. My hands scrape the walkway where I catch myself, drawing blood. I look up and find Campbell peering down. “I’m fine,” I say. “Get back.” I melt into the shadows of our yard, just as he passes the kitchen window.

When he turns away, I run. There’s only one other house on our road. If we always felt safe in our home, I might call it scenic, with the mountains as a backdrop and nothing but idyllic Pennsylvania farming hills for miles.

But we don’t feel safe, so instead I’d say it’s isolated. Detached.

Alcatraz.

But there is one neighbor. Mrs. Stieg. Just a few hundred feet away in a farmhouse that’s easily a half-century older than our house, but meticulously maintained. Racing across the road, I steal a backward glance at my house. I check for two shadows on the porch roof, but my gaze is drawn higher.

Crows cover the top of our house. Dark shingles shrouded in even darker feathers.

When I reach our neighbor’s house, I close my fingers over the sting of my freshly skinned palm and slam my fist on the door. When a light flickers on upstairs, hope swells inside of me.

The light turns back off.

I knock harder, but I don’t think she’s coming.

Fear claws inside my chest, wanting out. No one else lives close. I can’t leave my sisters long enough to walk a few miles into town. I cross the road again. Back in our yard, I start to sidestep the dozens of crows on our lawn, when the front door swings open.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” He fills the whole doorframe. Two-hundred-plus pounds of anger now directed at me. I run through the answers in my head, playing outcomes as fast as I can. Which response is the safest?

“I called the police,” I lie, and it’s a big one. He will know in minutes that it’s untrue.

My father stares me down for a moment, as though he’s daring me to speak the truth. Then he turns into the house. The music finally cuts out, and the silence is surreal. Like everything before now was a nightmare, and I’ve just woken up.

If only.

He moves through the kitchen, and the birds shuffle around me, cawing softly. Or maybe they’re loud, and it just seems soft in contrast with how loud the music was a moment ago.

“After all I do for you,” Dad says as he collects his essentials: wallet, keys, gun. “So fucking ungrateful.”

He strides to his truck, slamming the door shut. Moments later, he’s leaving, and I know why. He likes to scream and scare us, but he’s always been careful not to land himself in jail. It’s a thin line, but he walks it well.

I move down our front path, through the grass, and stop at the edge of the road. He’ll come back tomorrow, but tonight we’re safe. I watch until his truck turns, and I lose sight of it as the sky cracks open overhead.

Rain pours down, scattering crows in the dark.
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Chapter Two
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IN THE MORNING, THE CROWS ARE still here. And by here, I mean everywhere. Crows on every branch of the tree in our front yard, until it is more feather than leaf.

I stand at my bedroom window watching the birds rustle and twitch on the branches. They’re on Mrs. Stieg’s roof, too, shuffling along her rain gutters.

Our front door slams.

He’s back.

I hurry out of my room and into the shower, desperate to normalize the morning, to remind him we have school. Sometimes if we do things just right, he matches our calm. He migrates toward our normal. As the scalding water hits me, I hope that this is one of those times.

I love school, but this year is different. It’s the last year. My countdown has officially begun, and last night was a more ominous beginning than I’d wanted. One year. I have one year to find a way to keep my sisters safe if I want to go to college.

When I get to the kitchen, he’s not there, but Mom is. She startles when I walk in, and coffee slips over the lip of her mug, splashing her fingers. She doesn’t seem to notice.

“Good morning, Leighton,” she says. She smiles, but it’s not a Mom smile. It doesn’t quite reach her eyes. Mom used to smile at us like we were all in on a joke together. Now I get the same hollow one she flashes to strangers.

“Morning,” I say.

He’s brought her flowers. Scarlet roses that sit in a chipped vase next to the sink. He likes to apologize with small gestures that never match the gravity of what he’s done.

It seems to work.

I hesitate, wondering if this is a morning to provoke or let go. “He’s back?” I ask.

Now even the hollow smile is gone.

“Drop it, Leighton,” Mom says.

This is a morning to let go.

“He slept at his office. What more do you want?”

I rattle off the list in my head. His arrest, his apology, his relocation, his kindness. His death. It depends on the day, the hour, the moment, and my mood, but there’s a lot more I want than him sleeping in his office.

“I have work today,” Mom says. She’s always grabbed a few shifts a week waitressing at the diner, but she’s been picking up more lately. Trying to make up for the construction business not doing as well. “Will you come right home after school for the girls?” I ignore the abrupt change in subject. Walking into the living room, I begin to pick up framed photographs from the floor, hooking them back on their nails.

It’s like the house itself knows when these nights are coming. There are clues, if we watch carefully: a subtle darkening in the corners of the rooms; the picture frames tilting on their nails, preparing to fall at the first commotion; the sudden compulsion to whisper, as though the house will carry our secrets to his ears. The pressure inside builds for weeks, until it is so palpable I can taste it on my tongue—metallic and biting. Like blood. The taste of anger.

I step back into the kitchen and lift the last frame from the floor. It’s a photo of two teenagers wearing crowns. They’ve been named king and queen. I study the girl in the photo, my eyes gravitating to the things we have in common. Same pale white skin with a few copper freckles across the bridge of the nose. Same wide smile. I wonder how we’re different. Her hair is vibrant red, where mine is a lighter, strawberry blonde. And what about the things you can’t see? Like her capacity to forgive so much hurt. Do I carry that in my bones, too, like I do the shape of her jaw?

Instead of hanging this photo up, I lay it on the counter beside the roses.

She has to decide whether to put it back on the wall.

The last thing I do before it’s time to usher my sisters outside to the bus stop is reach past Mom to plug the phone in. This stupid, useless house phone. He told Mom and me that we could have cell phones last year. Then he remembered that cell phones call police and cost money, so we never got them. There’s just this one phone, with a cord that does nothing to help us when he tears it out of the wall.

I slam my finger down on the receiver and hold the phone to my ear.

“Dial tone’s back,” I say.





Chapter Three
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TO EVERYONE ELSE AT AUBURN HIGH, summer means freedom.

That’s not the case for me.

At least here, I know what to expect. I know who I am. For the next eight hours, I know Campbell and Juniper are safe in their classes. I can pretend everything is normal. So when I step off the bus on our first day back and wave to the girls as it pulls away, I know they are thinking the same thing: thank God summer is over.

Sofia finds me before first period. She tears down the hall and throws her arms around me. “Leighton! You beautiful person, where have you been? We haven’t talked in a week!”

“Sorry, Sof.” I’ve been in a domestic nightmare. “I was . . . way behind on my summer reading. I spent the last few days catching up.” We make our way through the crowded hall together, bumping into so many people that it becomes silly to keep apologizing. It’s a stampede of wide-eyed freshmen, and we are caught in the fray.

“Well, me too. At least we could have suffered together,” she says, her long dark hair bouncing in its perpetual cheerleading ponytail. Sofia is the happiest person I know, and I’m not sure how, but even her features are happy. Her cheeks are low, round, and rosy. Her eyebrows arch dramatically, and she leaves them to grow naturally, adding to the drama. Her smile is a little off-balance—the right side of her mouth curls up higher. It makes her always look like she just stopped laughing a moment ago. And usually she did. After nights like last night, I’m so grateful she’s my friend.

“So what do you have first period?”

Sofia unfolds her schedule and crinkles her nose. She holds the paper away from her body like it’s contaminated. “Physical Education.”

“Wow. That’s unfortunate. You’re gonna have to shower all over again.”

“And have wet hair all day.”

“The scheduling gods did not smile upon you.”

Sofia groans, leaning her head on my shoulder. “What about you?”

I pull out my schedule to double-check.

“AP English.”

“Oh good, you get to read about people killing each other for stupid reasons first thing every day.”

“Still better than gym.”

“Good point. Bummer that none of our classes overlap this semester.”

“Seriously. But we have newspaper. And first dibs on assignments now that we’re seniors. Do you still want sports? They better not give it to Chris just because he’s a guy—”

Sofia stops walking so fast I bump into her. We’ve reached the large windows that face the soccer field.

“What the hell.” Sofia doesn’t swear much, and the “hell” comes out on a sigh, like she didn’t mean to say it out loud.

Crows cover almost every inch of the field.

“Didn’t you notice them earlier?” I ask.

“A few here and there, like usual. Nothing like this.”

We pause at the windows, letting freshmen bump into us in their haste to beat second bell. Across the street is the football stadium, and I can make out small dark shapes filling the bleachers. The crows are in constant motion, taking off and landing, circling overhead. There must be thousands of them. And they’ve all decided to come here.

God knows why any creature would choose Auburn.

Especially one that can fly away.





Chapter Four
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IT ISN’T UNTIL AFTER SECOND PERIOD that I have a chance to find my locker. It’s not in the senior hall. I follow numbers down, rounding the corner into the junior hallway.

Warm.

Warmer.

Hot.

Great. I get to spend senior year banished to the juniors’ hall. They must have run out of lockers for seniors. Which means no hanging out at the Senior Wall, which is literally just a wall that seniors alone get to stand at and lean against to talk between classes and yell at any lowerclassmen who get too close. Every year the senior class decorates the wall with a gigantic “CLASS OF” banner with the graduation year, and everyone writes curse words and smutty messages on it until the administration takes it down because it’s too vulgar. One class didn’t make it past homecoming.

All I really need out of senior year is a diploma, but I still feel a pang over missing out on another normal high school thing. I’ve already missed so much. Nights I’ve chosen to stay home because he was in a bad mood. Birthday parties I knew to never ask for.

I open my half-size locker and start to cram all my textbooks inside. I’m still trying to convince myself that Senior Wall is a dumb tradition anyway when someone grabs me from behind.

Well, doesn’t grab. Tickles. My ribs.

“What the hell!” I yell, spinning.

“Oh shit.” The hands are off and the person steps back. Liam McNamara is standing there, looking every bit like he knows he messed up. “I’m so sorry. I thought you were Lyla Jacobs.”

“Who?”

“Lyla. She’s a junior. Your hair looks a lot like hers. And she’s my cheerleader.”

“I didn’t know they were considered property.” I know what he means. Sofia’s been doing this for a few years. But I want to let him squirm.

“No, they’re not.” He runs his hand over the top of his head. “I’m really screwing this up.”

“Um, yeah,” I say. I know Liam. I know of Liam, I should say. We move in different social circles. Or rather, he moves in a circle and I’m more of a solitary dot.

Liam McNamara: fellow senior, student council vice president, member of the varsity football team. His superlative should be Most Likely to Score a Modeling Contract While Running for Congress. Liam has always had a lot of girlfriends and a lot of charm. But thanks to my home, I’ve seen the flip side of the charming coin, and it isn’t a prince.

“Lyla is the cheerleader, who I respect and do not consider property in any way, shape, or form, who is paired with me for the season. She’ll, like, decorate my locker and make me cookies and stuff.”

I don’t roll my eyes. I don’t. But it takes a long, conscious mental effort not to do so.

“Okay, well. It’s fine. You just startled me.”

“Yeah, I’m really sorry. Lyla is my friend. I swear I don’t go around touching strange girls. Not that you are strange, I just mean—”

“It’s okay, Liam. I’ll see ya around.”

“Well, actually, my locker is, uh—” He points to the bottom half-locker that’s under mine. Because of course. Let’s draw this awkwardness out for the whole year.

I move to the side, letting Liam crouch down at his locker.

“We should at least ask them to switch us. Wouldn’t want one of our star players to injure himself stooping over for his books, would we?”

“Ah, thanks, but that wouldn’t be very chivalrous of me. Besides, it’s just football.”

“Did you say just football? In this town that’s practically blasphemous.”

“Yeah. But there’s not much else to do around here, and it’ll look good on college apps.” Our conversation has taken a surprising turn, and I try to quiet the surge of curiosity I feel. Let’s move along here. But Liam doesn’t move along. He stands at our shared locker space and leans against mine.

“We have first period together, right, Leighton?”

Leighton.

“Didn’t know you knew my name, Liam. Let alone how to pronounce it.”

“Leighton. Like Peyton. Like Peyton Manning. Easy enough to remember.”

“Do I remind you of a professional football player?”

He laughs.

“No. You’re a shrimp. You would literally get crushed on a football field. But seriously, there’s, like, two hundred kids in our class. I know who you are.”

“Just not from behind.”

“I’m never gonna live that down, am I?”

“Probably not. But it’s only been five minutes. Give it time.”

“Leighton’s a cool name,” Liam says.

I pause while adjusting my bag.

“Thanks. It was a birthday present.”

A dad joke. Seriously? But Liam laughs, and I soften a little.

Calm down, Leighton. Not everyone is out to get you.

“So, Advanced Placement English. Should be a fun semester,” I say, sarcasm infused in every syllable.

“Yeah, no kidding. Our summer reading was depressing. But I liked Beloved. You headed this way?” Liam nods his head toward the senior hall. “We should get moving before the bell.”

Liam takes my heavy calculus book and starts walking. It takes me a moment to realize he isn’t stealing it but carrying it for me. I blink stupidly a few times before catching up.

“You liked Beloved? It was really sad.”

“Sure, but it was important. Stories matter. Representation matters. Besides, it’s better than reading Romeo and Juliet freshman year. Enough about rich white kids already.”

I laugh. Liam is one of very few Black students in our school, and I’m caught off guard by his candor.

“Fair point,” I say. “Didn’t care for the romance?”

“That wasn’t romance. That was idiocy. I don’t know who said ‘all is fair in love and war,’ but I’m calling bull. When you love someone, you don’t treat them like that. You don’t end up dead.”

I know we are talking about a book, but in my mind I hear the crack of the door hitting the wall last night. I see that same wall this morning, perfect, as though the plaster never broke. I remember how my eyes slipped past it as I hung up frames, like they were unwilling to accept the way our strange house erases his violence for him.

I’ve stopped walking, and when Liam notices, he stops, too. The air around me feels cold. I can’t remember what was funny or cute or charming about our conversation.

“Can I have my book back?” I ask, my tone cool and crisp, as controlled as I can make it. I can’t help it. The alternative to cold is crying, and I don’t want to fall apart. Not here.

“Um, yeah, of course, Leighton,” Liam says, handing my book back. “Is this about earlier? Cuz I’m really sorry . . .”

“I just forgot a notebook. I’ll see you in class,” I mutter, and I’m gone, walking down the hallway as fast as I can without getting called out for running. I try to ignore the burning throat and stinging eyes so they’ll go away. Just act normal.

Normal.

Normal.

There.

The word has lost all meaning.





Chapter Five
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IF THERE WAS EVER ANOTHER VERSION of Campbell Grace Barnes, I missed it. As far back as I can recall, she’s been the serious one. I’m a reader, sure, but Cammy is a thinker. She thinks while she brushes her hair, her fingers ruthlessly detangling knots in the shiny, straight red strands. She thinks while she eats her cereal, one hand holding a spoon, the other one tapping against the table. A staccato beat to accompany her thoughts. She thinks when he yells, and when he throws things.

Most of the time, I have no clue what Campbell is thinking. I know her better than I know anyone, but her mind is the Mariana Trench, and there are depths I’ll never see. And that’s okay. She can contain the secrets of the universe and keep every last one to herself for all I care, as long as she’s still a kid sometimes. That’s all I want. And it’s there when she leaves on her bicycle.

Campbell loves Mom, Juniper, me, and her bike, and I’m not sure the bike would come fourth if she ranked us. She covets it. Every day after school, she is in the house only long enough to ditch her backpack, and then she’s off, riding down Frederick Street, turning left at the corner. She goes to a richer neighborhood—one that almost passes for suburbia, though the houses still have a ton of space between them. She rides with her friends, zipping in and out of streets, ignoring helmet laws. Campbell on her bike is not thinking. And that is good for her.

On our fourth day of school, Campbell has already been gone a half hour when there is a knock at our door. I spring from the kitchen table, where I had been stress-reading some college brochures and wondering if I’d ever set foot on one of those ivy-covered campuses.

Mrs. Stieg is standing on our front porch. Mrs. Stieg is probably in her mid-seventies, and I don’t know how long she’s been a widow, but I never knew her husband. She is sweet and gray and grandmotherly. She likes to wave at us from her front porch when we walk to the bus stop. Mrs. Stieg likes roses, and they grow in abundance around her home every summer. Mrs. Stieg likes to ignore knocks at her door in the middle of the night.

“Can I help you?” I ask. I’m wondering where I get this compulsion to be polite to someone who couldn’t bother to help me call the police. I miss what she says. Something about Campbell.

“Sorry?”

“My garden on the far side of my house. Your sister and her boys rode through it yesterday and ruined my Mister Lincolns.”

Her boys. Campbell’s bike-riding friends happen to be mostly boys. Mrs. Stieg likes to strongly imply her disapproval.

“Mister Lincoln?” I repeat.

“My roses. They destroyed a patch of roses.”

“Oh. I’m sorry, Mrs. Stieg. That doesn’t sound like Cammy.”

Yes it does.

“I didn’t think so, dear. It’s those boys she spends her afternoons with. Shouldn’t a girl her age have girlfriends?”

“I think a girl her age should just have friends, actually.”

My rebuttal earns a stern look.

“I’m sorry for the flowers. Can we help fix them? I’ll bring Campbell over first thing tomorrow, and we will clean up any mess.”

Mrs. Stieg considers the peace offering, which I’m still not sure she deserves after the other night. I try to forgive it. Maybe she wasn’t sure what she heard. Maybe she was scared.

“Very well. Seven a.m. You girls should bring some gloves.”

We arrive at 7:15 the next day, holding gardening gloves we dug out of the garage and large coffee tumblers. Campbell isn’t usually a coffee drinker, but an early Saturday playing with thorns warrants some caffeine.

When I confronted her about the garden mishap last night, she said it was an accident. Her friends biked home with her, and they were all going down the hill too fast to stop, so they crashed into a flower bush. She tugged up her shorts, showing me the thorn scrapes.

“Why would I bike into thorns on purpose, Leighton. It hurt.”

I relented, unconvinced. Campbell was out on the roof when I went for help. She would have seen Mrs. Stieg’s light turn on and then off again. If any thirteen-year-old in the world believed in vigilante justice, it would be Campbell Grace.

Whether the damage was done on purpose or not, we’ll be spending the morning cleaning it up. We get our instructions from Mrs. Stieg and dive into the scramble of branches and wrecked flowers.

“You guys really demolished this thing,” I say, tugging on a stubborn piece. Mrs. Stieg wants us to remove all the broken branches, and then she will see if the thing is salvageable. If it isn’t, we owe her a bush. “Did you just run through it once?”

Campbell doesn’t hear me—or at least, she pretends not to. She has her arms buried in the bush, and there are little lines of blood where the thorns have already gotten her.

“Why don’t you go home and put on long sleeves? You’re going to get shredded up.”

“I’m fine.”

“Whatever,” I snap back. This is her mess. I’m just trying to help.

We work silently from then on, sweat and blood mixing on our arms and legs where the thorns nick us.

Why roses? Of all the flowers someone could obsess over, why choose one with a built-in defense system? It would be like trying to domesticate a garden full of Campbells—a constant battle, and one likely to draw blood.

We finally finish pulling apart the broken bush around nine and go get Mrs. Stieg for her evaluation. The bush does not look good. It is missing huge patches of branches. But she studies what is left, pushing and pulling at it. Testing its roots.

“It’ll live,” she says. “Though we’ll have to wait and see how rough it looks next bloom.”

Next bloom, meaning next year. I’ll take the reprieve.

“Great, thank you, Mrs. Stieg.”

I elbow Campbell.

“Thanks,” she says, halfheartedly.

“And here,” Mrs. Stieg says. “Take these home for your sweet mother.” She hands me a freshly gathered bouquet of roses, from a non-trampled bush. They are bright yellow, and they smell even stronger than the Mister Lincolns did.

“Young lady,” Mrs. Stieg says, facing Campbell. “Running wild around this town isn’t going to get you very far. You have to respect your elders.”

“I do,” Campbell says, but I grind my teeth at the statement. Not all elders deserve our respect.

“Did you girls know I was married for forty years?” Mrs. Stieg asks. I feel Campbell straighten beside me. It’s subtle, but there’s a tension there that wasn’t a moment ago, and it’s echoed in my own body.

“That’s great,” I mutter.

“My husband wasn’t perfect, you know,” Mrs. Stieg presses on. “Men aren’t perfect. But it is their job to provide for their families, and that is stressful for them. Do you know what a woman’s job is?”

Campbell’s hands clench at her waist, and I fold my arms over my chest.

We know where this is going, and it has nothing to do with the roses or Cammy’s bike or her friends that are boys, and everything to do with the other night. When I think of how scared we were, I feel like I could be sick. The combination of bile and the sweetness of roses is overwhelming.

“To support their husbands,” continues Mrs. Stieg, unaware of how close I am to throwing up in her rose beds. “To forgive them. To manage that stress. And to do so privately. Without embarrassing them or causing a fuss. Do you girls understand?”

And this is when quiet, always-thinking Campbell decides to speak up.

“That’s really fucking stupid, Mrs. Stieg.”

She turns on her heel and marches across the road and into our home, slamming the door behind her.

Mrs. Stieg’s mouth is open. She turns to me, and I know she’s waiting for my apology. Or maybe my apologies, plural.

I’m sorry for the noise.

I’m sorry for the disturbance.

I’m sorry for Campbell swearing at you, and I’m sorry I ever knocked on your door for help.

“Thanks for the roses,” I offer instead, and follow Campbell home.

Part of me knows it’s stupid. We’ve made an enemy where we needed a friend. But another part of me knows that Mrs. Stieg was never going to help us. Her generation was taught that appearances mattered most. That being a good wife is somehow better than being happy. Or safe.

Mom puts the yellow roses in a vase on a table at the bottom of the stairs, next to the wilted red ones our dad gave her earlier this week. They smell so strongly as they wither and die that I nearly gag every time I pass them. I smell the roses and think of women let down by other women. Women who are told their obedience is more important than their voice, not by their husbands, but by their mothers, their friends. Women willing to watch each other get hurt for the sake of image and tradition.

After a few days, I can’t take it anymore, and I march the vases out to the trash cans and dump the flowers on top. I want to leave them there so Mrs. Stieg can see them in the garbage, but I don’t. I bury them under a bag, and even the trash is a more welcome smell than the rotting sweetness of those flowers.





Chapter Six

[image: image]

ON MONDAY, WHEN WE WALK PAST Mrs. Stieg’s home to get to our bus stop, something catches my attention. Beyond the crows lining her fence, in the far corner of her garden, another bush has been decimated. Not just broken like the first bush, but pulverized. All that’s left is disturbed dirt and pieces of crimson petals, smashed branches . . . nothing is intact.

When I point it out to Campbell, she shrugs, but there’s something there—something in Cam’s big brown eyes that shine with pride—and I know that if I checked her bike right now, I’d find matching bits of crimson petals on the tires.

I don’t check.





Chapter Seven

[image: image]

SOMETIMES IT FEELS LIKE I’M STANDING on a precipice, and there’s nothing below to catch my fall.

When I feel like this, I reach for someone else’s words to pull me back. To remind me that the world is bigger than my home. Bigger than Auburn. It’s the best thing I inherited from Mom—her love of words. She loves classic literature and poetry, and every memory of my childhood smells like the stacks of paperbacks she’d stash all over the house. She made books our home in a way our house never was.

But now I can’t stand the classics. She always said they were romantic, but someone always ends up brokenhearted or dead. Or brokenhearted and then dead. As though tragedy is the only ending that has meaning.

These days, I’ll take journalism over literature. I’ll take truth over grief. Leave romance at the door, I’m a newspaper girl.

But I still have to take lit class, and we are learning Tess of the d’Urbervilles, so I’m not done with the tragedies quite yet. I slip into class early, flipping through the chapters we were supposed to review this weekend. When Liam enters the room, we make eye contact, and he nods at me.

I quickly look down at my book.

But when he sits at the back of the room, I can’t help glancing at him. Naturally, Liam sits with the most popular kids, but in AP English it’s a special subset. The very smart populars. They sit with their desk pushed up to their boyfriend or girlfriend, somehow always just at the periphery of following the rules. Alexis and Brody are on-again, off-again, but today their desks are pressed tight, and his arm is wrapped around her shoulders. They are both tall and blond and leggy and athletic. People always stereotype popular teens as dumb, but they’re just teens with better-than-average social skills. Why stop at homecoming court when they can have Harvard? Especially when there’s nothing that would keep them from actually going.

On the other side of Brody is Amelia. She is definitely Harvard material. She has perfect teeth and parents who are surgeons, and she can probably quote both Austen and the latest Glamour magazine. The truth is, I’ve always been a little envious of Amelia. It seems like she’s friends with everyone. She’s approachable. Even if I wanted to be warm, inviting, I wouldn’t know how to untangle myself from all the barbed wire I’ve placed around me. It’s in the set of my jaw. The way my shoulders turn away from people. “Proceed with Caution” screams my body language, and it’s the only language I know anymore.

When my gaze returns to Liam, his desk is like an island. I guess he isn’t really a lone wolf when he’s the kind of guy who perpetually has a girlfriend, but somehow he still looks alone. Set apart. Like he has a little buffer around him. I think by senior year in such a small town, our social interactions are almost on autopilot. It’s been a long time since any of us has looked up. Or at least that’s true for me. Which is why I probably wouldn’t be noticing Liam if he hadn’t mistaken me for Lyla Jacobs.

Mrs. Riley launches into our Tess lesson, and I try to stop thinking about Liam and focus on her. Mrs. Riley teaches with Ms. Frizzle–level enthusiasm. She’s eccentric and loud. She runs the newspaper, too, so I’m used to her antics, but it feels a little offbeat when we are discussing gender inequality in the nineteenth century.

“The social commentary is considered way ahead of its time, especially when it comes to women. Any thoughts on this?” Mrs. Riley asks.

“What was he, like, a feminist? Can guys even be feminists?” Brody asks. He’s reclining in his seat now, and manspreading so hard that his leg blocks the whole aisle between desks.

He says feminist like it’s a dirty word.

“How do you define feminism, Brody?” Mrs. Riley asks.

“Uh, frigid bitch—I mean—chicks in pink hats?” Brody says, and chuckles break out throughout the room. I mess with my copy of Tess, folding the corners of pages like I’ll need them for something. If Mrs. Riley asks, I’ll tell her I was marking every time some pompous, entitled ass tried to ruin Tess’s life.

“Anyone else?” Mrs. Riley opens the question up to the room. “Leighton?”

“Sure, ask the ice queen about feminism,” Brody mutters.

My cool, collected exterior precedes me. Ice queen. Last year, I turned Brody down for junior prom, and he’s been making snide comments ever since about me being too cold for any guy to thaw out. He didn’t just ask me out, he promposed, getting down on one knee in the lunchroom and giving me a box that held the dance ticket. And I said no. In front of everyone. Public rejection didn’t sit well with Brody, and he’s called me an ice queen ever since.

“Guys can be feminists,” I say, and thirty sets of eyes turn in my direction. I’m feeling sharp around my edges today. “But probably only the more evolved ones.”

“Like me,” Liam says. “I’m a feminist.”

“Great,” Mrs. Riley says. “Define it.”

He falters. “Uhh. Wage gap. Wonder Woman. Bra burning?”

“Oh God, please stop,” I say.

“Thank you,” Liam says. “That was all I had.”

“You probably are a feminist, though. It just means you think women deserve equal rights. It’s not that complicated or scary. The hats aren’t mandatory,” I say.

“Sounds stupid,” Brody says.

“What’s stupid is thinking a girl is obligated to go out with you just because you asked her.”

“Retract
















OEBPS/images/Chapter1.jpg





OEBPS/images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/images/image1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780062885043_Cover.jpg
KYRIE McCAULEY





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg





