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For Ann, Peter, Phyllis, and Leon—because you gave me my love of land.







 

A friend loves at all times. They are there to help when trouble comes.

Proverbs 17:17 (NIRV)







 


JESSE

Six Years Old


“You need to pack your bag.” Jesse’s mom crouched in front of him and grabbed hold of his shoulders. From the glow of the nightlight, he could see a red mark on her face. Sort of like how his skin would look when he had fallen from a tree and landed hard on the ground.

His mom smelled weird, a strange combination of salt and sweat, and the foul stench made him want to vomit. If fear had a smell, this was it, and it rolled off of her in waves.

Before she had shaken him awake, he had been sleeping in Mom’s big bed. The one she shared with the guy she kissed. This guy wasn’t the same one from last year. She said this man was different, but Jesse didn’t think so. Like the last man, he never smiled.

Jesse hugged the blanket his gran had crocheted for him to his chest. The bedroom had a strange, dreamlike quality to it, too many shadows, and it made him think of his older cousin Glory. She was in her twenties and talked too much about ghosts. “Why am I leaving?”

Mom had promised him he could visit longer than his normal few days, and his head hurt as he tried to understand what he did wrong to be sent away so soon.

She smiled even though her eyes were filled with tears. “Don’t you miss Gran?”

Jesse swayed on his feet from exhaustion. He’d only been here a few days, but he did miss Gran and home. He missed how there was breakfast in the morning, dinner at night and how she would laugh with him as they made oatmeal cookies together. He missed his swing in the backyard, walking the land with Glory and catching fireflies with his best friend, Scarlett. He missed a full stomach, sheets that didn’t smell and people who didn’t yell.

Mom hugged him, and he felt her tremble. She pulled away, grabbed a duffle bag and threw clothes into it from the open drawer. “Hurry, Jesse. Gran wants to see you.”

In his Spiderman PJs and no socks, he stumbled across the room. His feet were cold against the wooden floor of the second-floor apartment. It was an old house, and it had too many people in it. Most of them angry, staggering as if their feet didn’t work, or they were passed out on the stairway.

Jesse knelt on the floor and felt for his shoes under the bed. As his hand came in contact with a shoelace, there was a shout and a door slammed. “Ophelia!”

“Let’s go.” Mom snatched Jesse’s hand, yanked him to his feet, and he ran to keep up.

The man who his mother said was going to take care of her, maybe both of them someday, came roaring toward them from the kitchen. “Where are you going?”

“Home.”

“No, you’re not.” The man grew louder as he got closer. Jesse’s heart convulsed, and he clung tighter to his blanket and his mother’s hand. Then pain shot down Jesse’s arm, his blanket fell from his grasp and he yelped as the man attempted to tear him away from his mom.

His mother released him, and fear ripped through Jesse. She was going to leave him. Nausea clawed at his stomach, but his mother didn’t bolt for the door. She turned, and the sound of her slapping the man reverberated across the room. “Don’t touch my son. No one ever touches my son!”

The man drew back and threw his fist into her face, blood squirted from her nose, and Jesse screamed. His mom stumbled forward, into the man, and then the man fell, his hands covering his privates. In seconds, Jesse was in the air, his mom tossing him onto her hip.

Jesse looped his arms around her neck and squeezed. Tears streamed along his cheeks and onto her skin. She sprinted down the stairs, and once outside, yanked her car door open. She shoved him across the seat to the passenger side, but he didn’t let go. She pried his fingers from her neck, secured him with the seatbelt, then started the car.

His fingers closed into a fist, and he felt nothing. Jesse’s sob cut past the roaring engine. “My blanket! We forgot my blanket!”

The house grew farther away, and Jesse cried louder, yet they went faster until his mom slammed on the brakes. Tires squealing, the car lurched.

“Stop it!” Mom shouted. “We aren’t going back. We’re never going back. Never!”

Jesse’s chest split open, and his entire body writhed as he cried harder. That was his blanket. The one Gran had made for him. The one she said he could take anywhere and would mean he was never alone. Now, he would be alone, and he hated alone more than anything.

His mom slammed her hands against the steering wheel, and the slapping sound made him jump. “Stupid! I’m so stupid!”

Her voice broke, and her lower lip quivered. One tear fell, then another. An emotional cold slap in the face, and he shook. He’d made his mom cry, and she already cried too much.

Slipping through the seatbelt, he wrapped his arms around her. “It’s okay, Mommy. I don’t need my blanket. I don’t. I’m sorry. Don’t cry.”

She sobbed harder, spit coming from her mouth as it opened. She leaned her head against the steering wheel, and Jesse held her, shushed her, then she stopped holding the steering wheel and held on to him. His mom smelled of flowers, sweat and smoke. This time, the smell didn’t bother him nearly as much.

He closed his eyes and wished they were at Gran’s. Gran could make it better. She always did.

With a shuddering breath, Mom encouraged him to sit on her lap. The darkness of the parking lot didn’t seem so bad then, and the rain pattering against the roof didn’t seem so loud.

Jesse placed his head against her chest, listened to her heartbeat and focused on her inhales and exhales. Why couldn’t he be enough to make her happy?

“Can I tell you something?” she asked, and he nodded. His heart hurt with how much he loved his mom, and he wondered why love had to be so painful. “Our family is cursed.”

Late at night, after Gran had tucked him in, he had overheard Mom talk about this with Glory and Gran.

“A long time ago, our family was rich. The richest family in the county, but we hurt people to make that money. We stole land by force, beat them. We even killed. Your grandpa said the money was cursed so we became cursed. A real-life southern gothic tragedy.”

She gave a hollow laugh, but Jesse didn’t think it was funny. He snuggled closer to her as the shadows thrown by the streetlight moved, drawing nearer, as if they were ready to reach out and grab him.

“We’re cursed, baby. There’s no way to deny it, but I think I figured out how to break it.” Mom gently eased him back so she could look him in the eye. She combed her fingers through his hair, and he wished for the millionth time she would stop trying to make them a “family” with some weird guy, and instead let their family be her, him, Glory and Gran.

“People say our curse is that when we fall in love with someone, something horrible will happen to them, and we’re left to grieve forever.”

He nodded again, because that’s what the people in town said.

“But we aren’t cursed because we love or because of something somebody did a long time ago, we’re cursed if we leave the farm. The land is what protects us, gives us our strength. As long as we stay on it, as long as we let it nourish us, as long as we respect that the land is alive and is a part of us, we’ll be safe. Do you understand?”

He did, and he didn’t.

“As long as you never leave the land, you’ll be safe, and you’ll be happy. If we leave, the land will reject us and we lose the protection. That’s when our life falls apart. That’s when we hurt the people we love. Once we leave, the curse sets in and there’s no cure. Returning doesn’t help. To stay protected, you can never leave. You have to live there, forever.”

Jesse shook. This had to be wrong. He loved the rolling hills, the rows of corn, the cattle in the fields and the trees he and Scarlett climbed. His land could never hurt him or his mom. “You’re wrong.”

“I’m not. My life fell apart after I left, and now the people I love are in pain over me.” His mother winced as if saying the words hurt her. “You’re in pain over me, and every time I return home, I hurt you more and more. You’re better off on the farm with your gran and without me.”

“I’m okay.” He just needed her to be okay. Jesse patted her arm, but she didn’t seem to notice his touch. “I’m better with you.”

“Don’t be me, Jesse. Don’t go chasing after shiny paths. Stay on the land.” She tilted her head and tried for a smile that quickly failed. “After me and Gran, you’re the last living Lachlin and the land will be yours.”

“I don’t want it.” Not if it hurts people. “Glory can have it.”

“She’s a third cousin. She can’t own the land. But the land isn’t cursed, we are. The land will keep you safe. That’s what I need you to understand.”

He frowned, and she cupped his face. “When you get old enough, the land will belong to you so promise me that when you’re older you’ll never leave the farm. Do you understand? Never, ever leave. Promise me, Jesse. Promise to never leave the land.”

Jesse looked into his mother’s sad, green eyes and gave her his most solemn promise he’d ever given anyone. Even to Scarlett. Even to his gran. “I promise I’ll never leave the land.”







 


SCARLETT

Seven Years Old


Daddy left late last night, and Grandma arrived this morning. Those two things never happened, and while Jesse had promised to show her the new calf born on his land, Scarlett was hesitant to leave. Daddy yelled last night, and Mom had cried. Scarlett had done what she was told and stayed tucked in bed, not daring to dip a toe from beneath the covers. Not even when Jesse had thrown rocks at her window at midnight in an attempt to lure her to come out and play.

Mom sat at the kitchen table while Grandma poured hot water into two teacups. One for her, one for Mom. In the dining room, Scarlett was crouched into a ball in the corner. In a spot where they couldn’t see her, but she could see them.

“I don’t know what to do,” Mom said. “It’s not getting easier. It’s getting harder.”

“Men are complicated.” Grandma sat in the chair beside Mom and placed her hand over hers. “But you have to think of all the things that Bryant provides for you and Scarlett. As long as you stay with him, you and Scarlett will never want for anything.”

“I don’t know—”

“Do you want Scarlett to grow up like you? Always struggling to make ends meet? Wondering where your next meal will come from? Do you want to end up alone like me? Do you want Scarlett to end up alone?”

Scarlett shivered at the idea of being alone. She didn’t want to end up that way—she didn’t like the idea of no one loving her.

“Figure out what upsets Bryant and avoid those things. He works extremely hard, and it’s your job to make sure he returns to a happy, stress-free home.”

Scarlett’s nose tickled and though she tried squishing it to stop the sneeze, it happened anyway. Mom’s and Grandma’s heads snapped in her direction, and Mom started toward her. “Scarlett, I told you to stay in your playroom.”

Yes, she had, but she had wanted to make sure Mom was okay.

“Go play outside. I’ll even let you play with Jesse, but remember the rules.”

Rule number one: Don’t upset Daddy.

Rule number two: Be home by four, plenty of time before her father returned home from work. Daddy worried and needed to know where they were, at all times.

Rule number three: Don’t tell Daddy she played with Jesse. Since she started school, whenever he heard that she had been playing with Jesse, there was a pinched disappointment in his face that made Scarlett apologize to him immediately. She hated letting her daddy down.

Yet, she couldn’t stay away from Jesse, not even for her dad, so instead of playing together as much during the day, they snuck out to be together at night. She couldn’t explain this pull she had toward Jesse. It was a lot like needing to breathe.

“And don’t tell anyone that Daddy was angry. He’d be sad if we did.” With a gentle pat, her mom sent Scarlett out the door. Scarlett flew across the street and onto Jesse’s land. She bypassed his trailer and sprinted toward the barn in the west field. If a calf was born, that was where Jesse would be.

Over the first hill, a gust of wind blew through the trees. Scarlett heard a whisper; a voice in the breeze. It was a comforting voice, a lot like that of Jesse’s grandmother when she’d give Scarlett a hug. She slowed and glanced around. Besides the sun, the grass and the birds, she saw nothing. Not even when she spun to be sure.

Scarlett, the breeze whispered again, and she squinted as she tried to listen. No, the voice wasn’t on the breeze, it was coming from below her—from the land.

“Scarlett,” said a solid voice. From the tree line, Jesse’s older cousin Glory emerged from the shadows. “You need to go home.”

As always happened when Scarlett tried to talk, there was a great pause. She did her best to remember what her speech therapist had told her. How to take a deep breath before speaking and focus on forcing her tongue to form the words correctly. “Mom … Mom said I could play with Jesse.”

Not all the words came out right, but she was proud she didn’t fully stutter. She said the first word in a sentence twice, but her therapist told her it was okay. They would work on that next … right after she had a good handle on the “th” sound.

Lots of kids made fun of her for how she talked, but Jesse didn’t and that was all that mattered.

Glory walked toward her in her long shimmering skirt. “I know Jesse would love to see you, but you know how I’ve told you that I have angels who talk to me?”

“Yes.” Glory’s stories equal parts terrified and fascinated her.

“My angels have a message for you and then you need to head home.”

“W … Why?”

Glory lowered herself to Scarlett’s level and tucked her black hair behind her ear. She had a gentle smile that made Scarlett feel safe. “I don’t know why, but they came to me and told me that this is very important.”

Scarlett squished her mouth in disappointment, but she wasn’t going to disobey an adult.

“The angels told me that the land likes you, and if you let it, it’ll keep you safe when you’re scared. I’m curious, though—can you tell me what it is that scares you?”

Scarlett fiddled with the ends of her shirt because Mommy said she wasn’t allowed to talk about Daddy being mad. Glory reached to the ground and when she brought her palm back up, she held a fat multicolored caterpillar that crawled along her skin. “Do you know what caterpillars become?”

“But … butter-fies.” L’s were still difficult for her.

Glory offered Scarlett the caterpillar, and she happily took it in her hand. Girls at school squealed at bugs. She and Jesse actively searched them out.

“When you see this caterpillar again, it means that the land is waking up for you. It will be a dangerous time for you, but a time of much-needed change. When you see this caterpillar again, you need to find me if I haven’t found you already. There will be things I need to teach you. Do you understand?”

Before Scarlett could answer, Glory’s eyes widened. “Run home, Scarlett. Now.”

Scarlett turned and sprinted, her lungs burning as she didn’t slow, not even for the hills. Fear pumped into her veins at the sight of her father’s car in the driveway where her Grandma’s car had once been. He was home early. He never came home early.

She ran up the driveway, swung around back just as her father opened the back door and yelled out her name. She did her best to control her breathing as she said, “I’m … I’m here.”

The surprise on his face was better than anger. Was he surprised to see her or surprised her sentence was close to clear? Her mother came up behind him, placed a hand on her father’s shoulder and mumbled to him that she had told him that Scarlett had been playing around the house. Her father turned to her mother then, gathered her close and they hugged as her father whispered to her mother over and over again that he was sorry.

Her mom held him tight, and the look of pure relief on her mom’s face settled the uneasiness in Scarlett’s stomach. Everything was okay. Now they would never be alone.







 


SCARLETT


I’m defying my parents by attending a funeral. Reckless and adventurous teenage behavior, I know. Most seventeen-year-olds lie to their parents so they can go on a date with a forbidden boy or attend a party where there will be questionable behavior. Me? I’m outright lying to my dad, and it’s because Jesse Lachlin’s grandmother died.

The entire way here I’ve questioned my sanity, but I don’t know how I’d live with myself if I stayed home. Jesse Lachlin used to be my childhood best friend. We were inseparable. We had the type of friendship people strive to have, and then, a few years ago, he cut me so deeply that I still bleed. But ten-year-old me would have never abandoned a hurting Jesse. So today I’m not only honoring the memory of Jesse’s grandmother, but also the memory of our dead friendship.

On my way to the funeral, the high grass of the field swats at my legs, but I don’t mind the sting. I love walking barefoot in grass, I love the smell of the earth and I love that brief feeling of freedom open spaces can provide.

It’s the dog days of August. The type of hot that starts when the sun rises and makes you sweat through your clothes within minutes. While my skin and palms are on fire, the pads of my feet are cool against the dirt. The heat is unwelcome, but the sky is deep blue and the sun is bright, and for that, I can be grateful.

Walking out of the field, I stop short of crossing the one-lane road to slip on the flats that dangle from my fingertips. My mother would be mortified if she knew I was entering a church in a cotton daisy-print sundress. It’s not one of the dresses with stiff fabric and impossible back zippers she would have picked for me at an overpriced department store. It’s the type that’s machine-washable and breathable. The type of dress Jesse’s grandmother would have given her stamp of approval.

I can practically hear my mother heavily sigh and mumble my name, Scarlett, as if it were her personal, private curse word. Mom believes there’s a certain way to dress and behave, and I’m breaking all sorts of her rules today. Watch out, world. I’m officially rebellious.

I smile to myself because I’m the opposite of rebellious. For the last few years, I’ve followed every rule. I’m the teacher’s pet and the girl with straight A’s. I’m the poster child of perfection, and have earned every snarky ice princess comment Jesse’s friends whisper about me in the school hallways because he and I no longer speak.

There are only six cars in the parking lot of the white church, and that makes me frown. I thought more people would have wanted to attend. Jesse’s mud-covered pickup is there, and so is an unnaturally clean black Mercedes that belongs to his uncle. This ought to be interesting. Jesse and his uncle have a mutual hate for each other that runs deeper than any root of any tree.

Movement to my right and I slowly turn my head. Shivers run down my spine at the sight of Glory Gardner. Even though I’m seventeen and too old for ghost stories, I still can’t shake the ones regarding this woman. Girls would whisper over lunch boxes that Glory was a witch. As I grew older, I understood that witch meant con artist. She claims she can read palms, tarot cards and “sees” spirits from beyond the dead. All for a glorious fee.

She’s a beautiful woman—long dirty blond hair that’s untamed, even in a bun, and she has an eclectic taste in clothing. Today she wears a white peasant shirt and a flowing skirt made of material that shimmers in the sun.

Glory watches me like I watch her, with morbid curiosity. I knew her as a child, back when Jesse and I ran wild in the fields near her home, but we haven’t talked in years.

She stands under the shade of a towering weeping willow. There are lots of those trees around here. Mom says it’s because there is too much water in the ground. I say it’s because the people in this town have cried too many tears. Mom doesn’t like my answer.

I tilt my head toward the church, an unspoken question if Glory will be joining me. She shakes her head no. I’m not shocked. According to rumors, Glory will go up in flames if she enters the house of God. But who knows? Maybe I will, too.

The church is one of those picturesque, historical, one-room school buildings squeezed between a cornfield on one side and a hay field on the other. A huge steeple with a bell attempts to reach the heavens, but like anything created by a human, it falls tragically short.

The foreboding wooden door makes no noise as I open it, and I’m able to slip in without a huge, squeaking announcement. Orange light filters in through the dark stained glass windows, and its struggling beams reveal millions of dancing particles of dust.

On the altar, there’s no casket, but there is an urn. My heart dips—Suzanne is dead. I used to wish she were my grandmother, and many times, she treated me as if I belonged to her. Suzanne was the epitome of love, and the world feels colder now that she’s gone.

Choosing a spot in the back, I drop into a pew, and as I scan the church my stomach churns. How is it possible that this place is so barren?

Besides the Funeral Brigade, or the FB, as I like to refer to them, there aren’t many people here. The FB are the older group of women who attend every funeral in our small town even if they didn’t know the person. Attending funerals isn’t my idea of fun, but who am I to judge?

The FB sit directly behind the one person the town believes to be the lone sane member of the Lachlin family, probably because he isn’t blood related—Jesse’s uncle.

On the left side of the church is Jesse. Only Jesse. And that causes a painful pang in my chest. Where are his stinking friends? The anarchists in training who follow Jesse wherever he goes? Where is the rest of the town? Yes, Suzanne was polarizing, but still, where is any respect?

Quietly, so I don’t draw attention to myself, I slip from the right set of pews to the left. Someone should be on Jesse’s side, and it’s sad it has to be me.

A door at the front of the church opens, and the pastor walks out from the addition the church built on as a small office ten years ago. I would have thought any pastor assigned to this place would be as ancient as this church. Sort of like an Indiana Jones Knights Templar scenario where he lives forever as long as he stays inside. But no, he’s the youngest pastor from the main, newer church in town. His name is Pastor Hughes, and he’s a thirty-something black man with a fit build who is just cute enough that he should be starring in a movie.

The pastor looks up, and he flinches as if startled. I peek over my shoulder then sigh. Clearly, he’s surprised to see me. Flipping fantastic.

His reaction, and the fact he won’t stop staring, causes every person to turn their heads. Lovely. I’ve had dreams like this where I enter a room and become the center of attention. Only in my dreams it’s at school, it’s my classmates and I’m naked, but still, this is disconcerting.

Eventually, the FB and Jesse’s uncle return their attention to the front, but Jesse doesn’t. He rests his arm on the back of the pew, and it’s hard to ignore that he’s made me his sole focus, but I do my best to act as if I don’t notice.

To help, I concentrate on what my mom taught me as a child—to make sure the skirt of my dress is tucked appropriately so that my thighs don’t show. I then fold my hands in my lap and straighten to a book-on-head posture. I can be the ice princess people claim me to be.

Five pews separate me and Jesse, and it’s not nearly enough. My cheeks burn under his continued inspection. Jesse has done this a handful of times since our freshman year. Glance at me as if I’m someone worth looking at, someone worth laughing with a little too loud and smiling with a little too much. Then he remembers who I am and snaps his gaze to someone else.

But he’s not looking away now. I inhale deeply to act like I don’t care, but I do. Jesse may not be the same person he was before high school, but he has the same beautiful green eyes, and the same mess of red hair that curls out from under his baseball cap—because only Jesse would wear a baseball cap to a funeral.

I can’t help but notice the scar on his chin from when the branch of a tree we climbed broke and we smacked the ground hard. He took the brunt of the fall, catching me so that I would land on him. I cried when he bled. Being Jesse, he laughed at the adventure.

While so much has changed since we were friends, there is so much that hasn’t. Jesse is still rebellious, unconventional and lost.

The preacher welcomes us, starts into some scripture that must mean something to someone other than me, and Jesse returns his attention to the front.

As the pastor gives the eulogy, my chest aches. It’s not the pastor’s words that suck the air out of my body, but Jesse. Strong Jesse. Carefree Jesse. Peter Pan in the flesh. But with each excruciating minute that passes, his shoulders buckle and his posture slouches until he’s bent over. Arms on his legs, head down and fingers clasped together as if he’s in prayer.

Jesse doesn’t pray. At least I’ve never known him to, and if he is now, it must mean he’s dying.

“… and if Suzanne was known for anything, it was love. She might have been unorthodox, but her love was intense.” The pastor had mainly been preaching on the side with the most people, but he edges his way to stand in front of Jesse. To the person Suzanne had taken care of for most of his life. “And she loved you the most.”

Jesse’s head drops into his hands, and I wince as if I’ve been punched. He loved his grandmother, and she loved him in return. That was one of the problems with Jesse—there weren’t that many people who ever truly loved him.

I loved him once—the way a six-year-old loves with abandon. I loved him how I once loved myself. Jesse was freedom when so much of my life meant confinement. He was laughter during dark nights, he was the warrior who scared the monsters under my bed away … he was my friend.

I stand. Abruptly. In such a rush that all eyes are on me again, but I don’t care. I walk up the aisle and refuse to acknowledge a single soul. The pastor pauses, and when I sit next to Jesse, it’s still with some space between us, but I’m closer than anyone else.

The pastor continues again, for another fifteen minutes, and when he stops there’s silence … as silent as a church can be … awkward and eerie. The Funeral Brigade leaves first, and they’re the type who don’t start chatting until the door to the church is open, but once sunlight drifts in, their voices sound like the buzz of bees.

Jesse’s uncle rises to his feet, approaches the pastor and whispers in his ear. The pastor nods then says, “Jesse, if you want to talk, I’ll be in my office.”

Jesse doesn’t respond, doesn’t gesture, doesn’t do a thing. He keeps his head down, his arms on his knees, his hands clasped. I raise an eyebrow at the pastor, an unspoken plea that he do his magical pastoral stuff that makes people better. Maybe Hallelujah him a few times and slap him on the back of the head to declare him saved.

Instead, the pastor leaves with Jesse’s uncle. Both of them are jerks.

When the door to the secret back room closes, I wish the pastor and Jesse’s uncle to be “blessed” with a short burst of food poisoning. Of course, wishing doesn’t do anything and wishing won’t help Jesse.

I lace and unlace my fingers. What do I do? What do I say? I look over at Jesse and try to find the right words, but there are no words. I have absolutely nothing to offer him. Maybe I’m as bad as the others.

Perching on the edge of the pew, I raise my hand to perform a pat on the back, and I open my mouth for the standby of, “I’m sorry for your loss,” but before I can carry either out, Jesse says, “Stay, Tink.”

Stay, Tink. It’s like he ripped out my heart, and I’m watching it pump in his hands. Tink was his nickname for me. It’s a reminder of how simpler life was over three years ago.

The part of me that still hurts from when he ended our friendship wants to tell him where to shove the idea of me staying, but the part that used to look forward to capturing glowing fireflies in a jar slides back into the pew and stays.







 


JESSE


Today feels like the worst day of my life, but the scar on my back is proof it’s not.

My uncle follows me into the trailer and shakes his head in disgust. It’s what he does. Sticks his nose up when he walks in as if the place stinks like a garbage dump. But like it has for as long as I can remember, the trailer smells of oatmeal cookies.

This place is home. The furniture filling the trailer is antiques from the farmhouse Gran was born in—the aging and condemned building next to the trailer. On the blue walls of the living room are paintings of moss-covered trees bending over long, straight paths. Being a neat freak, Gran had everything in place, everything right, everything but me.

Thinking the curse was ridiculous town folklore, poor Uncle Marshall married into the family. He lost his wife, my aunt Julia, two years after they married. Even still, he doesn’t believe. His fancy law degree and shiny practice make him too practical for the reality that there’s something soiled in the blood of my family.

Gotta admit, I feel sorry for the man. He loved Aunt Julia. She loved him. Just because I pity him doesn’t mean I like him, and it doesn’t mean he likes me. The sole reason the two of us have stayed civil died two days ago.

“How are you?” Marshall asks, and from his tone, he’s sincere, but the question is stupid. I lost my grandmother. He knows how I’m doing.

“Okay.” I rest Gran’s urn on the mantel of the heater that was built to look like a fireplace then place a hand on the side of the urn as if I’m touching her.

God, I miss her already. Holes in hearts hurt, and I have too many holes for me to be breathing. Gran poured her love into me, so much, I should have been fixed, but maybe that’s the problem with having too many holes. All the love that’s poured in falls out.

A year ago, Gran dragged my ass out of bed to help her pull weeds. She wore that old floppy sunhat with a foot-long brim, wearing overalls like she was the one who would be getting dirty. She didn’t get dirty, though. She sat in her lawn chair as I dug in the earth and bossed me around. That’s not a weed, Jesse, that’s an onion. I raised you to know the difference.

Are you sure? It looks like a weed.

I had held up the onion and fought the smile on my face. I knew what I was pulling, and I knew it would piss her off. Seeing the onion in my hand, Gran had gone into an eloquent swearing rant that could make a sailor blush and me smile even in my darkest moments. At the end of her rant, at the end of most every rant, she laughed. Good and long.

From her lawn chair throne, she readjusted the hat on her head and ordered me back to work. She was the queen of our sad sod of land.

“You were wise to not scatter her ashes in the cemetery.” My uncle tries again for cordial. This is why Gran liked him, why she kept him tied to the Lachlins even though he moved on, remarried and started a family with someone new. “She would have wanted to be spread on her land.”

Scattering her ashes … my eyes burn, and I turn my back to Marshall to open the living room curtains. Scarlett’s massive home comes into view. It’s towering, made of stone, and when I was a kid, I used to think it was a castle.

The Copelands’ mini-mansion and my trailer are the only homes on our long gravel road. We’re a mile from a paved road, and even farther from a decent subdivision. We’re literally the edge of nowhere with no other signs of life besides birds and the occasional lost deer.

Across the road, Scarlett walks barefoot to the mailbox. She holds her shoes in her hand and her sundress swishes with her stride, occasionally showing more leg than she typically allows. Her hair is tied in a knot at the base of her neck. When we were kids, she was all knees and elbows with a tomboy attitude, but now she’s grown-up and gorgeous.

Long black hair, blue eyes, Scarlett.… my Tink.

The service. Shoes in hand. She walked. I lower my head and silently curse. I should have noticed she didn’t have a ride, should have offered her a way back instead of leaving her alone. I should have done a lot of things differently, but I didn’t. Story of my life.

Oblivious to me watching, Scarlett flips through the letters. Too many times, in the dark moments of night, I think of her and lazy, hot days under the willow tree. I think of the endless summer nights chasing fireflies in the long blades of grass. I think of her tinkling laughter, her obsession with bright stars in the black sky, and of her daring smile.

Cobwebs of the past have overtaken my brain, and if I continue to linger, I’ll suffocate in the web. The past isn’t a place I like to play, as most of my memories are too brutal to visit.

Here and now. Stay in the present and stay focused on the goal—my land.

I take off my baseball cap and run a hand through my hair as I cross over the invisible line of the living room to the kitchen. I open the fridge and there’s not much there. Sliced ham, two individual prepackaged slices of cheese, leftover pizza and beer.

“The church property was one of the first pieces of Lachlin land sold off,” Marshall says as he sits on the love seat. It’s not a comfortable piece of furniture, but it’s probably worth more than my life. That is if I could find someone stupid enough to drive to the middle of nowhere to appraise it as an antique. “Did you know that?”

Yeah, I did. Gran told me every bit of information on the Lachlins. My own personal bedtime stories in the vein of the Brothers Grimm. My family lineage is so messed up there are days I would have preferred being told I was three-quarters troll.

Over half this county used to belong to the Lachlins, but slowly the land has been sold off. Generation after generation, year by year, parcel by parcel, in order to keep the Lachlins from going under in debt. Now, the six hundred acres and me are all that’s left. I’m land rich but cash poor. Not a good combination.

I keep staring at the fridge because my mind is running slow. In the sink is Gran’s empty china teacup. I can’t bring myself to wash it. It’s as if I do, I’m admitting she’s gone. A tightness in my chest and I suck in a shaky breath. God, I’m dying.

The refrigerator motor kicks on and draws me back to the near-empty shelves. I shouldn’t do it. Won’t help Marshall’s opinion of me, but I lost the only person in my life I allowed myself to love. A beer buzz sounds good.

I pull out a beer, and because Gran loved southern hospitality, I tilt the bottle in his direction. “Want one?”

“You’re not old enough to drink.”

I’m not, but Gran never cared. Marshall’s answer wasn’t a firm no so I grab another and slide it to him across the coffee table Gran said was imported from England by her great-great grandfather. I sit on the only piece of comfortable furniture in the room—Gran’s recliner.

I pop open my cap and drink. Marshall stares at the bottle in front of him. He’s considering it, and that makes me slightly like him.

“Your grandmother made me the executor of her will.”

I know this. He’s a lawyer. I’m not. I’m seventeen. He’s boring and forty.

“I’m your legal guardian,” Marshall says, “but let me be clear, I will not clean up your messes. As we discussed in June, you think you’re old enough to live on your own, and I’m going to respect that decision. The state will only care if you dig yourself a hole. It’s up to you if you’re going to dig it.”

His eyes flicker to the beer in my hand, and I place it on the coffee table.

“If there are problems, I’m moving you into my house, and you’ll live by my rules. The only way I’ll allow you to live here is if you stay out of trouble, do you understand?”

“Yes.” He’s not pushing me into his house because he doesn’t want me around his wife and children.

“Until you turn eighteen, I’ll be handling the accounting for anything associated with the land.” This isn’t a shock. Gran listed Marshall on the farm account six months ago. She said when the land officially becomes mine so would the account. “That doesn’t mean I’m personally helping with anything associated with the farm.”

That’s his stuck-up, suit-wearing way of saying he’s not the type of guy who can stand dirt under his fingernails. It must suck to be him. “I can handle taking care of the land.” I’ve been doing it most of my life.

“If you need money, send me an email detailing exactly what you need, why you need it and a detailed cost analysis as well as bids/costs from three places. Do not spend a dime on this farm without clearing the purchase with me, do you understand?”

“This isn’t your stuffy office where I need a purchase order number to buy a hammer. It’s a farm.”

“A farm is a business. That’s a lesson you need to learn.”

“Do you know a thing about farming?” I counter.

He ignores me. “Your gran told me you’ve been saving money in a separate account so you could handle the bills associated with living in the trailer after her death. Is this true?”

I nod. It’s not much. Most of the money I made went into the land account to keep the property afloat. If I’m careful with what I tucked away in the personal account, I won’t starve—yet.

Saving wasn’t easy, but like damn squirrels Gran and I socked away as much as we could. Beyond the six hundred acres, we’re broke. Gran was living off of social security, and she made money by leasing our land to other farmers. Not able to take care of the land herself, she allowed other farmers to use our land to plant crops for themselves or to graze their cattle, and they pay us rent. They also pay me to work their fields or tend to their animals.

Last year, I convinced Gran to let me keep some of the property for hay. Problem was, I had to rent equipment to cut and bail the hay, and I didn’t make any money. In fact, I barely broke even. Farming’s an investment, and it’s not cheap.

Marshall leans forward and rubs his hands together like he’s nervous. He and I don’t get along, but I’m playing nice and so is he. The nervousness is out of place. He reaches into his man-bag overstuffed with papers, pulls out a crisp folder and slides it to me.

A few paragraphs in, I sway as if I’ve been hit in the head. “What the hell is this?”

Another rub of his hands. “A test.”

I toss the folder back in his direction and wait for a better answer. He stares back because he knows I can read, process information and, according to some tests, I’m smart.

“This land is mine,” I say, “so this joke isn’t funny.”

“The acre that contains the trailer will remain yours regardless of what happens.”

“This land is mine,” I repeat slowly in case he hadn’t caught on the first time.

“I told your grandmother to give you this acre alone, let me sell the rest and put the money into a trust for you, but she disagreed. I don’t believe you can handle the responsibility of this land. She did, but she understood my reservations. So we split our differences and agreed to set up a tribunal.”

“A tribunal?”

“Three of us are going to watch you and make the decision if you’re responsible enough to own the land. We’ll vote when you turn eighteen in May. If the vote goes against you, the farm will be sold. The payments will be spread out over ten years to guarantee you’ll make good financial decisions. This test, the tribunal, is a good plan. A fair plan. It gives you a fighting chance to own the land.”

My uncle is a bastard. “How did you talk Gran into this? Did you lie to her? Did you make her sign papers she didn’t even know she was signing?”

“I didn’t have to do anything. Your grandmother was worried about leaving you such a big responsibility at a young age. I have to admit, I’m worried, too.”

I bitterly chuckle. “You’re worried? Last I checked, you hate me.”

“I don’t hate you, Jesse. I think you make bad choices.”

“I make plenty of good choices.” Choices that kept my grandmother happy over the last years of her life. Choices that were hard on me, but helped the people I loved.

“You believe that?” Marshall challenges.

My eyes widen in affirmation.

“Drug possession.”

“It was pot, and that’s legal in some states.” And I bought it for a friend.

“Suspension from school for fighting.”

“The guy was an ass. You would have hit him, too.”

“You buck authority, have no grounding, ignore rules, and you have no idea what it means to take on a farm of this size and not run it into the ground.”

My head jerks back as if his words were a physical blow. “No sense of responsibility? Who do you think had been taking care of Gran?”

Marshall looks me square in the eye. “Me.”

My muscles tighten, and it’s hard as hell not to punch him in the face. Yeah, Marshall took care of Gran’s finances, but it was me who took care of this place, me who made sure she was eating and me who watched over her day after day.

“Farming isn’t owning a shovel and throwing down some seeds. To make this a working farm, you’ll have to take out a loan to buy equipment. The only equity you have is the property—this acre and trailer included. If you default on the loan, you’ll be left with nothing. That idea terrified your grandmother.”

I stand because I don’t know what else to do. What the hell was Gran thinking? Searching for support, I go to the window and lean my hands against the frame. “I won’t lose it.”

“I also wouldn’t be doing a good job as the executor of your grandmother’s estate and your guardian if I didn’t consider the possibility that you’d sell the land yourself the day of your eighteenth birthday and blow the profits within the first year.”

I round to glare at him. “You honestly think I could sell?”

“Before her death you had asked me about selling.”

A small portion, just a few acres. Because I wanted to help Gran. I thought maybe if I had more money we could find a new specialist, a better specialist, someone who could help her live longer, but he didn’t believe me. He never believes me. “So you’re the decision maker now?”

He waits too many beats before speaking or maybe not enough. “I took on this role because, believe it or not, I care. I won’t pretend to understand the pain you’ve gone through, and I won’t pretend to understand your connection to this land. I’ve watched you grow up. I know, for you, this farm is like a Band-Aid on cuts that won’t stop bleeding.”

If that was meant to make me feel better, it didn’t. “You’ll never vote for me. You’re biased.”

“I’m not biased.”

For days I’ve been a stick under pressure, being bent too far. Finally, I snap. “I know you told Gran not to take me in after Mom died and to put me in foster care. You told her I was too broken and couldn’t be fixed. I know because I heard you. Tell me now you’re not biased.”

Guilt flashes over his face, and he tries to hide it as he flips through the folder in his hands. “If it helps, that’s why your grandmother set up the tribunal and chose two other people to help make the decision. Majority vote will win, and she believed you’ll rise to the challenge.”

I’m not sure if I respect him or hate him for not denying what we both know is true regarding the foster care. I’m also not sure how I feel that he doesn’t apologize either.

“She chose people who will give you a fair shake,” he continues. “This isn’t a death sentence. It’s a wake-up call. It’s August, and you have until May to prove you’re responsible. You have time. Take it. Prove me wrong.”

A growing sense of purpose takes root within me, and I do my best to funnel my anger and grief into it. “Who, besides you, is on the tribunal?”

“If I tell you then I run the risk of you putting on a show for those people. This is your chance to change for the better. Take advantage of it.” Marshall leaves the paperwork on the antique table, shoves his folder back in his leather bag and stands. “If it’s any consolation, I want you to succeed, but I want you to truly succeed. I won’t vote for you to keep the land unless you show me you understand what it means to run a farm of this magnitude.”

It’s no consolation. That’s him attempting to ease his guilt for when he votes against me.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Jesse. If you need to talk or if you’d like to stop by for a meal, you’re welcome at my house. And if you get tired of being here alone, you can live with us. We have plenty of room.”

I don’t believe any of that, but I nod because doing so will get him out of my home faster. Marshall stares at me for a few more seconds, as if contemplating saying more, but he doesn’t. Instead he walks out, shutting the door behind him.

His engine purrs to life and rocks crack under his moving tires. Then there’s silence. Maddening silence. I drop into Gran’s recliner, lower my head into my hands and close my eyes. I’ve lost Gran, and now I could lose my land. The only thing left that I love. The only thing in my life that brings me peace. “Why, Gran?”

I strain to listen in the silence, and my gut twists that there’s no response. “I miss you.”

Still no response and my head begins to throb. My cell in my back pocket vibrates. I dig it out, expecting to see a text from one of my friends, but I pop my neck to the right at the sight of Glory’s name. You need to stop by tomorrow night.

Me: No

Glory: I know of your grandmother’s plan.

Me: So do I

Glory: But I know who the people are who will be deciding your future.

Me—stone cold frozen.

Glory: Stop by tomorrow at nine. I should be wrapping up my last session then.

Me: I won’t be there.

Glory: Yes, you will.







 


SCARLETT


The two signs attached to the purple canopy that covers the craft table full of crystals for sale makes life seem incredibly simple: Let the spirits help guide your way. The other: Have questions? The cards have answers. Life, though, as I’m well versed, is never that simple.

The Watermelon Festival is bustling with people, young and old, and Main Street is lined for as far as the eye can see with fair vendors. A gaggle of children are gathered on their tiptoes at the we-bring-the-birthday-party-to-you business that’s set up next to Glory’s booth. The whish of air being pumped into a balloon and then the associated screech of it being twisted into the shape of an animal is like music coming from the Pied Piper.

My friend Camila Sanchez is in the center of the mob. With her sleek, recently dyed platinum-blond shoulder-length hair and ambitious personality, Camila is surrounded by a plethora of children. She manhandles balloons while simultaneously explaining the pricing of the parties for her parents’ business. Due to the smile stretching across her lips, no one would know she hates children, balloons and balloon animals.

When a little girl complains that her dog’s legs are uneven and not long enough, Camila’s smile widens, but it’s not sweet. “It’s a short dog.”

I snort, and she glances around. Camila spots me then gives a conspiratorial wink. It’s 5:45, and her parents are letting her off at six. Mr. and Mrs. Sanchez are awesome parents, and if they said six, they mean six. They’re the parental unit of my dreams.

“I thought you said you were meeting Camila.”

I jump at the sound of Dad’s voice and spin in his direction. “I am.”

Dad studies me, and I hide my hands behind my back to conceal the slight quiver that could announce my guilt. When I left him, he was in good spirits, but his moods can quickly shift. There are two patched-up holes in my bedroom that can testify to this. Dad replaced the drywall, covered it with fresh paint, but the perfection can’t take away the memory of the way my heart pounded through my chest as he drove his fist through the wall.

He inclines his head toward the booth of balloon animals. “Camila appears to be working.”

“She’s getting off soon,” I say too fast as I bite back the need to ask why he didn’t go home like he said he was.

“Why did you leave us if she’s still working? You said Camila would be done by five-thirty.”

My mouth dries out, and the tremble in my hands travels to the rest of my body, but I force out a cleansing breath. Show no fear. Don’t give him any reason to doubt a thing I say. “She was supposed to be off by now, but her parents asked her to work a few more minutes.”

“If Camila isn’t getting off until later, you should have told me.” There’s a subtle sharpness to his tone that causes hurricane warnings in my brain. “I was showing you a great deal of trust by letting you find Camila on your own.”

“She’s only running a few minutes late. Her parents are watching me so I’m okay.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I glance over and my heart lifts when I notice Camila’s mom watching us. Her stare gives credibility to every falsehood rolling off my tongue. She’s not watching because she thinks I need a babysitter, but probably because she’s mentioned to Camila that she’s perplexed by my father’s strict rules.

I touch the crystals on the table as if I’m interested in them. It’s difficult to act normal as Dad looks at Camila’s mom then studies me. Please believe me, please believe me. Please.

I’m so stupid. I should have never left Dad early. I should have never lied. But I did. Dad was having fun at the fair, Mom was having fun and my sister, Isabelle, was having fun. They were all laughing and smiling. They’ve forgiven him, and I haven’t. I can’t, not again, and this is one of the many ways life is no longer simple.

I want to peek at him in an attempt to understand my fate, but I don’t. Eye contact doesn’t help when he’s angry. It only makes it worse.

Being in public won’t soothe his temper. He’ll just be more discreet. Like last year when Dad had arrived early to pick me up at a football game and saw me heading to the bathroom by myself. After I had returned to my friends, he called me away with a smile on his face. He had placed a seemingly loving arm around my shoulder, but his fingers dug into my arm as he severely whispered in my ear how I was irresponsible and that it was time to go home.

Dad didn’t cause a scene at the game. The yelling started the moment we were alone in his car and continued until he left me in my room. I stayed on my bed for hours, curled up in a ball and sobbing.

My throat swells as I think of how this will play out. Will it be like Christmas? Will he throw a lamp and force Mom to clean it up as I watch? Or will it be like this past spring and he’ll flip the kitchen table, breaking all the dishes that had been placed there for dinner?

Dad steps closer to me, and I’m filled with dread. “Next time, in a situation like this, you return to me and have Camila text you when she’s done working. I don’t like the idea of you being alone.”

All I want is to be alone, for my thoughts and actions to belong only to me. But he’s not angry, he’s believing me, and I release the breath I had unknowingly held and take the small win. “Okay.”

“I worry about you,” he says with such sincerity that I feel guilty for causing him anxiety.

“I know.” I keep my eyes locked on the crystals on the table, terrified if I meet his gaze, he’ll change his mind and flip out.

“I only worry because I care.”

“I know,” I say again.

“I miss you talking to me. I miss us being close.”

Me, too, but I stay silent because I don’t trust either of us to continue this conversation—for his mood not to change and for me not to cry.

There’s a beat of awkward silence, and I wish he would leave. I take a risk and peek at him. Dad’s staring past the tent and into the hole his mind goes to when he thinks of his sister.

Dad and I are opposites. In mood, demeanor and appearance. Where he has light brown hair and brown eyes, I resemble Mom with my black hair, blue eyes and some long-lost generation of Mediterranean olive complexion. There are many times when I’m thankful I favor Mom. When I look in the mirror, I’m glad I don’t have to be reminded of my father.

“Your mom and Isabelle are feeding ducks at the pond.” Dad blinks as he returns to the real world then grins at me as if the gesture can wash away the past few minutes. “Do you remember when you were Isabelle’s age and you fell in the pond feeding the ducks and I jumped in to save you? Do you remember, to make you laugh, I put duck feathers in my hair?”

I do remember. I had ruined my favorite outfit, I was cold, I was wet and I was crying because I had gone under the murky water and couldn’t swim. But my father had rescued me, had hugged me, had given me his jacket to make me warm and then made me laugh.

Standing beside me now, Dad has this expression like he’s considering good-naturedly bumping his shoulder into mine, just like he did when life was easier. I step away from him, not a ton, just a fraction. Enough to let him know I’m not ready.

Necklaces dangle from an iron holder, and I run my fingers along the different-colored stones tied to the leather cords. The black stone beckons me. It’s cool to the touch, smooth, and makes me feel safe.

“Would you like one?” Dad asks. “I’ll buy the necklace for you.”

I’ve gone out of my way to avoid situations like this—where Dad has the ability to buy or do something for me. After what’s happened between us, accepting anything from him makes me feel like he’s purchasing tiny portions of my soul that I wasn’t even aware were for sale.

“It’s obsidian.” Glory Gardner approaches us from the other side of the table. Locks of her curly, long dirty-blond hair fall from the jeweled barrette near the base of her neck. Her gray eyes meet mine. No, not meet—lock with mine and her stare causes an itch near my bones. “Obsidian shields us from psychic, physical and emotional attacks. It’s a very powerful stone.”

I swallow because the way she said it is like she knows what I’m hiding, and Dad must feel the same way. He shifts beside me and rubs the back of his neck. Dad doesn’t ask if I want the necklace again. He’s probably scared I’ll say yes.

A customer asks Glory a question, and she wanders to the other side of the booth. Dad stares at the ground before meeting my eyes again. “Scarlett, I know you’re upset with me.”

My eyes to snap to his, and my heart stalls.

“I know you’re disappointed, but I don’t feel comfortable with you applying to the University of Kentucky and being so far from home.”

Yesterday, Dad informed me he’s sending me to the private college in town. Dad and Mom agreed it was perfect. I could live at home and continue my education. My choice of study was up to me, but my choices there are limited.

I want to become a speech therapist—to help children like how my speech therapist helped me. I haven’t stuttered at school in years, my articulation is fantastic, and I can’t remember the last time anyone teased me over how I spoke. My experience with speech therapy was life altering. I want to save someone like my therapist saved me.

The closest this college has to my chosen field of study is one class in public speaking.

“Do you see those girls over there?” Dad motions toward the group in a tight-knit circle. “Each of them are going to graduate from college with huge student loan debt. They would give their right arm to have what I’m offering you. I’m paying for all of your college education. We don’t even have to fill out a single scholarship application form or fill out the FAFSA. In return, all your mom and I ask for is that you stick close to home. Just for four more years.”

My dad is controlling, and I hate it. But I also understand. His older sister disappeared when she was a freshman in college. He loved her, very much, and one day she went to a party and then no one ever saw her again. My father says that not knowing what happened to her is like having a terrible slashing pain in his muscles he can never reach, even if he digs into his skin with his own fingers.

I know that must be awful, but what he’s doing to me—it’s smothering. What happened to his sister gnaws away at him like a flesh-eating parasite. But living with my father, with how his emotions can spiral in a blink of an eye … I place a hand on my abdomen as my stomach churns.

Behind Dad, several booths away, Mom has Isabelle by the hand. With her eyes, Mom begs me to not create problems for her, Isabelle or me. I can almost hear her in my head. Please play along and allow us the good day. It’s been so long, and we deserve it.

There’s fear in Mom’s eyes, a fear that plays a constant game of hide-and-seek in my psyche. So rooted in me that it’s now part of my DNA.

“Please tell me you understand our decision,” Dad pushes. “I don’t like you upset.”

Mom tilts her head in an additional plea, and I hate that somehow my entire family’s happiness depends on me. “I understand.” I don’t, and I’m not sure I ever will.

Dad’s smile is good-natured, and I should feel like I was just rewarded, but I don’t. I don’t want to live like this for another five years. I don’t want to live like this for another day, but I don’t know how to escape. “Mom’s waiting for you.”

“Promise you’ll stay near Mrs. Sanchez until Camila is off and then text me when you get to her house,” Dad says, which means he’ll be watching me from a distance until Camila is by my side. “I want to know you reached her house safely.”

“I will.”

“Don’t stay out late. There are too many people on the road late at night who drink. I want you at her house by eight, and you should be home by ten.”

“Okay,” I say, and I’m willing him to end this lingering goodbye.

“I might call her parents to check on you.”

I’m aware.

Dad acts like he has something else he wants to say, but instead shoves his hands in his front pockets. Maybe he’s thinking of how I used to voluntarily hug him when we’d say goodbye. Maybe he’s thinking how I used to laugh and joke with him before I would hit him up for money. Maybe he’s thinking of the few times I used to ask him to explore the festival with me. Maybe he’s not, but I am, and that makes the ache in my chest turn into a piercing sting.

“Be safe,” Dad says.

“I will.”

“I love you.” His declaration sends a shock wave of hurt through my body because loving him back is torture. I inhale deeply, as the only way to survive is to never feel.

He finally leaves, and the breath I release is so audible that Glory raises an eyebrow from down the table. I ignore her because I can’t deal with anyone else.

“Would you like me to read your palm?” Glory asks as she walks toward me.

Unlike most of the girls in my senior class, I’ve never had my palm read by Glory Gardner. There’s a part of me that’s curious if the “spirits” and “cards” in question can possibly have more insight into my life than I do. If this, in theory, other realm can wade through the meddled mess of emotions that causes me to be unclear on very clear questions: Is it possible to love someone who hurts you? Is it possible for the person who hurts you to love you? When the person in question asks for forgiveness, is forgiveness possible?

Then there’s the most important question: Does he mean it this time?

Each time I think it’s impossible for my heart to hurt any more than it already does, it finds another painfully imaginative way to twist.

Glory’s forehead furrows, and her eyes slide around my body as if she sees something I don’t. “Yes, you need your cards read.”

“Sorry,” I say. “No money.”

I have money, but that’s to grab a bite to eat later, and even if I did have extra, I wouldn’t waste it on something as frivolous as someone who thinks they can hear dead people.

She does another sweep of me with her gaze and purses her lips. “You definitely need your cards read. I’m assuming you remember where I live?”

Um … “Yes.” Jesse used to take me to her house when we were kids, and it’s awkward she remembers.

“Come to my place tonight at nine. I’ll read your cards for free. Your aura is indicating you’re ready for a change.”

That wasn’t intuitive. We live in a small town. Desiring change is a way of life. But I have never heard of Glory doing anything for free and this suddenly seems dangerous. Dangerous as in a person in an unmarked white van asking if you want to pet the puppy.

“Hey.” Camila bounces up beside me. “What are we talking about?”

Mental whiplash. “I thought you were working.”

“I was, but now I’m not.”

“We were discussing how Miss Copeland is going to stop by my home at nine this evening to receive a free reading,” Glory says.

“I’m sorry.” Camila raises her hand to cup her ear. “Did you say free?”

“And for you as well as long as you bring Miss Copeland with you.”

“Oh, we are so there,” Camila says, and before I can intervene to explain that I don’t think this is an amazing idea, Glory is called away by two women in mom jeans.

“How did you convince her to do a free reading?” Camila asks, but I don’t bother answering because she has started talking about their family trip to visit her mother’s family in Mexico over fall break, and she’s terrified she’ll be tragically injured by a shark bite.

I raise an eyebrow at her in a boo-hoo. I’ll take shark bites, exotic beaches and her grandmother’s mouthwatering cooking any day over my family. In fact, I’d willingly give a kidney if her family adopted me.

“Have you heard from Evangeline?” Camila asks, and the hint of sadness in her voice is unlike her. Camila and Evangeline have been best friends since kindergarten, but they argue constantly. Unfortunately, this summer, they’re fighting over a boy.

I’ve been part of group texts where Evangeline described her trip with her family to China, and I can tell by the way Camila holds herself she hasn’t heard a thing.

“She’s asked about you.” It’s not a lie. Evangeline misses Camila, too.

Camila takes my hand, and we start toward the food trucks. She tells me how we’re meeting some guys from school, and if she notices me cringing, she ignores it. Dating isn’t on my radar and neither is her two thousandth attempt to fix me up. She specifically mentions Stewart Mitchell and Bryan Langston, and I wonder which one she wants to date.

As we walk away, I look to the right and find my father staring at me from a distance. Goose pimples rise over my flesh and I quickly glance away, over my shoulder, and find Glory watching me as well. A good portion of me wonders if accepting Glory’s offer is a good idea, but telling Camila no would cause greater issues. Though, I do have to admit, when it comes to Glory, I am curious.
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