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For my grandparents.
I love you.
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Star pitcher. Town golden boy. Heartbreaker. Nemesis.



Caleb Winters was a familiar name long before he deigned Landry High with his presence. It took me all of ten seconds to determine he’s everything I’m not: charismatic, captivating, and celebrated. 



Unlike most of Landry, he doesn’t shy away from my messy background. Or pretend I don’t exist. He answers my caustic remarks with choice retorts of his own. Our notorious bickering aside, I don’t have time for the town golden boy. I have actual problems. Challenges. Crushing responsibilities. 



But when I’m suddenly forced to spend more time with him, I unexpectedly discover Caleb Winters might be more than just the entitled jock I’ve sparred with since freshman year. And that realization can only end badly. For me. Because everyone knows he’s destined for big, impressive things, and I’m… not.








Freshman
Year




ONE

__________________________________




High school has a distinctive smell to it. Like new notebooks and desperation. Reheated food and uncertainty. Ammonia and excitement. The locker-lined halls echo with gossip and the freshly scrubbed linoleum squeaks under the soles of my sneakers. Familiar faces flash by. Eyes meet mine, then dart away. I keep my face impassive. I came prepared for this.
I’ve been in this building a total of only two times, but I know where I’m going. It takes a special type of idiot to get lost in what is essentially a cinderblock square. I don’t slow my steps until I arrive at the glass door emblazoned with black, block letters that proclaim it to be my destination.
Smoothing the wrinkled paper I’m clutching against the skin of my thigh, I hope the school secretary won’t notice the matching damp spots where my palms have been clutching the form. And also pray she won’t mention the fact my green cotton dress is close to making a mockery of the dress code. I spent the summer in ratty t-shirts and jean cut-offs. Those clothes didn’t reflect my growth spurt the way any of my “nicer” ones do.
There are a lot of things I don’t know about myself yet. But I know I’ll never be the type of person to go shopping when my world crumbles apart.
The hinges groan as I push the heavy door open, announcing my arrival to the school secretary. She glances up with a prepared smile that falters slightly when she registers my features. The curse of living in a small, nosy town. I keep my own face blank, although I’m tempted to wrinkle my nose in response to the lemon scent hanging heavily in the air. The aroma is overpowering.
“Hi. I just need to drop this off.” I rush the words out, anxious to have them expelled. Eager to be rid of this form and be one step closer to getting through this day.
I drop the sheet of paper on top of the desk she’s seated behind, trying to ignore the bold letters at the top that are just another reminder I’m now an orphan.
The secretary’s brown eyes dart between me and the wrinkled sheet. “Of course, Ms. Matthews. I’ll get the paperwork entered in the system right away.”
“Thank you.” I turn to leave, squirming in the wake of her formal use of my last name. Landry High is known for its “treat the teenagers like adults, and they’ll act like adults” philosophy, which encourages faculty to address us by our last names. I’m not a fan.
“Uh—Ms. Matthews?”
“Yes?” I take my time spinning back around, unhappy about having to prolong this interaction.
“We have a new student starting today. I just pulled up your schedule, and you have the same homeroom. Would you be willing to show—” Her question is interrupted by the wooden door behind her opening. Revealing a face I’ve never seen before. A rare statement in Landry, Kentucky; home to just over five thousand people. I’ve never seen the features before, but I know exactly who they belong to. I knew the moment the words “new student” were uttered.
No Winters needs an introduction in the state of Kentucky.
It didn’t take long for the residents of Landry to move past the news of my father’s death last month, although the reception in the hallway confirmed no one’s forgotten about it. Not only because he was an outsider. Not only because of the circumstances surrounding it. But because it was overshadowed by the speculation of why Andrew Winters was moving back to Landry with his wife and only son. By excitement that Landry’s most respected family is expanding its presence in town.
Caleb Winters looks wealthy. Important. He also appears annoyed. A scowl mars his otherwise perfect features, indicating he’s about as thrilled to be here as I am. His black hair is ruffled, like he’s just run his hand through it; his blue eyes blaze, like the flame at the base of a candle absent of soot.
He strolls out of Principal Owen’s office and into the main office like he’s walking along a red carpet that was rolled out just for his arrival. I can practically feel the entitlement wafting off of him, cloying the citrus-scented air.
“Perfect timing,” the secretary says, conveniently ignoring the fact she never completed her request. And that I never answered, much less accepted. “Mr. Winters, Ms. Matthews here has the same homeroom as you. You can find your way there together.”
I’m tempted to argue, but all that would accomplish is prolonging this interaction out longer. So, I simply nod, and turn back around to leave the office again. I fling my full weight against the metal bar, enforcing enough velocity it swings open without the grumble I was met with before. I stride out into the rapidly emptying hallway, trying to act as though I don’t have a care in the world. As if this is just a mere inconvenience on an unremarkable day. In reality, I’m closely listening for the sound of footsteps behind me. There’s nothing, and then . . .
“I hope they haven’t inflicted your idea of a welcome tour on anyone else.” The words are dry. Judgmental.
I scoff as Caleb Winters falls into step beside me, but I feel more like smirking. Weirdly, I welcome his combative tone. More of the cold silence he displayed in the office would have been easy to ignore, but I’m already in a bad mood. I’m angry. Embarrassed. Sad. The secretary in the office didn’t do anything to incite my wrath, and yet I wanted to snap at her. Caleb is asking for it. And I’m happy to deliver.
“Don’t tell me I’ve offended a Winters.” I inject as much mocking incredulity as I can muster into his last name. “The horror. And on my first day.”
Caleb just laughs, which bothers me more than anything he might have said in response. It’s a nice laugh. Husky. Genuine. But my appreciation for it fades when he explains the source of his amusement. “It’s your first day?”
“Took you long enough to put that together. Homerooms are assigned by class year, Winters.”
“Well, it certainly explains why the numbers are still going up and we’re already way past 204.”
I tug my crumpled class schedule out of my backpack, unwilling to take his word for it. I skim the paper.
Damn it, he’s right.
I spin in place and start stalking in the opposite direction, down the now-empty hallway. Evidently no one else had any issues navigating what I also thought was a foolproof system.
“You’ve got a bit of a temper, huh?” Caleb observes.
I don’t answer, confirming his point.
“Seems like a stupid idea, having the two new kids wander the halls together,” Caleb offers. I think he’s trying to smooth things over with me, but it’s the exact wrong thing to say. Being labeled as a new kid is the equivalent of social suicide in the Landry educational system, the way being labeled an outsider is the equivalent of being a pariah in the greater town.
“I’m not new.” The words are heated, overly defensive.
I can feel Caleb’s blue eyes on me, and I know what he’s trying to piece together. It’s a rarity to see a new face in Landry during the fall. I’m certain he’s spent summers at his grandfather’s massive estate, observing Landry’s most prized accolades first-hand: being home to the longest-running racetrack in the country, and the longest-serving senator. The former claim to fame is the reason Landry is flooded by unfamiliar faces in the warmer months; the latter is the reason Caleb Winters will never be considered a new kid or labeled an outsider. In a town that traces lineage and tracks net worth, he’s as “in” as it gets. And he knows it, which explains the confused look on his face right now. Because even the limited amount of time he’s spent in Landry up until now has been more than enough for him to meet each member of every notable family. We both know what him not recognizing me means.
I may not be new, but I’m certainly an outsider.
If this encounter had happened more than two months ago, I probably would be bright red by now. But loss and grief have a way of painting life into starker contrasts. Small, petty grievances tend to lose their sting when your world is toppled. Cleaved. So I don’t say a thing. I let the awkward silence between us stretch and stretch, until it has draped the whole hallway around us in discomfort.
“I don’t know your name.” It takes Caleb forty-six seconds to barge through the quiet. I don’t realize I’m counting them until he speaks.
“I surmised as much,” I reply acerbically.
“You know who I am.”
“The secretary called you Winters.” No way am I admitting to him I already knew exactly who he is. But I’ve already told him I’m not new to town, and even those who are know the Winters name. He knows I already knew. Knowing something and admitting it are two different things, though. “She called me by my name too, you know.” I can’t resist the dig. Although it suddenly dawns on me I’m essentially just emphasizing the fact he didn’t care enough to remember my last name when the secretary said it, which is not exactly the point I was hoping to get across.
Caleb doesn’t say anything as we pass the door marked 206 and finally arrive at our shared homeroom. I yank at the door handle, and yet another squeaky set of hinges announces our arrival. The custodial staff may have scrubbed the floors spotless, but some oil would have served me much better today than gleaming tiles to stomp along.
I’ve spent many sleepless nights wondering how uncomfortable it might be to encounter my classmates this August morning. Being entirely ignored was a best-case scenario. Arriving late with Caleb Winters in tow is essentially the polar opposite of the incognito entrance I was hoping to make.
“Ms. Lennon Matthews, I presume?” My attention is drawn away from the sea of familiar faces staring openly at me to the middle-aged woman standing in the front of the room. Her lips are pursed, and she looks less than pleased about our late arrival. A tight bun exacerbates her stern face and crossed arms.
Despite my lingering annoyance towards the boy I can feel hovering behind me, my manners kick in automatically.
“Yes, ma’am,” I confirm. There’s a sharp intake of breath behind me, and I have to battle the urge to look behind me and witness the moment Caleb Winters realizes I’m a member of Landry’s most disgraced family. What’s left of it, anyway.
“And this must be Mr. Caleb Winters with you?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Caleb steps forward, stopping about five feet to my left. Distancing himself from me. “I’m Caleb Winters.” Confidence saturates his voice, and attention shifts from me to him. Demeaning murmurs morph into excited whispers. Pitying stares become admiring glances.
It doesn’t surprise me. It doesn’t sting. But it does piss me off.
“I’m sorry we’re tardy, ma’am. Caleb thought the room was the other way.” I regret the hasty words as soon as they leave my mouth. I’m not a liar. Or I didn’t use to be. But it’s easy—disarmingly easy—to act poorly if that’s what people expect from you.
Caleb looks at me for the first time since we entered the classroom. I expect him to appear annoyed, or angry, but he doesn’t. He seems surprised, and somehow that’s infinitely worse.
“I’ll let it slide since it’s the first day,” our teacher announces. “Take your seats, please.”
There are exactly two open seats left. One in the front and one in the back. I head towards the rear of the room, feeling the weight of the disparaging looks differently as I settle in the hard chair. Shame is a heavy cloak. Especially when it’s warranted.
Based on the surprised look Caleb just gave me, I may have just managed to make the one classmate who didn’t already look down on me for no reason a genuine one to.
My guilt doesn’t last very long, though. I stop off at my locker before lunch to dump the three heavy textbooks I’ve already accumulated inside. Landry takes its academics very seriously. I already decided I will be avoiding the cafeteria and eat lunch in the library instead. I’m about to head in that direction when I hear a voice belonging to someone I’d really rather avoid. Ryan James is a stereotypical jock. He’s played quarterback since whenever boys start playing football, and the combination of that and his endless supply of self-confidence has granted him some form of popularity. He spent the first half of the summer directing some serious attention my way. My best friend—now ex-best friend—Madison was convinced he had a thing for me. Nothing my dad’s death didn’t take care of. I wonder how he’s handling Caleb’s arrival. The first challenge to his alpha male status since kindergarten.
As if I summoned him, I hear another voice I recognize immediately. “Hey. It’s Ryan, right?”
“Right,” Ryan confirms, and I smile a bit at the annoyance he’s barely trying to hide.
“Colt said I should meet him here,” Caleb explains.
“Oh. Cool,” Ryan responds, a little less hostility in his tone. “So what do you think of Landry so far?”
My initial reason for stalling at my locker was to wait for Ryan to leave. But now I hover for another reason. I’m curious what Caleb will say. If he’ll mention the rude girl who led him the wrong way this morning.
“It’s all right. I already know the town from visiting in the summers, and I’ve seen some people I recognize.”
“Bummer. The girls were arguing about who would get to show you around,” Ryan comments.
“Won’t be necessary,” Caleb responds. There’s a pause, and then, “You play?”
There must be some football paraphernalia in Ryan’s locker. Probably a photo of himself in uniform. “Yeah,” Ryan replies. “Quarterback. You?”
“No. Baseball.”
“Oh, good. You found it. Was worried you might get turned around.” Colt Adams’ voice joins the conversation. “Must have been Lennon’s fault earlier.”
I cringe.
“You know Lennon Matthews?” Ryan asks. To Caleb, I presume. Colt and I have gone to school together since we were five.  
“Not really,” Caleb replies.
“But you heard about her dad, right?” Ryan questions. “Dude was doing drugs at the track with some buddies. Overdosed. That whole family is messed up. Her mom—”
I slam my locker door shut, and have the satisfaction of seeing all three boys jump, along with everyone else in the immediate vicinity. They all remain silent as I walk towards them, finally heading in the direction of the library.
“Don’t stop your conversation on my account, dudes,” I comment sharply as I pass them by. Colt looks concerned; Ryan uncomfortable. I can’t get any read on Caleb. His face is blank.
But as I continue down the hall, he ends up being the first one to say anything.
“The cafeteria’s the other way, Matthews!”
And that’s the moment I decide I hate Caleb Winters.
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__________________________________




The latch won’t shut. It’s a daily struggle, right now being exacerbated by the black muzzle nuzzling my wrist. The lush grass has begun to recede in response to the cooler fall weather, and Lucky is much more interested in seeing what treats I might be concealing than grazing on the limited greenery that remains. The gate rattles as I struggle with the metal latch, wiggling it back and forth in a desperate attempt to force it back into place.
“Come on,” I mutter to the stubborn metal, well aware of the seconds ticking by. Finally, it moves, but not before I’ve had a chance to pull my hand away. I curse loudly as the pad of my pointer finger is pinched between the bolt and the fastener. I reverse course, pull my finger free, and then jam the metal back into place. It acquiesces with a loud clang.
“Lennon! Language, please,” my grandfather chastises as he appears beside me.
I roll my eyes. “Like you don’t say worse when the Jays are losing.”
“Lennie, you’re meant to be exactly like me. Minus the foul language and lackluster cooking skills.” He gives me a fond look.
“I don’t think having a couple swears in one’s vocabulary is evidence of some massive character flaw, Gramps. And the spaghetti last night was almost edible.”
He chuckles. “You were right. Stirring did work wonders. Your hand all right?”
I glance down at the injured finger. Blood has already begun to pool under the skin, forming a reddish-purple blemish below the surface of my pale flesh. It looks ugly, but the sharp throbbing has already started to ease.
“Yeah, I’ll be fine.”
“I’m headed into town anyway to pick up Geiger’s supplements. I’ll stop at the hardware store and get a new latch as well.”
“You don’t have to do that, Gramps.”
“I see you struggling with this gate every day, Lennie. We’re getting a new latch.”
I let out an exaggerated sigh. “Thank goodness.”
Gramps chuckles. “You’d better get to school. It’s already five of.”
The stubborn latch’s assault entirely distracted me from the ticking clock I was hyperaware of before.
“Crap.” I’ll have to run. Literally.
“I can head into town now and drop you off. I would have already left, but I couldn’t find the keys.”
“You checked the hook in the kitchen?”
“I thought so.”
“Okay, I’ve got to grab my backpack. I’ll find them and meet you at the truck.”
I set off towards the house at an brisk walk, passing the long main barn and then the much smaller one where we house the two stallions we have left. Back when my grandfather was my age, Matthews Farm was a sight to behold, at least according to him. There’s little evidence of that ancient glory in the overgrown weeds, peeling paint, and ancient equipment scattered across the barnyard now. I dash up onto the front porch, paying no mind to the rickety boards creaking beneath my feet. There isn’t anywhere on the property that wouldn’t benefit from some tender loving care, but keeping our heads above water is already a full-time job as it is.
The kitchen’s just to the left of the front door, and I don’t bother pulling off my muddy boots before dashing over to the kitchen chair where I left my backpack earlier. My eyes wander to the hook by the fridge as I fling my arms through the straps. It’s not empty like my grandfather suggested, and I feel twin lines crinkle between my eyebrows as I swipe the keys from the hook and dart back outside. Gramps is already inside the truck, which just like everything else on this farm, has seen better days.
I clamber inside the passenger seat and hand him the keys.
“Where were they?” he asks as I drop my backpack in the footwell and yank at the frayed seatbelt.
“They were on the hook, Gramps.”
“Hmmm,” he hums. “Must have looked before I had my morning coffee.”
I don’t say anything in response as we start traversing down the pothole ridden driveway, worried there’s a less benign explanation.
It’s a short trip to Landry High. The rear of our property butts up against the boundary line of the school, meaning most mornings I sidestep my way through the manure-ridden grass of the east pasture to make my way to class. Even though the high school starts earlier than my elementary and middle schools did, the short commute has actually gained me an extra half hour of sleep in the morning.
The high school’s parking lot is filled with cars and devoid of people when the wheezing truck pulls up in front of the main doors. I’m grateful. I know Gramps is aware of what Landry is like. Has endured many a pointed question or side glance himself. But I don’t think he realizes just how nasty teenagers can be, and I don’t want him to witness it. He may be my legal guardian, but I want to protect him too.
“Thanks for the ride, Gramps.” I give his wrinkled cheek a kiss before grabbing my backpack and sliding off the worn leather bench seat onto the spotless sidewalk.
“Have a good day, Lennie!” he calls after me.
I burst through the main doors, relieved they haven’t locked yet and I’m being spared the shame of having to enter through the office to receive a tardy slip.
There are still students in the hallway, so I relax slightly, only to speed up when the warning bell rings. I rush around the corner to enter the hallway that leads to my locker, and a ricochet of pain races through my nerve endings for the second time this morning.
A word far worse than the one my grandfather chastised me for earlier slips between my lips as my hand flies up to clutch my nose. The water clears from my eyes after a couple of rapid blinks, and I’m able to see the hallway before me with stunning clarity. Not that I can see much of it beyond Caleb Winters’ horrified face.
“Shit, Lennon. I’m sorry, I—I didn’t see you there. I was trying to tell Barnes about this new pitch—he wasn’t getting it, so I was going to demonstrate, and you just came out of nowhere.” He looks to Jake Barnes, seemingly for confirmation, but Jake doesn’t offer anything to support Caleb’s story. He’s too busy silently shaking with laughter as he looks between the two of us. Caleb’s eyes narrow as he looks at his friend, but then they widen again when he turns back to me. He looks even more panicked. “Uh, Lennon, you’re bleeding.”
I hoped I was imagining the warm trickle down my face, but sure enough, when I swipe a hand underneath my nose it comes away with a smear of crimson.
“Wonderful.” I make sure my voice drips with emotion that makes it clear I mean the opposite. “Thanks a lot, Winters.”
“We should, um, you need—” Caleb’s vibrantly blue eyes dart around the hallway desperately, as if he’s hoping a medical practitioner or a box of tissues will just magically appear beside us. If I wasn’t so angry and annoyed, I’d be tempted to laugh. Caleb Winters has handled every subsequent day at Landry High the same way he acted his first: assured, confident, and aloof. I’ve never seen him flustered and unsure before, and it’s oddly endearing. I doubt we’ve exchanged more than a few dozen words since our contentious first meeting, none of them pleasant, and I wouldn’t have been entirely surprised if he simply laughed and walked away after colliding with me.
“I’m going to the nurse.” I turn and start heading in the opposite direction. The halls are entirely deserted now, which I’m grateful for. I attract enough stares when my face isn’t bleeding. I can already feel the gush of blood slowing, but there’s no way I can show up for homeroom looking like I just left a cage match. And lost.
I don’t know why I’m not surprised by the sound of footsteps behind me, but I’m not.
“Go to class, Caleb.”
“I just want to make sure you’re okay.”
“I’m not going to make it seem like you purposefully punched me in the face, if you’re worried I’m going to blame you.” I suspect that’s the real reason he’s following me, but it doesn’t piss me off quite as much as it otherwise would.
In all fairness, I’ve thrown him under the bus before.
“I don’t think that you would.” I’m surprised by his answer, until he adds, “Again.”
I snort, and immediately regret it. The throbbing that had just begun to recede rapidly reappears.
“You’ve got a colorful vocabulary,” Caleb comments as we continue to walk down the hall, sounding more like his usual haughty self.
“I’d be happy to nail you in the nose and see what sort of pleasantries come out of your mouth.”
Caleb chuckles, and it echoes through the empty hallway. “Fair enough.”
We reach the door to the nurse’s office. “I’ve got it from here,” I inform him.
He nods. “I really am sorry, Lennon.” Caleb’s blue eyes burn with an earnestness I’m not expecting.
“I know,” I respond quickly.
Caleb nods again, and then heads back in the direction we just came from.
I’ve never been inside the nurse’s office before, but it’s exactly as I would have pictured it to be. Neat, austere, and clean. The nurse is younger than I expect, but she fusses over me the way I imagine a grandmother would. I never knew either of my own. Gramps is the only living family I have left.
The nurse hands me a clump of tissues to hold against my nostrils, then switches them out for an ice pack, and finally hands me a tube of ointment to slather across my nose that’s meant to impede any bruising.
When she asks what happened, I tell her I walked into a locker. It’s a spectacle I’ve witnessed before, and the school nurse accepts the explanation readily enough. It’s stupid. I know Caleb wouldn’t face any consequences for the obvious accident. But I also know the staff gossips as much as the student body. My interest in having rumors swirling about anything involving me and Caleb Winters is entirely nonexistent.
I leave the nurse’s office just as the bell signaling the end of first period rings. It’s perfect timing, allowing me to melt seamlessly into the crowded, noisy hallway. I studied my features carefully prior to leaving the nurse’s office, and my face looks entirely normal now that it’s been wiped clean of blood, although my nose is still a little pink. The ointment left a sheen the fluorescent lights will probably exacerbate, but I don’t think it will be enough for anyone to notice anything amiss, which is a welcome bright spot in what has otherwise been a spectacularly crappy morning.
A dark head of hair enters the hallway, cocooned in an air of importance that precludes him from the jostling the rest of us are enduring. Caleb’s head is cocked to the side as he listens to whatever his two baseball teammates are saying as they amble along the busy hallway, seemingly oblivious to the stares they’re garnering.
The stares Caleb is attracting.
I’m excruciatingly aware of every step that brings me closer to him, but I don’t think he can say the same. He’s listening intently to whatever Colt Adams is telling him. Until he shakes his head and looks up. Right at me. We stare at each other for a moment, and then I start to feel a smile unfurl across my face. It’s an unconscious response, one I’m not expecting. But I don’t stop the expression, even as I marvel at the fact Caleb hitting me in the nose an hour ago somehow improved our already arctic relationship, rather than chilling it further.
The half-formed greeting freezes in place as I watch Caleb deliberately glance away and say something to Colt, who looks at me and then laughs. Caleb studiously ignores my accusing gaze as the three jocks saunter past me.
And it hurts more than when his elbow collided with my face.
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The creak of the bleachers doesn’t startle me. But the butterflies in my stomach bother me. How the irksome insects know it’s him before I consciously do is bothersome. Not nearly as annoying as the fact his presence affects me at all, though.
His haughty drawl interrupts the peaceful soundtrack of spring peepers and wind soughing through the trees I was previously enjoying. “Prom’s inside, you know?”
“No shit, Winters.” I haven’t called him Caleb since the day he gave me a bloody nose. Using his surname feels less personal, as cold and arctic as the season itself.
“You’ll never blow some guy away with that ensemble all the way out here.”
“You’re hardly one to be doling out fashion advice.” I hate—absolutely hate—that I already took note of what he’s wearing out of the corner of my eye. That he somehow looks better sweaty and muddy than the procession of other Landry boys in their finery I’ve watched enter the school gym for the past half hour.
“We came straight from the playoff game. You seem to have chosen to show up in jeans and a sweatshirt from a random school on purpose.”
“It was my dad’s.” Why I feel the need to bother to explain my choice of attire to Caleb Winters is beyond me. But when he stares at me silently, I realize why I did. It’s become my defense mechanism. One mention of either of my dead parents is usually an effective means of killing a conversation. Any conversation.
Caleb missed the memo. “I take it back, then. Only a little morbid. Perfect for prom.”
“Had I known you’d make it back in time, I of course would have dressed better.” I let unmistakable sarcasm drip from each syllable. Caleb’s conceited enough to take my words seriously. Especially since most of the student body was genuinely distraught our star pitcher might miss junior prom in the baseball team’s quest for another championship.
“Careful, Matthews. I might start to think you have a crush on me.”
I don’t deign that comment with a response, just a dubious snort.
“Care to share why you’re out here throwing a pity party rather than attending prom?”
“I was enjoying some peace and quiet. Feel free to go take a shower.”
“Peace and quiet?” Caleb laughs. “It is strange to see you without all your friends and admirers for once. You must just need a break from it all, sometimes.” His voice is mocking.
“Fuck you.” I swear more than I should, but it’s usually muttered under my breath after an errant hoof lands on my foot or I’ve overslept. Unless I’m around Caleb Winters. It’s freeing, the spray of vitriol. Like I’ve just landed a punch.
Caleb doesn’t flinch from the impact. “I’ll pass, Matthews.” He says the words lazily. Languidly.
“Go to hell then,” I retort.
“You planning to kill me? As sad as this outfit is, you’d look worse in orange.”
I stand, sick of sparring with him. Gramps is probably passed out in front of a baseball game by now. If not, I’ll hide out in the barn until he is. No need for him to know his attempt to force me into some semblance of a social life only resulted in me trading more insults with Landry’s golden boy. “Feel free to never talk to me again.” I stride across the baseball field towards the lights of my home without waiting for a response. I’m surprised the angry heat radiating from my body doesn’t singe the grass as I cross the expanse.
Caleb Winters got under my skin. Again. The vast majority of Landry is filled with wealthy, privileged families who have lived here for generations. The town itself is an oasis of entitlement, where it’s not only socially acceptable, but encouraged, to look down upon anyone who can’t trace their ancestry through the bluegrass. Or, as the case may be when it comes to my family, poor and mired in scandal.
I’ve grown shockingly immune to the judgement. Except from Caleb, evidently. Maybe it’s because he’s from the most pretentious of Landry’s uppity families, which is no easy feat. Maybe it’s because in a sea of students who’ve been coached by the best camps and instructors money can buy, he’s still the most decorated athlete in the state. Or maybe it’s because even if he weren’t wealthy and talented and—fine, really good-looking—everyone knows his magnetic arrogance would still ensure he was the most popular guy at Landry High.
Unless that popularity contest was overseen by me. Which is why I only feigned attending prom, aside from the fact I didn’t have anything to wear and only knew a few people I might even attempt to talk to. Setting aside the fact my parents ensured the Matthews name was a controversial one, and that I naturally prefer the company of horses to most people, I know my unveiled contempt towards Caleb Winters is what has really cemented my isolation from most of my peers.
Almost all of our elongated encounters have been in private, but the last three years have been littered with caustic jabs and biting digs that are always met with wide eyes and whispers by our peers. At first, I thought it was simply because Caleb Winters was involved, but I gradually realized it wasn’t just that. It was that he was returning fire. Answering my acerbic remarks with choice retorts of his own.
I’d consider Caleb haughty, and arrogant, but I’ve never seen him be outright rude. Except to me, of course. And what bothers me the most is that I don’t think he treats me differently because my family is in a different tax bracket, or because people still do a double take when they hear my last name. Despite Landry’s best efforts, there are a few other lower-class families who have managed to reside within the town limits, rather than settle in the less snobby surrounding towns. Some who scooped up the few reasonably priced properties, others who inherited land and have fallen on hard times, like my family has.
I may be the most notorious example, but there are other students at Landry High without a seven-digit trust fund waiting for them. I’ve never heard Caleb insult one of them.
I propel myself over the gate that separates our property with Landry High’s with more force than is necessary, and stumble when my feet meet the grassy ground again. I pull my phone out of my pocket, allowing the dim light cast by the screen to illuminate the ground so I can navigate around the heaps of manure that always mar the green expanse, no matter how frequently I clear them.
I pass the main barn, and stalk along the side of the shadowed house to peer in the living room window. My grandfather is in his usual armchair, watching a baseball game, just as I predicted. He’s still awake, though, so I quickly step back into the darkness before he sees me.
A few soft nickers greet me as I slide open the barn door just enough to slip through. The chance of Gramps looking outside and seeing a light on in the barn is slim, but the potential repercussion of having to explain to him why I spent less than an hour at “prom” is more than enough of a deterrent to keep me cloaked in darkness.
Besides, I don’t need a light to navigate my way through the building I practically grew up in. I enter the tack room silently, ignoring the horses poking heads out of their stalls in hopes of a late night snack. They give up when I disappear, shuffling back to a corner of the stall or an uneaten wisp of hay.
I dig through one of the neglected bins stored beside the canisters of grain and procure an old saddle blanket. I toss it over a bale of hay, then lower myself atop it. I can still feel tufts of dried grass poking through the cotton material, but it’s better than nothing. I stare up at the underside of the trophy case mounted above me, a painful reminder of happier times. Easier times. My fingers trace along the underside of the dusty wood, stopping when I encounter an unnatural groove.
The hard ridge of my phone isn’t easy to pull out in this position, but I finally manage to. The light it shines reveals the letters carved in the underside of the shelf. “E.M. <3s A.W.,” it reads. E.M. were my mother’s initials. A.W. were not my father’s. Maybe that should bother me, but it doesn’t. My parents had a brief relationship, if you could even call it that. My mother got pregnant with me her first year of college, dropped out, and returned home to Landry. Up until her death, my interactions with my father consisted of a couple brief visits and the occasional birthday card. It’s actually comforting to think my mother had love in her life before the short, tragic time I knew her. When she was bored and harried and handed me off to Gramps more often than not.
Her message gives me a flash of inspiration. I roll off the hay bale and grab one of the many markers always lying around. Returning to my former position, I etch out a new pair of initials right above my mother and her mystery man’s. It’s an outlet for the anger and frustration I’m still teeming with following my latest encounter with Caleb Winters, and it makes me feel close to my mother for the first time in years.
Time has started to fade my memories of her, creating rips and tears in the recollections that I patch as best I can. If she were still alive, maybe she’d know what to say. Not that my vivacious, outgoing mother ever dealt with an arrogant jock being rude to her. Men could never resist her, which is partly to blame for my own abysmal social status now.
I stare up at “L.M. hates C.W.” until I’m certain my grandfather must be asleep.
Then I sneak out of the barn as soundlessly as I entered it.
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My stomach clenches when I hear his name called. I miss a loop in the pattern I’m painstakingly drawing on the margins of the creased paper when mine immediately follows. I’ve known it was coming for the last four and a half minutes. Mr. Tanner isn’t known for his innovation. He prides himself on his predictability. One doesn’t have to look any further than the course syllabus I’m doodling on. It’s lined with title after title of revered, classic literature, no doubt copied directly from the state curriculum.
Pairing Ellie Nash with the name at the top of the class roster was my first clue. I didn’t need the four minutes of scrambling to assemble a list of last names of everyone in this English class to come to the inevitable conclusion Mr. Tanner just announced.
“Lucky,” Cassie Belmont whispers next to me. Since she’s the solitary person I consider to be a friend at this school, I don’t bother to correct her assumption. Luck, for me, would be never having to see Caleb Winters again. Being paired with him on an assignment that will determine a quarter of my English grade and require me to spend more time with him than the past three years and a half years combined? The worst start to a new year I can imagine, and we’re only four days in.
It’s also a sad testament to my lone friendship Cassie isn’t aware of just how much I can’t stand Caleb Winters, even taking into consideration the fact she only started attending Landry High this past August. I’ve made a conscious effort senior year to be friendlier in general, and less hostile towards him specifically, but I hadn’t thought it was a very successful one.
Of course, I've barely had to see him, much less talk to him. Made things easier.
“I’m reserving the rest of class for you to start planning your project with your partners,” Mr. Tanner announces after reading the last set of names. “Remember, this is worth twenty-five percent of your final grade in this course. This is a chance to finish strong, not to slack off because it’s your last semester of high school. Please rearrange to sit with your assigned partners.”
Cassie stands and moves to the front of the room. I don’t so much as shift in my chair. Partly because I’m still hoping this is some sort of sick joke, and mostly because I know it’s not and want to force him to come to me.
The chair next to me scrapes against the floor as I resume my doodling in a desperate attempt to appear nonchalant.
“Happy New Year, Matthews.”
I grunt.
“You could look a little more enthused. There are worse things than being paired with the guy at the top of our class.”
“You’re not,” I dispute automatically. Arrogant ass.
“I must have misread the ‘1’ next to class ranking, then,” Caleb replies.
I complete another loop. “Grades haven’t come out yet.”
“Actually, they were released last night,” Caleb informs me.
“They were?” I pause my drawing and look at him for the first time, dread starting to swirl in my stomach.
“Yes . . . ” The pleased expression he was sporting before has started to edge closer to confusion.
“You’re sure?”
“I have yet to hallucinate receiving a report card, Matthews.” His voice is teasing, almost mocking, but he’s studying my face closely, clearly trying to discern why I care.
Unlike the rest of the senior class, I don’t have any plans to attend an elite college this fall. I haven’t worked twice as hard as everyone else so I could receive a full ride someplace. Truth is, I probably could. If I didn’t already have a full-time job waiting for me after graduation. Taking care of the farm. My grandfather. But I thought I’d have the satisfaction of everyone knowing I chose it. That I had options.
That when everyone else left for their shiny futures I’d at least have the appeasement of knowing I’d beaten them all in one way.
Of course Caleb Winters would be the one to ruin that too. And he realizes it.
“You were first, weren’t you?”
“Forget it.”
“That’s the only reason you’d care what my ranking is.”
“I said drop it, Winters,” I grit out, growing increasingly incensed.
“Well, between the two of us we should manage to get a decent English grade, at least.”
“Or how about I do the whole thing and you take half the credit? Wouldn’t be the first time,” I snap.
“What is that supposed to mean?” Any affability—fake or genuine— has long since disappeared from Caleb’s face.
“It means we both know your last name means you have a lot of things handed to you.”
“Oh, really? We took the same classes, with the same teachers, and I did better than you did. That’s what is really bothering you, right?”
He is right, not that I’d admit it with a gun to my head. Landry’s wealthy inhabitants ensure it consistently is considered the best school district in the state. But it churns out perfect test scores and elite college acceptances by ensuring its students are prepared, not by handing out easy A’s.
I’m not ordinarily a violent person, but right now there is nothing I’d love more than to punch Caleb Winters in his arrogant, handsome face. The humor swimming in his blue eyes suggests he knows it, and that makes it even worse. He’s gotten under my skin again, and he’s enjoying it.
“You are seriously the most—”
I’m cut off by Mr. Tanner.
“Mr. Winters! Ms. Matthews! Do I need to switch partners?” His voice interrupts our argument, drawing everyone’s attention to my glower and Caleb’s smirk.
There’s nothing I’d like more, but my pride won’t allow it. I don’t need to look over at Caleb to know he’s also shaking his head. That’s one thing we have in common, at least.
We’re both stubborn.
“Keep your contretemps out of my classroom, then. Plenty of time outside of class to quibble over gossip or have a lovers’ spat.”
I have to work not to audibly cringe in response to the word “lover” being used in relation to me and Caleb.
Caleb responds before I have a chance to. “I can assure you that our dispute was entirely academic in nature, Mr. Tanner. But we’ll refrain from any dissension in the future.”
“Wow, managing to be a suck-up and a show-off in two sentences. Impressive,” I whisper under my breath.
“My solitary goal in life is to impress you, Matthews,” Caleb murmurs back under his breath. Even in the low volume, he manages to make the words lofty and overbearing.
“See that you do,” is Mr. Tanner’s only response. But he eyes us closely, obviously not entirely swayed by Caleb’s effortless charm. That makes one person. Besides me.
I nod, feeling my cheeks redden. I could count on one hand the number of times I’ve been chastised by a teacher. And they all have one maddening commonality.
We sit in silence for a moment as our classmates chatter around us. Caleb’s voice finally cuts through the charged air.
“I fully intend to do half the project, so we’re going to need to agree on a book.”
“Fine,” I grind out.
“Any suggestions?”
“Moby Dick?” I challenge.
Caleb chokes on a laugh. “Pass.”
“Great Expectations?”
“You’re joking.”
“Crime and Punishment?”
“Your suggestions are punishment enough,” Caleb replies pompously.
“By all means, Winters, blow me away with your literary prowess,” I challenge.
“What about Frankenstein?”
“I don’t like horror.”
“It’s not horror; it’s a classic,” Caleb argues.
“I assume you’re basing that solely on the fact it’s on the reading list? You don’t really seem like the type to enjoy classic literature.”
“And we’re back to insulting my intelligence. How refreshing. Remind me, which university are you headed off to in eight months?”
I’m back to contemplating violence as I glare at his smug expression.
His handsome face is saved by the bell. “All right, everyone. Outlines detailing the book you chose and the three literary devices you’ll be analyzing are due tomorrow. See you then,” Mr. Tanner calls out as the room erupts in commotion.
Students scramble to return to their belongings. Landry High made the puzzling decision to allow only four minutes between each class, meaning there’s rarely any time to dally between periods. On second thought, it’s probably not that difficult to speculate why the administration chose to do so. But it makes for a hectic two hundred and forty seconds for every member of the student body.
Not that I need any incentive to get as far away from Caleb Winters as possible. And thanks to the fact I’m one of the few who stayed in their original seat, all I have to do is shove my binder back in my backpack and rush out the door. My hasty departure is tracked by a few questioning glances, but the only one I acknowledge is Cassie’s.
“I’ll see you at lunch,” I tell Cassie as I pass her by on my way to the math wing. My pride is still stinging from Caleb’s last comment, especially in the wake of his class rank revelation. Not that he’s aware of just how deeply that cut. Which makes it worse.
Calculus is a relaxing respite from the stress of the unexpected and unwelcome events of English. I’ve always appreciated the predictability of math. The assuredness. I always know exactly what to expect from an equation.
People? Not so much.
By the time Calculus ends, I’ve almost managed to forget my conversation with Caleb. The first of the new year. And thanks to Mr. Tanner, definitely not the last. For attending a high school as small as Landry High, I’ve actually done a remarkably good job of ensuring our interactions were kept to an absolute minimum over the past three and a half years. Now that I’m in the home stretch of my required time in these hallways, I have every intention of ensuring that trend continues.
Rather than head straight to lunch, I turn in the direction of the library when the bell rings. I spent every lunch period as a freshman, sophomore, and junior among the stacks of books, making the library my very own private dining hall. It provided me with the time to perfect the assignments my chores sometimes rushed me through, with the added benefit of allowing me to avoid both my peers and the quandary of where to sit in the cafeteria.
Cassie asked if she could sit with me at lunch the first day of senior year, her first day at Landry High, and I couldn’t quite bring myself to tell her no. Or admit I’d spent the past three years eating in the library. Starting at a new school is never ideal, but in Landry? New students are rare, and they’re typically relegated to the fringes following a cold reception. Unless their grandfather happens to be a senator, of course. Caleb coasted in on the winning combination of ancestry and affluence.
Cassie’s family is wealthy, but doesn’t have any roots in Landry. Money buys some favor—literally—but even after living here for six months she’s mostly treated like an outsider. Unlike me, Cassie tries to see the best in people, though, which is the solitary, or at least main, reason we’re friends. Her unassuming, warm personality also managed to defrost a few of our less pretentious peers, expanding our lunch table of two slowly over the first half of senior year. Despite sitting at an (almost) full lunch table, my social circle has remained more of a line. Consisting of me and her.
I’m not retreating back into my old habits of eating solo today, though. I’m checking Caleb’s proclamation that he’s the top student in our year.
The library is empty when I enter it, the same as every other time I’ve been in here during lunchtime. Mr. Gibbs, the elderly librarian, looks up and gives me a smile as I enter before turning back to his crossword puzzle. I walk across the beige carpet towards the computer terminals, inhaling the comforting scent of paper and ink.
Unlike the ancient contraption I use at home, the brand-new computer whirs to life as soon as I move the mouse. It only takes seconds for the school’s homepage to load, and then I sign into my account. My grades appear instantaneously.
And there it is. Next to class ranking there’s now the number two.
I growl under my breath as I scroll down through my past semester’s grades. All A’s and one A- in Biology. He must have gotten all A’s.
Any remaining zen from my hour of math disappears. I’m irritable again. I turn off the computer, and head back into the hallway, this time walking in the direction of the cafeteria. The wall of noise that greets me like a physical wave when I enter the large space is startling after the quiet library and empty hallway.
Despite the minutes I spent in the library, there’s still a long line of students waiting to buy lunch that I have to weave around to get to my usual table. In a contrary twist on the typical archetype, Landry High’s cafeteria food is universally considered to be quite good. Not that I would know. Bringing a sandwich from home is cheaper.
I finally manage to navigate my way over to my typical lunch table, and take my usual seat next to Cassie. “Hey, what happened to you?” she asks as I appear beside her.
“Had to stop at the library,” I explain as I pull my lunch out of my backpack.
“You’re not already working on that English project, are you?” she questions. I’m pretty sure Cassie thinks I’m some sort of insane overachiever, which isn’t entirely inaccurate. But my work ethic at school has a lot more to do with the fact that by the time I finish my chores at home schoolwork is the last thing I feel like doing.
“Definitely not,” I respond crisply as I take a bite of my peanut butter and banana sandwich, unhappy about the reminder of the assignment. Or more specifically, my partner on the project.
Cassie doesn’t seem to sense my annoyance regarding the subject. Or maybe she does. “So, what’s the deal with you and Caleb Winters? Did you two date or something?”
A glob of peanut butter gets caught in my throat. “What?” I half-choke, half-exclaim the word. “You’re joking, right?” I know Cassie hasn’t lived here for long, but I’m shocked she could spend more than a day attending Landry High and come to conclusion Caleb Winters would ever date me. Or, more importantly, that I would ever date him. Social strata aside, we also have yet to manage a completely civil conversation. My parents—and my peers—have not exactly demonstrated model romantic relationships, but even I know endless arguing is not conducive to a successful one.
“Not at all,” Cassie replies. I’m dismayed to realize she appears to be completely serious. “You two have some crazy chemistry.”
Nothing I say is ordinarily of interest to anyone besides Cassie, but I suddenly have the entire table’s attention. I scoff loudly, eager to dispel any confusion on this topic. “We absolutely do not have chemistry. What you were sensing is actually called mutual hatred.”
“Well, your ‘hatred’ looked an awful lot like sparks flying,” Cassie persists. “I mean, even Mr. Tanner noticed. I’ve never seen him interject in two students arguing before. Normally, he loves debates.”
“I think he learned his lesson about having us debate sophomore year,” I remark. Caleb and I were both in his advanced English class, and I am still convinced Mr. Tanner chose to scrap the remainder of his class-wide activities after the first two involved some heated discussions between us. Honestly, I’m surprised he didn’t alter his pairing plan once he realized it would result in the two of us working together. I’m guessing his hatred of deviating from a well-laid plan is to blame. Or maybe he assumed Caleb and I grew up in the past two years.
“It’s true that they don’t get along,” Shannon James chimes in with. “Everyone knows they can’t stand each other.”
I’m glad Shannon is disabusing Cassie of any disturbing notions about Caleb and me, but I also have to suppress a sigh. That’s all I’m known for in Landry: my last name and my notorious verbal sparring with Landry’s golden boy whenever we’re forced to interact.
Eliza Gray laughs from her spot across from me. “The spelling bee freshman year?”
Tina Smith leans forward to speak past Cassie. “Oh my god, I forgot about the spelling bee. I had culinary with them. Caleb swapped out your sugar for salt, remember Lennon?”
“I remember,” I state acidly, taking another bite of my sandwich as I grow increasingly annoyed with the direction of the conversation.
“Don’t forget that debate they had in History junior year!” Shannon adds.
“I still say Johnson shouldn’t have been impeached.” A new voice joins our conversation from directly behind me. A familiar one. A male one.
The only thing worse than being caught in a conversation about Caleb Winters? Having Caleb Winters overhear it.
“Eavesdropping, Winters?” I keep my voice as nonchalant as I can manage, glad he can’t see my face. Beyond embarrassment he overheard my table talking about us, I have no idea what he’s doing over here. The baseball team rarely strays from its elite corner table, lording over the rest of us with the few others who have clawed their way to the top of the high school social hierarchy.
“Well, I certainly doubt I missed hearing anything good about myself if you were involved in the discussion, Matthews.”
I look over my shoulder at Caleb’s smirking face, ignoring the awed glances of my tablemates, who have all fallen suspiciously silent. Leaving me to clean up the aftermath of their gossip. How thoughtful. “Did you need something, or did you just come over here to annoy me?”
“A little presumptuous of you to think I came over here to talk to you, don’t you think?” Caleb gives me his signature crooked grin. Dimpled. Devilish. Devastating. “Maybe I was looking to talk to one of your lunch companions instead.”
“Don’t get my hopes up,” I tell him.
Caleb smiles again, but this time it’s more genuine than purposefully alluring. “We never decided on our paper details. Hell, I’m not even sure we settled on a book. And then you fled as soon as the bell rang.”
“I did not flee. The bell signals the end of class. And I’ll do the outline, okay?”
“Without me?”
“I’ll put your name on it, Winters.”
“Do you really want to have this conversation? Again?”
I heave out a long sigh I make sure to drench in as much exasperation as I can muster. Which is a sizable amount. “Why do you have to be so freaking difficult?” I ask Caleb irritably as I stand up and grab my sandwich.
“Oh, I’m the difficult one? That’s rich.” I’m sorely tempted to stick out my tongue at him, but I resist the urge as I stride over towards a mostly empty table about twenty feet away. Only a few other students, who look to be freshman, huddle at one end. I drop down on the opposite side from them, and Caleb mirrors me.
“How often do you spend lunch gossiping about me?”
I should have known he wouldn’t let it drop so easily. “First and last time,” I inform him.
He smirks. “Yeah, right.”
I sigh. “Cassie had some questions after English.” No way am I telling him she surmised we used to date. “The others got a little carried away reminiscing about our past . . . encounters.”
“Encounters?”  Caleb replies, looking amused. “That’s an interest—”
“We can do Frankenstein,” I interrupt, before taking a bite of my sandwich. Caleb studies me with a strange, speculative look for a minute. “What?” I ask.
“Nothing,” Caleb gives his head a small shake. “Okay, so we’ve settled on a book.”
“Miraculous,” I mutter dryly.
“Got any favorite literary devices?” Caleb asks.
“Please tell me that’s not one of your pick-up lines,” I can’t help but quip.
Caleb gives me another one of his rare, genuine grins. “I’ve got better game than that, Matthews.”
“I don’t see why you’d need to. Perk of being the hottest guy in school, and all that.” The words slip out past the piece of banana I’ve just swallowed. Unthinkingly. And I regret them as soon as they leave my mouth.
“You think I’m the hottest guy in school?” Caleb asks, a wicked gleam appearing in his blue eyes.
Shit. “That wasn’t a personal opinion. I just meant, that’s what people say, is all.” I’m flustered, and I’m pretty sure Caleb can tell. Mostly because I do think he’s the hottest guy in school, and that’s something I never wanted him to know.
Uncharacteristically, he doesn’t press the topic. “Foreshadowing?”
I breathe a subtle sigh of relief. “I’d hope so, considering the subject.”
“Two to go, then.”
“Imagery?” I offer.
“Isn’t that a given in every book?” Caleb contends.
“Did you notice how I didn’t criticize your suggestion?” I retort.
“Fine. Personification?”
“Done,” I state, eager to be finished with this discussion. “Do you trust me to write the outline now?”
“Yes,” Caleb replies simply.
“Good.” I ball up the plastic baggie I transported my sandwich in, expecting that to be the end of our conversation. But Caleb doesn’t move, and I somehow feel obligated to remain in place as a result.
We stare at each other in silence. It’s a stark contrast to the din of voices swirling around us.
“How was your break?” Caleb finally asks, and I don’t answer at first, too taken aback by his unexpected question. We don’t exchange pleasantries. We snark and quibble.
I feel like it’s a test, and so I don’t bother with the pre-packaged version of events I offered to Cassie and the one other person who bothered to ask. Besides Caleb. “It . . . wasn’t great,” I admit. Maybe honesty will fracture this bizarre moment. “You?”
If Caleb’s surprised by my answer, he doesn’t show it. “Not great, either.”
His answer isn’t what I expect. I spent most of break arguing with Gramps, who is still insisting he could handle the farm if I went off to college in the fall, despite the fact he struggles to walk to the barn some days. I know that’s not how Caleb spent his. Maybe he feels obligated to mirror my melancholy answer, but I don’t see why he would. I’m well aware of how charmed his life is. Everyone is aware.
“Great,” I finally say, because something needs to be said.
A small smile tugs at the corners of Caleb’s mouth in response to my obvious sarcasm. “Well, I’m sure my presence is being missed at my table,” I say sardonically. “So I’m going to go. Back there,” I add unnecessarily when Caleb still doesn’t say anything.
I stand, and he finally acknowledges my imminent departure with a single nod. Unnerved by his sudden muteness, I start walking back towards my table. I should have just told him what I narrated to Cassie in homeroom earlier.
“Matthews!” I turn back around at the sound of my last name. Caleb has also risen from the table. “You’ve got some peanut butter on your nose,” he informs me.
I swipe at the center of my face repeatedly as I glare at him. “This whole time? And you’re just now telling me?”
Caleb shrugs as he gives me a lazy smirk. “You called me hot, so I decided to be nice and let you know.”
“I did NOT call you hot,” I practically snarl, before spinning back around and stalking the remaining distance to my table.
“How did it go?” Cassie asks me tentatively as I plop down beside her.
“Peachy,” I growl.
“That’s good,” she replies, her voice making it clear she doesn’t believe me.
“Do I have any food on my face?” I ask her.
She studies my face carefully. “Uh . . . yeah. There’s some peanut butter right there.” She points to my nose.
I grab a napkin out of my lunch box and scrub at my face. “Gone?” Cassie nods. “God, could this day get any worse?” I mutter, as I pull an apple out to munch on for the remaining few minutes of lunch.
At age seventeen, I really should know better than to tempt the universe by now.
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Dusty could go out with Stormy, but then I’d need to put Commie out solo. Maybe all the mares should . . .
“Lennon? Lennon!”
I jerk back to attention when I hear my name called for a second time. “What’s that?” I ask, trying to act as though my attention only just began to drift from the newsroom, when in reality I’ve tuned out most of the hour-long meeting. Our editor, Andrew, is a senior like me. Meaning he views the next five months as his final chance to leave an everlasting mark on Landry High Times. His “vision” for the next few issues took up the first forty minutes of the meeting. I zoned out after five to plan the turnout schedule for the next week.
“You’ll be covering the baseball interview, Lennon,” Andrew repeats.
I sit up straight. “Baseball interview? What baseball interview?”
“It’s Caleb Winters’ final season. He finally agreed to do an interview.” I’ve never seen Andrew look so enthused. He’s practically beaming as he delivers the news that makes every other member of the staff perk up as well. Even me, but for an entirely different reason.
“How thrilling,” I drone. “I’m not writing it, though.”
“You have to!” Andrew proclaims urgently as he pushes his tortoiseshell framed glasses back up the bridge of his nose. I recognize it as one of his nervous tells. The two of us have had a number of creative differences since both joining the paper freshman year. I tend to win.
“No, I definitely do not,” I inform Andrew. “Me writing an article about Caleb Winters is a terrible idea. You know that we don’t . . . get along. And Simon is the sports writer!” Simon startles when I say his name, looking nervous rather than eager. Despite my personal misgivings, I know Andrew is right to be excited. An interview with Landry’s most revered athlete will be huge for the paper. But Simon certainly doesn’t jump in and offer to do the interview for me, which is odd. I’ve personally been subjected to hearing him drool over Caleb several times.
“Actually, you do,” Andrew states firmly, distracting me from Simon’s reticence. “Caleb said he’d only do an article if you were the one who interviewed him.”
“He said what?” I scramble to assemble my confused thoughts and prepare a rebuttal. “I’m sure he only said that because he knows I won’t agree to it. Or he’ll never show up. Or he’ll make up all his answers. This is his way of getting out of it. Using me.”
Andrew doesn’t attempt to dispel any of the scenarios I suggested. “Not a chance we can take,” he replies matter of factly. “Winters never talks to the press. No one knows where he wants to play next year. This is our chance to get a serious scoop. There’s not a single person in this town who won’t read an interview with Caleb Winters.”
“I wouldn’t.” My voice is petulant.
“Not sure you’ll have much choice, considering you’ll be the one writing it.” Andrew’s words are firm. Unyielding.
The school paper has always been a refuge for me. None of the other members of the staff are people I’d consider to be friends exactly, but none of them have ever treated with me with any form of derision. They’re mostly people who tend to keep to themselves, like me. Not only that, but writing for the town paper,
the Landry Gazette, is my sole, and best opportunity for employment following graduation. Simply put, not only do I not want to quit the school paper, I can’t.
Despite the many hours we collectively pour into each issue, I’ve never even seen any of my classmates read the school paper. There’s no way I’ll be able to convince Andrew to do anything to endanger this story.
Which means I’ll have to take it up with the instigator of this infuriating predicament. 
“Fine,” I state passively, slumping back in my chair. Andrew eyes me suspiciously, no doubt skeptical about my sudden lack of objection. “I’ll give him one chance. But don’t say I didn’t warn you,” I add in a huff.
“I can send you some questions to ask, Lennon,” Simon finally chimes in with.
“Thanks,” I tell him irritably.
Andrew gives me another wary glance, but moves along to the end of his list of assignments. “Julie, you’ll be covering Mr. Barnett’s retirement. Steve, the plans for the new running track. Good work, everyone! Drafts for the new issue by the end of next week, please.”
Everyone disperses from our huddle in the middle of the room to head back to our assigned desks. Most of them are talking excitedly about my assignment, unsurprisingly.
“I guess the rumors are true,” Julie muses as she takes a seat at her desk, which is adjacent to mine.
“What rumors?” I ask as I shove my notebook back inside my backpack, preparing to depart the newsroom.
“That you hate Caleb Winters.”
“We hate each other,” I correct.
“Then why would he have you do his interview?” Julie questions.
“To torture me. He’s a jerk,” I say simply as I zip my bag up.
“I’ve never talked to him,” Julie states, which causes me to look at her with surprise. That’s something I haven’t managed to do in a small school while actively attempting to avoid him. “But if he is a jerk, he’s a hot one.” Her tone has turned wistful. Admiring.
“The most dangerous kind,” I warn as I grab the last of my belongings and head in the direction of the exit. “See you tomorrow, Julie.”
“Bye, Lennon,” she calls after me. “Ask if he’s single!”
I grimace as I head out the door of the newsroom. Good to know she took my warning seriously.
I told Cassie I’d stop by the boys basketball game after my paper meeting, so I head out the front doors instead of the rear exit I usually take to make my way towards the sports complex. Yes, it’s a complex. Landry takes its athletics very seriously.
The unusual route takes me directly past the baseball field. Despite the chilly temperature and the fact the baseball season doesn’t start until—actually I have no idea when the baseball season starts, but I know it hasn’t—I recognize enough of the navy-clad figures to realize the team is out on the field practicing. Which means he must be out practicing.
I alter my course slightly, veering to the left of the parking lot and alongside the stretch of metal bleachers I watched the junior prom procession from.
“Winters!” I disregard the half dozen guys gathered around Caleb and march right up to him. He’s leaning against the chain-link fence, tossing a baseball back and forth between his hands like he doesn’t have a care in the world. Must be nice. He doesn’t say anything in response when I call his name, just cocks a brow maddeningly. “I need to talk to you.”
“Feel free.”
“Somewhere else?” I ignore the mutters the words prompt among the other baseball players. Lunch earlier illuminated an alarming level of interest in my altercations with Caleb, and I’d like to avoid feeding any speculation. He either doesn’t know about the gossip, or more likely doesn’t care, because he remains in place.
“You’ve got a problem with this patch of dirt? By all means, choose a different spot.” He spreads one arm, gesturing to the broad expanse of green blades.
“Forget it.” Maybe it’s better to have witnesses to how unreasonable he’s being. “What the hell is your problem?” I hiss.
Caleb doesn’t look nearly as apprehensive as I think he ought to. “You’re mad at me? That’s a refreshing change.”
I scowl. “Well, if you stopped trying to purposefully piss me off, you wouldn’t have to deal with me being mad at you.”
Caleb merely arches an arrogant brow again.
“You told Andrew you wouldn’t do an interview with the paper unless it was with me? Why on earth would you do that? It’s not bad enough we’re partners on that English project?”
“After over three years of being begged to do so, I agreed to do an interview with the school paper that will likely increase its readership to more than four people,” Caleb drawls. “Didn’t realize that was a crime. More like it merited a thank you.”
“Four people? God, you’re such a jerk,” I spit. The fact he’s probably not wildly off on his readership count is irrelevant.
“Are you done? We’re kind of in the middle of practice here.” Caleb gestures to his baseball teammates, none of who are making any attempt to act like they’re not hanging on to every word of our spirited conversation.
“I’m not doing the interview with you.” I don’t leave any room for doubt in the words.
But Caleb manages to find some. “If you meant that then I doubt you’d be here, yelling at me about it.”
I grit my teeth, probably doing some damage to my molars. “Do the interview with someone else, Caleb.” I keep each word measured, but emphasize every syllable as I speak it.
“You’re the best writer on the paper. It’s you or no one else, Lennon.”
He emphasizes my first name slightly, and I know it’s to let me know he caught the fact I used his. But I’m more distracted by the fact he just complimented me. At least I think he did. I’m still waiting for the punchline.
When it doesn’t come, I still choose to disregard the unprecedented praise. “I have a busy schedule. You’d have to work around it.”
Caleb doesn’t bother to hide his grin, and I know it’s because he thinks I’m just being difficult. I’m far from overly involved in school activities. Honestly, I’m surprised he even knows I am on the paper. “You’ve got a busy schedule?” He scoffs. “Okay, fine. When do you want to meet?
“Tomorrow at five thirty,” I reply. Meaning I’ll have to get up at . . . yeah, not thinking about that.
“In the morning?” Caleb lets out a laugh of disbelief.
“Yes. That’s my offer. Take it or leave it.” I smirk, certain he’ll leave it.
But I underestimated Caleb’s stubbornness. Or his dedication to torturing me. Or maybe both.
“Fine.”
I study him for a moment, testing his resolve. He doesn’t waver.
“Fine,” I finally retort. “I’ll meet you here.”
“You want to meet here?” Caleb glances around our surroundings in surprise.
“Seems like the obvious choice, considering the subject matter. Don’t be late.”
And then I spin and walk away, wondering what the hell I just got myself into.
The basketball gym is only half-full when I enter it. My ears immediately begin ringing from the sound of rubber soles squeaking against the varnished floor, and the pungent scent of sweat burns my nostrils. Cassie is easy to spot among the couple dozen spectators. She’s the only person not paying any attention to the game. At least until I take a seat on the wooden bleachers beside her. Cassie finally glances up; first at the game, then over at me.
“Hey,” she greets. “What took you so long? The game’s practically over.”
“I got held up at the paper,” I explain, which is partially true. But I don’t elaborate any further than that, although I know Cassie, along with the rest of the school, will eventually hear about my latest assignment. I’m still holding out hope the interview will get derailed, though. Caleb showing up on time tomorrow morning seems wildly unlikely. “Surprised you noticed I wasn’t here,” I tease. “You looked riveted to the game.”
Cassie makes a face. “Basketball was big at my old school,” she tells me. “Not so much here, I guess?” She nods towards the small, unenthusiastic crowd.
“I don’t really follow the sports scene,” I remind her. “But if I had to guess, I'd say your best bet for a big crowd is a baseball game.”
“Yeah, I probably should have figured that out.” Cassie looks at me thoughtfully. “Because of your English partner, right?”
I grimace. There were times I would go days—weeks, even—without having to think or hear about Caleb Winters. How I’ve gone from that to almost hourly reminders he exists is irritating and infuriating. Even if I knew he’d likely come up when I mentioned baseball.
“Right,” I confirm. Baseball has always been popular in Landry, but Caleb certainly hasn’t impeded its popularity. Far from it. Despite the rock I’ve tried to shove myself under when it comes to him, I know he’s racked up an impressive number of athletic accolades.
“Hmmm,” is all Cassie says in response.
The basketball game ends ten minutes later, with Landry winning handily. Cassie and I filter out into the lobby with the rest of the limited attendees. We’re heading towards the front doors of the sports complex when Cassie pauses and nods to our right. “I’m going to run to the restroom. Do you mind waiting?”
“No problem,” I respond, leaning against the brick wall. “I’ll be here.”
Cassie flashes me a grateful glance before disappearing into the lobby’s bathroom. I’m studying some of the framed newspaper clippings that line the wall when I hear a male voice say my name. I turn to see Will Masterson, my freshman year lab partner, looking at me with surprise. He’s still wearing his basketball uniform.
“Hi, Will,” I greet. We’ve only had a handful of brief conversations since our time spent sharing a blacktop table. Not for lack of trying on Will’s part. He always makes a point to say hi to me in the halls, which is hardly surprising. I’ve never seen him be anything but nice to everyone he encounters. That’s the problem. He’s too nice. Every conversation we have, I feel like I have to watch each word I say, worried some snark or sarcasm will slip through and I’ll accidentally offend him. I’ve also gotten the sense his friendliness might not be entirely platonic. The (few) other guys who have shown any interest in me have been easy enough to dissuade with a few sharp retorts, but I feel too badly doing that to Will. So, I generally try to avoid him. No chance of doing that now, though, so I paste on a smile as he grins at me. “Nice game.”
“Thank you.” He beams at my compliment, and I bite back a groan at the blatant admiration reflected in his eyes. “It’s really nice to run into you. I feel like I barely see you around.”
“Senior year, you know,” I reply evasively, hoping he’ll fill in the blanks with what I’ve been busy with himself. I don’t want to outright lie to him, so hopefully Will’s imaging normal activities, like college visits and applications, rather than what actually takes up the bulk of my time: running a horse farm.
“I sure do,” Will lets out a low laugh. “Hard to believe it, huh? Seems like not that long ago we were lab partners.”
“No, it doesn’t,” I agree, not having to feign a smile this time. Freshman year never improved much from my disastrous first day, and the hours spent in Will’s friendly, upbeat presence were an unexpected bright spot in an otherwise dismal year. “That class was the best part of freshman year for me, you know,” I tell him impulsively.
“Really?” Will asks. He looks totally taken off guard by my comment, which is probably warranted. I’m not exactly known for being nostalgic or reminiscing.
“Really,” I confirm, smiling slightly. “You were always nice to me, and most people . . . weren’t.”
“Most people are idiots,” Will states, his tone emphatic.
I let out a wry laugh. “Won’t argue with you there.”
Will leans a little closer and opens his mouth to say something else. I’m entirely distracted by a sudden gush of cool wind and the slap of cleats hitting the lobby’s linoleum, but I fight to keep my eyes on Will and resist the urge to look over as the baseball team walks by. Unfortunately, Will doesn’t do the same, turning to face the commotion and taking my attempt to appear oblivious with him.
“Masterson! How’d it go?” Luke Evans pauses next to us.
“I’m insulted you have to ask.” Will grins. “Decimated them.”
“Nice work,” Luke congratulates, and then tucks his baseball glove under one arm so he and Will can execute one of those half-hand slap half-fist bump maneuvers guys seem to apply to every possible interaction: greeting, goodbye, or really any display of gumption.
“Thanks,” Will replies, grinning widely. “You guys are already practicing?” He gestures to Luke’s baseball attire.
“Already? We never really stop,” Luke replies. “Fall ball has started running right into the spring season.”
Will whistles. “Wow. That’s a lot of baseball.”
Luke nods. “Sorry I didn’t catch any of the game, our practice ran long. It got interrupted, so Winters had us stay later than usual.”
I wasn’t sure if Luke was among the guys huddled around Caleb earlier, but now I know for certain. I look at him for the first time since he stopped next to Will and me, and he’s sporting a cheeky grin. It dims when I glare at him.
“Really? What happened?” Will asks curiously, missing our exchange.
“Just some equipment issues,” Luke responds easily. I tense. I haven’t been keeping track of the players walking past us, in fact I’ve been doing everything I can not to look at them, but somehow I know Caleb has just entered the lobby. Most of the basketball team and other spectators have dispersed, and Luke was the only baseball player who stopped during that the team’s trek to the locker room.
Meaning I can hear every footfall as the spikes of his cleats hit the tiled floor.
“Congrats on the win, Will. I’d better get changed.” Luke is suddenly in a rush to depart, and despite the fact I still haven’t looked over, I know that means I’m right. Caleb is in the lobby, and Luke doesn’t want to be seen with me. It’s too late, though. I can feel the weight of his gaze on our trio as Luke hurries off, following a quick farewell fist bump hand slap motion.
Which is why I turn my undivided attention to Will as Luke disappears.
“Sorry about that,” Will apologizes. “Hadn’t seen Luke since winter break.”
“It’s fine,” I reply, injecting a little extra cheerfulness in my voice as I hear footsteps grow closer.
“We were talking about how much some people suck, right?”
I let out a loud laugh as the footsteps reach their crescendo and then start to fade away, ignoring the puzzled look my unexpected mirth earns me from Will. I sober once the sound disappears. “Yes, we were.”
“Hey . . . ” a hesitant voice says to my left, and I let out a sigh of relief when I see Cassie has finally reappeared. She looks quite surprised to find me standing with Will rather than standing alone the way I was when she left me.
“Hi,” I greet her enthusiastically, and get another confused look as a result. I’m really on a roll with those. “You know Will, right Cassie?”
“I think we had gym together last semester,” Will supplies helpfully.
“Yes, we did.” Cassie smiles. “It’s nice to see you, Will. Did you have a nice break?”
“Yeah, I did,” he responds easily. “You?”
“It was good,” Cassie replies simply, and then silence falls over our trio.
“Well, we’d better get going,” I say when it becomes clear neither of them are going to say anything else. “Have a good night, Will.”
“Yeah, you too,” he replies. “And thanks for coming, Lennon. It was really nice to see you.”
I smile at him before I head towards the main doors. Cassie follows me.
“He likes you,” she informs me as soon as we emerge outside. Dusk is just beginning to fall, and I watch our shadowy shapes move alongside us as we head towards the parking lot.
“Yeah, I know,” I admit.
“So? Did he ask you out?”
“Of course not!”
Cassie deflates slightly. “Bummer. He’s definitely interested, though. I bet he will next time you talk.”
I blanche. “I hope not.”
“What? Why? He’s cute!” Cassie exclaims. “And he seemed really nice.”
“He is nice,” I sigh. “Too nice.”
“You won’t go out with him because he’s too nice?” A mixture of confusion and amusement fills Cassie’s voice.
“Yes,” I reply simply, unwilling to share the other reason. None of my classmates, the few who might care or the many who wouldn’t, are aware of the fact I’ll be staying in Landry after graduation. Watching everyone else embark on their exciting futures will be difficult enough without getting romantically attached. There’s also no one I’m interested in that way.
“You guys could be perfect together. He could make you a little friendlier, and you could make him a little more . . . intimidating?” Cassie teases.
I give her a hard look, and she laughs. “I like that he’s nice, I just don’t want to date someone I feel like I can’t be myself with.”
Cassie nods. “That makes sense. But I still think you should give Will a chance. You can just go on one date with him. Maybe he’s not as nice as he seems.” She gives me a sly look.
“I’ll think about it,” I reply as we reach the end of the sidewalk. More to get Cassie off my back than actually meaning the words. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”
“I can drive you home,” Cassie offers. “It’s almost dark out.”
“I’ll be fine,” I respond. “It’s not far.”
“Okay,” Cassie agrees. I’m guessing she’s noticed I’ve never invited her over or allowed a circumstance to arise where she might have to visit Matthews Farm, but she’s never commented about it. Nor does she start now. “See you tomorrow, Lennon!”
“See you!” I call back as I start to make my trek home. The sun is continuing its rapid descent, showcasing a brilliant spray of color across the otherwise fading sky. Only a whisper of orange remains by the time I finish my trek across the east pasture.
Gramps is on the phone when I enter the house, so all I do is drop my backpack in the kitchen before heading upstairs to change into my barn clothes and boots. The ancient hinges let out a familiar groan of greeting as I push the door open, revealing the light yellow walls and white lace curtains of my childhood bedroom. The decor is better suited for a ten year old girl than a seventeen year old one, but I haven’t had the heart to change any of it. Redecorating my room so it was suited for a “big girl” was part of my mother’s final attempt to break free of her gambling addiction, along with the many negative influences perpetuated by it, before an aneurysm ensured she’d never have the chance to conquer it permanently.
It doesn’t take long to change, and Gramps is still on the phone when I emerge downstairs, so I’m out in the barn within minutes. It’s dark out now, much later than I usually start my chores. Rather than start to bring the horses in right away, I flick on all the lights, and then go about preparing the grain and hay allotments and delivering them to each horse’s stall. I mucked out this morning before school, so the stalls are all still clean.
All the horses are eager to get inside and eat. I rode Dusty this morning, but Geiger won’t be getting his scheduled exercise tonight. The practice track doesn’t have any lights, and galloping an ornery stallion in the dark is a surefire way for something to go terribly wrong.
It takes almost an hour to finish up everything in the barn. Gramps has already made dinner by the time I enter the kitchen. It’s tacos, which is a bit adventurous for him. It turns out one of his old trainer buddies was the one calling earlier from down in Florida, where he’s training two-year-olds for the upcoming season. I nod along as Gramps narrates their conversation about breaking from the gate, but I’m not really listening. I’m surprised and relieved Gramps remembers as many training techniques as he apparently does. It eases some of the worry that appears every time he can’t find his keys or leaves the oven on.
After we finish dinner, I help Gramps clean up the kitchen and then say good night. I shower and dress in my favorite pair of striped flannel pajamas, then settle in the rickety wooden chair to complete my assignments for tomorrow. The English outline only takes me ten minutes, but the study guide for my Oceanography class takes a lot longer to complete. I quit when the words start swimming across the page in a black-and-white river. I should have time to go over it again in the morning. Even if—and that’s a big if—Caleb actually shows.
I pack up my bag for tomorrow, get ready for bed, and then slide between the soft sheets, letting out a deep sigh. I love this moment. Nothing that needs my attention. No looming task or assignment. Just silence and my warm, cozy bed. I try to savor it, relish the tranquility.
But I feel myself start drifting towards unconsciousness as soon as my head hits the pillow.




SIX

__________________________________




There’s already a figure sitting on the bleachers when I hop over the gate onto the baseball field.
My stomach sinks as I walk across the grass.
“You’re early,” I state as I take a seat one row below him on the hard metal. The surface is the same temperature as the early morning air, and I’m glad I took the time to put on extra layers when I woke up. The first streaks of sunrise are only just beginning to inch across the horizon, nowhere near powerful enough to warm the bleachers.
“So are you,” Caleb observes. His words are casual, just like his stance. He’s slouched between two of the risers, and the brim of his baseball cap is pulled low, masking most of his face. “Hoping to wrap this up early so you can leave for your Arctic expedition?”
I roll my eyes, and he gives me one of his rare, genuine grins.
Maybe it’s the time. I’m not used to interacting with other people this early, and I haven’t had time to raise the protective shield that’s fully in place by the time I ordinarily arrive at school. But I’m uncharacteristically honest with him. “I was going to leave at 5:31,” I admit.
Caleb chuckles. “Why do you think I showed up early, Matthews?”
“I’m offended you think so little of me.” I’m not; I’m surprised he predicted I’d try to get out of this again, and that he made certain I wouldn’t be able to.
“You already admitted to it, Lennon. No need for the fake indignation.”
Ordinarily, it’s a comment I’d bristle in response to, but Caleb’s voice isn’t mocking. It’s matter of fact.
“Let’s get started,” I say, biting back the sarcastic comment I have ready. Despite the chilly temperature and early hour, Caleb actually seems to be in a decent mood. Pissing him off is probably not the best way to get this over with quickly and painlessly.
Caleb doesn’t say anything, which I take as an agreement. “Where do you want to play next year?”
“Pass.”
“You can’t pass on an interview question.”
“I just did,” Caleb retorts.
I grit my teeth. So much for a decent mood. “I can’t write an article about ‘pass.’”
“Then ask a different question.”
“Fine. What’s your favorite thing about playing baseball?”
Caleb’s blue eyes swim with humor. “That’s your second question?”
“I’m not the freaking sports writer, Caleb. I don’t know anything about baseball. What do you want me to ask you?”
Caleb heaves out a sigh, but the exasperated sound doesn’t reach his eyes. He’s still amused. And I belatedly realize I used his first name again. “I’m good,” he states.
“What?” I scramble to recall the question I asked him.
“You asked me what my favorite thing about playing is. I’m good.” I scoff. Loudly. Between that answer and “pass” I’ll probably win a journalism award for this article. “It’s the one thing I never have to think about,” Caleb continues. “When I’m out on the mound, everything is simple and straightforward. Throw the ball as fast as I can to the spot where it needs to go. Yeah, we practice a ton, and I’ve had great coaches, but I’ve always been good at it. It’s the one thing that clicks, you know?”
A snarky response is perched on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t voice it. I clear my throat and then move on to the next question on the list. I’ve read all of Simon’s past sports articles. Almost every one of the athlete interviews he’s done have been verbatim retellings of the conversation, printed in question and answer format. That’s not going to work for my conversation with Caleb, for obvious reasons. Not to mention I’m not even recording what he’s saying. My best bet is to keep Caleb talking and hope he gives me enough information I can cobble together a decent story. Commenting about how of course throwing a baseball seems simple and straightforward probably won’t help.
I ask Caleb about his first baseball game (he won), his pregame rituals (according to him, he has none), and his favorite game he’s played in (quarterfinal junior year.) That last answer has me shifting uncomfortably on the metal, hitting a little too close to home, no pun intended. Seeing as we’re sitting in the very same spot as we did the night following that particular game.
“Where do you see yourself in five years?” I ask quickly, eager to move on from his last response.
“I don’t know,” Caleb replies. There’s an odd note in his voice, but I don’t press him for an actual answer.
I sigh. “I’m out of questions,” I admit.
Rather than look irritated, Caleb appears entertained. “I’m flattered you over-prepared.”
My eyes narrow. “This was kind of short notice. I’ve never covered sports, and Simon and Julie didn’t exactly have helpful suggestions.”
Caleb leans back against the bleachers again, looking intrigued. “What were their suggestions?”
“Simon sent me some bullet points with a lot of abbreviations in them. Julie wants to know if you’re single.”
“Did you look up the abbreviations?” Caleb asks, disregarding my second sentence.
“Of course. His questions still didn’t make any sense,” I sniff. Although I did research them while trying to both tie my sneakers and eat breakfast.
“To you,” Caleb surmises with a smirk.
“To me,” I concede. “Plus, I figured anyone who actually cares about an RBI or a WHIP would know where to look that up.”
Caleb actually laughs, and the husky warmth of it somehow manages to infiltrate the three layers I’m wearing. “Probably true.” He stands and pulls on his backpack. “You coming?”
“What? Where?”
“To the library. I can’t sit on these bleachers anymore. It’s a miracle anyone watches our entire games.”
I stand and stretch. “Yeah, I guess,” I reply. It’s exactly where I was planning to head myself, but I’m wary of spending any more time with Caleb alone. I doubt anyone but Mr. Gibbs will be in there this early. I don’t have much of a choice, though, so I climb down after him.
We walk side by side along the deserted sidewalk, and it’s incredibly bizarre. I’m hyperaware of everything: the thump of my heavy backpack, the slap of my sneakers against the pavement, the rapid pounding of my heart.
“I am, by the way,” Caleb says casually as we near the front entrance of the school.
“What?” I look over at him, but he’s staring ahead at the brick building we’re approaching. It’s an imposing facade better suited for a university than a public high school, complete with columns and framed windows.
“Single.” He glances over at me, smirking at the confused expression I can feel wrinkling my brow. “You said someone asked.”
“Someone?” For whatever reason, that’s the word I focus on. “I just told you her name is Julie.”
Caleb looks bemused by my burst of indignation. “Fine, Julie.”
“You only bother to learn girls’ names if they’re popular?” I snap.
Caleb reaches out and pulls open one of the four front doors, gesturing for me to walk in first. I stalk through the opening, annoyed at him for being nice to me when I’m not being nice to him for essentially no reason.
A small smile tugs at the corners of his mouth. “I know your name. And popular isn’t exactly the first adjective that comes to mind.”
I should probably be affronted, but I know he’s right. I doubt a single person in Landry would consider me popular. I’m more annoyed that he’s making sense. And confused about why I care whether he knows Julie’s name. Or mine.
“Wow, I’m so honored,” I make sure the words drip with sarcasm as I march into the front office to sign the early arrival sheet.
The school secretary blinks sleepily as she looks up from her steaming mug of coffee.
“Good morning,” she greets us automatically. Then, recognition dawns on her face. “Haven’t seen either of you in a while.”
“Morning,” I respond, smiling tightly. I lean over the desk to sign my name on the early arrival sheet, and then step back so Caleb can do the same. The secretary’s wide eyes bounce back and forth between the two of us as the only sound in the small office is the pen scratching against paper as Caleb signs his name.
As soon as I hear the scratching sound stop, I head towards the door that leads into the school hallway, pushing the metal bar to fling the glass door open. Unlike the last time I left this room with Caleb Winters in tow, I don’t drop the door on him. But as soon as I feel him start to hold the weight I lower my hand.
“She’s going to think we both have anger issues,” Caleb comments.
I glance over at him, surprised to realize he’s also thinking back to our first meeting. It’s not a memory I thought would rank in his recollection. “Speak for yourself,” I retort, but I can’t help a small smile from forming.
He mirrors it as we head in the direction of the library. And he doesn’t make a crack about getting lost as we walk along, which I appreciate more than I realized I would. We’re both silent as we walk down the empty hallway, and for some reason it bothers me. I’m not used to feeling guilty for snapping at him, and it’s not a feeling I particularly enjoy. “I don’t think I’ll need to include your relationship status in the article,” I finally say.
“That’s fine,” Caleb replies.
“Seems like girls should have to find out you’re single for themselves.”
I have no idea what makes me say those words, but I’m derailed from trying to figure it out when Caleb replies. “Even what’s-her-name?”
I don’t need to look over at him to know he’s grinning. I can hear the humor in his voice. I sigh so I don’t laugh. “Even her.”
We enter the library, and Mr. Gibbs is the only person in sight. Unsurprisingly. He gives me his usual nod before turning back to whatever book he’s reading.
I head straight towards my usual table, and Caleb follows, taking a seat across from me as I pull out the study guide I made for my Oceanography test. I’m a little surprised he’s sitting with me. It’s not like there aren’t other seats available. But I don’t comment on his choice as I skim my notes. Rustling across the table draws my attention back to Caleb. I watch him pull a binder out of his backpack and begin flipping through the pages.
My gaze drops back down to my own papers, but I’m annoyed to find myself glancing up again just a few minutes later.
Caleb is attractive. I’ve always known that. But I don’t ordinarily have much time to think about the way his dark hair falls perfectly across his forehead or the strong line of his jaw when we’re arguing. Unfortunately, there’s nothing to distract me from either of those things in the silent, empty library. Except the blaze of embarrassment when he glances up and catches me staring at him. “What?” he whispers, looking at me curiously.
“Nothing,” I reply hastily. “Just trying to test my memory for this test.” I nod to the study guide in front of me.
Caleb nods, and looks back down at his own work. I drop my gaze as well, and don’t let my eyes so much as wander to the wooden table the papers are spread out on until the first bell rings, signaling the start of homeroom is in five minutes. I continue to avoid looking at Caleb as I pack up my belongings and stand.
Based on the shuffling sounds coming from the opposite side of the table, he’s doing the same.
“I’ll do the interview with Simon, if you want.”
“What?” I finally let myself look at him. It’s not what I expected to hear him say. And, I’m surprised to realize, not something I’m thrilled to hear.
“I’ll do the interview with Simon. If you want me to,” he repeats.
“Is that what you want?” I ask.
“After everything it took to get you to agree to do it in the first place?” Caleb scoffs. “You didn’t exactly agree with a grin and a can-do attitude.”
“I don’t think anyone has agreed to do anything with a ‘grin and a can-do attitude’ since the 50s,” I retort.
Caleb simply raises a brow as he looks at me expectantly. And I have a stroke. Or a brain freeze. Or some other impediment that causes me not to tell him there’s nothing else I’d love more than not having to write an article about him.
“I’ll talk to Simon . . . and get some better questions for a follow-up interview,” I tell Caleb as we walk towards the doors that lead out of the library. I’m not a quitter.
“Okay,” is all Caleb says as we emerge out into the hallway. It’s far from crowded, but other students are beginning to trickle in, and we attract more than a few double takes as people pass us by.
“I’ll, uh, I’ll see you in English,” I say as we linger just outside the library doors. Something between us suddenly feels tenuous. Off-kilter. The easy annoyance that’s always hovered between us has vanished again, leaving me to confront a myriad of other emotions. I don’t know if they’re new, or if they’ve always been there. I don’t think I want to know. I never had time to think about it when we were bickering. I don’t want to think about it now.
Caleb opens his mouth to reply.
“Lennon!” I turn to the right to see Will walking down the hallway towards us. “Morning,” he greets cheerfully, smiling broadly at me.
“Hi, Will,” I offer him a small smile in exchange, and I can feel eyes on my face. Eyes other than his.
Will seems to notice who I’m standing with for the first time. “Hey, Winters,” he greets, a hint of surprise in his voice.
“Masterson,” Caleb replies, sounding bored. “I’ll see you later, Lennon.”
I give him a quick, jerky nod. “Bye, Caleb.”
It seems like something shifts in his expression, but he turns and heads in the opposite direction before I have enough time to study it.
“I didn’t think you and Caleb got along,” Will remarks, studying Caleb’s retreating back with a look of confusion.
“We don’t,” I rush to assure him. “I have to write an article on him for the paper.”
“Oh,” Will says. After a moment he adds, “I didn’t know you covered sports.”
“I don’t,” I state, with a fair bit of irritation in my voice.
“Okay . . . “ Will replies, obviously looking for more of an explanation.
“It’s a long story,” I tell him. That I could have just ended and didn’t for a reason that still eludes me.
“Your article isn’t due tomorrow, is it?”
“No. Why?” I ask.
“Marcus is having a party tonight to celebrate our win yesterday. I was hoping you might want to go, since you were one of the few people who bothered to actually come to the game.”
“Oh.” I start to automatically form a refusal, but then stop to reconsider. Maybe Cassie’s right. What could the harm be? “Yeah, sure,” I say instead. “Just as friends though, right?”
Will’s smile dims slightly, but I can tell his enthusiasm is still genuine when he responds. “Yeah, of course.”
“Is it all right if Cassie comes too?”
“Definitely. Do you want me to pick you up or meet you there?”
I smile, grateful he’s making it so easy on me. “We’ll meet you there. I know where he lives.”
“Cool. See you then,” Will says, before continuing down the hallway.
I start in the opposite direction, quickening my pace when the warning bell echoes around me. Thankfully, my homeroom is a quick trip down the hall and to the right. I drop down into my usual seat next to Cassie just as the final bell rings. The morning announcements begin to boom overhead, but I don’t bother to listen to what is being said. I lean over as far as the small desk will allow.
“I need you to go to a party with me tonight,” I whisper to Cassie.
She turns to me, her brown eyes full of surprise. “What?”
“I saw Will on my way here. He invited me to a party tonight, and I need you to come with me. Please.”
Excitement eradicates surprise. “Of course I’ll go with you,” Cassie whispers, eagerness filling her voice. “Oh my god, this is so exciting!”
*****
The rest of the day isn’t anywhere near as surprising as my morning was. Mr. Tanner’s class is filled with a lecture on literary devices for our upcoming papers, but absent of any partner discussions that require interaction. I caught Caleb’s eye when I dropped our outline on Mr. Tanner’s desk, and he gave me a nod. That was it.
I head home straight after school ends, glad I don’t have any obligations at the paper. I shirked on chores this morning so I didn’t have to get up quite so outrageously early, and I rushed off to ensure I’d beat Caleb to the field. A wasted effort, in retrospect.
Cassie made me promise I would come over after dinner to “prepare for the party.” I have no idea what she means; the last party I attended with my peers was a birthday party in middle school that certainly didn’t require two hours of preparation. Cassie insisted a couple of hours was necessary, though, and she was so enthused I couldn’t bring myself to tell her no. I also have a feeling this will be my first and last high school party. Might as well make the most of it.
Despite the chill in the January air, Gramps is sitting out on the front porch in one of the rocking chairs when I finish my daily trek through the east pasture. He looks up from the magazine he’s reading when the creaky steps announce my arrival.
“How was school, Lennie?” he asks, taking a sip from the mug set beside him.
“It was fine,” I reply. It’s my standard answer.
“You left awfully early this morning,” Gramps remarks.
“I had to work on something for the paper,” I tell him. “I’m heading back out to the barn to finish things up now.”
“Don’t worry about the feed bags. They were already moved.”
I shoot Gramps a hard look. “You didn’t.” Disapproval is heavy in my tone.
“No,” he responds, sounding disgruntled. “Tom stopped by earlier for a visit. He moved them.”
“Good.” I let out a sigh of relief. “Did he happen to say anything about those articles I sent him?” I ask hesitantly.
Tom Stradwell owns the Landy Gazette, along with a host of other local papers, and is one of my grandfather’s oldest friends. He’s also my best chance of having anything to do besides muck out stalls and clean tack in the fall.
“He liked them,” Gramps tells me, still sounding disgruntled. And disapproving. “Said to come see him in May if you’re still interested in some work.”
“Of course I’ll still be interested,” I stress. “I hope you made that clear.”
“Some schools are still taking applications, Lennie.”
“Gramps, we’re not going through this again. You can’t take care of the farm yourself.”
“Then we need to sel—”
“We’re not selling the farm,” I state firmly. “This is your home. My home.”
“I just wish . . . ” Gramps lets his voice trail off.
“I know,” I say softly. Sometimes, I really hate my parents for the respective messes they left behind. “Look, lots of people take gap years. I’ll have more time to do things around the farm when I’m not in school. I can make some repairs, market the stallions better. We’ll have Stormy’s foal to sell. Maybe that’ll be enough for me to take some online classes, at least.”
Gramps opens his mouth with what I can already tell will be an argument, so I take immediate evasive action. “I really need to get started on the chores. I’m headed to a party after dinner,” I inform him.
Sure enough, that tidbit derails him completely. “What?” Gramps looks stunned. Saying I don’t get out much is akin to suggesting Landry’s residents have a mild interest in horse racing.
“I’m going to a party tonight,” I repeat. “I mean, as long as that’s okay?”
“I—yeah, of course,” Gramps fumbles. In addition to the surprise of a flicker of activity in my largely absent social life, I’m guessing he’s also a bit thrown by me asking permission. More often than not, our relationship is defined by me taking care of him.
“All right, then.” I take advantage of his lingering shock to slip inside the empty house. Rather than dump my backpack in the kitchen like usual, I carry it upstairs with me so I can change out of my jeans and sweatshirt into rattier jeans and a dirty sweatshirt. I typically don’t bother changing on Fridays, since Saturday is the designated laundry day, but I don’t really want to show up tonight smelling like manure and covered with horse hair.
By the time I finish all the barn chores and exercise Gallie it’s pitch black out and I’m starving. I finish brushing down the massive, black stallion and head inside, happy to see dinner is already waiting on the table. Whispers of steam rise up from the freshly cooked burgers, and I eagerly lather plenty of ketchup and mustard on the warm bun before delving into my food.
Gramps surveys me curiously. “You’re hungry tonight.”
“It was Gallie’s day,” I explain. The youngest of our remaining seven horses, Sir Galahad is feisty on a good day. Like all of them, he should really be ridden more than twice a week, but my schedule is already stretched trying to accommodate two rides a day. Every time I mount him is like trying to stay aboard a rocket ship. He was born when I was in fifth grade, and won every race he was entered in, just before everything really fell apart. Gallie’s stud fees are our main source of income these days.
Gramps shoos me away from doing the dishes after supper, so I head upstairs to change back into my original outfit. I stop to stare at my reflection in the full-length mirror attached to the back of my door, trying to see myself the way a stranger would. My hair is my best feature. It’s thick and straight, and thanks to a lack of any recent haircut, hangs almost to my mid-back. Ordinarily it’s a mundane shade of light brown, but when the sun hits it I have coppery highlights that emphasize the green in my hazel eyes.
Right now, in the artificial light cast by the lamp on my dresser, it’s difficult to find anything remotely special about my appearance. My hair color appears boring, and my eyes more brown than green. The sweatshirt I’m wearing hangs loosely around my thin frame, jumbling what few curves I have. I walk over to my closet, swinging the slightly ajar door fully open so I can peer at the contents. There are only a few hanging items to flip through. A jean jacket, which is out because I’m already wearing denim, a sweater that shrunk last winter, my rain jacket, and a navy blouse. I actually like the blouse a lot, but it’s entirely unsuitable for January. Sighing, I close the door and resign myself to my current outfit. I’ll be wearing a winter coat, anyway.
I head back downstairs. Gramps is still in the kitchen, finishing up the dinner dishes. He looks up when I enter the room.
“Okay, I’m going to head out,” I tell him. “I’ve got my cell. Call if you need anything, all right?” I hesitate. I’m gone all day at school, but hardly ever at night. What if he needs something? What if . . .
Gramps reads the uncertainty on my face. “I’ll be fine, Lennie. Won’t ride one of the stallions or move any hay bales. Just a Jays game and bed for this old man.” He grins, and it creases the skin around his hazel eyes, the exact same shade as mine. Even when his face relaxes the lines remain, the folds firmly etched in his face after decades of squinting in the sun at horses galloping by. His expression sobers, and his voice gains a bit more authority. “Go have some fun, all right?”
I nod reluctantly, and then head out into the chilly evening.




 SEVEN

__________________________________




The Belmonts live on the outer fringes of town, part of a newer subdivision on land that used to be a horse farm. I know a development like this is exactly what would happen to Matthews Farm if we ever sold it. Land in Landry is too valuable to graze horses on when the coveted zip code ensures people pay outrageous sums to live on the same patch of earth.
The truck wheezes as I reach the final hill that Cassie’s family’s house is perched on, and I exert a little more pressure on the gas pedal. Despite constantly sounding like it’s on its dying breath, I’ve never actually had the truck break down on me before. Hopefully that’s a trend that will continue.
I park behind Cassie’s silver SUV and climb out, surveying her neighborhood. I’ve visited her home before, but this is the first time I’ve come over at night. Lights blaze, not only in her house’s windows, but in the neighbors’ as well. It’s a foreign sight to me. Matthews Farm is about fifteen acres. There’s no one who lives close enough for any lights to be visible.
The winding, stone path leading up to the front door is well-lit as well. Trimmed hedges that line it have been wrapped with hundreds of small, twinkling lights. They weren’t up the last time I was here, so I assume it was part of their holiday decorations. I ring the doorbell. Only a few seconds pass before I hear the pounding of footsteps, indicating someone is on their way.
The black door swings open to reveal a guy I’ve never seen before. He’s older than me, but probably not by more than a couple of years. Cassie has mentioned two older brothers, so I surmise this must be one of them. It’s pretty evident they’re related. He has the same dirty blonde hair and brown eyes as Cassie. And the same friendly grin, although his is tinged with a bit of mischief I don’t ordinarily associate with my sweet friend.
“Hey,” I greet. “Is Cassie home?”
“Yup,” he replies, still smiling broadly. But he doesn’t move to open the door any further.
“Could I come inside to talk to her?” I ask, raising a brow expectantly.
I feel him look me up and down. A roguish smirk forms. “I’d rather you spoke to me instead.”
I roll my eyes. Where does this endless supply of cocky, overconfident guys come from? And how the hell do I end up attracting them like magnets? “I don’t thin—”
“Josh! What the hell?” Cassie suddenly appears, shoving her brother to the side and giving me a wide smile. “Ignore him. Come on.” She opens the door so I can enter the expansive front foyer of the house.
“I was just getting to know your friend,” Josh says, completely unabashed.
Cassie grimaces. “Josh, Lennon. Lennon, my annoying brother Josh with poor manners. Introductions done!” She grabs my hand and starts pulling me towards the stairs.
“Are both your brothers home?” I ask curiously as we start climbing the wooden staircase.
Cassie sighs. “No, just Josh. He’s still on break from school. He was supposed to be off skiing, but his flight got delayed or something. He’s been driving me crazy. He doesn’t know anyone here, so he’s got nothing to do. But I don’t know what he’s complaining about. He’s not the one who had to start over at a new school senior year. He just has to live here for a few weeks.” She gives me a hesitant glance. “Not that I don’t like it here, I just—”
“It’s fine.” I realize she’s worried she may have offended me, and rush to assure her she didn’t. “I get what you mean. And Landry’s not exactly an easy place to live.” An understatement.
Cassie leads me inside her bedroom, which is massive, especially in comparison to mine. It’s decorated entirely in shades of white, which sounds boring, but is actually incredibly soothing. I take a seat on the cream-colored loveseat while Cassie perches on an ivory stool located in front of a matching vanity with a vast array of make-up spread across it.
“I’m almost finished with my eyeliner, then we can do yours,” she informs me.
“Do my what?”
“Your make-up.” She gives me a “duh” look.
“You don’t need to do that,” I assure her. “I’ll just watch you get ready.”
“Why? Do you not think people will be dressed up?” Cassie asks me, suddenly looking nervous. She sees me as some sort of guide for all this, and I have no idea how to break it to her that I’m far more clueless than she is.
“No, I’m sure they will be. It’s just—well, I don’t want people to think I care,” I admit. “It will just give them more to talk about.”
Cassie’s face softens. “I’m not going to pretend like I understand the social dynamics of this town, because I don’t. At all.” I laugh. “And I know some people are shitty. But I also think some of them might surprise you if you give them more of a chance. I know Shannon really likes you. So do the rest of the girls. They all think you don’t like them.”
I open my mouth to reply, but she keeps talking, so I snap it shut again.
“Just think about it, okay? If you don’t want to wear make-up because you don’t want to, that’s fine. Just don’t decide based on what others might do or say.”
I know she’s right. “Okay,” I sigh. “Just a little, though.”
Cassie beams. “That’s all you need, anyway.”
“Why wouldn’t Shannon or any of the others say anything to me?” I ask. “I mean, no offense, but I’ve known them all a lot longer than you have.”
“Are you serious?” Cassie asks. Then she answers her own question. “I guess you are. You’re intimidating, Lennon. You’re smart and gorgeous, and you might care what other people think, but you don’t act like you do. And you always know just what to say. People are envious of you.” I scoff, and it’s thick with disbelief. “I mean it,” Cassie insists. “You should have heard the girls at lunch yesterday after you went to sit with Caleb. I mean, he’s Caleb Winters.” Her voice holds the same blatant admiration I’ve heard so many times before.
I shrug. “He’s just a guy.” My voice is indifferent, but I’m not. Not entirely. I keep picturing him sitting across the table from me in the library this morning.
Cassie shrugs, evidently not sensing my mixed emotions. Maybe she’s right; I am better at hiding my true feelings than I thought. “True. But he’s a very hot, very popular guy this entire town seems to have some sort of unhealthy obsession with.”
“Yeah, I guess so,” I acknowledge.
Cassie keeps talking as if I hadn’t spoken. “None of us could come up with anything to say to him, but you acted completely normal. Not that it mattered. He didn’t pay attention to anyone but you.” Her voice is a bit envious.
She’s right, I realize, with a jolt of surprise. Given Caleb’s reputation as a heartbreaker, I would have expected at least one or two flirty comments directed at my lunch companions in his quest to finish our outline.
Cassie doesn’t bother waiting for a response, too excited about me agreeing to her makeover. She beckons me over to the stool and sets to work. It’s a surprisingly relaxing process. A swipe of lip balm and some moisturizer is usually the extent of my morning routine. I have a new appreciation for the girls who show up at school with a full face of make-up when I realize how long it’s taking Cassie to do what she assures me is a minimal amount. Finally, she finishes, and I have to blink at my reflection a couple of times. The liquid she spread across my whole face has given me a glowing, dewy complexion. My lips look soft and shiny. And my eyes look green again, thanks to the flattering lighting that surrounds the vanity and the black Cassie has rimmed my eyes with.
“Wow, thank you,” I tell her, hesitantly raising a hand to touch underneath my left eye. The patch of skin that normally appears almost bruised has been seamlessly altered, providing me with the appearance I’m well rested rather than sorely sleep deprived.
After make-up, Cassie moves right along to clothes. I lounge on the loveseat as she tries on outfit after outfit, before finally settling on a pair of black skinny jeans and a sparkly sweater. Then, her attention shifts to me. I end up swapping my oversized sweatshirt for a dark red sweater that clings to my figure. As we head out the door to go back downstairs, Cassie hands me a gray woolen jacket to wear over it. The material and sleek design look fancy enough to be an outfit all on their own. I feel completely transformed as we head back downstairs. Only my jeans remain unchanged, but I know that’s mainly because I’m several inches taller than Cassie.
“Mr. Nice Guy is not going to know what hit him,” she remarks as we reach the entryway.
I laugh, but it morphs into a yawn.
Cassie eyes me critically. “Lennon! It’s not even ten yet!”
“I know,” I reply. “Early morning, that’s all.” Not to mention I ordinarily go to bed around ten, never mind when I’ve been up since four thirty.
The faint sound of raised voices is just audible as we prepare to depart. Cassie seems to rush to put on her shoes, but she doesn’t say anything, and I don’t either. Avoiding uncomfortable family drama is certainly something I can appreciate.
We’ve just reached Cassie’s SUV when a shadow emerges from the side of the garage. I study it curiously, but Cassie jumps a few feet in the air.
“Josh!” she exclaims when the twinkling lights reveal her brother’s features. “What are you doing out here?”
He jerks his chin in the direction of the house. “Avoiding them. Can I come with you? Just for a bit?”
“To a high school party?” Cassie scoffs. But her gaze wanders to me, and I can see the conflict reflected there.
“I’m nineteen, not thirty,” Josh retorts.
Cassie holds my gaze, and I can see the silent question hovering.
“Marcus is the youngest of five,” I inform her. “There will probably be some older kids there.”
After another moment of hesitation, Cassie nods. “Okay, you can come,” she tells Josh. He grins. “But if you embarrass me, I’ll tell Mom and Dad some things that will make their current argument look tame, got it?”
Whatever she’s threatening Josh with must be pretty unsavory, because he nods immediately. The three of us pile into Cassie’s car, and she immediately turns the stereo up, assaulting our ears with some pop ballad about a broken heart. I don’t know if she’s trying to prevent Josh from speaking or keep me awake, but she accomplishes both as we whizz along the empty roads.
More than awake, I feel . . . normal. Listening to a famous musician rage about making an ex pay while headed to a party with a friend might be commonplace for most high school girls, but for me it’s a rare event. Exceedingly rare. I savor the feeling as best I can while simultaneously feeling like I might keel over from exhaustion despite already sitting.
I give Cassie directions for a while, but stop bothering once we turn on Marcus’ street. It’s pretty obvious which house we’re headed towards. The actual home is quiet, with only a couple of lights on, but the path to the right of it is lined with cars, and the sound and sight of activity is evident through the trees as we all climb out of the car.
There are a few other groups arriving at the same time as us, and I attract a lot of stares as we walk along the mowed path. I’m not sure if it’s simply because I’m here, or if it’s because I’m here with the “new girl” and a strange guy, but it’s irksome.
Josh notices. “You a local celebrity or something, Lennon?”
“Or something,” I mutter back as we emerge in the clearing. And that’s all it is. A large patch of grass ringed with trees and filled with people. This is it? I can’t help but think. The complementary adjectives I’m accustomed to hearing on Monday mornings don’t seem to fit with the scene in front of me. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t this. I feel strangely let down, like an illusion has been shattered.
Cassie takes in my lackluster expression. “Come on.” She laughs. “Let’s get a drink and try to find Sam.”
“I’ll catch up with you guys,” Josh says, before heading towards a group of girls.
Cassie tracks his movements closely as we head in the direction of the two kegs perched on the periphery of the clearing, next to a few cars fortunate enough to avoid being parked on the sloping path.
“He better not embarrass me,” Cassie mutters as we walk along. I don’t answer, busy taking in my surroundings. I study my grouped classmates closely as we pass them by, feeling like an anthropologist sent to observe a foreign culture, rather than a high school senior in the midst of people I’ve known since kindergarten.
Although, to be fair, the peer I’m most concerned about encountering has only attended the same school as me since ninth grade.
I scuff my sneakers along the grass, interrupted with dirt patches worn by years of teenagers partying at this very spot alongside Marcus’ older siblings.
“Come on, Lennon,” Cassie urges, finally losing patience with my pace and grabbing my hand to tow me along faster. “Try not to look like you’re being tortured just by being here, please.”
I paste the widest, fakest smile I can muster on my face as she drags me past a couple making out against the truck parked closest to the keg.
Cassie laughs at my expression as she fills two plastic cups with beer. “Much better.” I drop the fake smile and try to muster a real one.
I take a long sip of the cold, frothy liquid filling the cup she hands me. The malty smell is strangely comforting, reminiscent of lazy Sunday evenings spent sprawled out on the living room rug studying while my grandfather nursed a bottle of beer until it was lukewarm at best.
“Let’s go over to the bonfire to wait for Will,” Cassie suggests.
“Okay,” I agree, feeling a little less like an outsider with a red cup in hand and hops coating my tongue. The power of peer pressure.
I spin around to follow Cassie towards the roaring flames, and then the next few seconds seem to happen in slow motion. My left foot catches on something—an errant stick, or maybe an empty beer can—and I’m suddenly off-balance, falling forward when I want to be upright. I take a quick half-step to right myself, and watch in horror as beer sloshes out of my full cup and drenches one half of the couple kissing against the truck. The person I soak turns out to be Madison Herbert. The girl who, as she’d be the first to tell you, is considered to be Landry High’s most popular is now dripping with beer, courtesy of my clumsiness.
Despite the fact she ranks quite high on the long list of people I don’t like very much, horror hastens my apology. “I’m so sor—” The last word dies on my tongue when I realize who she was kissing.
Blue eyes burn mine.
I tear my gaze away from Caleb. “It was an accident,” I inform Madison. She glances up from her dripping clothes with venom spewing from her eyes.
“Like your birth? You bitc—”
I don’t think; I react. And it’s immensely satisfying to grab Cassie’s full cup from her hand and douse a second coat of beer over Madison’s once-pristine appearance.
She gapes at me, completely stunned. It’s the only time I’ve ever seen her speechless.
“That one was on purpose.” I brush past Madison without another word, but I take the time to knock my shoulder against Caleb’s arm. Not as hard as I’d like to, but hard enough he feels it.
“Whoa,” Cassie breathes once we’re far enough away they can’t hear us. “I, uh, I can’t believe you did that.”
“I know,” I sigh. “I probably shouldn’t have.”
“Are you kidding?” Cassie replies. “It was amazing.”
“Really?” I respond. “She’s probably going to come after me now. And you,” I add, with a touch of anxiety. I can handle whatever Madison comes up with. I’ve become impervious to it by now. But Cassie? She’s too nice for petty drama.
“It was worth it,” Cassie assures me. And it sounds like she means it. “Did you see her face after you threw that second cup? I thought—”
“Lennon!” I turn, and Will has appeared. “Hi, Cassie,” he adds.
“Hey, Will,” she responds, and I smile.
“Can I get you ladies anything to drink?” he offers.
I bite my bottom lip to contain my smile, but Cassie doesn’t have the same wherewithal to block her amusement. A bubble of hilarity escapes between her lips.
“Yeah, drinks would be great,” I tell Will.
He returns with cans of beer, and one glance at Cassie reveals she’s also imagining what the slow glug of beer would have looked like trickling over Madison. 
Cassie excuses herself a couple minutes after Will returns with our drinks, in an obvious attempt to leave the two of us alone. We chat easily, although Will does most of the talking. He’s in the midst of explaining the joke gift holiday tradition in his family when one of his basketball teammates ambles over to us, clearly already having had a lot to drink.
I tell Will I’m going to grab another drink, and he nods, preoccupied with keeping his teammate upright. Rather than head for the beverages, I hike up the edge of the small hill that slopes into the clearing and sit on a random truck’s tailgate. I find Cassie next to the bonfire, and watch her chatting with a few other girls before turning my gaze upward at the stars. I’ve just started tracing the shape of the Little Dipper when I feel the tailgate dip from the weight of another body.
“Heard you dumped beer on Madison,” Colt Adams states in greeting.
“Your sources are correct,” I reply, keeping my gaze overhead so as not to reveal how shocked I am Caleb’s best friend is voluntarily speaking to me. That’s happened . . . never.
Colt chuckles. “He did it because Masterson invited you, you know.”
My mind races at the implication, but I keep my voice emotionless when I respond. “No idea what you’re talking about, Colt.”
“How much do you want to bet he’s going to come over here? Twenty bucks?”
“I don’t have twenty bucks.”
My honest admission doesn’t have the effect I hoped it would. “Fine. If he doesn’t come over here, I’ll give you twenty bucks. If he does, I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing I was right.”
“Whatever.” I resume staring at the star-strewn sky.
“So, how come you’re finally gracing us with your presence?”
“Gracing you with my presence? Laying it on a little thick, don’t you think?” I don’t think Colt is drunk, but I’m hardly the best judge. And it would explain why he’s talking to me, never mind what he’s said.
“I’ve found charm to be more effective than giving a girl a bloody nose.” I give him a sharp look for that comment, but all Colt does is smile serenely. Maybe he is sober.
“Once again, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Yes, you do.” Colt smirks. “You may be a lot of things, Lennon, but you’re not clueless.” He hops off the tailgate in one smooth motion. “I really hope you start coming out. Things are much more entertaining with you around.”
“You’re leaving before our bet is resolved?”
He nods to our right. “Better luck next time.” I look over to see Caleb approaching me. Colt suddenly disappears.
“You just lost me twenty bucks,” I inform Caleb as he takes the spot beside me Colt just vacated.
“Well, I caught quite a bit of beer spray and a bruised shoulder earlier, so I’d say we’re even, no?” His tone is a bit wry, but there’s no anger in the words.
“Hazard of being around Madison,” I reply. “Surprised that hasn’t happened to you before.”
“Probably because the only person who would dare toss beer on her is you.” His voice is almost amused. “And you’re not exactly a frequent attendee at these things.”
I shrug, not denying it. “I doubt she’ll manage to come up with any insults I haven’t heard before. It was worth it.”
Caleb doesn’t say anything, and I make the mistake of looking over at him. Those piercing blue eyes aren’t looking at the party, or the sky. They’re looking at me. My clothes. My face. I don’t know how much he can see in the dim light, but something tells me Caleb has noticed the changes in my usual appearance. A warmth that has nothing to do with the borrowed wool I’m wearing works its way through my body. I lift my gaze back up to the stars, thoroughly unsettled.
“Could you leave?” I finally ask irritably. “Or do you just love annoying me too much?”
The questions come out harshly, but Caleb appears unbothered by my tone. “It’s not my least favorite pastime,” he comments, followed by an infuriating smirk.
“So I rank above playing baseball or hooking up with snotty wannabe debutantes?” Caleb raises a brow. I smirk. “Your two other pastimes.”
Caleb lets out an exaggerated scoff. “‘Snotty wannabe debutantes’? Is that what you call girls who don’t toss beer on other people?” His voice has a bit of an edge now, too.
I bristle. “It was an accident.”
“Twice?”
“The first time. I tripped. I didn’t have any control over who got soaked.”
“Awfully convenient where it landed, then.” There’s no teasing now. He’s mad.
“Trust me, if I had any sort of cosmic power I would not be wasting it on drenching Madison in beer. No matter how much I can’t stand her. There are a lot of other things I’d do, or change instead.”
“Like what?” Caleb asks.
I fumble. I expected him to keep goading me instead. “What?”
“What would you change?”
“Everything,” I blurt, then reconsider my words. Not Gramps. Not the horses, no matter how much work they are. “Some things.”
“Your parents?” Caleb asks quietly.
My gaze flies from the sky to him. People don’t bring up my parents. Thanks to Ryan James’ big mouth, I know Caleb heard about my dad’s death, but he’s never acknowledged I’m an orphan. “Maybe.” My voice sounds small. Young. Vulnerable.
And suddenly, I’m panicked. This is too far away from our ordinary insults. Miles away. States. Oceans. Much rawer than this morning. It feels intimate. I feel exposed. I want to flee, but I won’t give Caleb the satisfaction of knowing he’s gotten to me again. In an entirely different way.
“You said you were single this morning.” I say the words in an attempt to navigate our conversation back to less personal waters. To paint him like the carefree heartbreaker I know he is. Maybe it would have worked. But my voice is all wrong, unrecovered from my last statement. My tone is too accusing, too emotional, with a hint of hurt.
I sound like I care.
Which I don’t.
I wait for Caleb to accuse me of being jealous, so that I can emphatically deny it. But Will decides to reappear before Caleb can say a word.
“Lennon!” Will lopes over to the side of the truck, glancing at Caleb curiously. Probably wondering why he keeps finding him next to me. I’m pondering the same thing.
“Hey!” I greet Will more enthusiastically than I ordinarily would, for two reasons. One, I’m incredibly grateful he interrupted our conversation when he did. And two, I want Caleb to notice the discrepancy between their welcomes.
“We’re playing Horseshoes,” Will informs me. “You in?”
“Definitely.” I slide off the tailgate without a backwards glance, leaving Caleb sitting there.
“Were you discussing the article again?” Will asks me as we head towards the dirt patch where I can see the game being assembled. His voice is casual, but there’s an undercurrent of curiosity.
“No. My parents,” I state bluntly. Since Will is one of the few people in Landry who has a favorable view of me, I’m not eager to blemish it by disclosing we were mostly discussing how I tossed beer on someone earlier. I’m also curious if Caleb’s willingness to discuss my parents is a product of the time that’s passed since my father’s death, or if it’s unique to him.
Will stumbles on nothing. “Oh. That’s . . . ”
That answers that. “Morbid, I know.” I finish his sentence for him.
And also kind of cathartic.
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I enter school on Monday expecting it to be a day like any other. I’m wide awake, which is a rarity at this hour. I spent the weekend sleeping, riding, and trying to write my article about Caleb.
At first, I think I must be overtired after all. But after the third person says hello to me, I decide I’ve stepped into some sort of alternate reality instead. I turn down the hallway towards my locker, smiling hesitantly back at a girl in my History class who’s never spoke to me before.
“Lennon!” I turn to see Cassie bouncing down the hallway. Her eager expression falls slightly when she takes in my appearance. “You were supposed to wear the red sweater,” she chastises. “It looked so good on you.”
“I forgot,” I reply, which is true. I’m so accustomed to grabbing whatever sweatshirt is draped over the back of my desk chair that by the time I remembered Cassie’s instructions I was already halfway to school. “I’ll wear it tomorrow.”
Her face brightens again. “Have you noticed anything weird this morning?” She whispers as we continue down the hall.
“Yeah, I have,” I reply, glancing away from her to hallway again. “Do you know what’s going on?”
“I think it’s because of Friday night,” she replies.
It takes me a minute to grasp her meaning. “You mean, what happened with Madison?”
Cassie nods. “I heard—” Whatever she was planning to say is interrupted by the sound of the first bell. “I’ve got to run,” she tells me. “I’ll see you in homeroom.”
I keep walking down the hallway solo, and finally reach my locker. It’s growing increasingly crowded in the halls, but people still manage to send me side looks as they pass by. There’s no derision in the glances, just curiosity. Maybe a hint of awe. I was in no way expecting the few hours I spent in the clearing to have any bearing on my social status at school, and I’m surprised to realize it apparently has, to a certain, likely temporary extent.
For once, people appear to be associating me with something other than my notorious parents and my dislike for the guy everyone else loves. I’m now infamous for having the gall to drench Madison Herbert in beer. It’s an upgrade. I think.
I’m less certain when Ryan James suddenly appears next to my locker and leans against Ellie Nash’s.
“Want to hang out tonight?” He shoots me a cocky grin.
“You’re asking me out?” My tone is dry, not betraying the shock coursing through me that’s a product of the surprise I manage to keep out of my voice. I see Ryan more than I’d like to, thanks to the fact his locker is only a few doors down from mine. Occasionally, he’ll toss a suggestive comment or innuendo my way. But he hasn’t asked me to hang out since his brief flash of attention the summer before high school. Following my father’s death, he’s never shown any interest beyond exploiting the shock value speaking to me tends to incur, which is why I usually just choose to ignore him.
“Seems that way,” he answers. He smirks, seemingly confident in what my response will be. Maybe ignoring him for the past few years was a mistake.
“Hmmmm . . . give me a minute,” I respond, turning back to my locker.
“A minute?” Ryan’s voice is thick with disbelief. If I had to place a bet, I’d say the odds are pretty high he’s never been turned down before. Landry High may offer a small pool of dating prospects, but the number of girls who have yet to fall for Ryan’s self-assured lines probably looks more like a puddle at this point. It’s not that I don’t see the appeal. He’s attractive, with wavy blonde hair, light brown eyes, and a boyish grin I’ve seen render many a girl speechless. But there’s something about his slick charm I’ve always found repellant.
“To think of all the things I’d rather do instead,” I give him a sweet smile. “On second thought, that’s going to take longer than a minute. Like a few days, maybe?”
“Good to know the rumors don’t disappoint,” Ryan responds, giving me a look I’m concerned to see is almost admiring. I thought that barb would send him packing. I’m about to ask him what he means when he adds an unexpected question. “Is it because of Winters?”
“What?” Surprise forces my voice to come out higher than usual, and I hope he doesn’t read it as some admission of guilt. “Why would this have anything to do with Caleb?”
Ryan gives me a scrutinizing glance. “I saw you two talking Friday night.”
“He has nothing to do with why I don’t want to ‘hang out’ with you tonight,” I state firmly.
“You think you’re too good for him, or something?” Ryan laughs at the absurd notion, but it also seems as though he’s being . . . protective towards Caleb? I’ll never understand boys. Ryan was the golden boy of Landry before Caleb took that crown from him freshman year. I’ve wondered if the involuntary relinquishment bothered him before, but I’ve never seen any evidence of it. Whenever I’ve seen the two of them together they appear friendly, but it’s hard to believe there’s no tension between the two. At least on Ryan’s side. No one likes being upstaged.
“Yes, that’s exactly it.” My voice is dripping with sarcasm.
“He was kissing Madison when you drenched her. You seem like the type to have a jealous streak.” I’m caught off guard by that comment, but I try not to let it show. I didn’t even see Ryan at Marcus’ on Friday night. Is that what people are telling him? Or did he come up with this absurd theory himself?
“I can see how you were probably too busy hooking up with every girl who gave you the time of day to notice, but Caleb and I do not get along. He’s the last person I would get jealous over, believe me.”
Ryan seems to, because the expression he gives me is almost . . . disappointed? And suddenly, his line of questioning starts to make sense. He wants me to like Caleb. I suspect some of Ryan’s confidence is feigned. Caleb’s is not. It’s just part of who he is. He’s a Winters. Grandson of a senator. He’s the most decorated athlete Landry High has ever produced. He’s smart. Good-looking. It’s just who he is, and no one can diminish any of it. I’m sure there have been plenty of girls who have chosen Caleb over Ryan. But that’s better than me turning him down for no obvious reason at all.
“Think it over,” Ryan tells me, recovering his lazy grin. “See if you reconsider what I said about jealous streaks.”
“I was not jealous!” I tell him emphatically.
“Who said I was talking about you?” he asks cryptically before straightening and continuing down the hall. “See you, Lennon.”
My day doesn’t improve much from there. I have a pop quiz in History, followed by an announcement in Oceanography we’ll be spending the class period performing an octopus dissection. Our Oceanography teacher, Ms. Lyons, tries to assuage the protests by announcing we can choose our lab partners. Everyone but me seems cheered by the prospect.
Shannon is in my class, though, so I seize the opportunity to test out Cassie’s comments on Friday night. I don’t fully believe her. I’m guessing it’s her way of “helping”—and by helping I mean forcing—me into better integrating with our lunch cohort.
“Do you want to work together?” I ask Shannon, plopping down on the empty stool next to her.
“Sure,” she replies, appearing genuinely enthusiastic about the prospect, which I take as a promising sign. “I’m not sure I would have taken this class if I’d known it would involve dissecting sea creatures.”
“Hopefully it won’t be too—” I stop talking when Ms. Lyons sets a metal tray in front of us that’s mostly covered by a slimy, gray lump. It jiggles when the tray makes contact with the table. “Gross,” I finish.
Although it appears gelatinous, the mucilaginous surface of the mollusk proves challenging to pierce. After we’ve donned surgical gloves, Shannon holds the sides of the dead octopus while I attempt to pierce the skin with the scalpel. It’s a difficult, disgusting process.
“Well, it’s a good thing we stopped getting invites to all the track events, because I don’t think I’ll ever be able to eat calamari again, or any of the other fancy seafood they serve,” I comment.
“I’m sorry,” Shannon replies.
“It’s all right, I never really liked it all that much anyway.”
She lets out a little laugh. “No. I’m sorry about the way I—the way so many people—treated you freshman year. That some people still act that way. I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”
“It sucked,” I summarize succinctly.
Shannon nods. “If it makes any difference, I’ve always been impressed by how you handled it. I know I never would have been able to keep my cool the way you did. I don’t think many people could.”
“Yeah, well, they probably wouldn’t have to,” I state. Shannon doesn’t deny it. My father’s fatal overdose was far from the first scandal to rock Landry. The only difference is Gramps and I chose to stay in town rather than relocate. Gramps’ roots are too deep to ever leave Landry voluntarily. It’s why I won’t allow him to consider selling the farm. It’s part of who he is. “But thank you,” I add, acknowledging her words. And the courage it took to say them.
Shannon smiles at me, and I feel like my social “line” might have just become a triangle.
I encounter Andrew on my way to my locker after Oceanography. He’s hurrying down the hallway, but stops when he spots me.
“Lennon! Just the person I wanted to see,” he tells me.
That worries me slightly, but I smile anyway. “About what?”
“The article, of course! How is it going?” He doesn’t give me an opportunity to answer. “I heard about Friday night, by the way. Brilliant!”
I don’t think he’s talking about tossing beer on Madison Herbert, so I ask, “Why?”
“Going to a party to see how Caleb acts off the field? Great way to get a different perspective for your article. Why do you think journalists follow around their subjects for days?”
“Uh-huh, sure,” I reply. Far be it for me to correct Andrew’s assumption. If he wants to think I went to a party on a Friday night for my assignment for the paper, maybe that will soften the blow when he sees how atrocious my article draft is. Inspiration strikes. “You know, Andrew, I actually did think of some good stuff, but I haven’t had a chance to add it to the article. Can I get you the draft later this week instead of tomorrow?”
Andrew nods. “Just this once, all right? And don’t tell the others. We have deadline for a reason, but I know you’ll get it done. I’ll need it by Thursday, though.”
“Sure, not a problem,” I reply. Simon sent me some more questions this weekend, so all I need is an opportunity to ask Caleb them before I have to turn in a draft to Andrew. Which will require . . . talking to Caleb.
The warning bell rings, indicating there are only two minutes left until the start of third period. Andrew startles. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he tells me, and then sets off at a brisk walk. I’m not surprised. He’s absolutely the type who arrives early to class to get a front-row seat. So am I, which is why I set a fast pace, since I have to get to my locker and then all the way to the south wing for English.
The hallways are rapidly emptying, which saves me some time. I reach my locker, hurriedly emptying my History and Oceanography textbooks, and replacing them with English, Calculus, and my lunch. The final bell hasn’t rung yet, but I know it’s imminent. I only pass a couple other students as I turn into the long hallway that comprises the south wing. There’s another figure just rounding the corner ahead of me. I recognize the dark hair and broad shoulders immediately.
Might as well get this over with. If I time it right, maybe he won’t have a chance to bring up Friday night before we reach the classroom.
“Caleb!” He doesn’t react. “Caleb!” I say again, a bit louder. Does he have headphones in?
“Caleb!” Finally, he turns.
“What?” His voice echoes in the empty hallway, sharp and annoyed.
I falter, and then recover. “Are you deaf? I called your name three times!”
“Yes, Lennon,” he replies in a droll tone. “I’m deaf.”
“Better than being an asshole,” I retort.
His expression hardens. “Ever think I just didn’t want to talk to you?”
“Then maybe you shouldn’t have made certain I have to!” I snipe. “Andrew thinks I went to Marcus’ party to observe you or something, and now he’s expecting some in-depth expose. I could barely write more than a page based on last week’s conversation. I need to—”
The final bell rings, signaling the start of third period.
“Fine. Whatever,” Caleb replies, his tone still short, but not quite as cold as before.
“Are you okay?” I ask, without really meaning to.
“I’m fine. Just tired,” Caleb responds. He looks more than tired, I suddenly realize. There are dark circles under his blue eyes that remind me of my own. And his ordinarily bright eyes look duller than usual, more gray than vibrant. “When do—”
“Ah, Ms. Matthews. Mr. Winters. I thought I recognized the dulcet tones I heard out here. Class isn’t being held in the hallway today, I’m afraid.” Mr. Tanner appears in the doorway of our English classroom.
“Sorry, Mr. Tanner,” Caleb says, his tone vastly different than the one he just used with me.
“It won’t happen again,” I add meekly.
Mr. Tanner nods, and ducks back inside the classroom, clearly expecting Caleb and me to follow. We do.
“I can meet on Wednesday at the same time as before,” Caleb mutters as we finish our trek to the classroom door.
“Fine.”
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It’s not until the numbers on my phone display a four and a five that I realize Caleb isn’t coming. I arrived at the field just before 5:30, again. The smug satisfaction over having beaten him here this time has long since faded; first I was annoyed, and now I’m smack dab in the midst of anger. Is this some sort of game to him?
I remain on the bleachers for a couple more minutes to let the aggravation churn for a bit longer. The school won’t even be unlocked for another fifteen minutes. The parking lot fills slowly as the seconds tick past. I should be taking advantage of the extra time to accomplish something, but I’m too incensed to focus right now. I stare out at the field, not really seeing anything in front of me.
Eventually, I leave the baseball field and head towards one of the benches just outside the entrance to the school. I’ve just sat down when I see Andrew walking along the sidewalk. I stand and march right up to him. “I can’t do the article on Caleb. I tried. I really did. But I can’t do it. Not anymore—”
“I get it, Lennon. I understand where you’re coming from, but unless he tells you he can—”
His voice is gentle, rather than annoyed, but I cut him off anyway. “Are you kidding me? I literally told you this would happen! The whole news staff heard me say it was a bad idea, but you insisted I do it.”
“What are you talking about?” Andrew asks.
I throw my hands up in the air. “I just told you! The interview with Caleb! I gave it a chance, and fine, he showed up the first time and it was okay, but this time—”
“Wait. You haven’t heard?”
“Heard what?” I reply. A trickle of unease interrupts the indignation when I see his somber expression.
“Senator Winters was rushed to the hospital last night. He died a couple of hours ago.”
“Oh.” That one syllable is all I can manage for a minute. “I hadn’t heard,” I add unnecessarily. I’m pretty sure my shocked expression already conveyed that to Andrew.
He nods grimly. “Needless to say, we’ll forget about the article for now. We’ll revisit it . . . later.” He doesn’t expound on when exactly that will be before continuing along the sidewalk, leaving me standing there.
News of Senator Winters’ death spreads like wildfire through the halls of Landry High. Everyone speaks in somber tones. Teachers offer amateur counseling services. A giant scroll of white paper is spread across three folding tables in the front lobby, although it doesn’t remain pristine for long. A rainbow-colored array of scrawled condolences soon cover every inch.
I spend most of the day comparing the reaction to Senator Winters passing to my parents’ deaths. It’s silly. Death isn’t any sort of competition. But I can’t help but feel a bit miffed by the outpouring of support after the obligatory sympathy and shunning Gramps and I were subjected to.
Caleb isn’t back in school on Thursday. Or Friday. According to the rumor mill, he’s with his parents in the nation’s capital, attending some sort of memorial service being held there in honor of the late senator. A funeral has been planned for Sunday, so I know he’ll be back in Landry by then. It’s strange. I don’t miss his presence, per se, but I definitely notice his absence. The neutral walls and off-white floors seem blander.
*****
Sunday morning dawns dreary and overcast, perfect for a memorial service. Wet weather always makes Gramps’ bad hip act up, and after twenty minutes of hobbling around the farmhouse he admits he won’t be able to attend the funeral alongside what I’m sure will be most of Landry.
I deliberate for the entirety of the morning chores and my usual ride on whether I should go without him. A gathering of all of Landry’s snobs is ordinarily the last place I would choose to be, but I feel some strange compulsion to attend.
Cassie replies to my text requesting a ride immediately, saying her family will pick me up on their way. Gramps appears a little surprised when I tell him I’m going to attend the funeral anyway, but doesn’t comment.
I own one black dress: a long-sleeved, sheath style made of crisp cotton. Paired with pantyhose, black flats, and a black cardigan, I look appropriately mournful. I hope. My bulky winter coat ruins some of the effect, but the moist air has a chilly undertone that makes it a necessity.
After making certain Gramps is comfortable on the couch, I start down the driveway to wait for Cassie. Matthews Farm is a bit out of their way, so it will save some time, but mostly I don’t want them to see the rundown property.
A shiny car I recognize from the Belmonts’ driveway pulls up only a few minutes after I reach the end of the long driveway. Josh gives me a wide grin when I climb in beside him, and Cassie’s parents greet me warmly. Every time I’ve interacted with them, they’ve both been perfectly polite, but I can’t help but hear the echo of their angry voices when we left for Marcus’ party as they say hello. Cassie smiles over at me, but it’s wanner than usual.
It doesn’t take long to reach the massive wrought iron gates that mark the entrance to the Winters’ estate. I’ve driven directly past the imposing ingress countless times on trips into downtown Landry. Like everything else in this town, location is a status symbol. The properties closest to town are some of the largest; claimed by those who settled here first and needed to keep their horses close to the racetrack. All of the properties surrounding the immediate downtown area, including the high school and racetrack, are owned by those who really can track their family lineage through our tiny town’s history. It’s the only way Caleb Winters and I are on equal footing when it comes to our families.
I thought the front gate was ostentatious, but all it does is mask the majesty of the rest of the property. The tree-lined driveway winds and weaves for at least a mile before depositing us in a cobblestone circle comprised of light gray stones. Some of the rocks look darker in the shadow cast by the main house. Meaning there’s more than one residence.
It’s obvious which one the Winters family lives in. Columns soar upwards, framing the white front porch, the white front door, and the white shutters that frame every front-facing window. Everything is white. The house stands out like a drop of snow amongst the greenery that rolls out like an emerald carpet in every direction.
The second house is smaller, but not by much, and no less grand. The basic architecture is identical to that of the main house, only without some of the additional, more ornate details, like the front porch and scrolling columns. It looks like it could comfortably house at least a dozen people, and I’d be surprised if it doesn’t. I can only imagine the number of people it must take to not only run a farm of this size, but to maintain the impeccable condition it so clearly is in. I barely have time to care for seven horses while neglecting every square inch of our property. Last I heard the Winters housed close to a hundred horses, and I know from personal experience the grass doesn’t naturally look so green and plush. Especially in winter.
Mr. Belmont parks behind the long row of cars already here, and we all disembark. There are a few groups milling around on the cobblestones, but everyone else seems to be heading behind the main house. Cassie’s parents and brother follow them, and she and I trail behind.
“This place is insane,” she whispers to me. “Can you imagine living here?”
“No, I can’t,” I reply honestly.
We round the side of the house, and what looks to be the entirety of Landry suddenly appears. The backyard is expansive, but it’s not nearly large enough to accommodate everyone. Two sides of the yard are buttressed by split-rail fencing, and those who weren’t able to claim one of the hundreds of folding chairs that have been set up have already begun to claim spots along the wood to lean against.
Uniformed attendants have begun to set up more chairs on the paved patio directly behind the house, and Cassie and I follow her family over there. Her parents grab two seats, and Cassie, Josh, and I all sit down on the stone wall that wraps around the periphery of the patio.
Josh lets out a low whistle from the other side of Cassie. “This is crazy,” he remarks, surveying the crowds.
Silence suddenly falls, and everyone who was fortunate enough to get a seat takes it. A minister clad in black robes appears around the corner of the house, closely followed by Caleb’s parents. Then a woman who looks to be in her fifties, who I’ve never seen before. Then Caleb. He’s wearing a black suit that’s almost the exact shade as his dark hair. It exacerbates just how perfect his features are. I’ve never thought Caleb was unattractive, but it’s a bit concerning just how aware of his looks I’ve suddenly become. Especially at a funeral.
I’m so busy chiding myself I miss the end of the procession. The minister heads up to the lectern that’s been set up, thanks everyone for attending, and then sets off on a long sermon filled with metaphors and psalms. I tune in and out, more interested in people-watching.
Until the gravelly, deep voice is replaced by one I’m keenly familiar with.
“My grandfather was an important man. A proud man. He cared about this community. Where he came from. What legacy he wanted to leave behind here. He would always tell me he decided to first run for office to contribute to a place that had given him so much. That he had to leave Landry to truly understand and share all that it had to offer. Until we moved here, I didn’t get what he meant. I thought it was just a compelling political soundbite one of his aides came up with.” Polite laughter ripples through the crowd. “My grandfather did a lot of incredible things. For this country. For this state. For this town. But he was always most proud of what he called his tangibles. His horses. His family. The land we’re standing on now. One summer when I was visiting the farm, his favorite mare was expecting her first foal. My grandfather had a taste for the finer things in life, as you can tell by looking at his car collection—” more laugher, “—but he slept on a cot in the barn for half the time I was here, until that foal was born. I would sneak out into the barn at night, and I saw that foal take its first wobbly steps. Two years later, we watched him win the Landry Cup, and I’ve never seen my grandfather happier. All his tangibles in one place. And that moment is how I’ll choose to remember him. How he would have wanted to be remembered. Thank you all for coming. I know it would have meant a lot to him.”
Caleb steps away from the lectern, and the minister takes his place again.
“That concludes the service. The Winters family would like to invite you all to remain for some light refreshments. There will also be some guest books circulated around in case there are any messages you’d like to convey or memories you’d like to share.” The minister steps back to speak to the Winters family, and then my view of the lectern is obscured as attendees start to rise from their seats to mill about.
“That was intense,” Cassie whispers to me. “Caleb’s speech? Did you know he could write like that?”
“Yeah, I had some idea.”
Cassie’s no longer listening, scanning the crowd. “Oh, look! There’s Shannon and Eliza.” She stands.
“You go ahead, I’m just going to grab a drink,” I tell her.
I weave through the crowd over to where the refreshments have been spread out. I fill a glass with lemonade, and then head over towards the periphery of the nearest field. There’s a gray filly grazing only a few feet away. I lean against the nearest post to study her. Then, I hold my hand out, but the filly doesn’t venture over. She trots over to a new patch of grass, tossing her mane haughtily. Ignoring me completely. Or making a good show of doing so. Uneasily, I realize she reminds me of myself. Proud. Stubborn. Alone.
“Is the whole town obsessed with horses?” I turn to see Josh walking over towards me. He disappeared as soon as the service ended.
“Pretty much.”
“They are nice to look at,” Josh states. “Is this one old? He’s all gray.”
I laugh. “You don’t know much about horses, huh?”
“Nothing.” He grins.
“I’d guess she’s about two,” I inform him. “Wrong on both accounts.”
“Hey, no one’s perfect,” Josh replies. “Show off some more.”
“What do you want to know?” I ask.
“You came.” A voice that doesn’t belong to Josh joins our conversation.
I look to the right, and Caleb is standing there.
“Yeah.” My voice comes out quiet, so I clear my throat. “I’m sorry, Caleb. About your grandfather.”
“Thanks.” Caleb doesn’t say anything else, and there’s a pregnant pause that exacerbates the sound of the dozens of conversations happening around us. Moist mist swirls, infusing some texture into my ordinarily straight hair in what I hope is a flattering way but most likely is not.
Josh seems to sense the same awkward tension that’s choking me. Or maybe he’s just thirsty. “I’m going to grab a drink,” he shares, before disappearing into the crowd.
Caleb comes and stands next to me once he leaves, and I fumble to come up with something to say besides bringing up how our last conversation was not exactly a cordial one.
“I’m sorry—”
“It’s fine,” I interject, cutting off his apology.
Silence falls between us again.
“Your speech was nice,” I offer. Caleb scoffs, and I think it’s in response to my words, so I feel obligated to explain them. “I judged what people said to me after my parents died. But it wasn’t because I knew what they should stay instead. I still don’t, obviously.”
“It was a lie.” The words are so quiet, I barely hear them.
“What?”
“My speech. I made most of it up.”
“Oh.” I look away, back at the gray horse. I know I should follow that solitary syllable with more, but I’m too busy processing the curveball Caleb just threw at me. Why didn’t he just say thanks?
His vulnerability draws a little of my own out. “At least you tried,” I offer. “I didn’t—couldn’t—say anything about my dad. I just tossed some dirt. And that was that. I didn’t say anything. True or made up.”
I feel his eyes on my face, so I keep mine fixed on the gray horse moving steadily away from us. “What about your mom?”
A long exhale of air rushes out of my mouth. “I read a poem. I was too young to come up with anything else, and it—losing her was different. She didn’t choose to go, you know?”
“Yeah,” Caleb says softly. “I know.”
And then he reaches out and rests his hand on top of mine.
I’ve never touched Caleb Winters before. It’s a random thought, but it’s suddenly all I can focus on. I’ve argued with him. I’ve admired him. Reluctantly. But I’ve never touched him. At least not skin to skin. Which I suddenly know with complete certainty, because I know I’ve never felt this strange sensation before.
It’s as though every place where his skin is touching mine is sending small pulses of electricity into my body. The thrums of awareness don’t remain in my hand. Ribbons of heat spread throughout my entire body, making my organs quiver and my heart pound erratically.
Sixty seconds are all I allow myself to entertain the unexpected reaction, and then I pull my hand away.
“I should, uh, I told Cassie I’d be right back,” I lie.
Caleb nods, his face impassive. “Okay.”
“I’ll see you?”
“Yeah,” he replies. “You’ll see me.”
“Okay.” I feel a bit like I did the split-second before I dumped beer on Madison: off-kilter and confused. It shouldn’t be this difficult to have a conversation with Caleb Winters. It never has been before.
I turn and head back into the throng of people, in search of Cassie. Leaving him standing there.
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The damp paper towel helps, but my face still feels sweaty and gross even after I’ve wiped it repeatedly. Glancing at the clock above the sink, I ball up the paper towel and throw it in the trash. Landry High requires one semester of gym each year and that the first class tests our current fitness level. I didn’t need to wheeze around the track four times to know I’m not in the best of shape. I prefer to let the horse do the running, and I don’t exactly build up much cardio endurance hauling hay bales. To make matters worse, I had to watch all the other seniors with the unfortunate fate of having gym second semester—including Madison and Caleb—jog around the football field effortlessly.
With one last anxious glance at the clock, I leave the locker room and hurry in the direction of the newsroom. Andrew hates it when we’re late.
But rather than the usual hustle and bustle that accompanies our biweekly meetings, I’m met with complete and utter silence when I walk inside. No one has moved from their desk to huddle in the center of the room the way we usually do.
It doesn’t take me long to figure out why.
“What are you doing here?” Both Caleb and Andrew turn at the sound of my voice. Andrew looks relieved; Caleb amused.
“Did you get lost, Lennon?” he asks me, smirking. “Been waiting a while.”
“Gym only ended ten minutes ago,” I reply. “You couldn’t have been waiting that long. And I’m guessing you spent most of that time trying to find the newsroom.”
Caleb makes a show of glancing around the small, sparsely furnished room. “I am glad there was a sign on the door. Otherwise I might have confused this with a janitor’s closet.”
I grit my teeth. “Feel free to suggest to the school committee they reallocate some of the athletic department’s generous funds, and we’ll redecorate.”
Caleb grins. “Nah, on second thought, I like it. Very minimalistic.”
“So glad you approve. You shouldn’t have any trouble finding your way out. The door is two feet from you and marked ‘Exit.’”
I can tell from the way Andrew opens and closes his mouth twice he would love to rebuke me for directing that comment at the subject of our lead story for the next issue, but he’s wise enough not to do so.
Caleb seems completely at ease as he strolls towards me with a small smirk on his face. While I’m painfully aware every member of the paper is tracking his movements. There’s a reason we were relegated to a room in the far corner of the school. People who are not on the paper do not just stop by the newsroom. Especially not popular people. Especially not Caleb Winters.
“What. Are. You. Doing. Here?” I growl as he leans against my desk and studies the clippings from past articles I have posted above my desk. “You can’t just show up in the newsroom!”
“You showed up at my practice.”
“That was different!” I protest.
“How?”
“It just was!” It’s far from a compelling reason, but it’s all I can come up with.
I wait for Caleb to pounce on the inadequacy of my response, but instead he changes the subject. “You’re avoiding me.”
“No, I’m not.” It’s my automatic reaction to disagree with anything Caleb says, but in this case he’s right. I am avoiding him. The only time we’ve spoken since his grandfather’s funeral was when he asked me if it was my first time running forty minutes ago. Unfortunately, I think his own pace was brisk enough he missed seeing the rude gesture I responded with.
He’s obviously expecting my denial, because he starts speaking before I’ve stopped. “Yes, you are.” His voice is confident. “Because of what happened at my grandfather’s funeral.”
Julie’s desk is closest to the door—closest to us—and she loses the battle to act like she’s not listening to our conversation. Her head jerks towards us involuntarily, before she catches herself and quickly looks back at the computer screen.
“Nothing happened,” I stress for not only his benefit, but for everyone else in the tiny room who can undoubtedly hear everything we’re saying.
“Then why haven’t we met about the article?” Caleb crosses his arms across his chest. The move makes his biceps bulge, and I have to swallow twice before I can answer.
“I was giving you some . . . time,” I reply, in what I hope is a tactful way.
Caleb clearly grasps what I really mean. “You should know that’s not what I want.”
“I should?” I raise both eyebrows. “We didn’t cover how you might respond to grief in our first interview session.” I bite my bottom lip as soon as the words leave my mouth, worried that might have been the exact wrong thing to say. That was insensitive, even for me.
But Caleb appears unfazed. “Well, you can ask me tonight.”
“Wait, what?” I ask, but Caleb doesn’t answer.
He’s turned his attention to Julie. “Do you have a pen?” he inquires.
“Uh, yeah—sure—here,” she stutters, handing a blue one to him.
Caleb smiles at her. “Thanks . . . ”
“Julie,” she supplies.
His grin widens. “Nice to meet you, Julie. Any guys give you trouble, be sure to sic Matthews here on them. I can tell you from personal experience she’ll—”
“Caleb!” I snap. “I am this close to—”
Caleb rolls his eyes as he grabs a sticky note and jots something down on it using Julie’s pen. “Call me when you’re free tonight,” he interrupts, handing me the fluorescent square of paper. “We can meet up then to finish the interview.”
I gape at him as he hands Julie back her pen and heads for the door. He turns back around right as he’s about to reach it, smiling at the confused, annoyed expression I can feel my face is currently contorted in. “Bring your English stuff too,” he calls. “We should tackle that as well.”
Then, he finally disappears from the newsroom, leaving me to deal with the aftermath of his impromptu visit.
“What the fuck was that?” Julie asks me as soon as the door swings shut behind him, not bothering to mince any words.
“That was Caleb Winters,” I say sourly, walking over to my desk and dropping down in my swivel chair.
Julie rolls her eyes. “I know that, what I don’t know is why—”
“Lennon! Would it have killed you to be nicer to Caleb?” Andrew comes over to my desk, looking annoyed.
“Yes. It actually might have,” I reply seriously.
Andrew gives me a sharp look. “Please do not do anything to mess this up. I already told the printer to double our order for next month’s issue, before . . . If he’s still willing to do the article, but you mess it up and we have to lead with Steve’s story about the plans for the new running track—we’re going to end up with a lot of wasted paper.”
I sigh. “I’m not making any promises. But if it makes you feel any better, he still seems pretty set on doing the article. If nothing I’ve said to him so far has dissuaded him, I seriously doubt he’s going to change his mind.”
“That does not make me feel any better,” Andrew replies, which is probably fair.
“Look, I’m apparently meeting him tonight—” I grit my teeth in annoyance, “—so I’ll have a draft ready for you next week, all right?”
“Fine.” Andrew lets out a long-suffering sigh, making it sound like he’s a beleaguered forty-year-old rather than a high school senior.
I roll my eyes at his dramatics. “You insisted I do this, remember?” It’s an unnecessary reminder, but I can’t resist it.
“I didn’t have a choice, Lennon,” Andrew replies. He’s right, I realize. Andrew may act like he runs a global news organization rather than just a small school paper, but he did what any reasonable editor would to ensure a good story. He didn’t have a choice, but I did. I could have gotten out of this, and I didn’t.
There’s nothing worse than realizing the person you should really be angry with is yourself. Because I didn’t take the out when Caleb offered it. Because I have been avoiding him since his grandfather’s funeral last weekend.
 “I know, Andrew. I’m sorry.” My apology catches him by surprise, I can tell. “It will be fine, okay? Good. Great, even.”
Andrew eyes me dubiously, but nods. “Okay.” He heads towards the center of the room, where the rest of the newspaper staff has already begun to assemble for the meeting. I hurriedly drop my belongings on my desk and grab a notebook, avoiding Julie’s curious gaze.
“Happy Hump Day!” Andrew calls out, falling comfortably into his favorite role: overseer of everything.
“I thought you said good reporters don’t make sexual references,” Joe Watkins replies with a cheeky grin. Out of everyone on the paper, he’s probably my favorite peer. Mostly because he seems to enjoy teasing Andrew about how seriously he takes his role almost as much as I do.
“My mistake. I thought I was dealing with near adults, not with reporters who have the maturity level of middle schoolers,” Andrew retorts.
“You should probably start calling me Mr. Watkins, then,” Joe informs him. “Treat people the way you want them to act, and all.” That comment draws a few guffaws from the rest of us who also find Landry High’s name policy to be ridiculous.
Andrew sighs deeply. “Joe, why don’t you get us started on your story?”
“Sure. I’m working on a piece detailing the two new courses they’re adding in the fall. One is a medieval history class I might actually take if I was still going to be here. The other is some super advanced chemistry for the nerds who already made it through regular and advanced. Don’t expect any details on it because I didn’t understand a word of what Mr. Johnson said when he explained what the course would cover. Should make a splash on the fourth page.”
Andrew lets out another long sigh, but the rest of us are all grinning. “Great. Just avoid using the word ‘nerd’ in your article, all right? We’re trying to foster an inclusive atmosphere and demonstrate the academic rigor our curriculum offers.”
I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing out loud, and I’m not the only one. I have no idea where Andrew comes up with this stuff. He must read the school handbook for material.
“Sure thing, boss,” Joe replies, adding a mock salute for added effect.
“Steve, what about the running track?” Andrew asks.
I tune out the next few article updates in favor of mulling over what the hell I’m going to do about Caleb. So, it’s fitting when Andrew reaches me.
“We already know how Lennon’s article is going,” he states dryly.
I roll my eyes.
“I totally thought people were exaggerating about you and Winters,” Joe comments. “Good to know you don’t let up on a guy even after his grandfather has just died. Or was it because of ‘what happened at the funeral’?”
I’m no longer finding Joe’s commentary amusing. “Nothing happened at his grandfather’s funeral!” Damn Caleb. “I went, and was nice to him, and he said that in front of all of you so I would regret it.”
“Probably a side effect of the shock,” Joe supplies.
“What shock?”
“Of you being nice.”
I flip him off; he grins. “That’s the spirit.”
“Julie, what’s the running track update?” Andrew asks in a beleaguered voice.
“On time and on budget,” she reports pertly. “It’s going to be a struggle to write a thousand words on it, to be honest.”
“Finish the draft,” Andrew instructs. “And then let’s see if we can add a new angle to it. There’s talk of a new auditorium, maybe we can get a quote from Principal Owens on that.”
Julie nods.
Our meeting lasts for another twenty minutes. I rush out of the newsroom as soon as it ends, anxious to avoid any conversations about the entertainment Caleb and I provided prior to the meeting.
The truck is missing when I finish the trek around the barn, indicating Gramps is at one of his two local haunts: the racetrack or the post office.
Rather than start with my chores the way I ordinarily do, I decide to go for a ride first to expel some of the nervous energy fizzing inside me. After dropping my backpack in the kitchen and getting changed, I head out into the barn. Eat My Dust, better known as Dusty, whinnies when I head to her stall first.
“Hey, sweet girl,” I murmur, rubbing the soft hair directly beneath her forelock. She nudges against me, soaking up the attention. “You ready to run?” Her warm breath saturates the fabric of the fleece jacket I just put on as she continues to nuzzle me, looking for treats. I grab her halter from its hook and slip it on, before leading her out into the shavings-strewn aisle.
Dusty tosses her head impatiently as I clip on the cross-ties, eager to go outside. I tack her up quickly, my fingers so well-trained they move through the familiar motions without requiring any brainpower or forethought.
I lead Dusty outside, over to the empty water bucket propped upside down for this very purpose. I balance on it, and then swing my right leg over her broad back as I settle my left foot in the stirrup. She dances beneath me as I settle in the saddle, my knees bent forward to compensate for the short stirrups. I keep a tight grip on the reins, but not to guide her. She knows the route to the training track as well as I do. She’s literally chomping at the bit, and the leather reins dig into my palms as she makes her impatience with the slow pace clear.
“Easy, girl,” I murmur as we cross the driveway.
The training track is nothing more than an oval stretch of dirt, but it serves its intended purpose. It used to be surrounded with fencing, but most of the rails have sagged, giving it a forlorn, tired appearance. Not that the energetic horse snorting excitedly beneath me minds. The starting marker is still standing, and I guide Dusty over to it as I rise into a crouch over her black mane, making sure I’m balanced evenly over her withers.
I watch Dusty’s muscles tense beneath me as I tug her to a stop. I ensure the reins are taut and weave my fingers into the fine strands of her mane. Then, I let her fly.
I lost track of how many times I’ve ridden a horse a long time ago. My mother returned to Landry while she was pregnant with me. Living on Matthews Farm is all I’ve ever known. I still remember the day Dusty was born ten years ago. I remember watching her place second in our last season as a working farm, back when we still had the money for trainers and jockeys and grooms and entrance fees. Horse racing’s an expensive business.
No matter how many times I do this, the thrill is just as spectacular. There’s nothing in the world quite like it. My eyes tear with water. My thighs burn from the effort of holding upright and still. My skin prickles as the cold wind sneaks underneath my fleece. Its cold fingers comb through my long hair. But any unpleasantness fades from my mind as I look down to see Dusty’s loping strides eat up the sandy dirt. The familiar scenery of Matthews Farm flashes by in a blur of color.
I may not have a lot of things, but I have this.
The rest of my chores drag. Partly because I don’t have my usual ride to look forward to after they’re finished. But mostly because I’m rife with apprehension about seeing Caleb tonight.
I finish feeding the stallions their dinner, and then head inside. Gramps is back, and has already finished preparing dinner. I head to the kitchen sink first to wash the grime off my hands, and he gives me a kiss on the top of my head as he pokes at what I think is some form of soup on the stove.
“Good day?” he asks as I dry my hands on the threadbare towel hanging on the stove door.
“It was fine,” I respond. “Newspaper meeting ran long. I’ve got a new article for the next issue.”
“Oh, really?” Gramps questions as he stirs the bubbling pot.
“Uh-huh,” I confirm, brushing past him to grab two bowls from the kitchen cabinet.
“What’s the article about?”
I sigh. “Baseball. It’s an interview with Caleb Winters.”
“They assigned that to you?” Gramps raises his grizzled eyebrows in surprise. He’s well aware of my distaste for both the sport and the boy.
“Yes.”
“Huh,” is all Gramps says at first. “Might be good for you, Lennie. A chance to branch out.”
It’s exactly what I expect him to say. Gramps is a perennial optimist. Part of why I’m such a pessimist. Together, we represent some semblance of actual reality.
“I guess. I don’t have a choice, really. I need to stay on the school paper if I want to work for the Gazette.”
Gramps purses his lips, the same way he does every time the topic of my fall plans comes up. “Dinner is ready. You ready to eat now?”
“Yeah, I am.” I hesitate. “I have to meet him for the interview tonight.”
Gramps does a remarkable job of hiding his surprise. Me meeting a boy at night? Even for a school assignment? Unheard of. “Well then, let’s eat.”
“What are we having?” I ask, a little apprehensively.
Gramps chuckles. “Potato soup.”
Well, that explains the unappetizing color, I guess. I ladle some soup in one bowl and give it a tentative sniff. Not bad. Prior to Gramps injuring his hip last year, we used to share in the barn and household chores. Now that he’s significantly less mobile, I’ve almost entirely taken over on caring for the horses, leaving Gramps to do the cooking and cleaning, for the most part. It’s far from a perfect set-up, but it’s a workable one. At least, it has been so far.
As soon as we finish dinner, I pull out my phone. He said to call. So, in a minute act of revolution, I text the number I accidentally memorized instead of paying attention during the paper meeting. I can meet now, I send.
I expect him to make me wait. Squirm. But Caleb replies instantly. Leaving now. I’ll pick you up. Another surprise.
“I’m going to head out,” I tell Gramps, grabbing my book bag from the patch of hardwood floor I dropped it on earlier. He’s in the midst of loading this dishwasher, but I’m sure he’ll be retiring to the living room and a baseball game within minutes, and I’d be surprised if he’s not asleep in the next hour.
“Okay, Lennie,” Gramps replies. “Have fun.” There’s a bit of a teasing lilt to his words, and I’m tempted to roll my eyes.
The wind has died down, and it’s not as cold outside as I braced myself to expect. I hurry down our dirt driveway, skirting around the miniature ditches that make the truck’s suspension groan every time it leaves the property. I make it to the end of the driveway before any headlights come into sight, and breathe out a sigh of relief when I reach our faded green mailbox. I’m not ashamed of my home, although most people probably would be. There’s a different reason I don’t want Caleb to set so much as a foot on Matthews Farm. It feels too intimate. Too personal. I could count on one hand the number of people my own age I’ve ever had over. Even before my father’s death, my mother’s gambling addiction and questionable taste in men ensured my classmate’s parents didn’t want them spending time here. And Caleb was right earlier. I have been avoiding him. I am freaked out about the moment that transpired between us at his grandfather’s funeral. Silly as it may seem, I don’t want to allow for even the slightest possibility he might breach another boundary line.
Headlights suddenly appear, and with them a sudden urge to flee.
“Were you planning to walk, Matthews?” Caleb asks through the window of his shiny, black truck. “Or are you trying to make me picking you up at seven seem like some sort of secret midnight tryst?”
“Just trying to speed things along,” I reply, as I climb into the passenger seat. His car smells brand-new, and the soft leather feels like I’m sinking into a cloud.
“You’d rather walk down your driveway in the dark than spend two extra minutes with me?” Caleb’s voice is amused as he shifts the truck back into drive.
“You said it, not me,” I say as I snap my seatbelt in place. “Plus, you’re the one going out of your way. I figured it was the least I could do.” I mean the words as a peace offering, but they’re true. I’m not used to other people taking care of me. Helping me. Caleb may be getting something out of this article, but he certainly didn't need to come pick me up.
He seems to hear the honesty in my voice. “It’s not a problem.”
It takes us only a few minutes to travel from my house to Caleb’s. Caleb has the radio on, and the quiet crooning of a country song about a broken heart serves as our soundtrack for the brief trip. The Winters’ estate is just as striking as it was when I was here on Sunday for the funeral, maybe even more so. The length of the long driveway is lined with lights that gradually dilate my pupils.
The main house is entirely lit up, illuminating the sprawling yard the memorial service was held on. Caleb parks in the circular stretch of gravel, and we both climb out of the truck. He starts striding for the main house, but I falter. After about twenty feet, Caleb realizes I’m not following him.
He doesn’t say anything; just arches an eyebrow.
“Can we—can we go inside?” I ask, nodding towards the barn.
Both eyebrows rise now. “Inside?”
“The barn. Just for a minute.”
This clearly wasn’t a detour Caleb planned to make, but he shrugs. “Yeah, I guess. Sure.” He alters course, heading towards the looming structure I know houses the horses that have won a majority of the Landry Cups over the last decade or so.
Unlike the brightly lit main house, the barn doesn’t appear to have any lights on. Caleb leads me to a small side door, that turns out to lead into a kitchen. I gape at the shiny appliances and granite countertops. It shouldn’t surprise me. Almost everyone in Landry has obscene amounts of money. The Winters family has the most. But this is the nicest kitchen I’ve ever been inside. And it’s located in a barn.
“This way,” Caleb says, not bothering to stop and admire the spotless kitchen the way I am. I follow him through another door. This one leads into the main aisle of the stable. I hear him fumbling along the wall for a light switch. He finds it, and the overheads flicker to life, displaying our surroundings in vivid detail.
It’s exactly what I expect, and nothing like it. The black rubber mats that run down the center of the aisle are bereft of any wisp of hay or sprinkle of shavings. They look like they’ve been freshly vacuumed. Which, I realize, they probably have. Unlike the tall wooden structures that enclose our horses, every horse here has a stall that’s constructed from a mixture of gleaming black iron and mahogany wood. The entrance to each stall only reaches about four feet high, allowing each horse to stick its head out into the aisle. On either side of the door, the wrought iron slopes up gradually, creating a “U” shape that frames the front of each stall. To the right of each door hangs a leather halter and a golden nameplate.
It may look like some lavish stable that, based on the temperature inside, is actually heated, but it smells the same as every other barn I’ve ever been inside. Like horses and hay and leather and pine and liniment and home. The only sound aside from our footfalls on the rubber is the quiet munching of hay. A few horses duck their heads out of their stalls, but most of them just continue eating their dinner.
The stalls seem to stretch endlessly, even though I know they must end eventually. I can feel Caleb’s eyes on me, but I keep mine fixed upon the gleaming surfaces and shiny coats everywhere I look. Finally, the stalls stop, transitioning into a grooming and bathing area filled with fancy equipment and racks of brushes. I halt, but Caleb keeps walking, heading towards a massive sliding door just past a shelf displaying shampoo and bug spray.
“There’s more?” I ask, my tone thick with disbelief.
Caleb smiles. “Thought you’d want to see the stallions.”
He slides the wooden door open, exposing a cement hallway that veers abruptly to the left. Immediately, I hear the sound of snorts as the door moving along the tracks alerts the stallions to our incoming presence.
Caleb turns on more lights, illuminating the stallions’ section of the barn. The stalls here are bigger, allowing the massive horses space to pace a bit more. Eight heads pop out into the aisle, abandoning their hay. A gray one whinnies, straightening the elegant slope of his neck as he shakes his thick mane. I start to walk towards the end of the aisle, but realize Caleb isn’t following me. He’s stopped next to a black horse that’s located in the second stall on the left, and is stroking the skinny white blaze that runs down the center of its wide face.
“Grand Slam?” I ask, retracing my steps and reading the shiny nameplate.
“I was torn between that and Babe Ruth,” Caleb informs me, giving me an almost sly look.
I snort. “Of course you were.” Caleb keeps rubbing the stallion’s forelock, and the massive horse grunts, obviously enjoying the attention. I take a step closer, and he yanks his head back, eyeing me warily. “He knows you,” I realize. I didn’t think Caleb was involved in his family’s farm very much, but it’s obvious he’s spent enough time with this horse to establish some familiarity.
He shrugs. “I guess.” He’s acting a little too indifferent, and I suddenly have a flash of realization. “This is the foal from your speech,” I put together.
Caleb looks a bit surprised. “Uh, yeah,” he replies.
“He’s handsome,” I compliment, deciding not to press for more details.
“He’s handsome, but I’m just hot? That’s cold, Matthews,” Caleb teases.
“I knew you were going to find some way to bring that up again,” I mutter, moving on to the next stall. This stallion’s not as skittish as Grand Slam was, and he lets me stroke his neck for a couple minutes. I can feel the outline of the powerful muscles rippling beneath his soft coat. I finish walking down the aisle, and then turn back. Caleb’s already waiting by the door, clearly ready to leave. We walk back into the main barn.
“So, are you a big horse person?” Caleb asks, when we’re about halfway down the aisle.
“You’re joking, right?” I reply. “You are aware we live in Horsetown, USA?”
“You can live someplace and not subscribe to everything it stands for,” Caleb responds, and for some reason I feel like he’s no longer talking about horses.
“Well, you didn’t grow up here,” I tell him. “It’s a bit different when it’s all you’ve ever known.”
“Meaning you wouldn’t like horses if you hadn’t grown up here?”
“I don’t know,” I reply honestly.
“Your grandfather doesn’t race them anymore though, right?”
I look over at him, surprised he knows that. “Uh, yeah. He stopped racing after . . . he just decided it was time.”
“But he still kept all the horses? That’s a lot of work for . . . well, nothing back.”
I know exactly how much work it is. “It’s not nothing,” I reply, a bit miffed. “We still breed them. They’ve all got championship bloodlines. And I ride them . . . sometimes.”
“Huh,” Caleb responds.
We emerge outside. The night air feels especially chilly after being in the warm barn, and I pull my jacket a bit tighter to keep any wind from sneaking underneath.
“Simon gave me some questions. There’s only ten, so it shouldn’t take very long to get through them, and then I’ll have enough for the article. Andrew’s very eager to get my draft, especially after your unexpected visit earlier.” I emphasize the last three words. “Thanks for that, by the way. Andrew’s convinced I’ll scare you off and we’ll have to lead with a story on the running track.”
“You should take that as a compliment. Not much scares me.”
I laugh. “You’re saying I scare you?”
“Not many people can snipe with you and live to tell the tale, Matthews.”
“What does that mean?” I ask, a dangerous note in my voice.
“It means you tell it like it is. Not many people do, or want to have to confront it. Why do you think people act so nervous around you?”
“Because my mother gambled away all our money, made some questionable choices when it came to men, and then dropped dead out of nowhere. Then, my absentee father felt some misguided sense of obligation, so he returned, only to overdose at the racetrack when parenting became too much for him.” I summarize my messy past succinctly.
Caleb lets out a short laugh, and then quickly glances over at me, like he’s worried I’ll be offended by his amusement at the expense of my parents’ demons.
“I, uh, I didn’t know the details,” he says. He’s lying. My mother died when I was in sixth grade; my father the summer before I started high school. It feels like a long time ago, it was a long time ago, but the drama surrounding my parents is far too juicy not to be still gossiped about regularly. I’m certain Caleb has heard far worse about my family than what I just shared with him. “But that’s not why people are intimidated by you,” Caleb adds.
I shoot him a look of disbelief as we climb the front stairs to his house. Mansion would be more accurate. “You’re joking, right?”
“No, I mean it,” Caleb insists. “I never see you talk to anyone at school besides that one girl . . . ”
“Cassie,” I supply.
“Right, Cassie,” Caleb agrees quickly, probably worried I’m going to lecture him about remembering girls names’ again. “I’m just saying, you could make a little bit more of an effort. Some people might surprise you.”
It’s remarkably similar to what Cassie said before Marcus’ party, but I’m more willing to believe Caleb on this. For one, I don’t think he’ll sugarcoat anything the way she might. I also don’t think he’ll lie to me. “Some people might,” I stress the first word, because I’m pretty sure I know who we’re talking about. “But most won’t. You walked into homeroom with me, the first day of freshman year. You saw how they all looked at me. I’m still the same person I was then.”
“Maybe other people aren’t,” Caleb comments as he opens the front door. I step inside the front foyer and open my mouth, ready to respond. I close it again when a stunning blonde woman appears in front of us.
“Caleb, where have you been?” she asks. “I texted you three times. You were supposed to look over the color schemes for your graduation party.”
“I was out picking up Lennon,” Caleb replies. “You can choose whatever colors you want.”
Mrs. Winters fixes her gaze on me, and I experience the uncomfortable sensation of being closely scrutinized. “You’re the Matthews girl, aren’t you?” Her words feel especially ironic after the conversation Caleb and I were just having.
“Yes, Mrs. Winters, I’m Lennon Matthews,” I reply. “Caleb and I have a school project to work on.”
Caleb’s mother looks relieved to hear I’m on a strictly academic basis. “All right, I’ll leave you to it, then.” She sweeps out of the front entryway as dramatically as she appeared.
“I feel surprised,” I tell Caleb.
He grins. “Yeah, my mom is probably not the best example. She tried to acclimate to living here by becoming the snobbiest snob of them all.”
Caleb starts walking towards the central staircase, and I trail after him, taking in the inside of the house for the first time. It’s similar to the minimalist exterior of the house, but paired with polar contrasts. The ivory walls meld into ebony floorboards. The dark wood is dotted with light gray woven rugs, and the white painted plaster is interrupted with black and white framed photographs. Once we reach the top of the stairs Caleb turns right, leading me down a long hallway. It has a similar color scheme, interrupted with the occasional flash of color. An oil painting of the Tuscan countryside here, a vase of blue hydrangeas there. Finally, Caleb pushes open a door to what is obviously his bedroom.
I let out a low whistle as I walk inside. “Ran out of money to pay the interior decorator?”
Caleb grins. “Decorating my own room was a bribe for moving here.”
After the carefully matched, neutral tones in the rest of the house, Caleb’s room is an assault to the eyes. The walls are painted a garish shade of red, one that reminds me of expensive sports cars or outlandish flowers. The bold color is scattered with posters depicting various logos, musicians, and baseball players. Lots and lots of baseball players.
There’s a massive four poster bed in the center of the room, pushed up against the wall between two windows that are exposed to the exterior of the house. A desk sits to the right, and a dresser to the left. Just past the dresser, there’s a door that I can see leads to an attached bathroom.
“You did a great job,” I tell Caleb dryly, dropping my heavy backpack down next to his desk.
Caleb chooses to disregard the sarcasm in my voice. “Thanks.” He drops down on the upholstered bench placed at the foot of the massive bed, so I take a seat at his desk.
It doesn’t take long to run through the questions Simon gave me. Caleb answers them seriously, and in a manner than tells me these are the types of questions one is actually supposed to ask in a sports interview. Suggesting Simon should have been the one writing this article all along. But neither of us bring that up. I take careful notes recording his answers, knowing I won’t remember the baseball jargon his responses are peppered with otherwise.
After the interview questions are finished, we switch to English. It’s shockingly easy. Past project partners were content to let me do the bulk of the assignment, but working with Caleb feels a little bit like completing a project with a clone of myself.
I even find myself saying, “Yeah, that’s a great idea,” once.
Caleb looks at me with shock. “Did you just compliment me?”
I roll my eyes. “I can think you’re smart and an annoying, entitled jock, okay? Plus, you were the one who made certain I knew you’d knocked me out of first in our class.”
He shoots me a triumphant grin that reminds me I hadn’t exactly conceded that fact to him. “You were first?”
“You knew that.”
“You confirmed it.”
“Well, don’t get comfortable,” I retort. “We have one semester left, and I fully intend to finish first.”
“Game on, Matthews,” Caleb says with a smirk.
By the time we finish outlining our paper, I know we’re leaps and bounds ahead of everyone else in our class. The paper’s not due for another month, and the accompanying presentation is a few weeks after that.
Caleb realizes the same. “We’re way ahead,” he tells me. “We can meet again in a couple of weeks.” I wait for the dread to accompany his words, but it doesn’t appear in the pit of my stomach.
“Okay,” I reply.
“Do you want to watch a movie?” Caleb asks. His voice is casual, but serious.
And whatever bizarre force that overtook me in the library the last time I tried to interview him strikes again. In my mind, I’m screaming Absolutely not! Terrible, awful, stupid, dangerous idea. But what comes out is, “Sure.”
Caleb rises from his sprawled position on the bench and walks over to the built-in cabinet directly across from the bed. He opens it to reveal a large flatscreen television, and then he walks over and flops down on the lime green comforter that clashes horribly with the red walls.
I hover awkwardly, already regretting agreeing to stay.
“Come on, Matthews.” Caleb pats the bedspread. “Don’t make it weird.”
I inch over to the bed, and finally take a seat on the edge, before laying back against the soft cushions. I make a point to keep as much distance as possible between us, which turns out to be a couple of feet, thanks to the oversized bed.
“Want to watch Frankenstein?” Caleb jokes as he flips through movie titles on the screen.
I scoff. “Pass.”
“What about this?” Caleb asks. I glance at the screen to see he’s pulled up some action thriller.
“Fine,” I say, raising a hand to mask the yawn I can feel coming. Laying down was a bad idea. It feels like every limb of my body suddenly weighs a hundred pounds, sinking down into the foam mattress that’s way more comfortable than my own bed.
Caleb starts the movie, and the sound of shooting and shouts emanates from the television’s speakers. It’s not the silence I’m used to falling asleep to, but it doesn’t matter. I’m losing the battle with my eyelids. I’m too tired to talk. I’m too tired to insist Caleb drives me home. I’m too tired to care that falling asleep in Caleb Winters’ bed is a really bad idea.
And then I’m too tired to think at all.
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There are a lot of places where I never expected to wake up. Greece. The Amazon rainforest. The middle of the ocean. And despite being less far-fetched, at least geographically speaking, Caleb Winters’ bed would have topped the list of locations least likely to come to in if I’d ever been asked.
And yet when I open my eyes I immediately know that’s exactly where I am.
I bolt straight upright in bed. The room’s mostly dark, despite the fact the window shades on either side of the bed are wide open. The sun hasn’t risen yet. The only light comes from the television, which casts a dim blue glow over the bed. The bed I’m currently in. With Caleb Winters.
“Caleb,” I hiss, looking over at his sleeping figure. He groans, but doesn’t react otherwise. “Caleb!” This time, I pair my harried words with a light shove, and it’s enough to open his blue eyes.
He looks straight at me first, and then lets his gaze wander to our surroundings, as if to confirm we’re still in his bedroom. His lazy perusal wanders back to me as he sits up slowly. “This is a surprise,” he admits, running a hand through his hair. The action ruffles the dark strands into what should be a comical disarray, but instead they manage to look both adorably mussed and sexily tousled. I doubt I could say the same about my hair if confronted with a mirror.
“A surprise is rain that wasn’t on the forecast. Waking up in bed with you is more like a traumatic event,” I snap.
Caleb has the audacity to laugh. “A traumatic event? We fell asleep watching a movie. Not sure what’s so scarring about that.”
“It wasn’t the what, but the who,” I reply sweetly as I slide off the soft comforter and stretch. Conversing with Caleb while laying on a bed next to him is not conducive to thinking clearly. His hair isn’t the only part of him that looks attractive first thing in the morning.
“Wow, you really wake up guns blazing, huh?” Caleb observes.
“When I wake up in a strange bed, yes. It’s not exactly a regular occurrence for me, you know. I’m sure you can’t relate,” I remark snidely.
Caleb just continues to look amused. “Didn’t peg you for someone who believes every rumor, Lennon.”
“I might be slightly more inclined to believe them if they involve you,” I admit.
He laughs again as he climbs off the other side of his bed. “I never would have guessed. Just give me a minute to change, and then I’ll drive you home.” Caleb grabs a couple of things from his dresser, and then heads into the adjoining bathroom, leaving me with the tantalizing opportunity to study his bedroom unsupervised.
I resist the urge for about thirty seconds, but then I wander over to his desk. I run the pads of my fingers along the varnished wood surface as I study the bulletin board mounted above it. It’s an eclectic collection of items. A few photos with his baseball teammates, a copy of his class schedule, a ticket to junior prom. I open one of the desk drawers, only to discover it’s filled with nothing but old school notebooks. I slide it shut.
“Are you snooping?” Caleb’s voice startles me, and I knock two books off his desk in my haste to spin back around. Not incriminating at all.
“No,” I respond quickly. “Just . . . sightseeing.”
Caleb’s smirk makes it clear he doesn’t believe me. “If you’re done poking around my belongings, I’m ready to go.” He’s changed, I realize, into a pair of jeans and a different sweatshirt than the one he woke up in. He’s also tamed his short dark hair, making me miss the messy mohawk.
I grab the book bag I abandoned last night and to my surprise, Caleb grabs his own as well.
“What are you doing? Aren’t you coming back here?”
Caleb shrugs. “I’m already up.” He opens his bedroom door and starts sauntering down the hallway. I hurry after him.
“What if your parents see us?” I ask. As horrified as I am about waking up next to Caleb, it would be infinitely worse for anyone else to become aware of that fact. And based on the sneer Mrs. Winters gave me last night, she would be equally displeased.
Caleb lets out a short laugh. “My dad’s out of town, and my mom won’t be up for hours. They’re not ordinarily the attentive sort. As long as I’m not out besmirching the Winters name, they could really care less what I do.”
I don’t have anything to say to that, aside from informing Caleb hanging out with me is probably the worst form of name besmirching he could engage in. But I don’t feel like pointing that out.
I’m just as struck by the glamour and glitz of the Winters mansion on my second trip through it as I was last night. Morning light is starting to creep in through the picture windows, bathing the soft shades surrounding us in hints of color.
“I’ve always wondered what these houses look like inside,” I muse as I follow Caleb through another hallway lined with antique side tables and expensive oil paintings.
Caleb studies what I’m guessing is an awestruck expression. “It’s awful,” he offers. “Like living in a museum.”
“Grass is always greener, I guess,” I reply, as I follow him through the soaring foyer and outside, pulling my fleece tighter around my torso to combat the early morning chill.
“Or bluer, based on our location.” Caleb’s grin is wide, obviously pleased with himself for coming up with that comment.
I roll my eyes. “That was lame.”
“Then why are you smiling?”
“I’m not,” I lie, quickly wiping any traces of amusement from my face as I climb in the truck.
“You’re a terrible liar,” Caleb informs me as he climbs into the driver’s seat.
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I respond pertly as I snap the seatbelt into place from my spot on the passenger side.
“Well, normally you take everything I say as an insult, so I’d call that progress.”
“I don’t take it as an insult, most of what you say to me is insulting.”
“I think that’s a matter of opinion.”
“Exactly. My opinion.” Caleb opens his mouth to voice what I’m certain will be an argument, so I speak again before he has a chance to. “Can we get going, please? I’ve got a lot to do before school.”
“You have a lot to do at—” Caleb glances at the clock on the dashboard. “—5:30 AM?”
“Yes,” I sigh, enervated by the thought of all the exigent tasks waiting for me at the barn. “I didn’t make you meet me that early for the last interview just to make you miserable, you know.”
“It was just a bonus?”
I glance over at Caleb’s grinning face as we start rolling down the gravel driveway. The soaring oaks lining each side of the road block some of the rising sun, but the golden glow still manages to fulgurate inside the car between each branch, bathing the interior of the truck and Caleb’s features in brilliance. My once pellucid feelings towards Caleb Winters are now murky at best, but a few are quite clear right now. Appreciation. Admiration. A little lust.
“Maybe,” I admit, turning my gaze to the white fence line we’re whizzing past in an attempt to curb the titillating turn my thoughts have taken. I blame lack of sleep.
It only takes a couple more minutes to reach the dirt stretch that signals the start of my driveway after we leave Caleb’s. I view Matthews Farm through especially critical eyes, fresh from the pristine surroundings of the immaculate Winters estate. I consider instructing Caleb to leave me at the end of the driveway, but I decide not to bother. I don’t feel like erecting a wall just yet, which is ironic considering my worries last night. I certainly haven’t achieved any distance from Caleb in the hours I literally spent sleeping next to him.
I fling the truck’s door open as soon as it comes to a stop, eager to put some space between us and let Caleb leave to go wherever he’s planning to head at this hour. Not only am I running behind schedule, I’m also worried about Gramps. He rarely gets up before six, but I definitely don’t want him to see me exiting Caleb’s truck and realize I didn’t spend the night under the same roof as him. Impatient whinnies pierce the air as I climb out of the warm car, the horses no more pleased by my tardiness than I am.
“I’ll see you at school, Caleb,” I say in farewell. “Thanks for the ride,” I add begrudgingly before I close the door and then race towards the house, not giving him a chance to respond.
The farmhouse is still and silent when I slip inside the front door, and I let out a sigh of relief. Gramps is usually one to make his presence known, slamming frypans and clomping around in his heavy boots from the moment he wakes up until he passes out on the couch at night. I sneak up the stairs, carefully avoiding the spots I know will creak. Reaching my bedroom door, I twist the handle and rush inside, letting out a long exhale of air when I close the door behind me and drop my backpack on the floor.
There’s no time to savor my successful sneak in. My first, and likely last. I quickly change into a fresh pair of jeans and a clean shirt before pulling my fleece jacket back on. I yank a brush through my tangles, and then wind my long hair up in a careless attempt at a bun before darting back down the hall to use the bathroom.
Gramps emerges from his bedroom at the same time as I exit the restroom, face washed and teeth brushed.
“Morning, Gramps,” I call out as I rush towards the stairs.
“Where’s the fire, Lennie?” he calls, stomping down the stairs after me.
“I haven’t been out to the barn yet,” I yell back as I grab a banana from the kitchen and hurry out the front door. Only to come to a screeching stop.
Caleb’s truck is still parked in front of the barn.
I say a bad word under my breath before I start walking again, pausing when I reach the driver’s side of the car. He’s not inside.
Sounds of stamping and snorting are emanating from the barn, so I abandon peering inside Caleb’s empty truck to head into the barn. My appearance increases the din substantially. Hooves clang against wood and excited nickers fill the air.
“Caleb?” I call out, feeling ridiculous.
“What?” his voice replies. I track the sound to the feed room.
“What the hell are you still doing here?” I ask, entering the small room to find him slouched against the table where I normally mix feed and supplements, surveying the dim, dusty space.
“What did you call it earlier? Oh yeah, I’m ‘sightseeing.’” He stops looking around and gives me a snarky grin.
“Also known as trespassing,” I correct as I start to collect feed pails.
“Interesting how one’s perspective shifts,” Caleb comments, humor glinting in his blue eyes.
I drop the buckets next to him on the table with a little more force than usual. “Fine, I was snooping earlier. Will you please leave now? I’ve got a ton to do, and I—”
“What do you mean? Don’t you have . . . ” Caleb’s words trail off as realization replaces amusement. “You take care of all these horses yourself?” The astonished pity displayed on his face is more than I’m equipped to handle following what has already been a taxing morning.
“Just leave, Caleb. I don’t need—”
“Lennie?” My grandfather’s booming voice interrupts me. He’s close by. Meaning he already saw the strange truck outside.
“Shit,” I whisper under my breath. “What is it, Gramps?” I shout back.
“I wanted to see whether you—” He opens the door to the feed room, and stops speaking as soon as he sees Caleb. We don’t have many visitors. Certainly none that are my age. And definitely none that are male. “Who’s this?” Something in his bemused expression tells me he already knows.
Caleb and his manners, damn them, snap into place. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Matthews. I’m Caleb Winters.” He holds out a hand, which Gramps shakes heartily.
“Winters, eh? I thought that was the name of the fella you’re always complaining about, Lennie.” Gramps has never been one for subtlety. He knows exactly who Caleb Winters is and exactly how I feel about him.
“He is,” I reply bluntly as I start distributing the grain into feed pails.
“Lennon has a tendency to take everything I say the wrong way,” Caleb offers by way of explanation. Although my back is to him, I can picture the charming grin I’m sure he’s giving Gramps perfectly.
Sure enough, Gramps chuckles. “He seems nice enough to me, darling.”
“Traitor,” I mutter under my breath as I scoop the grain.
“And how did my granddaughter manage to get you on our property at this ungodly hour?” Gramps asks Caleb.
I interject before Caleb has a chance to answer. “I asked him to pick me up before school to finish the interview for the paper. We didn’t get it all done last night. I overslept, though.”
“Well, get out of here, then,” Gramps says. “I’ll finish up the chores.”
“I’ve barely started, Gramps. They all have to be turned out still.”
“I’ll manage.”
I raise both eyebrows. We both know he can’t. He hasn’t done anything more than some light lifting since his hip injury. He certainly hasn’t tried to lead any of the spirited stallions out to the west pasture. “No you won’t, Gramps. If I rush I can get it all done.”
He heaves out a long sigh. “You worry too much, Lennie.”
“And you don’t worry enough,” I retort.
Gramps turns to Caleb, who’s been watching the two of us like a ping-pong match. “Can I get you a coffee or anything, Caleb?”
“No, sir, I’m all set. Thank you.”
“No need for the formality. Just call me Earl,” my grandfather says before he hobbles out of the barn.
I sigh as he disappears. “There goes my last sympathetic audience.”
Caleb turns his gaze on me. “What?”
“He likes you. I can’t complain to anyone at school about the shit you pull without them acting like I’m insane. Gramps was all I had. Now he’ll take your side too.” I let out another exasperated sigh, but it’s not as genuine as it once would have been. Sure, Caleb still annoys me plenty, but I no longer mean the words I etched under the trophy case to my left junior year.
Caleb surprises me by laughing. And it’s not brief or stiff or mocking, a sound I’ve heard many times before. It’s genuine. Warm. “Sorry to disappoint. With the exception of you, most people seem to like me, Matthews.”
I make a small sound of incredulity, although I know he’s right.
“So, what can I do to help?” Caleb asks.
“What?” I reply, shocked.
“I’m stuck here until you’re ready to leave. Might as well help out.”
“You’re not stuck here, we took your truck,” I retort. “You can leave right now and I’ll walk to school like usual as soon as I finish here.”
“Seems silly, since we’re due at the same place in—” he pulls out his phone to check the time, “—forty minutes.”
“Do you even know anything about horses?” I ask. “Aside from petting them?” I add, recalling his interaction with Grand Slam last night.
Caleb snorts. “I think I can handle it, Matthews.”
“Fine.” I hold out a couple of the buckets I’ve already filled. “Give these to the two mares on the right. First two stalls.”
I have to bite my bottom lip to keep from grinning at the sight of Caleb juggling the two buckets as he tries to open the swinging door with his arms full. It slams shut behind him once he finally manages to.
“You said the left, right?” I hear him call from the aisle.
“Right!” I holler back, and I hear him laugh.
After all the mares are happily munching on their breakfast, Caleb follows me over to the stallion barn. Feeding Geiger and Gallie is a much quicker process. There’s only two of them, and their diets are identical, speeding up the measuring significantly.
As soon as the stallions are fed, I head back to the main barn, grabbing four halters from the row of hooks to the right of the door. “Can you handle two?” I ask Caleb.
He nods. I slip halters on Ransom and Stormy. Ransom’s our oldest mare, and Stormy is expecting a foal in four months. I’m fairly certain Caleb notices I’ve given him the two most docile horses, because he lets out a quiet snort. He doesn’t comment, though, just follows me along the path that leads to the east pasture where the mares spend most of the day.
We let the four horses loose, and the head back in the direction of the main barn.
“You do all this every day?” Caleb asks as we walk along.
“I guess,” I hedge. “Gramps helps out how he can, but he injured his hip last year, and horses tend to move at the pace they want to, not how fast you want to go.”
“Couldn’t you get someone else to help?”
“Yeah, I’m sure someone would help. If we could afford to pay them.”
“Oh,” Caleb realizes.
He doesn’t make any more comments about my long chore list as we put the rest of the horses out to pasture and then start the smelly process of mucking out the stalls. I keep waiting for Caleb to leave, especially once manure becomes involved, but he scoops up the soiled shavings quickly and efficiently. He contributes enough I realize I probably wouldn’t have had time to finish all the chores before having to leave for school.
“I’ve just got to grab my backpack, and then we can go,” I say as soon as the last stall has been cleaned. “Do you, uh, want to come inside for a minute?”
“Sure.” Caleb seems to recognize the olive branch I’m extending.
I can see Gramps bustling around in the kitchen through the front-facing window as we approach the house. “Ignore anything my grandfather says,” I warn Caleb. “I don’t have many—” more like any “—people over, so he’ll probably try to embarrass me somehow.”
Caleb’s smile makes me think the prospect of Gramps embarrassing me in front of him is not an unwelcome one. It only falters when we reach the rickety front porch. Caleb glances down at the wooden boards nervously. Under our combined weigh, they do sound like they’re about to give out any minute.
“I’ve yet to fall through,” I tell him.
“Comforting,” Caleb remarks.
Gramps is standing at the stove frying an egg when we enter the kitchen.
“I’m just going to run upstairs to grab my stuff,” I tell Caleb. “Feel free to help yourself to whatever.” I gesture vaguely around the kitchen, and then give Gramps a quick glance that I hope conveys he better behave himself.
I rush up the stairs and into my room. My backpack’s sitting on the floor next to my desk, in the same spot I dropped it this morning. I pick it up and head back towards the door, only to hesitate. Letting the bag drop back down to the floor, I unzip my fleece and fling it on the back of my desk chair. I pull my favorite sweatshirt out of my dresser. It’s a soft crewneck style that’s a vibrant shade of dark green. Then, I pull the elastic out of my hair, releasing the long strands from the knot. I swipe the brush through it a couple more times, then pick up my backpack again and head back downstairs.
Gramps is chuckling when I enter the kitchen. “You’re definitely right about Roberts,” he tells Caleb. “I know the Jays can find better.”
They’re discussing baseball. Of course.
“We’d better get going,” I announce. “Or we’ll be late.”
Caleb looks over from his spot next to the kitchen sink. Nothing in his face indicates he notices the changes to my appearance, but he keeps his eyes fixed on me as he takes a long sip from the mug of coffee he’s now holding. “Good thing we’re so close with the school secretary,” he comments once he’s drained the cup.
I try to keep the amusement off my face, but I’m not sure I succeed. Gramps hands me my lunchbox and a thermos of hot coffee, and I give him a grateful glance. “Thanks, Gramps.” I snag a couple of cereal bars from the cabinet, and then head towards the front door. “See you later.”
“Thanks, Mr. Matthews,” Caleb adds. “Nice to meet you.”
“It’s Earl,” Gramps corrects. “And you, too.”
We creak along the porch and down the front steps. I hold out a cereal bar to Caleb in a silent offer. He takes it. “Thanks.”
“I should be thanking you,” I admit. “I never would have gotten everything done this morning without you.”
Caleb doesn’t say anything at first. Then, “I like your grandfather.”
“Me too,” I agree, taking a bite of my breakfast bar.
“He’s your mom’s dad, right?”
I’m surprised he’s asking about my familial ancestry, but I don’t express it. “Right.”
“What happened to your grandmother?” This time I express it, shooting him a confused glance.
Caleb quickly backtracks. “Never mind. It’s none of my business.”
“No, it’s fine. I just . . . ” don’t know why you care. “She died right after my mom was born. I never knew her.”
We reach the truck and climb inside.
“I’m sorry,” Caleb says quietly.
“Not your fault,” I say dryly, trying to navigate us back into less personal waters. “It was a long time ago. And we actually are going to be late.” I nod to the dashboard, which is displaying we only have four minutes to get to school.
I think we’ll be late enough to avoid seeing more than a couple people. Unfortunately, my usual rushed route across our field and through the rear entrance works against me. The rare times I have driven I always arrive early, so I incorrectly assumed most of the student body will already be inside the school. Instead, the vast majority of our peers, at least those old enough to drive themselves, are still outside socializing on the cement. The parking lot is packed and swarming with familiar faces, most of who turn in our direction when Caleb’s truck appears. There are only a few spots left, all in the furthest row from the entrance.
But Caleb rolls right past them.
“What are you doing?” I ask. “You just passed the only spots.”
He just grins as we approach the front row, which I’m dismayed to see is where the majority of people seem to be gathered. I spot some of Caleb’s baseball teammates, Madison, Julie, and . . . Cassie. There’s one spot open in the very center. Based on how full the lot is, I know this was left for him on purpose.
“How convenient,” I drawl. The many stares I can feel on us is putting me on edge, and I can feel my usual snark rising. “A late slip would have been better than this.”
Caleb seems overly amused by my obvious irritation with the attention. “Most girls aren’t quite so horrified to be seen with me.”
“Oh my god, you do this a lot, don’t you?” Caleb opens his mouth. “Actually, don’t answer that. And now everyone’s going to think . . . ” I bang my head against the soft headrest once. “Don’t say a single word to anyone about this if they ask. Aside from saying nothing happened, okay?”
“Nothing did happen, Matthews. I’m well aware if I’d so much as tried to cop a feel last night you would have stabbed me.”
I try not to think too hard about his words. Because I’m not sure that I would have. And that’s highly concerning. But not something I have time to analyze right now.
“You’re missing the point, Winters. No way am I ending high school being considered one of your groupies. Anyone asks, shut it down.”
“I got the point, Lennon.” Caleb looks to be on the cusp of laughter.
“Good.” I grab my bag and swing the passenger door open, preparing to leap down onto the asphalt. “Uh—thanks again.”
“For the sex?”
I slam the door on his grinning face. Hard. Forcefully enough that if we’d been in the farm’s old jalopy the spotless blacktop would be littered with flecks of rust. I stride towards the front doors. My irritated steps eat up the pavement quickly. Footsteps hurry after me, and I know without turning around they belong to Cassie. I slow my strides slightly so she can catch up.
“Beautiful morning, huh?” she asks, drawing even with me.
I grunt, eyeing her sunny smile suspiciously.
“Anything interesting happen?” she continues.
“Nope,” I insist. Cassie lets out a maddening humming sound. “I’m not a groupie.”
“Wait, what?”
“We were working on . . . ” Damn it, I still haven’t told her about the article. “Our English project before school,” I improvise. Hopefully Caleb keeps his mouth shut like I told him to.
“Hmmmmm,” Cassie hums again, eyes glinting mischievously. “How interesting.”
“Cassie,” I warn. “It was a . . . logistical decision. That’s all, okay?”
“A logistical decision?” Cassie laughs. “What does that even mean?”
“Meaning we had already met up to work on the assignment, and then we were headed to the same place. It made the most sense to drive together.”
“You didn’t factor how everyone would see you arrive together into your logistics?”
“I thought we were late enough no one would. How the hell was I supposed to know everyone loiters around the parking lot?”
“I guess you wouldn’t,” Cassie acquiesces. “But Caleb would.”
I break eye contact to open the door that serves as the entrance to the front of the school. “Yeah, I guess he would,” I reply quietly. “He’s delusional if he thinks people are going to believe we were together for any reason besides school.” I hope.
Cassie laughs. “Oh. That’s what you meant about groupies.” She gives me a sly glance. “I’ve actually never seen Caleb drive anyone to school before.”
“Huh,” I reply, surprised. “You probably just didn’t notice.”
“Maybe,” Cassie responds, and I notice her cheeks look a little flushed. She has a crush on Caleb, I realize. Along with all the other girls at this school. Except for me. I think.
I attract a lot more stares than usual when I enter homeroom after Cassie, and they continue throughout the rest of the day. I didn’t appreciate how little attention most people paid me until now, when I’m confronted with stares everywhere I go. And unlike the ones that plagued me most of freshman year, these ones aren’t contemptuous. They’re intrigued, maybe a little awed.
It’s obvious some of our peers do believe something might have changed between Caleb and me. I hope a little time will ensure everyone realizes that’s not actually the case.
Including me.
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“Matthews! Choke up on the bat! We’re not fishing here, straighten up!”
I would love to give whoever came up with Landry High’s requirement you have to score a run to pass the baseball unit of twelfth grade gym class a piece of my mind right now. I would bet Matthews Farm it was a man.
“I’m holding the grippy part of the stick,” I reply grumpily.
Our physical education teacher, Mr. Evans, gives me an encouraging look before tossing the worn baseball at me once more. I miss, again.
“Okay, give someone else a turn, Matthews. We’ll try again next week.”
“Wait a minute.” I freeze when I hear his voice. Tense when I hear the whispers.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I hiss at Caleb as he appears beside me next to home plate.
“Helping you pass gym. I’ve gotten the sense grades are kind of important to you.”
“I don’t need your help,” I inform him. Or the scrutiny. Caleb Winters is not the type of guy who offers his help freely. As evidenced by the undivided attention from our previously disinterested classmates that feels like a spotlight. I’ve avoided him ever since the accidental sleepover, and was finally making some headway in fading back to normalcy. With three words, Caleb took care of that progress.
“I’ve got about thirty witnesses who would say differently,” Caleb replies. “Stop being stubborn. I’m actually good at baseball, okay?”
I can’t help the small smile that forms in response to his massive understatement. “Fine,” I acquiesce. Aside from the unwelcome attention, it’s not like I have anything to lose.
At least I didn’t think I did until the warm weight of his body settles behind me. Until he grasps my elbows and readjusts my stance. I’m glad my long sleeves hide the goosebumps I can feel appearing along my skin.
I’m struggling to keep my breathing even, but Caleb doesn’t seem the least bit affected by my proximity.
“You’re holding the bat all wrong,” he informs me. “Move your hand a little more here.” His instructions are unnecessary, since he shuffles my grip himself. Prompting the same flash of heat I experienced the last time he touched my bare skin at his grandfather’s funeral. “Okay, angle it a bit more, lean forward, and . . . right there. Just swing at the ball, okay?”
“Jesus, Winters. I know that much.”
“I wasn’t sure after your eleven strikes,” Caleb retorts.
I’d love to roll my eyes at him, but I can’t turn to look at him without messing up what I hope is a gym-passing posture.
“Okay, one last try, Matthews,” Mr. Evans states. He’s not looking at me. He’s looking at Caleb, seemingly just as confused by him helping me as the rest of the class undoubtedly is.
Mr. Evans tosses the baseball again, a slow, easy toss that I would knock out of the park if this were a Hallmark movie about a plucky tomboy with untapped talent. But I’m me, so I only manage to just graze the edge of the ball, sending it skittering harmlessly in the direction of the dugout. A far cry from the home run I was hoping for.
“Progress,” Mr. Evans congratulates. The bar was low. “We can try again Monday. We’ll get you there by the end of the unit, Matthews.”
I nod, distracted by the unfamiliar emotion overshadowing my annoyance with the stupid requirement and whoever implemented it. I didn’t think there was anyone in Landry whose opinion I cared about. Turns out there might be. And he tried to help me, which makes it worse. I feel like I let Caleb down somehow, which is a ridiculous, inconvenient thing to feel. I know it is. But that knowledge doesn’t help me shake it.
Two more of my peers take their turns at bat, and then class ends. “Let’s head in, folks!” Mr. Evans calls out after Lucy Adams manages a single. “Only five minutes before the bell. Halloway, Josephs, grab the equipment, please.”
I scrape my light brown hair together in a bunch, twist it, and snap an elastic around it in a lazy attempt to keep the strands from blowing around in my face as I trudge back towards the brick building to change.
“You swung too late.”
I’m still dealing with the aftermath of the uncomfortable feeling of shame, and in no mood to talk to the boy who incited the emotion. “Really? I thought it was my grip on the bat,” I tell Caleb sardonically.
“At least you’ve learned it’s called a bat, not a stick.”
“I always knew that,” I grumble. “Gramps watches a lot of baseball.”
“You’re not going to magically improve by Monday, you know.”
“Obviously I know that, or else I would have already passed the stupid requirement.”
“You’re right,” Caleb agrees easily. “It is a stupid requirement.”
I eye him suspiciously, curious as to why he’s agreeing with me so readily when ordinarily he’s willing to spar over anything. “You agree with me? Having everyone forced to play the sport you worship seems like it would be your first choice for a gym requirement.”
“I thought so too. Until I had to watch you butcher a simple swing for twenty minutes.”
And . . . there’s the catch. “It was not twenty minutes.”
“Ten at least.”
I scoff, but that’s probably accurate.
“There’s not much I could do for one swing, but regardless of how uncoordinated you are anyone can hit the ball once,” his voice is teasing. “Especially if they’ve got a good teacher.”
“I’ll let Mr. Evans know,” I state dryly.
Caleb sniggers. “I’m offering to help you hit a baseball, Lennon.”
“You’re what?” We’ve almost reached the gym entrance, but I stop too soon, completely caught off guard.
“I’m offering to help you,” Caleb repeats, pausing as well.
“But—why?” Disbelief drips from my voice.
“Because you need it.” There’s a mocking note to his.
I scowl. “You can’t be serious.”
“Why not?”
“Why would you be?”
“Well, it’s simple really. You suck at baseball, and I’m good at baseball.” Caleb over enunciates each word, as though I’m unaware of the reality of our respective skills when it comes to the sport.
“I know both of those things. It doesn’t explain why you’d take the time to help me, and as far as I can tell, get absolutely nothing in exchange.”
“Wow, you really don’t think much of me, do you Matthews? What did I get out of mucking out stalls with you?”
What he doesn’t seem to realize is that’s exactly why I’m so surprised by his offer. I figured that was a solitary event. I don’t want to feel indebted to him.
When I don’t answer, he keeps talking. “I won’t have to watch you make a mockery of the sport of baseball. That’s enough payment for me.”
“How come you’re not offering to help anyone else? I admit I’m the worst in the class, but not by much.”
Caleb lets out an exasperated sigh. “Could you make this any more difficult, Lennon? Do you want my help? Yes or no.”
“Yes,” I admit.
“Okay. I’ll text you later.” And then he heads inside the gym, leaving me standing there. Wondering what the hell I’ve just agreed to. And why.
I finally head inside, taking my time changing out of my gym clothes and back into my usual ones. Having gym last period is the only upside to having gym at all. I leave the locker room and head back towards the main building. I forgot to grab my History book earlier, and I need it to complete a worksheet due tomorrow. The halls are bustling with activity, everyone buoyed by the sense of freedom that final bell always provides. I’m surprised to see Caleb is part of a group at the end of the hall, talking with some of his baseball teammates, along with Madison and a couple of her friends. Ryan James is with them as well, and he leers at me as I pass by. He hasn’t made any attempt to talk to me since the bizarre conversation at my locker after Marcus’ party. I hoped it meant he forgot about me, but it appears not.
I spin the dial of my lock quickly, eager to leave school for the day. I grab my History book and shove a couple of notebooks I don’t need back inside the metal frame to lighten my bag a bit.
“In a rush?”
Caleb is suddenly leaning against the locker next to mine. I’m disconcerted by the close proximity but dismayed to realize it doesn’t bother me. I don’t feel the urge to flinch back the way I did when Ryan adopted a similar posture.
“Yes,” I reply. “Here to rescind the lessons already?” I make the mistake of looking past Caleb, and see his circle of friends are all staring at us. Wonderful.
“Nope,” Caleb responds cheerfully, and I refocus on him.
“So . . . this is just a social call?”
He laughs. “No. I wanted to give you this.” He hands me a few sheets of paper that are stapled together neatly.
“What is it?” I ask, shutting my locker door and taking the papers from him.
“Our English outline. I added some stuff we discussed during our sleepover.”
I give him a sharp look for that comment, but my irritation fades when I flip through the first couple of pages. It’s more than an outline. He’s basically written our entire paper in bullet point format. “Wow. You didn’t have to do all this.”
He shrugs. “It didn’t take long.”
I’m pretty sure that’s a lie, but I let it slide. I’m distracted by Madison walking past with a couple of friends. She gives me a spiteful look. It’s more venomous than usual, and I have a feeling it has a lot to do with the guy a foot away from me. Caleb notices, and I look back to see his brow has furrowed.
“We used to be friends, you know,” I tell him for some unknown reason.
He looks at me with surprise. “You and Madison?”
I let out a little laugh. “Yeah. Her thirteenth birthday was just a couple days before my dad . . . died. It was a pool party. I got her a sparkly headband. It sounds lame now, but it was the cool trend at the time.”
“What happened?” Caleb asks quietly.
“Life. High school.” I shrug. “She cares what people think. I’ve never had that luxury.”
“What do you mean?”
“People judge me for things I have no control over. Kind of takes the sting out of it. Maybe it was just bad timing, but I think high school has a funny way of turning friends into foes no matter what.”
“Yeah, maybe you’re right,” Caleb says softly.
“I’ve got to go,” I tell him. “I’ll see you around.” He said he would text me about batting lessons, but I don’t know if he actually will. Don’t know if I really want him to.
Caleb nods, but doesn’t move from his casual pose. I start down the crowded hall, feeling his eyes on me the whole way. I’m sorely tempted to turn around and meet those brilliant blue orbs.
But I don’t.




THIRTEEN

__________________________________


The incessant beeping is getting to me.
“I forgot to grab rice,” I tell Gramps, which is actually true. “I’ll be right back.” I duck out of line to head back into the main section of the supermarket. It doesn’t take long to find the correct aisle and grab the light blue bag. There’s only one grocery store in town, and Gramps and I have been coming here every Saturday for as long as I can remember.
Gramps has moved up to being second in line by the time I return to the check-out. I toss the rice in the cart and try not to wince as the scanner keeps beeping nonstop.
Finally, it’s our turn, and Gramps chats with the owner as she rings up our groceries.
“I’m going to put these in the truck,” I tell Gramps, grabbing two paper grocery bags and heading towards the door. He nods as he continues making small talk with the cashier. I spin around to push open the door with my back. When I turn back around, I’m standing on the sidewalk just outside the store. Face to face with Caleb Winters.
We stare at each other as we contemplate what to say. Or not to say. At least, that’s what I’m doing. “Hi,” I greet. I definitely didn’t expect to run into him outside of school, especially following his unexpected offer to help me pass gym and our conversation at my locker. The gesture and talking to me in public added another layer to our already complicated . . . something. Not a friendship, definitely not a relationship, but something more than nothing.
“Hi,” Caleb repeats. All I can see on his face is surprise. Unlike me, he’s not alone. Jake Barnes, Colt Adams, and Luke Evans all hover behind him. Jake looks confused; Colt and Luke amused. “Exciting weekend?” A small smirk forms.
“Thrilling. Can’t you tell?” I nod to the two paper bags I’m clutching to my chest.
“Yeah, it’s pretty obvious.” Caleb’s dimples deepen.
“You?” I reciprocate.
“It’s been all right,” he responds.
“Winters! We’d better go,” Jake calls. He, Colt, and Luke have started to drift down the street, and are now standing about ten feet away from us.
“I’ve got to put these in the truck, anyway,” I say. “I’ll see you on Monday.”
Caleb doesn’t acknowledge Jake. Doesn’t look away from me. “Do you want to come?”
“Come?” I echo, floored.
“To the movies. We’re headed there now.” He jerks his head to the left, silently indicating towards the cinema located a couple blocks further downtown. His voice is casual, as though he invites me to hang out all the time, when the reality is the exact opposite.
I gape at him, temporarily incapable of speech. “I can’t,” I finally manage, a bit surprised to realize I don’t have to feign the note of regret in my tone. Spending time with him no longer seems like the punishment I once would have considered it to be. “I’ve got to—”
The door behind me clangs open and shut, and I turn to see my grandfather emerging from the store, carrying two more paper bags. “Gramps,” I admonish. “I was coming back for those.”
“I can manage a couple bags,” he informs me, before his gaze moves to the group of people standing in front of me.
Or at least one of them. “Well, hello there, Caleb.”
“Hello, Mr. Matthews,” Caleb replies respectfully.
Gramps shakes his head ruefully. “I thought I told you to call me Earl.” I don’t miss the glances Caleb’s friends exchange following the revelation he’s met my grandfather previously. In a town as small as Landry, it’s rarer to not know someone than to know them. But Gramps and I don’t exactly frequent the benefit and gala circuit where most of the local socializing takes place.
Caleb smiles. “You did, sir. Earl,” he tacks on hastily when my grandfather gives him a sharp look.
“Better,” Gramps praises. “Very sorry to hear about your grandfather.”
“Thank you,” Caleb replies.
“What are you boys up to?” Gramps asks, shifting his gaze from Caleb to his posse.
“We’re headed to the movies,” Caleb replies. “I was just seeing if Lennon wanted to come.”
I know what Gramps’ response will be even before I catch a glimpse of his delighted expression. “You should go, Lennie.” I glare at him.
“What about all the groceries?” I protest weakly.
Gramps waves off my concern. “I can handle it. There’s only a couple more bags to grab.”
“We can help.” Caleb doesn’t hesitate to offer up his assistance, and I survey his friends’ expressions with amusement as he offers theirs as well. Which is how I end up watching all four of them load our groceries for the week into the back of the old farm truck. I kind of expect Gramps to take advantage of the opportunity to strike up a conversation about baseball with four of Landry High’s starters, but he departs as soon as the truck is filled. Probably eager to set off before I can come up with an excuse to leave with him.
“This better not be a horror movie,” I inform Caleb as we head back towards the sidewalk.
“I thought you’d come around on those,” he replies. “Aren’t we doing Frankenstein for our paper?”
“That’s a book, not a movie,” I inform him. “Plus, I wasn’t about to spend all of lunch arguing with you about other options.”
We reach Luke, Colt, and Jake.
“You look really familiar. Have we met before?” Jake asks as we start walking in the direction of the movie theater down the street. He gives me a cheeky grin.
“I assume you’re referring to the fact that we’ve gone to school together since kindergarten, Barnes?”
Jake laughs. “Yeah, that’s probably it.”
I roll my eyes. I’m trying to act casual as we walk along the brick sidewalk, but it’s a challenge to pretend like this is anything normal. Hanging out with Caleb is bizarre enough, but at least the last few years of animosity have established some familiarity between us. I can’t recall the last time I spoke to Jake Barnes. The only time I’ve talked to Colt Adams was when he approached me at Marcus’ party. And Luke Evans barely bothered to acknowledge my existence when he stopped to talk to Will after the basketball game. Even before my family drama made me the school pariah, these were never people I was friendly with. Walking down the sidewalk now, it feels like I’ve stumbled into some bizarre alternate reality where I’m friends with four of the most revered guys in school. It’s a thoroughly jarring shift after the comfortable, infamous solitude I settled into freshman year.
The movie theater is bustling with activity when we enter it. It’s a dreary, overcast day, and there are few forms of entertainment in town during the winter months to begin with. The cinema is also connected to an arcade and a diner, making it a veritable mecca for everyone to congregate.
After we buy tickets for some spy thriller, the boys all decide to get snacks from the concession stand. I opt to stay in the lobby, claiming I ate lunch just before Gramps and I went shopping. I really just don’t want to spend my paltry pocket change on overpriced candy.
Leaning against a wall watching others buy their tickets gets old fast, so I wander into the arcade area. I haven’t been in here since middle school, and I’m surprised by how nostalgic I feel looking around at the flashing lights and listening to automated trills. The air hockey table was always my favorite, and it’s empty right now. I send the puck flying into the opponent’s goal for old time’s sake.
“Lennon?” I turn to see Will standing a few feet away, with Marcus Freedman beside him.
“Hi, Will,” I greet. “Marcus. How’s it going?”
“Not bad,” he replies, giving me his usual friendly smile. “You here playing some air-less air hockey?”
I smile. “Yeah, I guess I am.”
“Are you here alone, or . . . ”
“Oh. I, uh, I—” I stammer and stall, trying to figure out how to respond. Will may be nice enough to pretend otherwise, but I know he’s aware I’m barely perched on the first rung of Landry High’s social ladder. There’s no easy explanation for why I’m here with those comfortably situated at the top. Partly because I don’t understand it myself.
“You and I have very different definitions of staying in the lobby, Matthews.” Caleb joins the conversation.
“I got bored,” I reply, internally cringing as I see Will’s wide eyes bounce back and forth between the two of us. “I’ll see you around, Will.” I give him a small smile, and then turn to head back to the lobby.
“Masterson’s got it bad for you,” Caleb comments, falling into step beside me. There’s an odd, almost disgruntled note to his voice. Maybe it should bother me that he sounds . . . jealous?, but it’s actually kind of flattering considering he has girls hanging all over him wherever he goes.
“Yeah, I know.”
I feel Caleb’s eyes on me as we enter the theater lobby. “And he thinks there’s something going on between us now.”
I sigh before I glance over at him. “Better than false hope, right?” Caleb raises a brow. “Have you ever known you should want something, but you just can’t make yourself want it?”
Caleb shakes his head. “No. I’ve just wanted something I shouldn’t.” There’s a husky note to his voice I’m not expecting, one that sends shivers skittering up my spine. We reach his friends, and it disappears from his voice. “Okay, let’s go.”
“Did you try to make a break for it, Lennon?” Jake teases.
“Obviously not, or I wouldn’t be back here,” I reply. “It’s not like Caleb would have bothered to drag me back here if I really had tried to leave. It probably would have been a relief to him.”
Colt looks highly amused by my response for some reason. “Good luck, Winters.”
Caleb rolls his eyes. “I wouldn’t have invited you if I didn’t want you to come, Matthews. Hurry up.” He starts walking down the carpeted hallway that’s lined with movie posters and smells strongly of buttered popcorn.
“Winters is weird about missing the previews,” Luke informs me as we all struggle to keep up with Caleb’s brisk strides. “God forbid we just arrive on time for the movie we actually came to see. We have to be embarrassingly early like we’re here for the senior discount special, or something.”
“Yeah, he used to watch movie trailers in History last year.” The words are out before I’ve thought them through, and Colt gives me a weird look. Wait, why do I know that? Why did I remember that?
Despite Luke’s complaints, the movie theater is already pretty full when we enter the dark auditorium. Not just with the elderly. I trail behind my four companions, watching the quartet of butts—I mean, boys—climb the stairs. Even in the dim lighting, it’s not the worst view.
They don’t stop until they’ve reached the very top row of the stadium-style seating, and I’m embarrassed to realize I’m a bit out of breath. I didn’t think baseball players did much cardio.
“Nice of you to finally join us.” Caleb smirks, and I flip him off. I reached the top of the stairs only a few seconds after he did.
“Ladies first,” Jake says, holding his arm out like a game show host presenting the winning prize. Only instead of a brand-new car, I receive the gift of having to shuffle past all four of them down the row.
There’s some whispering at the top of the stairs, and then Caleb is the one to walk down the row and take the seat next to me.
“You draw the short stick?” I mutter.
“Yup. They’re making me share my popcorn with you, too.” He holds the container of butter drenched kernels out to me.
“I don’t like popcorn,” I lie.
“Then why did you eat some at lunch last week?” Caleb counters.
I raise both eyebrows. “Why do you know what I ate for lunch last week?”
“So I could catch you in a lie when we went to the movies this weekend.” Caleb says sarcastically. “Just take some, Matthews.”
I cave and scoop up some of the salty, buttery snack. “Thanks,” I murmur begrudgingly. I finish the handful before the movie has even started.
“Here.” Caleb holds out the bin of popcorn again, and this time I don’t bother to argue with him. I scoop out some more popped kernels eagerly. Except this time, Caleb goes to take some at the same time I withdraw my hand. His palm grazes against my knuckles, and it suddenly feels like I’ve been holding the back of my hand out over an open flame. I react immediately, hastily yanking my hand back into the sanctuary of my seat as though I’ve just been burned. Because it feels like I have.
The movie finally starts, and I focus every ounce of my attention on the massive screen, acting as though the film featuring a hunky actor I vaguely recognize along with a lot of guns and gore is all that matters in the world at this moment. I try to actually pay attention to the plot, but the back of my hand still sizzles. I’m also excruciatingly aware the tall frame silhouetted in the seat next to me belongs to Caleb Winters. There’s an unfamiliar, unwelcome awareness that prickles in my belly when I realize the darkness makes it seem like there’s no one else here besides the two of us.
I keep my eyes trained on the screen in front of me, trying to appreciate the high-definition picture of a man’s torso being displayed onscreen as the love interest tends to the hero’s cut shoulder. But even washboard abs can’t distract me from the fact Caleb is sitting only a few inches away. I listen to him munch popcorn. I watch him bounce his knee. I feel his elbow bump my bicep when he shrugs out of the hoodie he was wearing.
And . . . damn it, I’m attracted to Caleb Winters. I’ve always known he is objectively good-looking. Even at the height of my hatred for him, I’ve never been able to deny that. But I’ve also never been one of the girls who lost their train of thought around him. Thank god we’re in a crowded theater at the moment, because I’m no longer certain that would be the case right now. I feel giddy, being this close to him. There are actual butterflies colliding with my intestines as they flutter around my stomach.
The movie ends, and I’m about as clueless as to what it was about as I was before it started. Thankfully, no one asks for my opinion as we exit the auditorium. Jake and Caleb are engaged in some heated conversation about one of the stunts, and I completely tune them out.
“Hang on,” Jake says as we approach the lobby. “That slushy ran right through me.”
He ducks into the men’s restroom, and I take the opportunity to escape for a moment as well. “I’ll be right back.”
I walk through the doorway marked with a stick figure wearing a dress, and then take a sharp right to head down the hallway lined with stalls. I lock myself in the first one that’s available and tap my head against the plastic door three times, hoping it will knock some sense into me.
Nope. The memory of sitting so close to Caleb in the pitch dark still causes goosebumps to rise on my skin.
I wash my hands and then head back down the hallway towards the exit. I’m just about to round the corner to re-enter the hallway when I hear Colt’s voice. I pause in place. “—think it’s adorable you had to use her grandfather to trick her into spending time with you.”
“This is the sort of shit I’d expect from Jake, not you,” Caleb’s voice responds. “Come on, you saw how we happened to run into each other. She’s writing that article on me, and it’ll just be easier if we try to get along. It’s not a big deal, okay?”
Colt snorts. “You’re not fooling anyone with that crap, Winters. It’s obvious—”
Footsteps sound behind me, and I have no choice but to round the tiled corner and leave the safety of the bathroom before they reach me. Both Colt and Caleb fall silent the second I appear, and that only increases my curiosity. What was Colt saying is obvious? That I’m only here because Caleb suddenly developed some warped sense of obligation?
Caleb scrutinizes my face closely as I approach, and I’m pretty sure it means he has an idea I might have overheard some of his conversation with Colt. Jake’s already rejoined the group, so as soon as I reach them we start off in the direction of the lobby.
“Are you heading home from here, Jake?” I ask as we near the exit.
“Uh, yeah,” he replies.
“Can I get a ride?” Jake glances at Caleb, and so do Colt and Luke. I don’t. Jake lives in an upscale gated community located only a couple of blocks from the high school. There’s not really any such thing as “out of the way” in a town as small as Landry, but there’s no denying the fact Jake lives closest to me. He’s the obvious choice.
“Of course,” Jake replies, although the words don’t sound all that magnanimous. More worried. Is he concerned someone’s going to see us together, or something?
Buoyed by scoring a ride home with someone other than Caleb, I turn to the other three boys with a bright smile. “See you guys Monday. That movie was great . . . exciting.”  I barely paid attention to it, but surely “exciting” can apply to any action movie, right?
I’m trying to avoid looking at Caleb, but both Colt and Luke nod their heads. After flashing another smile, I head towards the exit doors. It’s only a few seconds before I hear Jake behind me. I hold the door as we emerge outside into the damp air. Jake Barnes is known for being a jokester. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him without an easygoing grin stretched across his face.
But he’s silent and serious as we walk down the sidewalk. He only speaks when we reach a shiny red truck that’s exactly what I would have described him driving if I’d been asked to do so. Aside from turning on the radio and instructing me to play whatever I want, Jake doesn’t say anything as we make the short trip back to Matthews Farm from downtown Landry. There are a couple of times when he opens his mouth, as though he’s about to speak, but he always closes it before any words actually escape.
“I’ll walk from here,” I say when he pulls into my driveway.
“You sure?” Jake replies.
“Yes,” I confirm, opening the door to climb out. “Thanks for the ride.”
I jump out and start walking up the dirt driveway, trying to put as much distance between myself and this weird afternoon as I can.




FOURTEEN

__________________________________




It feels like I’ve only just climbed into bed when my phone vibrates from its spot on the three-legged stool I keep to the right of my pillow for the sole purpose of making sure I hear my alarm in the morning. I fumble my fingers across the surface of the slab of oak for my phone, unwilling to open my eyes just yet. Once I convince my eyelids to open, I have to blink about a dozen times to make sure I’m not misreading the text I just received. Baseball lesson 1 pm.
I stare at the screen for a couple of minutes, trying to grasp my bearings. It’s 5:15 in the morning. My alarm hasn’t even gone off yet. And Caleb is texting me about meeting today? To play baseball? What is he even doing up at this hour?
Immediately, my brain conjures up a series of scenarios I’d rather not think about. Like how Caleb is probably awake right now because he’s leaving a random girl’s house to sneak back into his own. I fall further down the rabbit hole. Does every girl he touches feel like she’s being seared with pleasure and flooded with endorphins? Or am I the only one unlucky enough to have that reaction?
I’m glad Caleb didn’t text any earlier, because there’s no way I’m falling back asleep now. With a beleaguered sigh, I abandon the warm covers to get dressed. I only had fifteen minutes of sleep left, anyway.
I’ve just pulled on my usual fleece when my phone buzzes again. Thankfully, no one is here to see the way I lunge for my phone. It’s from him again. A series of obnoxious question marks.
Fine. I send the single word, biting back some of the snarkier ones I wouldn’t mind adding. He’s annoyed I didn’t respond to his text? At the crack of dawn? The only thing that holds me back is the hope doing so means I won’t have to spend gym class on Monday listening to overdone sighs behind me as I repeatedly miss hitting the ball.
Of course he doesn’t send anything more after that.
There’s a whisper of warmth in the air when I step out onto the front porch, the first I’ve felt in months. The barest hint of color is just beginning to edge across the brightening horizon, silhouetting the barn and the broad oaks that surround it in a pastel hue. Landry doesn’t look so bad right now. This image? Spread before me like one of the oil paintings that line the hallways of Caleb’s family’s estate? It’s resplendent. Dazzling. Magnificent.
Thanks to Caleb’s text, I’m running ahead of schedule, and I also don’t have the usual constraint of school since it’s a Sunday. So I head into the stallion barn first to tack up Geiger.
Fifteen minutes later, I’m appreciating the sunrise as a streak of color from my perch atop his broad back. The world flashes by in a series of slowly brightening hues as we circle the practice track again and again. My thighs are burning by the time Geiger seems amenable to slowing his pace. I slide off the saddle, letting out a quiet “oomph” when I hit the ground a bit harder than I expected to.
Gramps has already started distributing the mares’ grain by the time I’ve untacked Geiger and fed both him and Gallie.
“Morning, Gramps,” I greet as I enter the tack room.
“Morning, darling,” he responds, giving me a broad smile. “Good ride?”
“Yeah, it was,” I reply.
“You were up early . . . Everything all right?” As much as Gramps would love for me to expand my minuscule social circle, his apprehensive expression suggests he may be realizing that actually taking place could come with its own challenges. I wasn’t exactly forthcoming with details last night about how my trip to the movies went.
“Everything is good,” I rush to assure him. “I just happened to wake up extra early this morning. Yesterday was fine. A bit weird, but fine.”
Gramps nods, looking relieved.
After we finish chores and I shower, I head into town to meet Cassie. Spending Sunday mornings in Landry’s sole coffee shop has become a weekly tradition ever since the first time she suggested we meet there. I use the time to do homework, while Cassie tends to people watch and draw.
She’s already waiting outside when I cross the street. Downtown is livelier than it was yesterday, with more people taking advantage of the nicer weather.
Cassie gives me a quick hug of greeting before we head inside the cafe. “Cute fleece,” she teases.
I roll my eyes at her. Cassie is what can only be described as a fashionista. I’ve never seen her wear the same outfit twice. One of the many ways in which we’re complete opposites. “It’s new,” I inform her.
Cassie scrunches her nose in distaste as she surveys the gray fabric I’m wearing. “It looks the exact same as all your other ones.”
I shrug. “There’s not much variety in the fleece market, I’m afraid.”
Cassie shudders. “Let’s go get breakfast. I’m starving.”
We join the long line of people waiting to buy beverages and food. Despite its length, the line moves fairly quickly, and then we’re ordering. Cassie decides on a veggie omelet and a latte, while I opt for my usual muffin and cappuccino. The barista hands Cassie a beeper to alert us when our order is ready, and then we set off in search of an open table. Options are limited, and we end up at a small table close to the front door.
I’ve only just sunk down into one of the chairs when the bell above the door clangs, announcing Madison’s arrival. Close behind her are a few other members of her posse, Ryan James, and . . . Colt.
Madison passes with a sneer, Ryan a leer, and then, “Hey, Lennon,” Colt says casually as he passes our table.
Madison whips her head around in shock, and it’s satisfying enough I decide to play along. “Hi, Colt,” I respond in an equally nonchalant manner.
Colt nods in acknowledgment and keeps walking, shrugging when Madison whispers something to him that I’m certain is about me.
Looking across the table, I see Cassie is staring at me with both eyebrows raised. “What was that about?” I take my time pulling my Oceanography textbook out of my backpack. “Lennon?” Cassie prompts, seeming to sense my reticence is indicative of the fact I’m withholding something juicy from her.
With a sigh, I fill her in on my unexpected afternoon.
“I’m sorry, what? You went on a quadruple date with Caleb Winters and three of his friends yesterday?”
“I definitely wouldn’t categorize it as a date,” I correct. “More like they were all hanging out and I just happened to be there.”
“Because Caleb invited you?”
“I have to write an article on him for the paper. I think he’s just trying to ensure I don’t write anything embarrassing.”
“Huh,” Cassie replies, not looking at all like she believes me. I don’t believe me.
“I mean, why else would he have invited me?” I fish in a moment of weakness.
“Some of the girls—” Cassie starts, and then stops.
“What?” I press.
“Some of the girls at lunch—that day Caleb came over to our table, you know?” I nod. “They were saying you’re the only girl they ever see Caleb choose to talk to. Maybe . . . maybe he likes you.”
“I don’t think so,” I say quickly.
Cassie surveys me thoughtfully. “Come on, you can’t honestly tell me you wouldn’t be interested if he is. I know you’ve got your weird rivalry thing, or whatever, but Caleb Winters is seriously hot. He looks like the main character on a soapy teen drama. You can’t honestly tell me you’re immune to that.”
I think back to my reaction to our proximity yesterday. Yeah, definitely not immune. “Not entirely,” I admit. “But there’s more to a guy than how he looks.”
“True,” Cassie agrees. “Although the only person I’ve ever heard say anything bad about him is you.” She shoots me a questioning look.
“It doesn’t matter,” I insist. “I’ve got more important things to think about than how Caleb Winters feels about me.” The words are meant more for me than her. Since analyzing Caleb’s words and actions are how I’ve spent the bulk of the past twenty-four hours.
“Did you start to hear back from some schools?” Cassie asks excitedly.
I could probably push this conversation back a few more weeks, but I’ll have to tell her eventually. Might as well be now. “No. I’m not going to college, actually. At least not in the fall.”
“Oh. Wow. I—” Cassie clearly has no idea what to say, and I don’t blame her.
“It’s just not feasible,” I explain. "My grandfather can’t manage the farm by himself.”
“That’s really selfless of you,” Cassie remarks, recovering slightly.
I shrug. “It’s what family does.”
Cassie nods.
“I’m sorry I lied to you before,” I offer. “It’s not something I love talking about.” I love Gramps. I love Matthews Farm. But staying in Landry feels an awful lot like being left behind.
“I get it, Lennon. Well, maybe not entirely,” Cassie corrects. “But I understand it. We’re good.”
I give her a small smile, and then am relieved to see our buzzer light up on the table. We head to the counter to retrieve our food and coffee, and then return to our table to delve into the steaming sustenance eagerly, effectively abandoning any heavy conversation.
I leave the coffee shop a couple hours later and drive straight to the high school. Caleb is not at the field when I arrive, and I start to both hope and worry he forgot about our lesson. I walk out onto the field and take a seat on the plush grass that surrounds the diamond, tilting my face back and closing my eyes. It rarely dips below freezing here, but it has been months since it’s been pleasant enough I’ve purposefully prolonged my time outside. The rays of sunshine soaking my face allow me to pretend I’m on a tropical island. Or a private cruise. Or . . . A car door slams, effectively ending my daydream.
Caleb strolls towards me, carrying a bag I assume must contain baseball equipment. He didn’t forget, and I’m surprised by how happy that makes me.
“Hey, Matthews,” he greets.
“Hey,” I reply, standing and dusting off my jeans.
Caleb drops the bag on the grass next to me and unzips it to reveal a bat and glove on top of a bunch of other sports equipment.
“Here.” He holds out the bat to me, while he tucks the glove under one arm, and then continues to rifle through the bag.
“Thanks,” I reply, taken aback by how brusque he’s being. I walk over to home plate, and Caleb takes his spot on the pitcher’s mound.
“I’m just going to toss a few to you to start,” he tells me. “So I can try to figure out what’s messing you up. I wasn’t paying close enough attention during gym.”
“I thought the whole reason you’re doing this is because you had to watch me ‘butcher a simple swing’ for ten minutes?” I ask, a bit testily.
It looks like Caleb clenches his jaw, but I’m too far away to tell for certain. He throws the baseball at me. It’s a lot faster and more direct than Mr. Evans’ throws, and I instinctually jump back, so it hits the chain link behind me with a loud clang.
“Seriously?” Caleb questions.
I feel myself flush. “I wasn’t ready.”
“Obviously,” Caleb calls back. He grabs another baseball, and I lift my arms to prepare to swing. But he doesn’t throw it.
“Why aren’t you throwing it?” I finally ask.
“Oh, are you ready to hit it now? I couldn’t tell,” Caleb says mockingly.
“Ass,” I mutter under my breath. I know he couldn’t have heard what I actually said, but his mocking smile deepens, like he has a pretty good idea. He finally pitches the ball. I swing this time, but it’s a few seconds too late. The next time I swing too early. After the tenth failed attempt, I start to lose patience.
“Lower your stance,” Caleb coaches. “And straighten your arms a little more.”
I try to follow his instructions, but I still don’t come close to connecting with the ball. “This isn’t helping,” I inform him, annoyed. “We should just call it. I don’t even get why you are doing this. You hate me.”
“I don’t hate you, Lennon.” Caleb replies, but the words are an amusing contrast to the annoyed voice he conveys them in. He sure sounds like he hates me.
But I don’t bother to point that out. “Fine. Dislike, then.”
“I don’t dislike you, either.” Annoyance inches towards irritation.
I raise my eyebrows meaningfully in response to his tone. “Yeah, right.”
“I mean it. I don’t,” Caleb insists.
“Then why have you spent the last three and a half years insulting me?” I snap, opting to overlook the nasty tone of our current conversation. It’s not like I don’t have plenty of other examples to draw on.
“When have I ever insulted you?”
“You—” I pause, both from the surprising turn this conversation has taken and because I literally don’t know where to begin unpacking the last few years of barbs. The bleachers to the right provide a flash of inspiration. “You told me I looked terrible at prom last spring.”
Caleb suddenly looks a bit amused, and I feel a flash of nervousness. Maybe I gave too much away by revealing I recall a conversation we had almost a year ago perfectly. “I don’t remember saying you looked terrible.”
“The subtext was clear.”
Caleb doesn’t respond to that, although he keeps talking. “But I do recall you telling me to fuck off, go to hell, and never talk to you again in the course of that conversation.”
I feel my cheeks flush again. Maybe that wasn’t the best example. “You caught me at a bad time,” I mumble. Definitely not the best example.
Caleb allows himself a small smile at the expense of my obvious discomfort. “Clearly.” The humor fades from his face. “But I didn’t mean to insult you that night. I’m sorry.”
I gape at him. “You’re . . . apologizing?”
“Yeah,” Caleb shrugs. “Now, can we get back to baseball?”
“Um, sure,” I respond, feeling a bit like I’ve just been spun around in circles wearing a blindfold. On a moving carousel. But I try to clear my head by reciting the advice Caleb’s called to me so far. I’m here to hit a baseball. Once. That’s all I need to do. Nothing else matters.
Caleb throws another perfect pitch. My timing is better this time, but I still have a weak hold on the bat. The metal cylinder whizzes through the air with some serious force, but does so a couple inches north of where the baseball arrives. I stumble a bit from the momentum of my high swing, and I’m impressed Caleb keeps from laughing. I’m certain I look ridiculous.
It is enough to get him to leave the pitcher’s mound, though.
“I think I figured out part of the problem,” he tells me as he approaches home plate. He steps behind me, and starts readjusting my grip on the bat, the same way he did in gym class. Except there aren’t any confused classmates watching us today. We’re alone.
For the second time in just as many days, I find myself close to Caleb Winters. Really, really close. And unlike in the dark movie theater yesterday, there’s no fight sequence to distract myself from the butterflies his proximity attracts. From the fact he smells like pine and rain and salt and some other masculine scent.
“Okay, so you’re going to—” Caleb moves so he’s in front of me, probably to survey my stance from a new angle, and for some reason I do the most absolutely stupid thing I could possibly do.
I kiss Caleb Winters.
It’s not a quick peck. Not an awkward motion I could attempt to laugh off. I follow an idiotic, uncharacteristic impulse, and I kiss the boy who I used to hate. Who I thought hated me.
His tongue tastes like spearmint, and the warm, muscular body that’s suddenly so very close to mine feels like home. Comforting. Safe. That intangible, irreplaceable feeling. How I feel when I’m snuggled in my favorite armchair in the living room, reading a book. While I’m sipping hot coffee in the morning and staring out at the misty practice track. Content. Comforted. It’s such a dizzying shift from how I ordinarily feel around Caleb Winters that I feel like I’ve just been thrown off a horse. It’s a disconcerting sensation I’ve experienced more times than I would voluntarily admit. There’s that same rush of suddenly ending up someplace unexpected, with no time to react to the change.
And then there’s heat. It starts in the only spot we’re touching: our lips. But it rapidly spreads, first to the rest of my face, and then to my bloodstream. My veins carry the fever so that it radiates throughout my entire body, curdling in my veins and condensing in my stomach. It’s not an uncomfortable warmth; it’s an enticing one. I marvel over how my entire body suddenly feels the same way my face did when it was drenched in sunshine, until I become entirely distracted by a much more pressing realization.
Caleb is kissing me back. The seconds I spent adjusting to the unexpected flash of heat were apparently the same amount of time it took him to break through the surprise of me kissing him. And Caleb becoming an active participant sends a fresh flood of fire through my body.
I’ve kissed guys before. This shouldn’t feel any different. It’s just flesh pressing against flesh; skin cells to skin cells. But somehow, every cell in my body seems to know this is Caleb Winters I’m touching right now, and that does make it different. Annoyance has always been the predominant emotion he’s stirred in me, but the excitement swirling in my belly feels familiar, like maybe it’s always been there too, just waiting for me to move past the irritation.
It takes me a lot longer to talk myself into pulling away than it should. Not only because it turns out Caleb is a really good kisser, but because I don’t want to face him just yet. I have no idea what to say. And I’m having a lot of trouble trying to plan it out while his tongue is in my mouth.
Finally, I jerk back. What should have been, at most, a single kiss has already turned into a heated make-out session. “Shit.” I add a lot of extra syllables to the curse to compensate for the fact there are a lot of other profanities I’d love to shout now that my mouth is no longer otherwise occupied. Mainly at myself.
“Just the reaction a guy hopes for.” The words sound amused, but I can’t bring myself to look at Caleb yet to gauge if it’s genuine. I’m too embarrassed. Too horrified. Too aroused.
“We can pretend that never happened, right?” I ask him hopefully. Or ask the ground I’m staring at, rather.
I expect him to challenge me. Or demand an explanation for my actions. So I’m surprised when he says, “Sure.” And relieved. Things make more sense when he adds to his hasty agreement. “As soon as you tell me why.”
“Why?” I play dumb, but I finally look at him. He doesn’t look mad. He doesn’t look like he’s likely to drop this, either.
“Why you kissed me.” I’m surprised he humors me and actually says the words, although he smirks afterwards, making me think he might have wanted to say them anyway.
“Uh . . . I had a psychotic break?”
The creases in the corners of his mouth deepen. “Try again.”
“I wanted to for some reason, okay?” Some irritation seeps into my voice. “Don’t worry, I’m all good now.”
“Is that a recent development?”
“What?”
“You wanting to kiss me?”
I feel my cheeks warm, and pray it’s not evident on my face. Although I was probably already blushing, thanks to the embers still stoking flames in my belly. “Apparently.”
“Interesting,” Caleb muses. “Did you have some advance notice? I should probably head back out to the mound, but I can stay here if you feel another bout of kissing urges coming on.”
I roll my eyes. “I said I’m good. It won’t be happening again.”
“You sure?” Caleb grins.
I’m not certain of anything right now, but I summon as much confidence as I can for my response. “Yes.”
Caleb smirks, but heads in the direction of the mound of dirt in the center of the field without pressing the issue any further. Kissing him was a mistake for a whole host of reasons, but at least it seems to have taken care of the sour mood he was in before. His blue eyes are practically dancing under the rim of the baseball cap he’s wearing, and the corners of his mouth are tilted up slightly, like he’s suppressing another smile.
Rather than drowning in embarrassment, I’m surprised to discover I’m also in a better mood all of a sudden.
“Ready?” Caleb calls out, his voice cheerful.
“Yup!” I sound way too excited to be playing baseball, and Caleb’s lips twitch. Lips that were just pressed to mine. Focus, Lennon.
A few pitches later, I finally make contact with the ball. It’s a low, straight hit that drops to the grass just past the pitcher’s mound, but it’s still a hit. I just stand there, a bit dumbfounded by the foreign sensation of actually connecting the bat and the ball. Feeling them collide was a lot more satisfying than I expected it would be, and I gain a little more understanding about why someone might actually dedicate time to playing this sport. There’s an unexpected desire to hit the baseball again, and to hit it harder. The proud grin stretching across Caleb’s face might have something to do with it.
“Okay, I didn’t think we had to go over this part as well. You’re supposed to run once you actually manage to hit the ball, Matthews.”
In an extremely mature move, I stick out my tongue at him. “I don’t think I need to practice that part.”
“I think you do,” Caleb tells me. He’s started walking backwards across the grass towards the baseball. Slowly.
So I start jogging towards first base. Despite knowing what he’s planning to do. Maybe because of it. Sure enough, he picks up the baseball and chases me. I reach the white square first, but only barely. Caleb’s right behind me, and he steadies me as I trip over the edge of the base a bit.
I turn around, and he’s right there. “Thank you,” I blurt. “For helping me.”
His proximity is doing dangerous things to my insides again. He’s hijacked my impulses, so that instead of screaming “leave” they’re shouting “stay.”
He’s so close I feel the mint essence from his gum prickle my face as he speaks. “Do you still want to kiss me, Lennon?” he whispers. His voice is low. Husky. Seductive. A tone I’ve never heard from him before and never want to stop listening to.
“I told you I’m good.” My voice lacks any conviction.
“I want to kiss you,” Caleb admits, and the admission causes my racing heart to skip a beat entirely. Then it starts galloping again, circulating the heat that’s begun to build despite the fact we’re not even touching. Yet.
“Only if we can pretend it never happened,” I insist. “You taught me how to bat and that was it. You’ll argue with me in English on Monday?” I ask the question a bit desperately, so it’s really more of a plea.
“Lennon . . . ” Caleb’s voice is slightly strained.
“Yes or no, Caleb?” My willpower is crumbling anyway, but he doesn’t know that. I know my insistence is silly, but for me it’s just like wanting to be valedictorian. My resistance to Caleb’s seemingly universal charm is one of the few ways I don’t mind being separated from my peers. It’s bad enough I’m letting him know I’m not as indifferent as I appear, I don’t want anyone else to have the faintest clue. But more than my stupid pride, I’m worried about my heart. If Caleb can make it pound like I’ve just run a marathon, then he has the power to do a lot of things to it. Namely, break it. Everyone knows Caleb Winters is destined for big, impressive things. In places bigger and far more worldly than Landry, Kentucky. And I’m . . . not.
“Yes,” Caleb finally answers, and then his lips lower to mine. My mind goes blissfully blank as we stand on first base.
The irony of it doesn’t escape me.
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Caleb lied. Maybe I did, too. To myself.
You can’t kiss someone you thought you hated and then still act like you hate them. Or maybe you can.
But I can’t. And neither can Caleb, apparently.
It happens gradually: the reshuffling of my life to accommodate the fact I no longer view Caleb Winters as my nemesis.
The first time I notice it is when my pen runs out of ink in English, disrupting the meticulous notes I’m taking on our class discussion of The Catcher in the Rye. I start to hunt through my backpack for another writing utensil, but a black pen drops on my desk before I can locate one. Caleb walks past and leaves class to go to the bathroom. It doesn’t occur to me until the door closes behind him he must have been watching me already.
When Caleb returns to class, he makes a comment about the phoniness Holden sees as being portrayed in the adult world. I raise my hand, and Mr. Tanner calls on me next, a little warily. “I agree with Caleb,” I start. I’d think I was imagining the ripples of shock in the room, if not for the surprised expression on Mr. Tanner’s face as well. I rush the rest of my response, feeling a bit silly. And annoyed. Surely it’s not that shocking I agree with Caleb about one thing, right? “But I also think phoniness is used as an excuse for withdrawing from the world around him. By pretending the issues aren’t as complex as they really are, he can believe he is not beholden to making the same mistakes.”
“Very insightful, Ms. Matthews,” Mr. Tanner compliments, and then moves on to Marcus, who also has his hand up.
*****
Three days later, I feel Caleb’s presence behind me in the equipment room at the start of gym class, and hand him a racquet without really thinking about it. It’s only when I see Madison looking back and forth between us with narrowed eyes that I realize I might have made another gaffe. Thanks to Caleb’s unorthodox baseball lesson, I managed to pass the baseball unit, and now we’ve moved on to tennis.
Once everyone has grabbed a racquet, Mr. Evans starts marking pairs off on his clipboard. I’m pretty certain he would be my least favorite teacher based on nothing but the subject he teaches, but that title is solidified when he calls out, “Matthews, you’ll be with Herbert.” I groan, and Madison looks horrified.
There aren’t enough tennis courts for us all to play at once, so Mr. Evans sends Madison and me, along with a few other pairs, to the grassy knoll to the right of the courts. I plop down on the grass, glad it’s a sunny day and the blades aren’t damp. Madison lowers herself down gingerly after inspecting the ground closely. I swallow a snort. She’s always been prissy. It drove me crazy when we were younger. I’d be the one racing around the playground, while she’d sit delicately on the swing and refuse to play tag.
“Sure you don’t want to get a chair?” I ask her.
She glares at me and tosses her long mane of blonde hair over one shoulder. “I just have standards. Unlike some people.”
I adopt my most serious tone. “You’re right. Not minding sitting on grass is definitely evidence of some massive character flaw.”
Madison scoffs, and then turns to talk to Poppy Tisdale about the upcoming senior trip. It’s still three weeks away, but I’m not surprised they’re already talking about it. High schoolers start planning for the trip to a nearby campground as freshman. The senior-only trip is that legendary. Back in freshman year, I even had some vague fantasy I might be able to go. It feels awfully far away now. There’s no way Gramps could manage the horses all by himself for three nights. I’ve been bracing for an argument about it, because I know he’ll try to convince me he can, but the topic hasn’t come up yet.
“No, I’m bringing my straightener anyway,” Madison is saying. “I know they said it draws too much power, or whatever, but Amanda Stephens said she used hers last year, and it was totally fine.”
I bite my bottom lip, trying to contain my amusement over the thought of Madison blowing a fuse at the campsite and depriving everyone of electricity, just so she can perfect her admittedly impressive locks.
“Okay, I’ll bring mine too, then,” Poppy replies eagerly. “I was so worried Caleb was going to see me with frizzy hair.” I chew the inside of my mouth, trying to figure out why those words bother me. “I mean, not that he’s interested in me,” Poppy tacks on quickly, and I glance over to see her looking nervously at Madison, who also looks less than pleased about Poppy’s comment involving Caleb.
Madison and Poppy move on to discussing their outfits, and it’s a struggle to keep a straight face as they describe the tank tops and dresses they’re planning to pack. For a trip to a campground. In the woods. In April. I keep my mouth shut, though, as I mindlessly pick at blades of grass.
“Time to switch!” Mr. Evans calls out, and the group of seated bystanders, including me and my reluctant partner, all stand to take the place of the losing pairs. Mr. Evans starts sending partners out onto the court in the order they arrive at the metal gate that leads onto the green asphalt. Based on how Madison is literally dragging her feet, I figure out who we’ll be playing even before Mr. Evans says, “You two will be paired with Winters and Kelly.”
That definitely gets Madison’s attention, but I have to suppress a groan. The two of us head towards the nearest court silently.
Caleb hasn’t noticed us yet. He’s talking to his partner, Harper Kelly. She’s a sweet, shy girl, who was actually on the paper with me for a bit freshman year. Right now, she’s entirely absorbed in whatever Caleb is saying, looking at him with a worshipful expression I’ve seen aimed at him many times before.
Madison clears her throat loudly as we cross the baseline. “Ready to play, Caleb? Harper,” she adds, a bit reluctantly.
“Ready,” Caleb replies. His gaze shifts to me, and a grin forms. “You any better at tennis than baseball, Matthews?”
“I’ll have you know I’m batting 500 these days, Winters,” I toss back.
The grin deepens, making his dimples pop. “Impressive.”
“God, can we start the game already?” Madison butts in with.
“Serve away, partner,” I reply, moving closer to the net.
I’m better at tennis than I am at baseball, but not by much. Harper misses more tennis balls than she hits too, but Madison is actually pretty good. And Caleb seems to be genetically programmed to be good at any sport, so our teams are pretty even.
Mr. Evans blows his whistle halfway through our third set. “That’s all for today, everyone.”
“Good game, guys,” I call out to Caleb and Harper.
Madison scoffs loudly beside me. “No longer playing hard to get, Lennon?”
“Well, I saw how well being easy was working out for you,” I retort. “You’ve been dating Caleb for how many months now?”
She sends me a glare filled with loathing, and then stalks off.
“You two seem well on your way to becoming friends again,” Caleb comments as he appears beside me.
“Oh, yeah,” I reply flippantly. “Absolutely.”
We start to walk off the tennis court, following the rest of the class. Caleb lets out a quiet chuckle, and I know his next words are going to be teasing before they leave his mouth. “So are you just generally uncoordinated, or . . . ” I shove him without thinking. He looks just as surprised by the unexpected contact as I am.
“I ride horses,” I defend, trying to quickly move on from the impromptu action.
“Isn’t the horse the real athlete in that instance?”
“I guess,” I acquiesce. “But it’s not exactly easy squatting on top of a horse running thirty or forty miles an hour.”
“Huh. I guess not,” Caleb acknowledges.
“I’m assuming that means you’ve never ridden one?” I ask, as we follow the gravel path that winds back in the direction of the gym.
“Nope,” Caleb confirms breezily. “When I’d come here for the summer, half the visit was spent at the racetrack. I got my fill of horses then, and I never paid much attention to the jockeys. Became kind of like white noise after a while.”
I barely manage to keep from rolling my eyes. Only a Winters could get away with insulting Landry’s summer pastime like that. Not to mention, Caleb’s lackluster assessment of watching a race from the stands, where seats start at four figures, would be ridiculous enough. The Winters’ private box probably serves champagne and caviar.
Caleb seems oblivious to my snarky amusement. “Do you ride a lot?”
“Twice a day. Once in the morning and once after school so they all get exercised twice a week.”
“Wow. I’d like to see that,” Caleb comments, which I’m not expecting.
“Well, like I said it’s a bidaily—” I don’t even think that’s a word, but Caleb doesn’t seem to notice. “—occurrence. You can come watch whenever if you’re really wanting to.”
“You’re inviting me over?” Caleb asks, a little slyly. We haven’t discussed our kiss since that afternoon at the ball field, and I can’t help but wonder if that's the reason for the impish gleam in his eyes. If we were to kiss again, which isn’t exactly something I’d be opposed to if the number of times I’ve thought about the baseball lesson is any indication, it seems a lot more likely to happen at my home than at school again.
“I didn’t think you needed an invitation,” I respond. “Last time you just invited yourself to stay.”
“That’s the thanks I get for driving you home at the crack of dawn?” Caleb rolls his eyes. There’s a pause, and then, “Is that why you asked Jake for a ride home from the movies?”
His tone is no longer playful. I glance over at him, caught off guard by the fact he’s bringing it up. His expression doesn’t give me any indication of what he’s thinking. It’s completely blank, almost purposefully so. “No . . . ” I reply carefully. “He just lives closer to me.” And I was worried I might kiss you if I spent any time alone with you, I add silently. Turns out my inclination there was spot on.
Caleb just hums in response, still not giving me any indication as to what he’s thinking. And we’ve reached the entrances to the locker rooms, so I don’t have any more time to study his face and figure it out. “See you, Lennon,” is all he says before disappearing into the boys’ one.
After I’ve changed back into my usual jeans and sweatshirt, I head to the newsroom for our meeting. There are some nerves swirling in my stomach, and I know why. This is our first paper meeting since I handed in the draft for my article about Caleb to Andrew. I didn’t want to write this article in the first place, but the stakes have risen exponentially since I received the assignment. In a way I definitely didn’t expect.
“Hey,” Julie greets when I take a seat at my desk next to her.
“Hey,” I reply, glancing around the newsroom. “No Andrew yet?”
“Nope,” she replies. “But Joe said he was here earlier. Was muttering something about you and then left to ‘take care of something important.’”
Crap. I knew I shouldn’t have mentioned Senator Winters. I thought it was good human interest, but Andrew probably thought it was distasteful. I have almost every sentence of the article memorized, and I run through the words I spent hours agonizing over, trying to figure out what else might have caused such an extreme reaction in Andrew so I’m prepared for his return.
The newsroom door flies open a couple minutes later, announcing our esteemed editor’s presence.
“You’re late,” Joe calls out to Andrew. “Thought you said the news waits for no one.”
“I did say that,” Andrew replies. He looks . . . almost giddy, and I exchange a quick glance with Julie, trying to figure out what’s going on. She shrugs. Maybe this isn’t about me?
“Well?” Joe prompts.
“I had to talk to the printer,” Andrew says. “And up our order for the next issue to two thousand copies.”
I feel my eyebrows fly upwards. Julie’s mouth drops open. That’s a hundred times our normal order. A quarter of Landry’s population. More copies than students who attend Landry High.
“What? Why?” I ask, unable to keep my mouth shut. No one else is saying anything.
Andrew grins. “Funny you should be the one to ask, Lennon. I read your article in study hall earlier. One of the best things I’ve ever read, and I’m not going to be the only one who thinks so. Everyone else, pay close attention to my notes on your own articles. This is going to be the issue people read. Make sure it’s your best work.”
He pulls a leaflet of papers out from under his arm and starts distributing the packets around the room. He drops Julie’s article draft down in front of her, dotted with red ink. Mine falls next. Without a single mark. That’s never happened.
Andrew continues moving around the room, dropping off articles and sharing feedback. I remain sitting, in a state of shock.
“Can I read your article?” Julie asks me eagerly.
“Sure,” I reply, sliding the sheets of paper over towards her. I tap my pen against the surface of the desk, trying to reconcile the last few minutes with the berating I was bracing for. Two thousand copies? I should be flattered, and a part of me is. But I also know broadening the distribution of my article about Caleb will only tie us together further in the eyes of the student body. I’ve spent the last three and a half years being defined by my so-called hatred of Caleb Winters. Now I’ll be known as the girl who wrote the article about him.
“Wow. This is really good,” Julie eventually comments.
“You sound surprised,” I respond, smirking.
“No, I’m not,” Julie insists. “I just . . . based on how you reacted to getting it assigned I thought . . . ”
She trails off, but she doesn’t need to finish her thought. I already know what she is trying to say.
“Yeah, well, if I decide to do something I don’t see any point in half-assing it,” I respond.
Julie laughs. “Clearly. But I hope you know this is going to seriously boost his reputation.” I must look dubious, because she laughs again. “I mean it. I like him more after reading this. The fact that you wrote it? People are going to give it way more credence.”
I puzzle over her words for the rest of the meeting and the walk home. Caleb can already do no wrong in the eyes of Landry. Why would one semi-complementary article change that? I didn’t say anything bad about him, but I certainly didn’t gloss over any imperfections. Is that what Julie meant by people giving it more credence? That implies people care what I think or say, which is not an impression I’ve ever gotten.
This article is also going to cost me the distinction of being immune to Caleb’s charm, I realize.
The paper meeting ran longer than usual, and I also have a pile of Calculus problems waiting for me, so I rush through the evening chores. I hop off Dusty’s back just as darkness is fully descending and lead her back to the barn shining like a beacon of light. Untacking only takes a few minutes, and then I release Dusty into her stall to enjoy her dinner.
When I turn back around, Caleb is leaning against the adjoining stall. A puissant combination of felicity and anticipation fizzes inside of me. I’m happy to see him. “Hey.” My voice is blasé, not exposing the fact my insides are doing some impressive acrobatics.
“Hey,” Caleb replies, tone easy and even.
“Did you win?” He’s wearing his baseball uniform, and I really wish he wasn’t. It’s worse than the suit he wore to his grandfather’s funeral. The only other time I’ve seen him wearing Landry’s uniform was on the bleachers at junior prom, and even the memory of that encounter isn’t enough to curb the attraction mixing with the joy. It’s a heady cocktail.
“Yeah,” Caleb responds. The answer I’m expecting, with an underlying note I’m not.
“What?” I demand. Is he annoyed I didn’t know? Didn’t go?
He shrugs, and I realize he’s not mad. He’s amused. Mirth fills his voice when he answers me. “I threw a no-hitter.”
“That’s good, right?” I surmise.
Caleb grins. “Yeah.” He straightens and takes a few steps towards me. I lean back against the hard ridge of the stall door as he approaches. I thought “weak in the knees” was something that only happened in Regency novels, but clearly it can happen in barns in Kentucky, too. Caleb’s presence is intoxicating. He doesn’t stop his approach until I can see all the shades of blue in his eyes.
“I already went for my ride,” I whisper.
Caleb’s dimples appear. He’s amused, not offended. “Yeah, I kind of figured. It’s pitch black out.” He came over anyway. Neither of us say it, but we’re both thinking it. His hot, hard body is pressing against mine now, but I don’t feel trapped. I feel protected. Shielded. I'm not normally one to ogle at a guy’s body, although the form-fitting pants and short-sleeved t-shirt he’s wearing do more than hint at Caleb’s physique. He looks strong. Masculine. Still a boy, but almost a man. He’s come a long way from the pompous fourteen-year-old who I met outside Principal Owens’ office.
I kiss him first. He’s expecting it this time, though, and responds immediately. I’m cocooned in warmth again, not only from my own response. The thin polyester of his baseball uniform isn’t doing a whole lot to block the heat emanating from his body. Shivers race up and down my spine as tentative touches turn hungry. Fierce. Ravenous. I learn that when I suck on his lower lip he groans.
We don’t pull apart until “Lennie!” echoes across the front yard. Caleb and I survey each other for a minute, both out of breath.
Maybe it’s the residual endorphins. “Do you want to stay for dinner?” is out before I have a chance to think about it.
If Caleb’s taken aback by my offer, he doesn’t show it. “Yeah, sure,” he agrees, before I have a chance to panic too much.
And that’s how I end up entering the kitchen with Caleb right behind me. Gramps looks past me and starts gushing over Caleb. Apparently, the fact he pitched a whole game without allowing the other team to hit the ball is kind of a big deal. Which explains some of Caleb’s amusement in the barn. My grandfather is more up-to-date on town news than I am.
After dinner, which is thankfully one of Gramps’ better creations, I walk Caleb back out to his truck. It’s warm enough I don’t need a jacket. Although maybe that has more to do with Caleb’s proximity. He kisses me again before he leaves, the first time he’s initiated one between us. I’m giddy as I watch him drive away, even as a little voice whispers in the back of my mind this is a bad idea.
*****
The following two weeks seem to fly by. Caleb’s schedule grows more hectic thanks to baseball, and mine was already packed. But he continues coming over, mostly at night, but sometimes in the morning, and we talk. About everything and nothing. School gossip, politics, books, sports, music, movies. The only thing we never discuss is the future. I suspect Caleb never brings it up because he knows the entire school is eagerly trying to figure out which elite Division I university he’ll be pitching at next spring, and it’s a topic he’d rather not discuss.
Of course, I have my own reasons for avoiding the subject.
“Caleb’s been spending a lot of time over here lately,” Gramps comments one evening at dinner, right after Caleb’s just left.
“I guess,” I reply, a bit thrown by his cautious tone. He fawns over Caleb. Plus, I thought he’d be doing cartwheels over the fact that I have a . . . something.
“Just be careful,” Gramps warns. “The Winters, they . . . well, Elaine—”
A shockwave rolls through me at the sound of my mother’s name. “What about Mom?”
“The Winters family has been worshipped here for a long time,” Gramps says. “Caleb’s father, Andrew—well people treated him the same way they treat Caleb now. I’m glad you’re having some fun, but I don’t want you to get hurt.” I wonder if Caleb would be amused or horrified my grandfather is apparently aware of his heartbreaker reputation. Probably both.
Gramps reaches under the kitchen table and pulls a blue bundle of fabric out. He hands the roll to me.
“Uh, what’s this?” I ask.
“A sleeping bag,” Gramps replies, smiling slightly. “Figured you could use it on the senior trip. It gets cold up in the mountains at night.”
“I’m not going on the senior trip, Gramps. I—”
“Yes, you are,” he interrupts. There’s an undercurrent of authority I don’t often hear from him. “I let college drop—for now.” He gives me a stern look. “Because you’re partially right. I don’t have any good options for taking care of things around here myself for that long. But three nights I can handle. And, before you ask, I do have friends coming to help out. Go be a kid for a bit, Lennie. I know you had to grow up fast, and I’m sorry you did. But life is short. You already know that. You’ll regret it if you don’t go.”
I want to argue, but studying his weathered, wrinkled face, I realize this is for him as much as for me. He wants to do this.
“Okay.” I blow out a breath. “I’ll go.”
I stand to clear our empty plates, and then circle the table so I can wrap my arms around him, chair and all. It reminds me of the days I used to spend traveling around the farm on his back.
“I love you, Gramps.”
He pats my arm affectionately. “Love you too, Lennie. Just no shenanigans with that Winters boy on the trip, all right?”
“Gramps!” I exclaim. I can feel my cheeks burning, and I’m glad he can’t see my face right now.
He laughs and stands. “What sort of guardian would I be if I sent you off on an overnight trip without mentioning it? I was a young man once myself.”
“Stop talking! I’m going out for the night check now,” I inform him, still blushing.
Gramps’ chuckles follow me out of the house. The mare barn is still and quiet when I enter it, but the horses hear the door creak open and start rustling around. I head inside the tack room to grab the hay bags I already prepared earlier. I divvy them out among the five mares the same way I do every night, and then return to the tack room where we store all the hay and grain.
I lay down on the unopened bale and stare up at the bottom of the trophy case. More specifically, at the four sets of initials there. Mine, my mother’s, Caleb’s, and, after my conversation with Gramps, a pair I’m pretty sure must belong to Caleb’s father. Andrew Winters.
It’s a bizarre thought. My mother and I were about as opposite as two people could be. She was flighty, unreliable, and gregarious. I’m none of those things. It’s strange to think we may have similar taste in men. Although that’s not entirely true. I don’t . . . like Caleb because he’s popular. Or celebrated. I like him because I enjoy talking to him and his mere presence gives me butterflies.
I stand and grab a permanent marker before I lay back down.
I scribble out the “hates” between our initials. Then, I cross out the initials themselves.
Perceived permanence is dangerous.




SIXTEEN

__________________________________




I’ve spent most of high school making fun of the girls who fall over themselves to talk to Caleb Winters. Yet here I am, anxiously scanning the halls. Looking for him.
I glance to the right again, but there’s no sign of him. Annoyed with myself for even looking, I unzip my backpack so I can transfer the books for my first three periods from my locker.
“Looking for someone?”
I startle, and then look to the right. Caleb is now standing in front of the locker directly next to mine, giving me a wide grin.
“Nope,” I lie as I zip my backpack up. “Although . . . I guess, since you’re here . . . I am kind of wondering what you thought of the article?”
“What article?” Caleb asks, completely straight-faced.
I shoot him a glance that makes it clear I’m not amused. All he replies with is a smirk. So, I start babbling nervously. “I know it was supposed to be all about baseball, but I don’t really know that much about baseball, which you know, and I thought that adding—”
The bell rings, cutting me off.
“I’ve got to run,” Caleb says. “Mr. Kerry is a stickler for attendance. I’ll come over tonight, okay?”
I nod, although it doesn’t escape my attention he’s leaving without saying anything about the article. I head in the opposite direction from Caleb’s retreating back, towards my own homeroom.
Cassie is literally bouncing in her seat when I enter the classroom, a copy of the school paper clutched in her left hand. Surprisingly, I realize most of my classmates already have copies as well. That’s definitely a first.
“Cool article, Lennon,” Harper Kelly comments as I pass her.
“Uh, thanks,” I respond.
I sink down in my usual seat next to Cassie just as the announcements start. Cassie doesn’t pay Principal Owens’ voice any attention.
“Oh. My. God,” she tells me, leaning across the aisle so she’s closer to me. “I can’t believe you wrote this, Lennon!” She shakes the paper in my face.
“In a good way or a bad way?” I whisper.
“Good! I mean, ‘there’s a reason that every resident of Landry, Kentucky knows the name—”
“I know what it says, Cassie.”
She laughs. “Right. Yeah. I guess you would.”
It turns out maybe Andrew wasn’t insanely optimistic on the number of copies. All day, I keep passing peers clutching copies of the paper.
Ryan James shows up at my locker at the end of the day, while I’m distracted switching books between my backpack and locker.
“What did Winters have to do to get such a glowing review from Landry’s least social butterfly?” he asks, dangling a copy of the school paper between his fingertips.
“Answer a few questions,” I deadpan, not rising to the bait.
“Well, you never answered my question about hanging out,” Ryan persists.
I huff out an annoyed sigh. “Yeah, I actually did. I’ve got to go.”
I move to leave, but he blocks me with my own writing, holding out the copy of the paper he’s holding. “At least sign it for me.”
I’m tempted just to blow past him, but a more appealing idea comes to mind. “Sure.” I grab a pen from my backpack, take the paper from him, and scrawl “NOT INTERESTED” in uppercase letters across my article on Caleb.
“Here you go,” I say sweetly, holding it out to him. “Since you didn’t get the message last time.” I brush past him.
I head to the library, where I’m supposed to meet Eddie Powers for our third tutoring session. He’s a sophomore on the baseball team who is currently struggling with geometry and seems bereft of the superiority complex most of Landry’s jocks seem to fall prey to. He’s on time, just like he’s been the last two times, which elevates my positive opinion of him further. I’m a stickler for punctuality.
“Sweet article about Winters,” he compliments he takes a seat across from me at the table I selected in a far corner of the library.
“Thanks,” I reply. “Maybe it’ll improve the baseball team’s opinion of me. I know there’s no love lost there.”
Rather than laugh like I expect him to, Eddie scoffs. “Yeah, right. Like any guy on the team would dare say anything about you.”
I was in the midst of pulling a notebook out of my backpack, but I freeze when his words sink in. “What do you mean?”
Eddie shrugs, less interested in the topic than I am. “Everyone just knows not to say anything about you. Last year one of the other freshman made a crack about your dad, and Winters almost broke his nose. Uh, sorry.”
I’m too distracted to take offense high schoolers are still using my father’s overdose as comedic material. “You must have misunderstood.”
Eddie looks dubious. “Have you ever heard any guy on the baseball team mention your parents? Tease you? Ask you out?”
“Well, no.” I don’t add I just considered that to be a symptom of my prevalent unpopularity.
Eddie leans back in his chair. “There you go.”
“But that—it doesn’t mean—” Geometry is the furthest thing from my mind as I struggle to string a complete thought together.
“There wasn’t a presentation,” Eddie replies, obviously confused by my confusion. “When I made the team, the older guys just made it clear not to say anything bad about you. Or talk about you the same way as other girls. Not around Winters, at least.”
I have a lot of trouble focusing on explaining the Pythagorean theorem after that. Eddie seems distracted too, so I end the tutoring session a little early.
“Here, do these three for next week.” I hand him a review sheet. “I’ve got the senior trip this weekend, but we can go over them all on Tuesday to see how well you grasped what we went over today before your test.”
“Okay,” Eddie replies, grabbing the sheet and shoving it in his backpack. “Thanks, Lennon. Have fun on the trip.” He grins a little.
“No problem,” I respond, packing up my own belongings and standing. “And thanks,” I smile back before I turn to leave, but Eddie’s nervous voice stops me from departing.
“Lennon?”
“Yeah?” I turn back around.
“Um, could you not say anything to anyone about what I told you? I figured you knew, and I don’t think—”
I’m quick to reassure him. “I won’t say anything.”
“Okay. Good.” Eddie gives me a relieved grin.
I spend the walk across the east pasture vacillating between obsessing over what Eddie said and trying to forget about it. I know I need to settle on the latter. A few kisses from a boy who gives me butterflies is fine. Normal.
Anything else? Anything more?
Will only end badly. For me.
Caleb shows up at dusk, while I’m distributing the plastic buckets containing the horses’ evening grain. As soon as I finish, he grabs my hand and drags me outside. Night is imminent, marring the familiar surroundings into a shade of dark gray that’s almost black.
“Come on!” Caleb directs me in the direction of the front pasture.
I trail after him, trying to figure out what the hell he’s doing. With an easy confidence, he vaults over the fence onto the grass. I have to climb up on the rails before swinging a leg over and jumping down to the ground.
Caleb walks over to the towering oak tree on the far side of the pasture, and then takes a seat on the grass that’s just beginning to emerge from hibernation.
I follow him, but don’t sink down beside him. I hover awkwardly, trying to figure out what he’s doing. Finally, I just ask.
“What are you doing?”
Caleb shoots me an amused glance. “What does it look like I’m doing?”
I’m assuming he intended it to be a rhetorical question, but I answer anyway. “Sitting in the grass.”
“Stargazing, Matthews. It’s a full moon tonight.”
“You’re an astronomy nerd?” I scoff, but drop down on the hard ground beside him. I’ve never sat down in any of the fields where the horses graze, and I’m reminded why as my butt hits the hard dirt. It’s uncomfortable. And cold.
“We prefer to be called cosmologists,” Caleb says seriously, before his stoic expression cracks into a smirk.
“I feel like only an astronomy nerd would know the word cosmologist,” I reply.
“Touché,” Caleb responds.
“You haven’t said anything about the article,” I say, unable to hold the words back any longer.
“What’s there to say?”
“Well, you could say something,” I retort.
“It’s the best thing I’ve ever read,” Caleb tells me. Very seriously, and I suddenly regret pushing him.
“Not sure how Mary Shelley would feel about you saying that,” I respond, trying to lighten the intense look in his eyes by bringing up the English project we still haven’t fully finished.
“Mary Shelley didn’t write that I’m a lot more than my last name and baseball.”
I shrug. “You are.”
“No one else has ever said it.”
“Well, I might have some experience with other people putting labels on you that define who you are, whether you want them to or not.” I kind of get the sense Caleb is about to say something that will remind me of what Eddie said, so I shift topics abruptly. “I’m going on the senior trip.”
“Really? I thought you said . . . ”
“Yeah, I know. But I talked to Gramps last night, and he really wants me to go. Be normal, you know?”
Caleb shares my rueful smile. “It will be good practice for when you’re gone next year.”
This is when I should tell him I’m staying in Landry. That those big, exciting things I wrote are waiting for him aren’t ones I’ll share in. That this uncertain, fragile feeling between us has a set expiration date.
Caleb hasn’t mentioned college before, and that’s exactly why I should say something right now. Something I once imagined him mocking me for somehow became something it seems like he should know.
But he lays down and tilts his head back to look up at the sky, and it’s too perfect of a moment to destroy. I lie down, too, and then scooch closer to the enticing warmth being cast off his body. I’m rewarded when he wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me flush against the side of his body.
I’m glad he can’t see my face, because I’m definitely blushing in response to the close contact. The uncomfortable ground I’m on disappears when I feel his hot breath on my neck, when his lips begin to ghost down the column of my throat. My breathing grows embarrassingly fast, as my overwhelmed lungs work double time to pull in as much air as quickly as possible.
“Caleb,” I whisper. “What are you doing?”
“This is even more obvious than the last time you asked me that,” he replies, a hint of laughter in his voice. He repositions us so I’m the one flat on my back, and he’s hovering above me. “I’m kissing you, Lennon,” he murmurs, before doing just that.
This time he doesn’t bother with my neck, going straight for my lips. Molten heat travels through my body like a river of lava. One hand slips under my shirt and along the skin of my stomach, then my ribcage, and finally brushes against the underside of my left breast. I moan as I arch against him, giving into my body’s instincts entirely. Caleb tugs on my bottom lip with his teeth, and I stop caring I probably shouldn’t do this. The hard ground beneath me disappears. The cold air can’t penetrate my heated skin. I can barely remember my own name.
And right now?
I don’t really want to.




SEVENTEEN

__________________________________




I can almost taste the anticipation in the air; it’s that thick. Excitement permeates every recess of the ordinarily dreary halls of Landry High.
It’s departure day for the senior trip. Despite my initial reluctance to attend, I feel the first glimmers of excitement as I head towards the gym to drop off my duffle bag. Mr. Tanner is the one who checks me in and hands me a paper tag to attach to my bag. He must be chaperoning, which I’m a little surprised by. Spending two and a half days in the woods with a couple hundred teenagers is kind of what I envisioned his worst nightmare might look like. He’s definitely never given me the impression he got into teaching because he loves spending time with young adults.
“Okay. Add it to the stack,” he tells me in an unenthused tone once I’ve written my name on the tag. I toss my duffle bag amongst the designer luggage, and then head towards my homeroom.
I sit down right as the final bell rings, then glance at the empty seat beside me. I work my phone out of my pocket and send Cassie a quick text. Where are you??
Her response comes immediately. Woke up with a fever.
A lump of cement appears in my stomach. I know what that means. She confirms it a second later. I can’t go on the senior trip. Any excitement disappears. Cassie is my life vest. My bridge. Without her I’ll be adrift. Stranded.
I text back saying I hope she feels better soon, but inside I’m reeling. Cassie’s been talking about the senior trip for weeks. I’m sure she must be devastated to be missing it. But it means I’ve lost my ally.
The school day passes quickly, probably because I’m dreading its ending. It’s pretty obvious who the seniors are, since they separate from the crowd of underclassmen to rush towards the coach buses already loaded with our luggage. I’m one of the few who trails behind.
The inside of the bus I board is plush. A far cry from a wheezing, overtired, yellow one. The air is being circulated, blowing the artificial scent of cleaner throughout the massive vehicle. The central carpet is a light gray, almost white, which seems like a bold choice. Oversized seats line it, upholstered with some sort of dark gray leather. I walk halfway down the aisle until I spot a pair of seats that are empty. I sink down in the one closer to the window.
“This seat taken?” I look up, and Will’s hovering in the aisle, looking down at me with a friendly smile.
“Nope,” I reply, smiling back.
Will sinks down next to me. “I figured this was exactly the sort of school-sponsored outing you’d try to avoid.”
I give him a wry smile. “I tried. My grandfather thought it would be an important life experience.”
“Survival training would qualify, I guess,” Will replies seriously.
I laugh. “Yeah, I guess so. Cassie’s sick, though, so it could be a lonely weekend.”
“What do you mean?” Will asks, pleasant and unassuming like always.
“Will. You don’t have to pretend like I have friends aside from Cassie. I got comfortable with being an outcast a long time ago.”
“You’re not an outcast, Lennon,” Will replies.
I raise both eyebrows, and he correctly interprets my disbelieving expression. “I mean it. I know tons of people who’d love to be your friend. Marcus talked about you showing up at his party for like three days.” Will pauses. “The whole baseball team doesn’t usually show up either.”
“Huh,” is all I say in response.
“If you were a little more open to it, some people might surprise you.”
I’m tempted to dismiss Will’s words, but he’s the third person to tell me that. Maybe there’s some truth to it.
“I’ll get right on that,” I reply. “We only have a month left of high school, so now’s the time, right?”
Will gives me a small side glance that makes it clear he caught my sarcasm. I’m distracted from our conversation when the popular contingent passes by our row. None of them bother with a second glance, but the first one I catch suggests Caleb might not be thrilled with my seat companion.
I stare out the window for most of the trip. It’s a three hour drive, most of it through the Kentucky wilderness. Landry might be a small town, but it is a town. The winding road will take us past the occasional farm, and then it will be fifteen minutes before we encounter another.
We climb up and over a couple of mountains, and then we arrive at our destination. The campground is surrounded by a grove of pines and situated on a sandy lake shore. The sun has just begun to set as we all disembark from the buses, painting the sky with streaks of yellow, orange, and pink. The air is still; the surface of the lake peaceful.
Mr. Tanner’s booming baritone breaks the tranquility as he starts calling out the cabin assignments. I’m the first name in cabin five, and to my relief I hear Julie and Shannon are both residents as well. Just as important, Madison is not.
We’re assigned to tables in the main dining lodge based on our cabins, which solves one dilemma for me. Caleb doesn’t make any attempt to talk to me, which resolves another. There’s a massive campfire blazing next to the lake when we walk back to our cabin, following dinner and a lecture on responsible leadership. I spot a few classmates darting off into the woods, but most of the senior class seems to be actually heading into their cabins. I imagine most of my peers are either biding their time or trying to lull the chaperones into a false sense of security, but I could care less either way. I don’t have to pretend like this is my usual bedtime, because it actually is.
I’ve just exited the cabin’s bathroom when Shannon approaches me. “We’re sneaking out for a bit,” she tells me. “Do you want to come?”
I’m surprised, and touched, she’s including me, but it doesn’t alter my answer. “I’m really tired,” I reply, with what I hope is a grateful smile. “Rain check? I’ll go tomorrow night.”
Either Shannon is a really good actress, or she’s genuinely unbothered by my refusal. “Okay. Night!”
She slips out of the cabin with most of the other girls in tow, and I climb the rungs of the ladder to my upper bunk bed. Everything inside the cabin is decorated in soothing tones of off-white, honey wood, and light green. We’re so close to the edge of the lake I can hear the water lapping against the shore, and the sound lulls me to sleep.
When I wake up, it’s to a disaster zone. Or at least to what closely resembles one. I descend the ladder, only to find there’s not really any place to step. Clothes, magazines, and make-up are everywhere. My cabin looks like the aftermath of a middle school slumber party.
I manage to clear a path to my duffle bag by sweeping most of it towards the right side of the cabin with my bare feet. I get dressed, use the bathroom, and then step outside.
It’s early. I didn’t bother to check my phone, but I’m guessing my internal alarm clock ensured I was up no later than usual. The mostly dark sky indicates the sun has barely begun to rise.
Each cabin has its own front porch, but I don’t dawdle on mine. I head over to the fire pit. Charred remains sit in the center of the stone circle. There’s a long bench on each of the four sides, comprised of a thick tree trunk that looks like it was cleaved in half. I expect the surface to be rough, but my fingers skim across the surface without encountering a single splinter. I take a seat on the one that faces the lake. Mist hovers across its surface, obstructing my view of the smooth water.
“I had a feeling you’d be up.”
I look behind me, although I don’t need to. I recognize the voice immediately. Caleb’s walking towards me, sleep still visible in his blue eyes. His hair is in the same disarray it was the last time I saw him this early in the day, and I have to suppress a smile.
“Habit.” I shrug.
He takes a seat next to me, and my body hums from the proximity. I was really hoping the amount of time I’ve spent this close to him lately would cure me of this, but my body is infuriatingly aware of the short distance between our bodies. Caleb seems oblivious.
“Want to do some sight-seeing?” He nods towards the lake.
“What? Now?”
“No. In three hours when everyone else wakes up.”
I ignore his sarcasm. “I don’t really think we’re supposed to . . . ” In fact, I’m certain we’re not supposed to leave the campground by ourselves. And we’re definitely not supposed to go out on the lake by ourselves. I imagine the only reason none of the chaperones have mentioned it yet is because they thought they’d be awake to curb any inclinations.
Caleb stands, and starts striding towards the shore. “Come on, Matthews. What are they going to do?”
I sigh, and stand, tracing his steps to the edge of the lake. “I’m more worried about you getting us lost at sea.”
“It’s a lake, Lennon. We’ll hit shore eventually.” Caleb grins, and it’s a dangerous one. Not because it’s the roguish, devilish one I’ve seen him give a lot of girls. Because it’s an affectionate, encouraging one I’ve only ever seen him give me.
I cave like a poorly stacked house of cards. “Fine.”
Caleb hauls a bright yellow canoe from behind some ferns, and slides the very front into the blue-gray water. “Get in,” he instructs.
I comply, grabbing both sides when it rocks unpredictably. I’m pretty certain I hear Caleb chuckle, but when I glance back his face is as smooth as the water I’m suddenly surrounded by. In one graceful shove, he jumps in the small boat and pushes us away from shore. I hear the gurgle of shifting water as we move forward, and then I can barely tell if we’re moving at all. Everything looks the same. As in, I can’t see anything. I can hear the dip of Caleb’s paddle and the occasional slosh, but there’s no scenery passing us by. Just gray mist everywhere.
I spin around on the small seat so I can look at Caleb. “Do you know where you’re going?”
“Oh yeah, I paddle through mist all the time,” he tells me, then rolls his eyes.
“And you said I am unpleasant in the morning.”
I can tell he’s fighting it, but a smile breaks through. “You are.”
“We’re lost, right?”
“What do you consider being lost?” Caleb counters.
“Not knowing where you are?”
“I know we’re on a lake, Lennon.”
“Okay, fine. But do you know when we’ll no longer be on the lake? If we’ll make it back to Landry?”
“That’s your definition of being lost? Not knowing when you’ll be back home?”
“So you admit we’re lost?”
Caleb chuckles. “No.”
“How big is this lake?” I ask.
“No idea,” Caleb responds.
“I thought they said on the bus yesterday.” In fact, I know they did, I just wasn’t paying attention. Staring out the window seemed more enjoyable than mindless trivia. Turns out, it might not have been so irrelevant.
“You weren’t paying attention? Too busy talking to your bus buddy?”
“I was wondering how long it was going to take you to bring that up."
Caleb scoffs. “Please. I don’t care. I just think that’s it’s interesting—”
“Duck!” I shout.
Caleb’s oar goes flying out of his hand as he folds his torso forward. The lack of a paddle halts our already slow momentum, giving the mallard enough time to move out of the path of our incoming canoe.
“What—how—” Caleb glances between the green-helmeted bird and the wooden paddle slowly drifting away.
“We were about to hit a duck,” I inform him.
“You said ‘Duck!’” Caleb replies, not looking very amused.
“Because there was a duck.”
“Seriously?” Caleb responds.
“You can see it,” I fling out an arm towards the duck, who’s rapidly paddling away. Probably sensing Caleb’s annoyance. I kind of wish I could do the same.
“All I see is our means of getting back to shore disappearing.” Caleb points in the opposite direction, towards the disappearing oar.
“Can’t we just like, I don’t know, drift towards it? Or paddle with our hands?” I lean down to demonstrate, attempting to drive the currents with the sheer force of my palms. We angle slightly to the right, and then move back to the left. Caleb bursts out laughing.
“Please tell me you didn’t think that would work.”
“Not now, I don’t,” I reply.
Caleb pulls off his Landry Baseball sweatshirt and undershirt in one smooth motion.
“What are you doing?”
“Getting us back to shore. I thought that’s what your hand paddling was trying to accomplish.”
His sweatpants disappear next. I swallow and look out at the lake. All three feet of it I can see in front of me. We’ve had some pretty heated moments, but this is the most I’ve seen of Caleb. Ever. Adrift on a lake is not exactly how I envisioned it happening, but my body doesn’t seem to care. I doubt it’s more than fifty degrees out right now, but it feels tropical all of a sudden.
There’s a quiet splash, and then Caleb rises to the surface of the lake.
“Fuck, it’s cold,” he informs me.
“Never would have guessed,” I reply.
“Didn’t see you offering to jump in,” he responds as he starts swimming towards the wayward oar, and I shut up, since he’s right. Innocent mistake or not, it’s my fault he’s in the cold water. Caleb grabs the oar and turns to swim back to the canoe.
“Here,” he holds it out to me. “Just grab—” I reach out to grasp the wooden handle, and I don’t realize that was a mistake until I feel the canoe follow my movements. It tilts to the left, and all of a sudden lake water starts to pour inside. Caleb was right. It’s cold. No, freezing. I yelp, and then jump ship. Literally.
When my head emerges from the lake, Caleb is treading water beside me. “Jesus Christ,” he comments. “I should have taken you to a water safety course before this. Didn’t you get an A in Physics?”
“Of course I did,” I respond through chattering teeth. “But we didn’t cover duck sightings. And I was trying to help you by grabbing the paddle.”
“Yeah, I know,” Caleb replies. Then he smiles, which takes me off guard. We’re both treading water in what feels like a frozen puddle. Why does he look so amused? Happy, even.
“What?” I ask.
“I kind of want to kiss you right now, but I’m worried you’ll set off some sort of other catastrophe.”
The warm feeling his words elicits chases away a bit of the water’s chill. “So do it,” I challenge. “I mean, I already capsized the canoe.”
“Yeah, you did,” Caleb agrees. Then he kisses me, and familiar warmth spreads through my body. I know I should be cold still, but I’m not. I’m like a flame encapsulated in a bubble. Wafting along the surface of the lake, unbothered by the cold or the wet.
Despite the fact my teeth are no longer chattering, it turns out kissing in the water is not at all like those scenes in the movies you see. It’s a juggling act, staying afloat and remaining close enough to Caleb to kiss him. We manage to do it, though, until my arms start to feel tired.
“Um, we should probably deal with the canoe,” I tell him.
“Yeah, probably,” Caleb replies. He gives me one more quick kiss, and then he flips the canoe over in one smooth motion. He tosses the paddle and his clothes inside and then nods to me. “Climb in.”
Easier said than done. Caleb literally has to haul me up and over the side of the canoe. Somehow, I adjusted to the temperature of the water, and the air is a new, and unwelcome change. Especially now that I’m wearing sopping wet clothing.
Caleb climbs in the canoe, gets dressed, and then we start moving again. The mist has started to clear a bit. I can see a dozen feet ahead now, and can tell we’re actually moving pretty quickly through the water.
“So your grandfather is managing everything himself this weekend?” Caleb asks.
“Yeah,” I reply. “He has some of his old track buddies coming over to help, but I’m still worried about him.” I look around at the scenery starting to emerge through the vaporous water still lingering mystically in the air. “I should come up here with him sometime. He’d probably appreciate it more than me.”
“The lake?”
“Nature. Gramps has always been the outdoorsy type. Guess it skipped a couple of generations. You couldn’t have paid my mother to spend any time in the wilderness.”
“You don’t talk about her much. Your mother,” Caleb observes.
“I know. It’s not that she was a bad mom, exactly. She was just absent a lot. Selfish. I try to remember the times she wasn’t, but . . . it’s just easier not to mention her at all.”
Caleb doesn’t say anything at first, and when he does speak it’s to change the subject. “You should bring your grandfather here this summer. When it’s warmer out.” His voice is a bit lighter. “Before you leave for school.”
I’ve been dreading this moment for a while, but now that it’s arrived I don’t ease into it. Somehow, I just know I have to tell him. “I’m not leaving for school in the fall, Caleb.” I drop the words like an anvil. “I’m staying in Landry.”
His face is completely blank. Nothing. No indication I’ve even spoken. Finally, his brow wrinkles. “You’re not leaving.”
“No.”
“Did you apply anywhere?”
“No,” I admit.
“Why not?” Caleb questions. There’s a harsher edge leaking into his voice. Disappointment. Confusion. Maybe a little anger.
“College is crazy expensive. That’s money we don’t have. And even if I got a scholarship someplace, I can’t leave the farm. Leave Gramps.”
“Sell the farm, then. That land alone has got to be worth millions.” He says it like it’s easy. Like it’s nothing. It’s a harsh reminder of just how different our lives really are.
“I can’t do that. Not until I don’t have any other choice. Matthews Farm has been in my family for generations. Gramps has lived there his whole life. So have I.”
“You’re not even racing horses anymore! It’s barely a working farm. That’s all you want for your future? Mucking out stalls and shuffling around broodmares?”
“Of course not,” I snap. “Unlike you, I don’t have any other options, Caleb. Okay? I’ve known this is what would happen ever since—ever since my dad died. Gramps can’t manage things by himself. I’m all he has left. He’s all I have left.” Caleb looks unconvinced, and I’m surprised. I get why he might not like it, but is it really that difficult to understand why I’m doing it?
“You’re wasting your potential.” Guess so. He delivers the words in a familiar, haughty tone I thought I’d heard for the last time.
“What are you, a freaking motivational speaker?” Caleb scoffs. “Besides, it’s my potential to waste. We’re talking about my life. You don’t have any say in what I do.”
“Yeah, you’ve made that crystal fucking clear, Lennon,” Caleb bites.
We’re whizzing along the lake now, in what I hope is the direction of the shore. It’s still too foggy to tell exactly where we’re headed, but I’m guessing that’s Caleb’s destination. The speed of his paddling suggests he’s pretty eager to get away from me, and the feeling is mutual. Plus, we’re both still soaking wet.
Since it doesn’t seem like we’ll be disembarking in the immediate future, I take a stab at a peace offering. “I didn’t mean it like that, okay? Just that it’s my problem, not yours.”
Caleb’s not very amenable towards it. “Yeah. Message received. Lennon Matthews doesn’t need help from anyone.”
I stare defiantly into icy blue eyes. “And Caleb Winters just coasts by on money and privilege. I don’t even know why you care that I’m staying.” It’s a lie. Sort of.
“Me neither,” Caleb retorts angrily.
“I think we should end this. This thing between us. Boredom. Lust. Whatever.”
“Fine. You were the one who kissed me first.” The words themselves aren’t that accusatory, but the nasty tone he delivers them in definitely is.
“You didn’t seem to mind all that much,” I shoot back. Jerk.
I spin around so I’m no longer facing Caleb and his inscrutable expression, and am thrilled to see the shoreline we departed from is visible now, the looming figures of the cabins just past it. The drip drip drip of the water leaving our wet clothes and the splash of Caleb’s oar displacing the lake’s surface serves as the soundtrack for the last few hundred feet of our disastrous trip.
The front tip of the canoe embeds in the sandy shore, and I leap out like someone just set the yellow boat on fire. Lake water floods my sneakers, but my saturated shoes lost their ability to sop up water a while ago. I slog my way to shore, and then turn back, feeling some sort of obligation to help Caleb pull the boat back on dry land. But it’s an unnecessary gesture. Like me, Caleb appears unfazed by having to re-enter the water. He’s already climbed out of the rear of the canoe and is spinning it around to pull the end up on the sand. His movements are quick and efficient. He’s obviously eager to get back to the cabins. Change into dry clothes. Get away from me.
I hover awkwardly while he hauls the canoe back to its spot behind the ferns. But he doesn’t so much as glance at me before striding towards the cabins, across the campground I’m relieved to see is still empty. I trail after him, sending droplets of water flying with each step.
Caleb rapidly puts some distance between us, and then disappears inside one of the cabins closer to the lake. I continue further down the half-moon stretch to my own cabin. Wondering when things between me and Caleb Winters managed to get so complicated.
And what I’m going to do about it.
When I push through the slatted wooden door to enter my own cabin, I’m met by Shannon’s startled expression. She blinks sleepily, obviously just waking up.
“Morning,” I greet.
“Hey . . . ” Shannon replies slowly. Her gaze slides downward to scrutinize my bedraggled appearance. “Uh, why are you all wet?”
I’m tempted to say there was a passing downpour, but I’m pretty sure she’d know I was lying. All she’d have to do is glance outside to see the mist has fully dissipated, burned off by the bright sunlight starting to appear. “I fell in the lake,” I admit.
“You fell in the lake?” she echoes.
“Uh-huh.”
Shannon doesn’t say anything else. I’m guessing she’s just not certain how to respond.
After showering and changing into dry clothes, I head to the main lodge where we ate dinner last night. The broad spread of breakfast food is impressive. I normally wolf down a banana, and sometimes a granola bar before heading out to the barn for chores. The bacon, eggs, waffles, pancakes, quiche, omelets, and fruit parfait spread out in a colorful array is overwhelming. I grab a random assortment, and head towards my assigned table. Seconds after I’ve sat down, Mr. Tanner climbs onto the temporary stage to announce the day’s itinerary to us all. In essence, the two options are canoeing and hiking. With this morning’s misadventure fresh in my mind, the choice is a pretty easy one for me.
By the time I set off with the hiking contingent, I’m painfully aware of the fact I’m attracting some stares. I’m guessing it means there’s some gossip spreading about this morning. Someone must have spotted us outside their window. At least, I assume that’s why they’re staring. Thanks to Cassie’s absence, I don’t have the slightest bit of insight into what exactly is being muttered under my fellow seniors’ breaths.
But I have a pretty good idea.
Thankfully, none of them are Caleb’s. Or his friends’. I waited until he committed to canoeing, even though I was fairly certain that’s what he would choose already, before I headed over to the hiking group. It’s harder to gossip when you’re short of breath, but my peers seem to manage just fine.
By the time we return to the campground it’s dinnertime. In what’s rapidly become a familiar ritual, I eat with my cabin mates. Following dinner, there’s a mandatory movie screening. It turns out to be the same spy thriller I saw in the theater with Caleb and his friends. I wonder if the memory is as painful for him as it is for me.
As soon as we return to the cabin from the approved evening activities, things switch to the unapproved. Shirts are tossed, make-up applied, perfume sprayed. I feel like I’ve been dropped in the midst of an instant make-over television show.
“Aren’t you coming tonight, Lennon?” Shannon asks.
“Yeah, sure,” I respond, trying to camouflage my surprise. I read last night’s offer as more of an obligation than a serious invitation and wasn’t really expecting another. I trail after the rest of the girls, then glance to the right when we make it off the porch onto the grass. Half our group splits off to the left, darting towards the woods.
“Where are we going?” I ask Shannon.
“Lee said he found a clearing in the woods. We’re supposed to meet everyone there.” I relax a little upon hearing this. Lee Joseph is friends with Will, along with a handful of other people I don’t mind. As far as cliques go, it’s one I can handle socializing with.
There’s not a single chaperone in sight, but we still stick to the periphery of the campground as we head towards the woods. But eventually we reach a point where we’ll have to dart across the middle of the campground to reach the direction in which we apparently need to head.
We’re halfway across when I make the mistake of looking to my right. There are about a dozen figures huddled around the campfire, silhouetted by the dancing flames and starry sky. I make direct eye contact with Madison, and she smiles wickedly. I look away.
“Lennon! Don’t you want to play?” My companions all stop, so I have no choice but to do so too. I glance back over at the campfire. If Madison is inviting me to participate in something, I have no doubt there’s a hidden agenda. But Shannon and the rest of the girls are behaving like moths, inching closer and closer to the campfire.
“Play what?” I ask as I follow them, walking over to the group gathered around the flickering flames. The group, that I realize with a start, includes Caleb.
“Truth or Dare,” Madison responds, with a devilish smirk.
“We can stay for a bit.” Shannon answers before I have a chance to, plopping down in an open spot. I’m very tempted to groan aloud, but I manage to tamp it down.
It turns out the lull in the game is due to Jake’s current dare. He returns to the fire less a minute after we’ve sat down, a jar of pickles in hand.
“Try to actually challenge me next time, Adams.” He tosses the glass container to Colt. Jake challenges Poppy Tisdale to dance for a minute without music next, which she seems happy to do. I cringe as she performs some moves that are a bit salacious for a soundtrack of owls and crackling wood.
Maybe the judgement is evident on my face. But I’m pretty sure Poppy singling me out is more a direct order from my former friend. “Truth or dare, Lennon?” Poppy asks with a snide smirk, giving Madison a quick glance for approval and confirming my suspicions.
I know from experience mean girls are experts at sensing weakness. So, I refuse to show any. “Dare.” This is one instance in which I’m certain actions will not speak louder than words.
“I dare you to kiss Jake.”
Not a challenge I saw coming. There’s a small gasp next to me from Shannon, but I’m guessing she’s reacting to the fact I was just dared to kiss one of the most popular guys in school. The least of my considerations.
I stand, and take my time walking around the campfire to where Jake is sitting. Right next to Caleb.
As I walk, I weigh my options. There’s only two, really. One that will cause harm—what I’m pretty certain would be irreparable harm—to my ambiguous, strained relationship with Caleb. That should make my choice easy, but I waver. Wouldn’t it be easier—better—to take the option away? To just blow things up?
I reach the opposite side of the campfire. Caleb is stony-faced. Impassive. But as I near the spot where he’s sitting, I watch a muscle jump in his jaw. It’s a tiny, barely discernible, involuntary motion. And it makes the decision for me.
I stop in front of Jake and lean forward. He’s wide-eyed, and I can tell he’s resisting the urge to look over at Caleb.
“Don’t move,” I whisper to him.
His Adam’s apple bobs as he hastily swallows. Then I lean forward.
And kiss him on the cheek.
Before I stand back up, I hear a quick exhale to my left, and that’s how I know I made the right decision. That Caleb wasn’t as indifferent as he seemed.
“You call that a kiss?” Poppy laughs, but I hear the edge of nervousness in her tone as she glances over at Madison.
“Next time you should specify where.” I smile at her sweetly. “I’m going to find Lee,” I tell my four wide-eyed cabin mates. They scramble after me, and it feels like a show of support I haven’t experienced in a long time. Maybe ever.
“Whoa, that was crazy!” Shannon whispers to me as we walk away. “I can’t believe you did that.” Awe saturates her voice.
I can’t respond quite yet. I’m too distracted by the eyes I can feel searing my back. If I turned back around, I know they’d be blue ones.
The “clearing” Lee discovered appears a lot more like a stretch of forest that has slightly fewer trees than an actual glade, but it has the added bonus of being filled with much friendlier faces than the campfire was surrounded with. There’s no organized game being played here, just groups gathered in small clumps resting on boulders and fallen trees. I spot Will sitting with Marcus and some of the other senior players on the basketball team. He gives me a small wave, and I smile back before following Shannon towards a huddle I recognize as containing most of our usual lunch table, Julie, and . . . Andrew. He looks even more uncomfortable than I feel.
“What took so long? Did you guys get lost?” Eliza asks.
“Nope,” Shannon responds. “Lennon had to kiss Jake Barnes.”
“Wait, what?” Tina gasps, and everyone looks to me. I shoot Shannon a dirty look.
“It was one dare, and I didn’t even do it,” I explain. “Not really.”
“It was amazing,” Shannon interjects. “You guys should have seen Madison’s face.”
I’m saved from having to field any more commentary by Joe stumbling over to us. “Look who it is!” He slings an arm around Andrew’s wiry shoulders. “Our esteemed editor . . . my favorite co-worker,” he nods to Julie, “and our star writer!” He grins at me. “Have you always been this hot, Lennon? Or is it just the vodka?”
Joe is saved from my sharp retort by Tina’s squeal. “You have vodka? I thought they searched everything?”
Joe smirks and shakes his head. “Oh you poor, innocent rule follower. All it takes is a little imagination.”
“That’s something you have?” I question.
Joe grins. “Winters not around to trade insults with, so you’re going after me instead?”
That shuts me up, but not for the reason he thinks. Joe breaks out his liquor collection, which is impressively large considering the administration made a substantial effort to keep us from bringing any on this trip, and that draws quite the crowd. Pretty soon, I find myself in the midst of a lot of inebriated teenagers. Laughter and jokes permeate the still night air tinged with the scent of pine needles and damp moss carpeting the forest floor. There’s a sense of community, of belonging, that I haven’t felt among my peers in a long time. I haven’t acted any differently, I don’t think. Nothing about my past or my popularity status has changed. But I came on this trip. I opened myself up a bit, and I wonder if both Caleb and Cassie were right about me isolating myself. It’s a depressing thought, since we’re now only a few weeks away from graduation. My high school years are about to end, and I don’t feel like I have much to show for them.
“I’m going to head back to the cabin,” I tell Shannon, who’s sitting on the rock beside me.
“Okay,” she replies. “Do you want me to walk back with you?”
I’m touched by the offer, but shake my head. “No, it’s fine. I remember the way.”
“All right. Don’t fall in the lake,” Shannon teases.
I roll my eyes as I stand up and retreat from the cozy gathering. The glow of the campfire is easy to see from a distance, dotted with silhouettes. There are fewer than before, but at least ten. When I draw closer, I realize Caleb is one of them.
I have about twenty feet to decide if I’m going to say anything when I pass by. Yes or no? Do or don’t? My impulses regarding Caleb Winters have always been warped. Amplified. I took comments I wouldn’t have thought twice about from anyone else like a personal attack. I kissed him. And right now, I’m stuck with an uncomfortable, heavy lump in my stomach that makes me feel like this morning I messed up. That Caleb’s reaction may have said a lot more than his words did.
Arrogant, infuriating, privileged jock or not, he’s become somewhat of a friend ever since his grandfather’s funeral. Certainly not the villain I viewed him as before.
So, I stop.
“Can I talk to you?” I address Caleb. My voice is clear. Confident. Impossible to ignore.
At first, he doesn’t say anything. Finally, he turns his head to look at me. “I’m in the middle of something,” he answers. Like me, his tone says more than his words. His voice drips like bored honey. Indifferent. With a clear undercurrent of warning.
“Fine,” I start, and he turns his head back towards the fire. “We can talk here. I—”
With lightning-fast reflexes I’m not expecting, Caleb stands and yanks my hand, hauling me away. He obviously isn’t interested in an audience this time. Noted.
We don’t get very far, though.
“Hey! You two. Stop!” I turn to see Mr. Tanner, of all people, chasing after us, clearly on chaperone duty. An ineffective one, if the thirty kids drinking a couple hundred feet away are any indication. He comes to a panting stop in front of us. “Ms. Matthews. Mr. Winters. This is a surprise.” Mr. Tanner looks between us, and then down to our clasped hands.
My cheeks burn, because I know what assumptions he’s probably making right now. “I just need to talk to Caleb for five minutes,” I blurt. I emphasize the “talk.”
“Is it related to your English project?” Mr. Tanner questions. I almost, almost think I see a glimmer of a smile in his normally dour expression.
“Tangentially,” I respond. As in, I wouldn’t need to talk to Caleb if not for that project. The bane of my existence and the best part of my senior year.
“Fine. Five minutes,” Mr. Tanner allows.
I’m startled by his agreement, but I don’t hesitate to take advantage of it. “Thank you!” I tell him as I pull Caleb towards the woods.
“What do you want to talk about?” Caleb asks flatly when I stop about fifty feet later, just on the periphery of the forest.
“I need—want—to explain,” I reply quickly. Mr. Tanner probably started a timer.
“You’re not just bored?” Some satire leaks into his voice.
“I’m sorry I said that,” I tell him. “I was just trying to make things easier.”
“Easier for who?” Caleb shoots back.
“Both of us. I never expected to care where you end up next fall. I doubt you did either.” Caleb doesn’t say anything, so I keep talking. “Look, there are a couple of things I didn’t get a chance to say earlier. One, nothing you said isn’t anything I haven’t already told myself dozens of times, okay? And two . . . ” I heave out a long sigh. “It’s not just the money or the amount of work. Gramps is forgetful. I don’t know if it’s just . . . age, or something else. And—whatever it is—I can’t leave him alone. I’m not trying to make you less mad, or feel sorry for me, or anything,” I add hastily. “I just want you to know that I did think this through, and there are a lot of different factors, and unfortunately it’s just . . . it’s just how things are. Annoyingly, I now apparently care what you think, and I just felt like I needed to explain.” I try to keep the words light, with a touch of sarcasm, but there’s an honesty that seeps through, too.
Caleb rakes a hand through his short hair. The strands are barely long enough to make the effort worthwhile. “What the hell am I supposed to say to that, Lennon? It’s not that I—I just—I don’t know. I don’t know what I thought.”
“You don’t have to think anything,” I tell him. “I just wanted to . . . explain.” Caleb doesn’t say anything. I swallow rapidly. Twice. “We can still, uh, you’ll be around all summer, right?” I don’t even know what I’m offering, or trying to say, but despite what I told him earlier I don’t want us to go back to being antagonists. Or become nothing at all.
“I’m spending the summer in Georgia,” Caleb states unemotionally. “At a baseball camp there. I leave the day after graduation.”
I should congratulate him, but instead I accuse. “You didn’t tell me.” That chips away at some of the impassivity, but doesn’t reveal any pleasant emotions.
“I just found out I got in. Why do you even care? Worried you’ll have a bout of lust after I leave?” Caleb mocks.
I glare at him. “You should hav—”
“Matthews! Winters!” Mr. Tanner’s deep baritone pierces the night air like a bullhorn. “Time’s up!” In more ways than one, evidently.
I turn to head back for the cabins, but the grab of a hand on my forearm stops me. “We’ll be right there, Mr. Tanner,” Caleb calls back.
There’s barely any light that’s crept all the way to the perimeter of the campground, but there’s just enough for me to see the same jaw muscle that kept me from actually kissing Jake pulsate a couple of times. He’s trying to decide something. “You know I’m in love with you, right?” Caleb asks me.
There are some moments in life when you have a premonition something epochal is about to happen. You can prepare for it. Maybe savor it. Take note of all those subtle details your brain might otherwise skip past like the grooves on a scratched record.
This is not one of those moments. I’m stunned. Flabbergasted. Nonplussed.
I freeze the second he says the words, but I don’t let them sink in. I can’t let them. “No, you’re not,” I choke out. I thought I just climbed off the carousel, but it’s suddenly started spinning again, faster than before.
A single, dry laugh slips through Caleb’s terse lips. “Right. Yeah. Of course you would know how I feel better than I would.”
“I don’t—it’s not—we’re too different, Caleb,” I stutter. I’m still spinning.
“I feel like there’s some saying about that. Oh yeah, that opposites attract?”
I sigh, letting the air escape slowly, like I’m a deflating balloon. “We’re different in bigger ways than our personalities. Insurmountable ways. In ‘I’m staying here, you’re leaving’ ways. I don’t have the time or the energy to be in a long-distance relationship.”
Caleb opens his mouth to speak.
“I don’t want to be in a long-distance relationship.”
I told Caleb my mom was selfish earlier, and maybe we are more alike than I ever realized. Because that’s exactly what I’m being right now. Without asking permission, my heart got way more invested in Caleb Winters than it had any right to. If I said those same words he just told me back, I think I would mean them. But letting him in? Letting myself rely on the phrase he just uttered? Letting myself love him and then remaining in a town filled with reminders of him while he goes off to see all the wider world offers? I can’t do it.
Caleb’s mouth snaps shut, and I hate the hurt I can see swimming in those blue depths. But he’s leaving. Moving on from this town. Moving on from me. Off to a fancy baseball camp. To an elite university to meet new people with backgrounds as privileged as his.
I’m just the girl he bickers with constantly and occasionally kisses.
He’s about to leave me behind, and I’d rather walk away first.
Although Caleb’s the one who spins and strides back towards the cabins before I have the chance to.




EIGHTEEN

__________________________________




When I wake up in my sleeping bag the following morning, I’m disappointed. I was hoping the past day and a half were some sort of dream, and the sloped eaves of my childhood bedroom would be there waiting to greet me when I open my eyes. But no, it’s the rough boards of the cabin’s roof that I’m staring at instead.
Considering the fact I woke up wanting to flee, I’m surprised by how much I enjoy the day. The chaperones seem too worn out from yesterday’s activities to plan anything constructive for today, so it’s essentially a free-for-all. Almost everyone ends up on the lakeshore, including me. I perch on a rock situated between two massive pines and sunbathe while reading. Shannon joins me for a bit, but everyone else leaves me alone. It’s the first full day in a long time where I haven’t had to do anything, and it’s nice. Really nice. There’s no schoolwork, no farm chores, no responsibilities.
Just the pit in my stomach while I surreptitiously watch Caleb playing football on the thin stretch of sand with his friends. After our canoe ride, I didn’t think it was possible for things to get any more tenuous between us. I was wrong. My attempt at an apology and Caleb’s curveball of a comment may have put us in a worse place than me kissing Jake would have.
After dinner, I wander out to the campfire. Along with daytime activities, the attempt at evening entertainment seems to have also ceased for the final night here.
Unlike last night, the split logs surrounding the stone circle are all empty, and I take advantage of the space to stretch out along the length of one and stare up at the stars. Someone has already built a fire, and it provides some warmth and a comforting crackling sound.
I hear the sound of approaching footfalls, but I don’t sit up. “Want to make another bet?” a voice I recognize as belonging to Colt Adams asks.
“No.”
There’s a soft chuckle. “Well, I’m betting you know why Winters has been in such a shitty mood all day.” I make a point not to react and just keep tracing patterns in the stars overhead. I definitely don’t betray the surprise his words elicits. Caleb has looked perfectly carefree all day. Joking and laughing with his friends. “And that you’re not going to tell me anything,” Colt adds.
I still don’t look at him. “Maybe I’d be more inclined to play if you hadn’t set up a lose-lose scenario for me. Either I tell you what you want to know, or you win. Hardly an enticing offer.”
Colt laughs. “Fair. Want any?”
I finally sit up, and see he’s offering a water bottle filled with something I’m certain is less innocent than aqua.
“Sure.” I surprise us both by accepting. Colt hands me the bottle, and I take a swig of what is most definitely not water. Except I take a long gulp like it is.
Eyes watering, throat burning, I hand the bottle back to Colt. “What is that?” I choke out. I’ve never liked the taste of beer, but at least it’s never made me feel like this.
He grins. “Bourbon. Kentucky’s finest.”
I don’t answer, too preoccupied by the fire that’s simmering in my esophagus as the alcohol works its way through my body.
“Seriously, Adams?” Luke appears, a heavy frown on his face.
“What?” Colt replies innocently, although I know he’s perfectly aware of the reason there’s disapproval in Luke’s voice. They’re obviously not supposed to be socializing with me. Or sharing fancy liquor.
“Isn’t this cozy?” Madison asks, stepping into the campfire’s periphery. She’s changed since earlier, just like me. Only aside from donning leggings, like I am sporting, she’s wearing a pair of jeans that look like they’re painted on and a suede jacket that would be more appropriate to wear to a club than a campfire.
“It was until you showed up,” I comment.
There’s a cat sound to my left, and I see Jake is walking over towards us. Fan-fucking-tastic.
“Then why don’t you leave?” Madison asks, emphasizing the last word with her signature hair toss.
Now that Caleb’s three best friends are all here, I have every intention of doing just that. But saying I’m still processing the effects of the generous swig of whiskey I just took isn’t exactly the wittiest response. And I definitely don’t want Madison to think she scared me off. “I’m good,” I reply.
“Don’t you have some friends you could go bore?” Madison retorts.
“Don’t you? Or did your minions finally get sick of being belittled?” I’ve never really understood the dynamics among Landry High’s popular crowd, but I belatedly realize Colt, Jake, and Luke probably all consider Madison a friend. At least, they’re all part of the same social circle. But none of them say anything to defend her.
Jake does intercede, though. “Ladies, no need to fight over us. There’s three of us and only two of you.”
I scoff before laying back down on the log. Maybe that will keep me from feeling like I might vomit.
I recognize a few more voices as they join our circle. Poppy and some of Madison’s other followers. Ryan James, who is thankfully busy flirting with Poppy and doesn’t bother me. Then Will, which is a surprise. He’s the first newcomer to address me.
“Uh, Lennon, are you all right?”
I suppose me appearing to be passed out on a log would appear a bit concerning to an outside observer. Nice of Will to notice.
“Yeah, I’m good,” I reply, moving to a sitting position. “Just doing some stargazing.” My stomach has finally begun to settle, and the burning has abated, leaving behind a pleasant buzzing warmth that reminds me an awful lot of the way I feel when Caleb touches me.
“Really?” Will looks amused. “I had no idea you were an astronomer.”
“Cosmologist, actually,” I correct. “I’m actually going to head—”
Fuck. Shit. Crap. All the profanities.
Caleb walks between two of the logs, on the opposite side of the campfire. I was distracted talking to Will, and I missed his approach. Damn Colt. And damn his bourbon.
Caleb’s face is impassive, but he’s exuding an annoyance that doesn’t have any trouble making its way through the flickering flames to me. I don’t know if it’s because I’m talking to another guy, or if it’s because I’m among a group that’s mainly comprised of his friends. I’m sure the way we ended our last conversation is also playing a part.
It’s a clear warning. I should heed it. But, in what’s become a trend I should probably put a stop to, I don’t do what I should. His friends or not, I was here first.
I look back at Will to find he’s studying me with a bittersweet smile. I’m pretty sure he realizes who just stole my attention for the last thirty seconds, and why. I might be giving Caleb a run for his heartbreaker title, and it’s a terrible feeling.
I scramble to find some new topic of conversation. “Uh, so is basketball still going?”
Will gives me an indulgent grin. “No. It ended about two months ago.”
“Oh.”
“Okay, I’ll go first!” Madison’s voice is obnoxiously loud, obviously meant to draw attention from everyone gathered around the campfire. Which is quite a lot of people, all of a sudden. I spot Shannon, Julie, Marcus, and several others from the group I was with last night.
Madison’s overly enthusiastic tone has its intended effect. Side conversations pause as everyone looks at her. “Time for Truth or Dare,” she announces.
Everyone’s quieted, so my scoff echoes loud and clear. Madison’s eyes narrow in on me. “Truth or dare, Lennon?”
“Never said I was playing,” I reply.
“You did last night,” Madison replies, with an overdone sniff.
“It didn’t exactly make me eager to repeat the experience.”
“Hey!” Jake calls, his voice filled with fake offense. At least, I think it’s false.
I ignore him as I vacillate between my two options. Well, three, really. I could just leave. But I don’t. “Truth,” I finally decide.
Madison was obviously hoping I’d say dare. It takes her awhile to come up with a question. “Who was your first kiss?”
I let out a little laugh, a bit disappointed by her lack of originality. “Jackson Butler. We played Seven Minutes in Heaven at your twelfth birthday, remember?”
“Whatever.” Madison looks away, and I get the distinct impression something’s bothering her. Maybe she’s just as uncomfortable about our shared history as I am. Now that I’ve made it through the trial, I reap the rewards.
“Truth or Dare, Ryan?” I ask.
He’s not expecting me to pick him, that much is clear. We have a brief stare-off that ends when he answers. “Dare.”
“I dare you to take a swim.” I tilt my head in the direction of the lake. “You can choose one piece of clothing to keep on." I have no idea what possesses me to choose the challenge; it’s just the first dare that comes to mind. Plus, I know from experience that water is cold.
Ryan narrows his eyes, but complies, stripping off everything except his boxer briefs and then wading into the lake. There are a few muffled laughs around the campfire. Ryan likes to act like he’s above everything. And everyone. Watching him emerge from the lake soaked and shivering is pretty satisfying.
I relax in my seat once my part of the game is officially over. I’ll stay for a couple more rounds to make it clear I’m not being run off and then head to bed. We’re leaving early tomorrow morning, and the list of things I’ll need to take care of once we’re back in Landry is a daunting one.
“Truth or dare, Winters?” Ryan has gotten dressed and chosen his victim. He’s either following the same strategy I did: use the game to taunt someone you otherwise couldn’t, or it’s his way of getting back at me for my dare.
Caleb hesitates for a few seconds. “Dare.”
“I dare you to kiss Lennon.” Ryan pauses for dramatic effect. “On the mouth.” Okay, it’s about me. And he’s learned from Poppy’s dare.
Once he issues the challenge, Ryan slouches back in his seat, looking quite pleased with himself. He obviously noticed the frostiness between Caleb and me, and this childish game has given him the perfect opportunity to taunt us both. In front of an audience, no less.
Caleb’s face looks like it’s carved from stone as he glares at Ryan. “You’re a dick, James,” he accuses evenly.
“Are you a coward, Winters?” Ryan replies.
Unlike during the start of the game, there’s total silence as Caleb and Ryan glare at each other. The air is thick with underlying tension that simmers in the still night air.
I’m so absorbed by the drama that I’m startled when I’m suddenly drawn into it. Caleb stands and strides towards me. I took my time approaching Jake last night, mostly to give myself time to figure out what I was going to do. Caleb doesn’t seem to have any similar qualms. He’s in front of me in seconds, his face still impassive. 
He holds one hand out, and I grasp it hesitantly. The hostility radiating off of him has me bracing for a harsh yank, but his grip is gentle as he pulls me to my feet. He drops my hand as soon as I’m vertical, but it’s only to wrap his arm around my waist and pull me against his body. I stumble on absolutely nothing, wholly unprepared for the close contact. I was expecting a quick peck, at most. Honestly, after our conversations yesterday, I’m surprised he’s indulging this at all. He doesn’t have anything to prove.
But I forget about why he’s doing this when his fingers slide underneath the hem of the heavy sweatshirt I’m wearing and ghost along the waistband of the leggings I changed into before dinner. I forget he’s doing this because of a dare when his blue eyes flare like a driftwood fire as our gazes collide. And I lose all sense of where I am, of the few dozen people watching us, when he lowers his lips to mine.
It’s not a slow burn; it’s an inferno. I’m painfully aware of the fact this is probably the last time I’ll kiss Caleb, so I throw everything I have into it. I don’t know if he’s experiencing the same desperation, or simply responding to my own passion, but his lips are fierce as they move against mine. Dominant. His hands slide higher on my lower back, and I weave my fingers into his hair, a little more roughly than I would ordinarily. He lets out an appreciative growl, and it vibrates against my tongue. Our motions are hasty, but they’re practiced. Synchronous. Like a choreographed dance, and I’m fairly certain it must be obvious to everyone watching this is not the first time our tongues have tangoed.
I pull back slowly, and am surprised to see Caleb looks as dazed as I feel. It all filters back slowly: the people, the place, the game.
“I didn’t think you’d do it,” I tell Caleb quietly.
Something in his expression hardens. “Me neither.” He turns and heads back towards his seat, past more than a few gaping mouths.
Ryan is the one who breaks the shocked silence, of course. “Damn.” I expect him to address Caleb, but he’s looking at me. “Didn’t know you had that in you, Lennon. It takes Winters to thaw out the Ice Queen attitude, huh? Bit ironic. Barnes sure didn’t get the same reception last night.”
“Would you like a round of applause for that idiotic attempt at a cute comment?” I retort dryly.
“Ah, the claws are back out.” Ryan lets out an infuriating laugh.
Caleb dares Luke to steal a pair of socks from Mr. Tanner’s cabin, and the game continues on from there. After two more dares and a truth pass, I swing one leg over the wooden log so I can slide off the back. “I’m headed to bed,” I tell Will, who has stuck dutifully by my side.
“Okay. Good night,” he replies, giving me a warm smile.
I return it, feeling a sudden flood of gratitude towards him. I stand, and then head in the direction of my assigned cabin. It’s empty when I enter it, which is a relief. I’m guessing the girls I’m bunking with will probably have a lot of questions about Caleb’s dare. I only saw Shannon and Julie at the fire, but I’m far from naive when it comes to the inner workings of Landry High’s gossip mill. There won’t be a senior on this trip who doesn’t hear some mention of it.
I take my time brushing my teeth and washing my face, even using some of Shannon’s fancy face cream. I dab it on my cheeks, and the smell of lavender washes over me. I change into pajamas and then snuggle under the covers. There were plenty of complaints about the fact we’re leaving so early tomorrow, but I couldn’t be more thrilled. It’s later than I ordinarily get up, and I’m eager to leave the emotional turmoil of this weekend behind. Caleb kissing me like that, in front of all his friends . . .
It doesn’t matter, I chastise myself. It doesn’t change anything. Because everyone knows Caleb Winters is destined for big, impressive things, and I’m . . .  not.
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I didn’t hate Caleb before, I realize. His presence annoyed me plenty, but it never felt like this. The aftermath of the senior trip is how it feels when you can’t stand to be in someone’s presence.
He texts me. Exactly one week after he kissed me because of Ryan’s dare.
I’ll do the introduction and imagery, it reads. You can do the rest? At least he had the decency to include a question mark, but I know it’s not up for discussion.
Fine, I reply. He never does. At least we managed to complete the essay component and most of the presentation weeks ago. Cassie and her partner are meeting every day after school to try to get it done. Normally, the stress of having an uncompleted project so close to the deadline would be giving me some major anxiety, but the thought of having to spend any time working in close proximity with Caleb overshadows it entirely. I’m happy to finish it separately, like he suggested.
The last week of classes sneaks up on me. One minute the whole of high school was stretching in front of me. Now? There’s a tinge of nostalgia. The last paper meeting. Emptying out my locker. Events I looked forward to until they arrived.
I start dreading my presentation with Caleb pretty far in advance. Somehow, it feels like the end of a chapter. Pun intended.
When the day arrives, I don’t pay close attention to any of the pairs that go before us, only registering where I am when Mr. Tanner calls our names. I’m here; I’m present, but my mouth is just spitting out the words it knows it needs to say, with little input from my brain.
The presentation ends, Caleb hands in our paper, and then I return to my seat next to Cassie. “Nice job,” she whispers to me.
I manage a weak smile before zoning out again. Only two more partners have time to present before the bell rings.
“If you didn’t present today, be ready next class,” Mr. Tanner calls. “Make sure you’re preparing for the final next week, too. Mr. Winters. Ms. Matthews. Stay after, please,” he adds.
I gulp. Our presentation was perfect. Well, almost perfect. I’m pretty certain it was obvious to Mr. Tanner, and our classmates, that Caleb and I did not collaborate on our presentation. At all. We were flawless, but disjointed. Separate. Removed. I’m worried Mr. Tanner is about to call us on it, and there’s zero chance that will end well.
Cassie gives me a sympathetic look before heading out into the hallway with the rest of our class. Minus Caleb, who lingers at his desk as well.
In a silent agreement, we both head to Mr. Tanner’s desk at the head of the classroom once the room clears. “It seems like you two could use another five minutes to talk,” Mr. Tanner states. Not what I was expecting. And way worse than a lecture.
“That’s okay,” I’m quick to say.
At the same time, Caleb speaks. “Not necessary.”
Our rushed voices mingle, creating a cacophony of urgent sound I doubt results in Mr. Tanner understanding a single word. “Maybe ten,” he amends, with a small smile. Our project is done, so his only motivation could be a desire for Caleb and me to break through the brick wall currently stacked between us. It’s sweet. Or it would be, if his misguided intent wasn’t about to result in me having to participate in a conversation with Caleb.
“Five’s plenty,” Caleb states.
Mr. Tanner’s lips quirk, and then he grabs his bag and heads out into the hallway. The door clangs shut behind him, and then there’s silence. I study Mr. Tanner’s spotless desk, where all the books we’ve read this semester are stacked in alphabetical order. Look at the smudge of marker that wasn’t quite erased from the whiteboard. A robin flitters between tree branches outside the window, and I track its flight closely. Anything to avoid looking at Caleb.
The silence between us builds and expands until I can’t take it any longer. “I think the presentation went well,” I say in a low voice.
“Don’t, Lennon. Just don’t.”
“What? You’d rather stand here in silence?” My tone is petulant.
“Actually, yeah. I would.” His is hard.
“Too bad. I know things are awkward between us, but—”
Caleb lets out a disparaging snort. “Awkward? Are you serious?”
“Yes!” I insist. “It’s not like we’ve ever even dated, Caleb. Even if we had, that wouldn’t give you any right to make decisions about my life.”
He scoffs. “One minute I think—” Then, he pauses. “‘Even if we had?’ What does that mean? You would have considered it?”
I’m a bit flummoxed by the question. “I mean, I—you never asked,” I deflect.
“I would have years ago if I thought you’d ever say yes.” The words are quiet, but they pack a lot of weight. Never, not once, during our weeks of conversations and kissing, did Caleb ever allude to already having feelings for me. Positive ones, at least. I just assumed that, like me, his opinion changed during our time working on the article and the English project we just completed. I also realize Caleb thinks any emotions I have towards him are linked to the excuses I flung at him on the senior trip. Lust. Boredom. He has no idea I’m in this just as deep as he is.
“Oh. I didn’t, um, know that.”
Caleb’s expression turns wry. “Yeah, I got that, Matthews.”
“I—” Don’t know what to say.
The classroom door swings open, and Andrew walks in. He comes to an abrupt halt when he sees me and Caleb. “Oh. Hey, guys. Sorry to interrupt. I’m, uh, early for class.”
Any other time, I would smile at that. But it turns out he’s not all that early. Other people start to enter the classroom, and then one leaves. I stare at Caleb’s retreating back.
“Um, Lennon, while you’re here . . . ” Reluctantly, I shift my gaze to Andrew. “You know we normally publish a list of where everyone’s headed in the fall for the graduation issue, and I don’t have anything down for you . . . ” Andrew lets his voice trail off, looking incredibly uncomfortable.
“There’s nothing to put. I’m not going anywhere in the fall.”
“Right, okay.” Andrew still looks awkward. “And also, well, we ordinarily publish the valedictorian’s speech, too . . . ”
I give him a blank look. “What does that have to do with me?”
“Well, according to Principal Owens you’re ranked second in our class.” He gives me a questioning look, obviously wondering why I’m ranked number two yet not attending college, but too polite to ask outright.
“Yeah, I’m ranked second. Meaning I won’t be valedictorian.”
“Well, yes, technically you’re not first right now, but you’re close enough to Caleb that based on how you both do on finals, you might swap spots.”
“Wait, what?”
“Yeah, I thought you knew . . . ” Once again, his voice dwindles, since it’s pretty obvious I didn’t know.
Mrs. Clemens enters the room to teach her class and gives me an odd look, obviously wondering why I’m in her classroom and not in her class.
“Anyway, if you end up being valedictorian, I’m going to need a copy of your speech,” Andrew rushes, obviously eager to get this conversation over with.
“Fine,” I agree. Then, something else occurs to me. “Why didn’t you tell Caleb this, too? He was just in here.”
“Yeah, but he didn’t exactly look like he was in the mood to chat,” Andrew replies, eyeing me speculatively. “Plus, I’ve got more faith in you, Lennon.”
There was a time when those words would have set a competitive fire blazing inside of me. A chance to beat Caleb? The opportunity to show every attendee of Landry High’s graduation I’m more than the daughter of a drug user and a gambling addict?
Right now there’s not even the slightest spark. I give Andrew a small smile, and then head out into the hallway. It’s empty. Everyone else is already in their next class, or in the cafeteria.
I’m not sure how long my conversations with Caleb and Andrew took, but there’s no line at the lunch counter when I enter the cafeteria, which has never happened before. I glance up at the large, round clock that hangs above the windows that look out over the pond and baseball field. Lunch is half over.
Without permission, my eyes dart to Caleb’s usual table in the corner next. He’s seated with his back to me, talking to Colt, who’s across the table from him. Madison is next to Colt, and she glances up and catches me staring. I quickly look away and hurry towards my own table, which is talking excitedly about something. Cassie is waving her arms around.
“That took some time,” Cassie comments when I drop down on the bench seat, lowering her arms.
“Yeah,” I sigh.
“Everything okay?” she queries. 
“Fine. What were you guys discussing?” I ask.
Cassie gives me a concerned look. Shannon’s the one who answers my question. “Prom!”
“Oh. Cool.” Cassie rolls her eyes at my lack of enthusiasm. “It’s not until . . . ” I grasp for a date, and can’t come up with one, earning me another eye roll from Cassie.
“It’s on Friday, Lennon. You better be at my house by four.”
I open my mouth to say I’m not going, and then reconsider. Isn’t prom one of those rites of passage people talk about?
“You should come, Lennon,” Shannon says, and Eliza and Tina chime in with their agreement. I recall my conversation with Caleb at prom last year. Actually attending couldn’t be worse than that.
“Okay, I’ll go,” I agree. Cassie claps her hands excitedly. “I guess I’ll need to go shopping this week.” There’s no guess about it. My wardrobe is all fleece and denim. The only dress I own is the one I wore to Caleb’s grandfather’s funeral, and I’m guessing prom is going to have a very different vibe.
Cassie waves my words away. “No need. I have tons of dresses that you can wear. I bought three dresses for prom last year that ended up being too long.”
Sometimes I forget how wealthy Cassie, and almost everyone else I attend school with, is. I’m always hyperaware of it when I’m with Caleb. He’s the starkest example, and also the person I most wish was on more equal footing with me. It would be a lot easier to believe what he told me on the camping trip—and today—if there wasn’t such a glaring inequity between us. Not just when it comes to money. Opportunities. Possibilities.
“Okay. Thanks,” I tell Cassie, marveling over what it must be like to buy a bunch of dresses and then never even wear them.
*****
Three days later, I wave goodbye to Gramps and then knock on Cassie’s front door. He insisted on driving me over to her house. He’s never mentioned it, but I’m guessing he knows I never actually made it to prom last year, despite what I told him. Leaving in my dad’s old sweatshirt and a pair of jeans was probably a bit of a giveaway. Although, that is what I’m wearing now, since I have yet to see Cassie’s dress options.
“Don’t forget to take photos!” Gramps calls through the rolled-down passenger window as he starts to back the truck up.
“I won’t! You’ve reminded me twenty times!” I call back. My less cynical side knows he actually demanded to drive me because it was his way of being part of this moment.
The door opens and Cassie appears in the doorway. Her hair is in curlers and she’s wearing a pink, shiny robe that looks like it’s made of some fancy fabric.
“You actually showed up?” she teases.
“I figured you might come to my house if I didn’t,” I respond.
“You figured right.” Cassie grins. “Come on up to the salon.”
The foyer is quiet, empty, and clean when I step inside. There’s no sign of Cassie’s parents or brothers. Josh is probably back at school. I follow Cassie up the stairs and into her colorless room. Except it’s not entirely white the way it was last time. There is a rainbow of colored fabric flung across her bedspread.
“Take your pick!” Cassie exclaims, skipping towards her bed.
“Which one are you wearing?” I ask, surveying the options.
“Mine’s hanging up there. These ones are all for you.” Cassie gestures towards her closet door. There’s a dress hanging up there, and I immediately realize why I didn’t spot it right away. It’s a pale shade of yellow embossed with some sort of crystal that glimmers like the dress has been sprinkled with glitter. It suits Cassie’s blonde hair and light room perfectly.
“It’s beautiful,” I say.
Cassie ignores me. “Forget about what I’m wearing. You need a dress!”
I turn my gaze back towards the much brighter options in front of me. I’m glad none of them are white. With my pale skin and light brown hair, I’m sure I’d end up looking like a sallow vampire. There is one dress that’s a muted shade of pink with an even lighter flower pattern on it, which I dismiss immediately. It’s too . . . girly. The next is purple and lacy, which I also skip past. Red, shiny fabric catches my attention, but I decide against that, too. It’s too bold. Too sexy. Then, there’s the fourth dress. It’s a darker shade of blue. Almost navy, but not quite so dark that it could be mistaken for black. It’s strapless, made out of a soft, silky material I think is satin, with a bodice that’s the same material, but overlaid with lace that’s the same color. I ordinarily could care less about what I wear, but there’s something about this dress that makes me unable to look away from it.
“This one,” I say, stroking the blue material. It feels even softer than it looks.
“I knew it,” Cassie informs me with a grin. “Come on, let me do your make-up before the rest of the girls get here.”
She leads me over to her vanity. I don’t protest. If ever there was a night to wear make-up, this feels like it. And it’s just as soothing as it was last time when she rubs various creams and foundations across my face. I lose all sense of time or anxiety about tonight as I relax into the luxurious sensation.
“Okay, you’re done.”
“Wow,” I tell Cassie as soon as I open my eyes and catch a glimpse of my reflection. I still look like myself, but a perfect version of it. My under-eye circles have disappeared, along with every blemish and oversized pore. My eyes are lined, making the brown-green irises pop. And my lips are shiny and pink. “Thank you.”
Cassie hands me a tube of lip gloss. “Keep this. You’ll have to reapply after we eat dinner.” Her expression turns sly. “Or once a certain guy sees you.”
“That’s no—” I start, but she holds up a hand and gives me an admonishing look.
“Lennon. Come on. You seriously thought I didn’t hear you made out with Caleb Winters in front of half our class on the camping trip?”
“It was a dare,” I mumble.
“It’s okay if you like him.”
“Don’t you have a crush on him?” I blurt.
“Well, I have eyes, so yes. Along with every other girl at school, probably. But I don’t think you like him because of his looks. And I do think you like him.”
“Who cares if I like him? He’s got half the school panting after him, as you just pointed out.”
“I’ve kind of gotten the impression he might care,” Cassie tells me quietly.
That’s not news to me, but Cassie realizing it is. “You have?” I fish.
“I’ve heard some things,” she tells me vaguely, not elaborating on what she’s heard or who she’s heard it from. “And . . . he, I don’t know, he acts differently around you.” I’m about to press her for details when the sound of the doorbell echoes through the house. “I’ll be right back,” Cassie tells me, before disappearing to answer the door.
When she returns, Shannon and Eliza are right behind her. “—some sort of shoe crisis,” Eliza is saying. “She said she’d be here soon.” Since Tina’s the only one missing, I surmise they’re talking about her.
Both Eliza and Shannon greet me, and then Cassie starts on Eliza’s make-up.
“Do you want me to do your hair?” Shannon offers. “I’ve always thought it would look really pretty curled.”
“Meaning it’s not always pretty?” I tease her for what sounds a little like a back-handed compliment.
Shannon laughs, and I’m relieved to realize we’ve reached that point in our friendship where we can joke with each other without either taking it the wrong way. “Are you kidding? I’d kill for your hair. It’s perfect. But it’s fun to switch things up sometimes.”
She grabs the curling iron off of Cassie’s desk, and then clips half of my hair up. It’s a long process as she winds section after section around the hot barrel, letting each spiral fall after a couple dozen seconds. After she’s finished with the iron, she brushes through the curls, and then coats my hair in a spray that smells like coconut.
Tina arrives just after Shannon has finished my hair. “Hot damn, Lennon,” she comments, letting out a long whistle. “You’re going to need to walk in after me, okay?”
I laugh off her compliment, but secretly I’m pleased. I kind of get why most romantic comedies have a makeover scene now. It’s a heady boost of confidence to have others fuss over and compliment your appearance after years of wearing messy buns and ripped jeans.
Everyone else finishes getting ready, and then it’s time to get dressed. I swap out my usual clothes for Cassie’s blue dress. She may have bought it, but it clings to me like it was custom made. Cassie talks me into wearing a pair of her heels by telling me it will ensure I don’t trip over the hem. They’re too tight on me, but at least I don’t feel like I’m about to topple.
Everyone finishes their final touches, and then we head downstairs as a giggling, glittery group. Cassie’s parents are waiting in the living room, and take a series of photos of us striking ridiculous poses. I send three of them to Gramps, though I know I’ll have to show him how to look at them tomorrow morning.
We walk outside, and I’m expecting to climb into Cassie’s silver SUV. Instead, there’s a shiny, black limousine sitting in the front drive. I’m the only one who falters; everyone else seems to be expecting its presence. Cassie, Tina, Eliza, and Shannon all clamber inside, and I follow, looking around the plush interior in awe. The nerves that have been swirling in my stomach all day rapidly return, mingling with the anticipation that’s lingered ever since I saw my full reflection. Vainly, I’m eager to see my classmates’ reaction to my new look. Truthfully, there’s one person in particular who I’m looking forward to seeing react to Cassie and Shannon’s handiwork.
We’ve barely made it to the end of the street when Cassie pulls a bottle of champagne out of the chiller that is hidden beneath her seat. Tina produces flutes from some other secret compartment, and Cassie directs the frothy liquid inside from glass to glass until the bottle is empty.
Once we’re all clutching the thin glass stems, Cassie raises hers in a toast. “To . . . ”
“Prom?” Eliza finishes.
“The rest of our lives?” is Tina’s suggestion.
“The Ladies of Landry!” Shannon adds in an overly aristocratic tone that trills each syllable.
Mostly because it sounds so fun to say, we all echo Shannon’s words before clinking our glasses together in one mass of champagne and crystal.
I’ve only been to Landry’s country club a couple of times before. It looks just as pretentious and grandiose as it sounds, but it’s also stunning. Ethereal. We walk through the lobby to the inside of the ballroom, and I feel like I’ve stepped inside a fairytale.
“Whoa,” Shannon breathes, looking around at the twinkling lights, bouquets of flowers, and round tables laden with multiple sets of utensils. “This is way nicer than the gym was last year.” I follow the rest of my companions over to one of the open tables, eyeing the two plates, three forks, and multiple glasses a bit apprehensively. I’ll have to follow everyone else’s lead once dinner is served.
More and more of my classmates continue to trickle in, all dressed in their finery. I was a little worried I might stand out as being overdressed, but I definitely didn’t need to be concerned about that. Everyone else is dressed just as decadently.
It’s not until the waiters start serving the first course that it occurs to me he might not be coming. None of his friends are here, either. Not even Madison and her crew. But no one else seems to be missing. Maybe they’re having their own private get-together? I almost ask Cassie, who’s seated next to me, but I decide against it. Either he’ll show up or he won’t.
Dinner is possibly the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted. Aside from special occasions, Gramps and I tend to eat a rotation of the same five or six meals we’ve managed to make before without burning. We’ve certainly never taken the time or had the necessary knowledge to blend the exotic flavors I’m sampling tonight. There’s a salad with zesty dressing, pepper-crusted filet mignon, lemony green beans, and crisp potatoes.
After the plates have been cleared, there’s a spread of rich, delectable desserts laid out along the back tables already laden with coffee, tea, soda, and water. The piano music that’s been softly playing in the background stops, and a DJ takes the stage. Pop music starts pumping moments later, completing the shift from classy to club. Fellow seniors start to gravitate towards the dance floor, pulled in by the pumping bass.
Shannon scoffs in her seat across from me. “Fashionably late, of course.” She’s looking towards the door, and I twist my head before I can stop myself. He’s here. Looking heartbreakingly handsome in a tuxedo. In the midst of his friends, teammates, and an awful lot of girls. Including Madison.
I tear my gaze away. “Of course.”
Cassie goes and grabs a variety of desserts from the buffet, and I nibble at the rich flavors, already stuffed but unable to resist the sweets. I listen with unveiled interest as my tablemates speculate about the couples dancing. I haven’t paid close attention to the romantic intermingling of my peers, and most of the pairings aren’t ones I would have expected. I’m hardly one to judge, though.
My eyes stay on the dance floor, but I can feel the pull to glance to my left. Finally, my empty glass provides me with an opportunity to scan the room and preserve my pride. “I’m going to get a drink,” I announce. “Anyone else want anything?” Silence. “All right, then,” I draw out the last word as I stand. “I’ll be ba—” I start to turn, and stop speaking when I realize there’s something blocking my path. Someone blocking my path. My mute chums make more sense, all of a sudden.
“Hi,” I breathe.
“Hi.” That’s all Caleb says. No mention of my appearance. No compliment. But maybe the fact he’s not saying anything says an awful lot. He’s definitely noticed what I’m wearing, and I experience a thrill of satisfaction. For some reason, I think of the dress I wore the first day of high school. And that too-short, cotton frock is a far cry from the rippling sheets of satin pooling around me. Not to mention the curves my body didn’t have when I was fourteen are prominently displayed in the form-fitting material.
I know I’m not unattractive. Guys have shown interest in me before. But none of them have ever looked at me the way Caleb Winters is looking at me right now: like I’m oxygen and he’s just run out of air.
I watch his Adam’s apple bob before he speaks. “Do you want to dance?”
I nod, forgetting about my thirst, and he steps to the side, allowing me to pass him and venture away from the table. His hand settles on the small of my back like a whisper, not quite touching, but close enough to tease. I can feel the heat radiating off his palm, warming the thin fabric of my dress.
The DJ is already in the middle of a song, so we take our time settling into position across from each other.
“I was going to ask you.” It’s the truth, and also the least I owe him. Somehow he became the more vulnerable of the two of us, but it doesn’t make me feel powerful. It makes me feel inadequate.
One corner of Caleb’s mouth twists cynically in response to my confession. “Sure,” he says easily.
It suddenly strikes me how much I relied on Caleb’s constant challenges over the past four years. It’s immensely unsatisfying to watch him just agree with me.
“I was,” I insist. “After I . . . ”
“After you what?”
“I don’t know. Worked up to it, I guess.” I take a deep breath. “I wasn’t even sure if you were coming. And then I was worried you might say no,” I admit quietly.
“When has me saying something you didn’t want to hear ever bothered you?”
“It’s always bothered me, Caleb.” I’m painfully honest.
There’s some upbeat pop song playing, and the final note draws out for what feels like an eternity as we keep swaying. I slow my movements, enough so that it probably appears as though I’m moving through tar, as I wait to see how he’ll react.
It’s anticlimactic. He doesn’t say anything; he just keeps staring at me.
The next song begins playing. We weren’t quite in tune with the last melody, but this is a slower song. I still entirely, fully expecting Caleb to drop his hands and return to his friends.
He doesn’t. He tugs me closer. We’re still not touching, aside from our hands, but it’s closer than I’ve been to him in a long time, and my body reacts appropriately. Or inappropriately, rather. I can’t see his face anymore, just the starched black fabric of his tuxedo jacket. And the faces staring openly at us.
“I wouldn’t have said no,” Caleb finally says. His tone is even and measured, and I can’t help but feel like it was a calculated decision to wait and respond to my admission when I could no longer see his face.
“Okay,” I whisper back.
Neither of us say anything else for the remainder of the song. It’s a melancholy tune, one I’ve heard played dozens of times before on the radio when I’m cleaning the barn. I can’t focus on the familiar words or the haunting melody. I’m fixated on every motion my body is making and the weight of Caleb’s hands resting possessively on my lower back.
The music ends, and his hands drop. We stare at each other. “It’s for the best,” I finally say. I know he’ll understand what I’m talking about.
“For me? Or for you, Lennon?”
“Both. Besides, of the two of us, I think you’ll have the better dating prospects,” I point out. My stomach twists at the thought. Get used to it, Lennon, I tell myself. If Caleb returns to Landry, I doubt it will be alone.
Once again, I’ve said the exact wrong thing. Caleb doesn’t engage. He just shakes his head, scoffs a little, and then walks away.
I definitely don’t want to remain standing on the dance floor by myself, and I’m not quite ready to talk to anyone else yet. So I opt to stride towards my original destination: the dessert table. I fill a fancy glass with sparkling water and take a couple of long sips. The bubbles tickle my throat.
When I finally make my way back to my table, it’s only a temporary stop. “I’ll be right back,” I tell them all, setting my half-full water glass down at my spot. “Just running to the bathroom.”
The marble restroom is empty when I enter it, and my heels echo as they clack against the glassy surface. It’s an endeavor to go to the bathroom in what feels like a ballgown, but I finally manage.
The restroom isn’t empty when I exit the stall. Madison is standing at the mirror, carefully lining her plump lips. Her dress is a bold shade of teal that would look terrible on anyone else, but on Madison it’s just audacious enough.
“Lennon,” she acknowledges, shifting the halter tie of her dress so the already daring back dips down a bit further.
“Madison,” I respond, walking to the sink so I can wash my hands.
“You’re looking less homely than usual."
It’s the exact sort of comment I’ve come to expect from her. So, I respond in a way I don’t think she’ll see coming. “Why did we stop being friends?”
Sure enough, that catches her attention. She snaps her clutch shut and turns to me, eyebrows raised. “What?”
“You heard me. We were friends. Good friends. You’ve spent the last four years acting like we never were.”
She studies me for a minute, obviously deliberating over what to say. Finally, she shrugs. “After your dad overdosed, I knew everyone else would steer clear.” There’s a pause. “But it wasn’t just because of how everyone else acted. Things just changed. We were in high school.” Another pause. “Caleb arrived.”
“What does Caleb have to do with anything?”
Madison laughs, but it’s not a pleasant sound. It’s ugly. Bitter. “He paid attention to you.”
“Wait, what?”
She looks away from me, at the vibrant vase of pink peonies sitting to the right of the sink. “He barely bothered to acknowledge anyone else. You? He talked to you every chance he got.”
“Yeah. To argue with me,” I’m quick to add. But it also occurs to me that she’s right. I may not have viewed it favorably at the time, but Caleb has always paid attention to me.
Madison shrugs. “More than any other girl got. More than I got.”
“I don’t—” I start.
“Save it, Lennon.” Madison holds a hand up. “You asked me a question. I answered it. But a little friendly advice? As far as I can tell, you’re making things a lot harder than they need to be.”
With one last knowing look, she sweeps out of the ostentatious bathroom, leaving me wondering what it means that the last person I ever thought I would take life advice from seems to be making an awful lot of sense.
*****
I ponder my conversation with Madison over the next few days, glad I have studying for finals to keep my mind somewhat occupied. That’s not the case when I’m out in the barn feeding the horses or exercising them. My hands are busy, but my mind is free to think about things I’d rather not. Dwell on regrets. Things I wish I said. Things I wish I didn’t. Worst of all, let myself wonder “what if?” That’s more dangerous than anything. It’s a lot easier to believe something will never happen than to imagine how it might and then never have it come to fruition.
Especially when you’re forced to see the person those imaginations center on. I’m able to avoid Caleb on the farm, but I can’t pretend he doesn’t exist during finals. In the midst of writing my English exam, every other thought is about him.
The bell finally rings, tearing my attention away from Caleb’s dark hair and back to the half-scrawled sentence I zoned out during. Hastily, I finish it, and then tuck the sheet with my multiple choice answers inside the booklet as Mr. Tanner starts moving down the row, collecting everyone’s exams.
He takes mine, and I lean down to grab my backpack so I can depart.
“Caleb, I’m missing your essay.” Mr. Tanner has never been one for subtlety, so he announces this in front of the entire class as he holds up the blank paper where Caleb’s essay should be written. Peers who already bolted for the door slow, sucked into the drama like motorists passing a car crash.
“I’m aware, sir. I ran out of time.”
“You didn’t write the essay? Any of it?” Mr. Tanner leafs through the booklet, like maybe Caleb decided to start writing on page ten for some reason.
“No, Mr. Tanner.”
“You don’t have anything to give me? An outline? I can give you partial credit for that.”
“I don’t have anything, sir.”
Mr. Tanner harrumphs. “All right, Mr. Winters.” He moves onto the next desk to retrieve Ellie Nash’s final.
Drama concluded, everyone rushes for the door, eager to leave school and maximize the time before having to return tomorrow for the last day of finals. But no one departs faster than Caleb. He’s out the door before I’ve risen from my desk.
“I’ll meet you at your car, okay?” I tell Cassie, my eyes on the exit. She and I made plans to go get coffee for a caffeine-fueled cram session before tomorrow’s tests. I catch her nod out of the corner of my eye as I head for the door, jostling a few classmates as I hurry towards the front doors. I spot Caleb as soon as I burst through them, halfway down the sidewalk. He’s trying to avoid me, I realize.
So I quicken my pace, giving up on my brisk walk and literally running after him. My weighted backpack bounces against my back with each stride, my rubber-soled shoes slap the cement, and I’ve become the main attraction for after school entertainment, but I don’t stop until Caleb hears me approach and spins around. I watch the regret appear on his face as soon as he sees who is chasing him. He can’t avoid talking to me now.
“What the hell did you just do?” I accuse Caleb once I’ve caught my breath.
“No idea what you’re talking about,” Caleb replies.
“Don’t lie to me, Caleb. I know you chose not to write that paper. We had plenty of time. And it’s twenty percent of our grade! You’ll be lucky to end up with a B. I have no idea why you—”
He cuts me off. “Now who’s lying?”
“I’m not! I don’t understand, it—”
“You want to be valedictorian, right?” Caleb demands.
“Well—”
“Don’t you?” His voice has risen in volume, and my stomach sinks in response. I chased him because I wanted him to convince me he didn’t purposefully bomb the final for the reason I was worried he might have. Instead, he just essentially confirmed he did.
“Yes, but—” My voice is weak. I don’t know what I’m trying to say anymore. What I want to convey.
“I’m giving you what you want, Lennon. Just take it! Why are you so afraid of getting what you want?”
Because I’m scared of losing it. But that’s too honest. Vulnerability doesn’t keep empty promises. “Don’t act like you’re some sort of god granting wishes, Caleb. I can earn my own accomplishments. I want to earn my own accomplishments. You didn’t do this for me.”
“Then why did I do it, Lennon?”
He spins back around and keeps stalking in the direction of his truck before I have a chance to answer, which is good.
I’m not sure what I would say.
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My palms are damp with perspiration, both from the sunshine bearing down on me and my own nerves. I fiddle with the notecards I’m gripping tightly as I resist the urge to bounce my leg. You can do this.
You can do this. You can do this,
I chant to myself. Surreptitiously, I wipe first one palm, and then the other, on the green silk skirt of the dress Gramps insisted I buy when I told him I was class valedictorian. I can see his beaming face perfectly from the stage I’m seated on. He insisted we arrive ridiculously early so he could snag a seat in the first row behind the graduates. Gramps is confident I can deliver this speech and not make a fool of myself. I wish I could feel so certain.
I switch the notecards to my right hand so I can wipe my left palm, and the top notecard flutters to the ground next to my folding chair. I freeze. Crap. I’m literally on display, seated in what’s meant to be a position of honor in the center of the stage, right next to the podium where Principal Owens is currently speaking. After three days of endless edits, I know every word by heart. But there’s no way I’m going to rely on my memory while giving a speech in front of almost every person I know in the entire world. I contemplate the odds of pulling off an awkward shimmying slouch or pretending to itch my foot in order to retrieve it. Then, Mr. Evans, who was chosen as the faculty speaker, leans down and grabs the stray notecard.
“Thank you,” I whisper when he hands it to me. I’ll never diss gym class again. An easy promise to make, since in about ten minutes I’ll be a high school graduate forever free of Kentucky’s mandated class curriculum.
Principal Owens mentions my name, and I realize he’s introducing me. There’s applause—loud applause—not just polite clapping, and then I’m at the podium, expected to speak.
“Principal Owens, faculty, friends, family, and my fellow graduates. This is a day I’ve looked forward to for a long time. But when I was writing this speech, I also came up with a lot of things I am going to miss. A lot of them ones I didn’t think I would. I thought of high school like a series of items on a checklist, and now that I’m at the end I’m glad I took the time to add some unexpected ones along the way. Like learning how to hit a baseball. Right a canoe. Study cosmology.” I avoided finding Caleb’s face in the crowd earlier, and I’m immensely glad I did. I don’t want to see his expression. See if he cares. See if he doesn’t. It’s no coincidence all the examples I chose were things we did together, and I don’t think the significance will be lost on him. This is my way of telling him those unplanned moments mattered to me, too.
The words continue to flow like well-scripted water, and then suddenly I’m down to the last notecard of my five minute speech. “High school always seemed like a stepping stone to me; a symbolic bridge between childhood and adulthood. But this past year in particular, I learned it can be a whole lot more than that. The expected can yield the unexpected. Tragedy can strike. Love can conquer.” I take a deep breath. “There are two people who I wish could be here today. But I couldn’t end this speech without acknowledging the one person who’s the reason I am. Gramps, you may be a terrible cook and an abysmal mechanic, but you’ve never allowed me to believe there’s anything I can’t do. You are the only person I’ve always been able to rely upon. I treasure that more than anything, and I’m incredibly proud to be a Matthews. To be your granddaughter.” I swallow a couple of times to remove the lump that’s formed in my throat. “And to my fellow graduates: no matter where you’re headed next, I know the fortitude and ingenuity this class possesses will carry us far. We survived three days in the Kentucky wilderness, so we can survive anything.” There’s a ripple of laughter. “Congratulations, everyone!” I flip my tassel, and it’s over.
I’m not expecting the swell of noise. There’s applause, cheering, and then a wave of navy as all the seniors—now graduates—toss their caps towards the cloudless sky. Principal Owens comes over to the podium to hand me my diploma and congratulate me, and then I stumble back to my chair.
Principal Owens makes some parting remarks, the band starts up “Pomp and Circumstance” again, and the rest of my class files out along the aisle that’s been cleared to the open stretch of the football field just beyond where the ceremony is being held. Families follow suit, abandoning their seats to congratulate their children, grandchildren, siblings, nieces, nephews. Neighbors. I descend the stage’s stairs shakily, a bit stunned that it’s all over.
Gramps is waiting for me off to one side, never one for big crowds. He beams when he spots me, and I can see the faint trail of some salty residue on his weathered cheeks. “I’m so proud of you, Lennie,” Gramps smiles wide enough it threatens to overtake his whole face. His hazel eyes, the exact same shade as mine, crinkle in the corners. “You were wonderful up there. Really wonderful.”
“Thanks, Gramps,” I whisper as he pulls me into a bear hug.
“Your mama would be so proud of you, darling,” he continues, and I feel tears burn my eyelids. Gramps hardly even mentions Mom. “Your pops, too,” he adds, which is an even more selfless gesture. Gramps never got along with my father. The only reason he allowed him to come stay at Matthews Farm after Mom’s death was for me.
I don’t say anything, just squeeze him a little bit tighter.
Gramps insists on taking me out for lunch, and we laugh and joke over plates of overpriced food filled with exotic flavors. When we return back to the farm, Gramps heads inside to watch the Jays play. I hover on the front porch, still in my graduation dress, trying to figure out what to do with myself. For the first time in a long time, I don’t have anything I have to do. There’s no school assignment. The horses don’t need to be brought in for another few hours. I don’t start working at the Landry Gazette as a research assistant for another two weeks. I could go clean my room, or straighten up the tack room, but there’s nothing I want to do.
Dropping down in one of the two rocking chairs, I kick off my shoes and rest my bare toes on the porch banister, staring out at the grazing horses. The bright sun pulls out the distinctive blue shade Kentucky grass is known for, rolling off in the distance as far as the eye can see. I gaze at the serene picture and admit the truth to myself. There is one thing I’d like to do right now. Or more accurately, one person I’d like to see. But I’m sure he’s in the midst of the fancy graduation party his mother was planning the color scheme for months ago. And then he’s leaving tomorrow.
I fall asleep at some point. Nerves kept me up most of last night. When I blink my eyes open, it’s dusk. I head inside. Gramps is talking to someone on the old rotary phone that’s been an installation in the farmhouse practically since it was built.
My room is a mess, evidence of my hasty departure this morning strewn everywhere. For having exactly one outfit option, I managed to do an impressive job emptying out most of my closet. I change back into my standard jeans and t-shirt and make my way out to the barn for the evening chores. Once I’ve finished taking care of the horses, I return to the house to help Gramps prepare dinner. It’s while we’re eating that my phone first starts to buzz.
Without looking at the screen, I know what the messages are going to be about. Much like the senior trip, the graduation night party is a Landry High legend. Only graduates are allowed to attend, meaning there’s just the one chance to. Since I ended up attending both the senior trip and prom, I know Cassie is expecting me to go tonight. There are a number of reasons I’m not sure if I should. I was the only senior listed without a college in the graduation program, and I’m not eager to spend the night having to explain why. I’m also not sure what people made of my speech. And of course, seeing Caleb one final time before he leaves will be more than a little bittersweet.
Cassie ends up making the decision for me. A long series of honks sound outside, and I know it’s her before I pause the dishes and look out the window.
“Go celebrate, Lennie,” Gramps tells me as he dries a plate. “I promise not to throw a rager while you’re gone.”
I roll my eyes as I head to the door to let Cassie in.
“Is that not what they’re called?” he calls after me.
I’m grinning as I open the door. “Get in, we’re—” Cassie stops talking. “What are you wearing?”
I glance down at my rattiest jeans. My navy sweatshirt’s innocuous enough, except for the stain from Dusty’s frothing mouth after my ride earlier. And the dollop of dish soap I’m just now noticing. “Clothes?” I offer unhelpfully.
Cassie lets out an exasperated sigh, but her lips quirk as she steps over the threshold. “Howdy, Earl!” she calls as she passes the kitchen and heads upstairs. She’s never been in the farmhouse before, but doesn’t seem to have any trouble navigating her way into my bedroom. I follow after her, a bit intrigued by what she thinks she’s going to conjure up from my closet. All she’s going to find is clean versions of what I’m wearing.
Based on the perplexed look on her face when I enter my bedroom, she’s thinking the same. “No offense, but—”
“Which people only say before they’re about to offend you,” I interject.
“But is this your whole wardrobe? All of it?” She waves at my closet.
“This may come as a surprise, but I’m not really a fashionista,” I tell her. “And my clothing allowance is going towards feeding the horses, at the moment.”
Cassie pauses flipping through my hangers and whirls around. “Lennon, I didn’t mean—”
“I know you didn’t,” I assure her. She bites her lip, and then moves to the dresser.
“Here.” She tosses me a pair of faded jeans I hardly ever wear because they’re snug enough to restrict some movement. “Put these on.” I comply as she continues digging through my drawers. “Aha!” Cassie announces a minute later. She holds up a V-neck t-shirt I’m not sure if I’ve ever worn. Definitely not since I got boobs, and I recall why when I pull the shirt over my head.
“Perfect,” Cassie proclaims, with an approving nod. I look at my reflection in the mirror. Both the shirt and jeans are figure-hugging, but not in an overdone way. They just highlight the curves I usually hide. I trust Cassie, especially when it comes to my appearance, so I don’t argue with her.
Fifteen minutes later, we’re parked outside Jake’s house. I know he’s hosted most of my class’ parties, so it makes sense he would have the honor of holding the final one.
It’s packed when we enter the house, which is no surprise based on the number of cars outside and the level of noise exuding from the mansion. Jake lives in a luxe development close by the high school, and I’m guessing the neighbors are grateful for the generous lot sizes tonight.
As Cassie and I make our way through the house, I’m surprised by how many people stop to talk to us. Both of us. A few bring up my speech, but most of the conversations are idle chitchat. Pleasantries. Endings have a way of bringing people together, I suppose. We finally enter the kitchen, and I make a beeline for the island that boasts a spread of almost every drink imaginable. The temperature in the house feels almost tropical, and I’m glad I decided against wearing a jacket. Or more like Cassie refused to let me bring one.
I reach for the stack of plastic cups, at the same time as another hand. One I recognize.
Both our hands hover about six inches away from the cups. I move forward at the same time he does, and our fingers brush, sending a shock of lightening up my arm. I halt; Caleb doesn’t.
Caleb grabs two cups, and hands one to me.
“Thanks,” I mutter.
“Stay away from the punch. It’s full of all sorts of shit.”
“Cal—” He’s already walking away.
I end up with soda, although I’m definitely tempted by the haze some of the other bottles offer. There’s a reason they call it liquid courage.
Somehow, an evening I thought would drag starts to fly by. My unprecedented popularity lingers. I converse with people I’ve barely exchanged two words with since elementary school. I dance. I mingle with peers I now consider good friends: Shannon, Tina, Eliza, Julie, Joe, Will, and Marcus. Even Andrew, for all our head-butting at the paper. But I don’t allow myself to really believe this is a new normal. I don’t get my hopes up.
I’m really good at that.
Eventually, the night begins to wind down. I have no idea what time it is, but the fatigue I’m experiencing assures me it’s a lot later than I usually stay up. Not that that’s saying much.
I can sense Cassie’s close to being ready to leave, and that’s terrifying. Because there’s one thing I need to do. One thing I can’t not do. One thing I’ve put off until the last minute. Until the last minute became now.
“You about ready to go?” Cassie asks me, yawning.
I’m so, so tempted to just nod. To leave. But the only thing that’s scarier than doing this is living with the regret of not doing it. “Yeah,” I respond. “Just give me one minute.”
I purposefully lost track of him earlier, but it’s not hard to find him now. Like always, there’s a crowd nearby, drawn to his effortless magnetism. I can’t help but notice a large percentage of them are female, and wonder whether what I’m about to do will dissuade any of them. Probably not. Like me, this is their last chance.
I don’t like being the center of attention. I hate being the center of attention when I’m doing something that could completely backfire. This qualifies, more than anything else I’ve ever done. As I approach Caleb, people are already starting to stare. If it involves Caleb, it attracts attention. And I have no idea how he’s going to react to this. Things between us are bad, and it’s mostly my fault. I haven’t handled any of it well, yet I don’t know what I would do differently. Words have rarely served me well when it comes to Caleb Winters, so I’m relying on actions.
He sees me coming. He’s wearing a baseball cap, with the brim pulled low, and it shields most of his face. But I note how his shoulders tense. Probably a bad sign. His voice is wary when he speaks, obviously thinking I intend to stop at an appropriate distance and exchange syllables. “Lenn—”
I don’t give him a chance to finish saying my name. I knock his cap upwards, and then I kiss him. Really kiss him. The way I would if we were alone, rather than surrounded by a whole lot of people who are probably staring. The way he kissed me next to the campfire. And I pour everything I am into it. My hopes. My fears. My dreams.
Because somehow, when I wasn’t paying attention, while I didn’t know to stop it, Caleb Winters became all those things to me. Someone I hoped to see. Became afraid to lose. Dreamt about. He mixed with all those other things that make me Lennon Matthews, and is now so snarled in the rest of me I don’t know how to untangle him.
I savor the soft friction of his lips against mine until I can’t anymore. Until the pleasure turns to pain. Until I start to worry I might do something even stupider. Like ask him to stay.
I pull away and look up into those hauntingly blue eyes, filled with heat and confusion. “Don’t get lost,” I whisper, before I turn and start to walk away. I don’t get more than a dozen feet.
“Lennon.” His hand spins me back around to face him. “I’m coming back, okay?” he vows. “This isn’t goodbye. I’m coming back.”
“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Caleb.”
“I’m not.” His blue eyes are fierce now. “I mean it.”
I nod once, but I don’t let myself believe it. “Goodbye, Winters.”
I know he senses my reticence. It’s obvious in the long, frustrated breath he blows out before he nods back. “See you, Matthews.”
We’re back to being distant. And I’m back to feeling alone.
Cassie doesn’t say much on the drive home. We’re both tired after a long, draining day, and she knows me well enough by now to get that if I wanted to discuss what happened I would bring it up myself.
She parks in front of the farmhouse, and I’m surprised to see the porch light is on. Even more surprising, Gramps is sitting in one of the rocking chairs. He’s usually asleep before me, which makes this about six hours past his usual bedtime. It’s almost three.
I say goodbye to Cassie and climb out of the SUV, back into the humid night. “You’re up late, old man,” I tease, climbing the rickety front steps and leaning against the porch baluster.
“You’re out late, young lady,” Gramps shoots back with a wink.
“Yeah . . . I guess so.” I scuff the toe of my sneaker along some of the peeling paint coating the floorboards. “Had more people to say goodbye to than I realized.” More like it took me four hours to muster the courage to say goodbye to one.
“Ah,” Gramps responds knowingly. He uses the arms of the old rocking chair to push himself upright, and then comes and stands next to me. The comforting weight of his arm settles across my shoulders. “People have a tendency to come back home, Lennie.”
“Like birds?” I quip, trying to lighten the mood and lessen his worries. I know Gramps still feels guilty about college.
“Or baseball players,” Gramps responds. “It’s the whole point of the game, after all.”
An unexpected lump appears in my throat as I look away from the sage, shrewd eyes that are the same hue as mine to survey the farm I’ve grown up on.
“We’ll see,” I reply softly.




EPILOGUE

__________________________________




Caleb


The familiar green sign flashes neon in the light cast by the car’s headlights, and I’m surprised by the nostalgia the sight of it sparks. Crossing into Landry, Kentucky each summer used to be something I dreaded. Time spent away from my friends and baseball camp that would instead be spent at stuffy parties in a stiff suit. Moving here was not a welcome prospect, but my father couldn’t ignore my grandfather’s health issues, and I didn’t exactly have the option to stay behind at age fourteen.
Landry looks exactly the same. There was a time when that would have bothered me, the way this tiny town in the middle of nowhere stands like a time capsule. So certain every other place on earth is envious of its timelessness. Its pedigree. I used to think it was ridiculous. Who measures a state’s importance by one tiny postage stamp in the heart of it? Turns out a lot of people do. Far more people in the broader world know about the existence of Landry, Kentucky than I expected. I lost track pretty quickly of the number of people who asked eager questions about my adopted hometown, wondering what it was like to live in such a hallowed place.
I was half-tempted to tell them the truth: that Landry is small, and conceited, and doesn’t live it up to the hype. But something stopped me. She stopped me.
Because any place Lennon Matthews lives can’t be any of those things.
I climb out of the cab to type in the code at the front gate, and the imposing metal doors swing open, revealing the long, curving drive that winds through the property I spent my high school years living on. The house is dark and quiet when the cab drops me off. As per usual, my father’s traveling someplace on business, and my mother won’t be here for a couple more days. I might have told her my exams ended two days later than they actually did.
It’s close to ten, but I head straight for the kitchen when I enter the house. I didn’t have time to eat dinner between my last exam and my flight, and I’m starving. I pull out my phone to call Colt as I eat the turkey sandwich I hastily threw together.
“Winters! Wassup?” he answers.
“You free tonight? I just got back.”
“Wait, back as in here? You’re back in Landry?”
“Yes,” I reply, laughing at the surprise in his voice. “Are you free, or what?”
“Uh, yeah, sure. I’m at Jake’s. Come on over.” There’s a strange, almost uncomfortable note in Colt’s voice, and I hear someone talking in the background before he hangs up.
I change into clothes that don’t smell like fast food and recycled air, and head out into the garage.
I’m not surprised to see there are at least five cars in the driveway when I reach Jake’s. His house was always the de facto gathering place in high school. Mainly due to the fact he is universally liked with the added benefit of his house being located only a couple of blocks from the high school. Unlike me, Jake doesn’t live on a massive estate. His parents’ house is part of a large gated community filled with residents who appreciate the elite status of Landry’s zip code but aren’t interested in dealing with the hassle of participating in the horse industry.
I park and walk up the front path. The door’s unlocked, so I don’t bother knocking, just stroll inside like I’ve done so many times before.
“Winters!” Jake calls out when I enter the kitchen, drawing the attention of the dozen or so other people huddled around the kitchen island. “What are you doing here?”
“Great to see you too, Barnes,” I say dryly, helping myself to a bottle of beer from the fridge.
Jake ambles over to my side. “You said you wouldn’t be back for a couple more days.”
“You sound like Colt. Didn’t realize you two were so invested in my travel plans. I’ll make sure to send you both an updated itinerary next time.” I twist the top off the bottle and look past Jake to survey the rest of the kitchen. There are more people here than I initially realized. Far more than the number of cars out front indicated.
“Hey, man, you’re the one who showed up at my house.” Jake’s trademark easygoing grin appears, but there’s the same undercurrent of something in his voice that was in Colt’s on the phone earlier.
I return my attention to Jake and narrow my eyes at him as I take a sip of the cold beer. “Is there something going on?”
“Hey, you made it.” Colt appears in the kitchen and gives my shoulder a punch in greeting.
“Hey,” I reply. “Jake was just about to tell me why the two of you are acting so weird.” I raise my eyebrows and glance between the two of them.
Jake rolls his eyes. “Luke!”
The fourth member of our quartet pokes his head into the kitchen. “Wassup?” Then, his gaze lands on me. “Winters!” He bounds over to bump fists.
I would be much more pleased to see my three best friends for the first time in six months if I wasn’t becoming increasingly aware there seems to be something they are all keeping from me. “Are you going to explain why these two are acting so strange?”
Luke glances between Colt and Jake, looking lost.
“We were thinking Winters might like a heads-up about the guest you invited,” Colt finally says, raising his eyebrows meaningfully.
Luke sucks in an audible breath. “Oh shit, yeah.” He turns to me. “Uh, yeah, so I ran into Cassie Belmont over Thanksgiving break,” he says. The words are innocuous enough, but he glances at Colt, then Jake, making me think they actually aren’t.
“Cassie Belmont,” I repeat, trying to figure out why that name sounds so familiar. And then it clicks. “Cassie. She moved here senior year.”
“Yeah, so, she seemed interested, so we hung out over Thanksgiving a bit. She’s friends with . . . they came over here one night. Both of them.”
I take another sip of beer, trying to act casual. Probably too casual. Everyone in the kitchen is paying attention to us, likely wondering why we’re huddled next to the fridge. I should shrug and put them all at ease. Reassure them I’m not a bomb about to go off. But I’m too curious. I can only hold the words back for so long. “You saw her?”
Jake doesn’t bother to hide his smirk. I’m pretty sure he figured out I had a thing for Lennon before I did. The day I accidentally elbowed her in the face in front of him was probably the highlight of his high school years.
“Uh, yeah,” Luke replies.
“And you didn’t tell me?” There’s a dangerous note in my voice, and I know Luke hears it.
I’m fairly certain I hear Jake mutter “Wonder why,” but I’m too busy waiting for Luke’s response to pay attention to Jake’s sarcasm.
“She didn’t stay long,” Luke informs me quickly. 
“Did you talk to her?” I press, eager for more information. I’m well aware I’m sounding a little more pathetic with each question. I also know I’m going to visit Matthews Farm at some point during this trip home. Might as well be as prepared as possible.
“Uh, no. She spent most of the time talking to Masterson, actually.”
“Huh,” I convey a lot in those three letters. She wasn’t interested in him before. Has six months changed that?
“She didn’t seem interested,” Colt tells me. It’s a bit embarrassing—but convenient—that he can read me so well. Colt’s a straight shooter. He wouldn’t say it if he didn’t mean it.
“Okay,” I respond. Acknowledging I care. Which isn’t a surprise to any of my friends. They all know Lennon is a touchy subject, so they tend to avoid it. Jake and Colt telling Luke to mention it makes no sense.
“Why are you telling me now?” They wouldn’t bother. Unless . . . Luke’s eyes dart nervously to Colt, and that’s all the answer I need. “You invited Cassie again tonight.” Luke nods. “And you think Lennon will come too.” Another nod.
I take a longer sip of beer. Luke, Colt, and Jake all study my expression, but I know it’s not giving anything away. I’m good at hiding my true feelings. Very good. To succeed in life, always know what others want, my grandfather would tell me. And never let them know what you really want. It’s usually easy to tell what people want. Except for Lennon. I could never tell what she wanted. And ironically, she never seemed to believe I wanted her.
It shouldn’t matter that she might be coming here. I know I’m acting nonchalant, but I can’t convince myself I actually am. I can already feel my stomach filling with nerves and anxiety. I don’t ordinarily need to feign confidence. I know what to say, how to act. But something about Lennon Matthews has always disarmed that ease.
“Fine. Whatever,” I finally say, because they’re all waiting for me to say something.
Jake rolls his eyes, but that’s the end of the discussion as far as the rest of us are concerned. Luke and Colt start asking me questions about college ball, and Jake jumps in eventually. Our group expands as other friends and old teammates join the huddle.
I move into the living room when the kitchen starts to get too crowded. It reveals a whole new wave of people wanting to talk to me. I’ve been mostly silent on social media for the past few months, and everyone wants to catch up now that I’m back in Landry. There are lots of inquiries on college baseball from the guys. Lots of not-so-subtle inquiries regarding my relationship status from the girls.
I’m talking to Brett Michaels when I hear her voice. “No need to ply us with alcohol, Jake. We already showed up.”
Lennon Matthews appears in the doorway, and I forget where I am. Forget my own name. A pick-up truck could drive into this living room right now, and I’d still be focused on her. There’s the same foolish flutter that’s appeared every time since I first saw her. I was distracted and annoyed when she was assigned as my tour guide my first day at Landry High, but she gained my attention pretty quickly when she dropped the door on me and then glared, daring me to say something. So, I did.
She’s cut her hair since graduation. The light brown strands only fall a few inches past her shoulders now. She’s wearing a black v-neck t-shirt under an unzipped gray hoodie, and the t-shirt clings to curves I’m intimately familiar with, falling just past the waistband of the jeans she’s wearing with it. It’s not what I would ordinarily consider to be enticing apparel, but on Lennon? It most definitely is.
Her mouth is curved into a subtle grimace as she scans the people scattered about the living room, and her freckled nose is slightly wrinkled. It’s fairly obvious she’s not here of her own volition. She whispers something to a girl I recognize as Cassie, who giggles in response.
And then Lennon spots me. And she freezes. Literally. Seconds seem to suspend in time as we stare at each other. There’s no music on, and I don’t think it’s my imagination that the room around us quiets, exacerbating the fact that neither of us are saying anything.
Unlike Lennon, I had some forewarning this encounter might happen tonight. I had the time to think of things I might say to her in greeting. Some sappier than anyone probably imagines I am capable of, especially Lennon. Others that I know would set her hazel eyes ablaze with annoyance. But I don’t move any closer. Don’t voice any of those prepared responses. It’s childish, but I want her to be the one to speak first. Her poker face is almost as good as mine, but her words give a lot away. She tends to use my last name when she’s annoyed or distant, and my first when she’s feeling more generous. I could really use the insight that will provide right now.
So of course she doesn’t give it to me. She stays silent and still. Cassie is a bit slow to realize what’s caught Lennon’s attention. But she sees me eventually, and then glances between me and Lennon with wide eyes. I watch her whisper something to Lennon I’d bet my sizable trust fund is an offer to leave. When Lennon shakes her head, I’m certain I’m right. She wouldn’t risk me, or anyone else, thinking I’d run her off.
Jake appears in the doorway behind Cassie and Lennon, and seems to ascertain the situation immediately.
“Drinks are this way, ladies.” He takes on the role of host and starts to usher them towards the doorway that leads to the kitchen. Towards where I’m standing with Brett. Luke and Colt choose this moment to exit the kitchen. I’m a bit suspicious about the timing.
“Surprised to see you here, Lennon,” Luke calls out as they approach us. It’s a typical move. Talk to the friend, or girl you’re not interested in, so you can see how the one you are interested in reacts. Cassie doesn’t look perturbed by his lack of attention, but I don’t think Luke cares either way. This time he’s not trying to bait Cassie. He’s trying to bait me.
Lennon ignores him and addresses me instead. I’d be lying if I said that didn’t give me a secret thrill. “You’re back.”
“How’d you know?” I tease her a bit for stating the obvious, and I’m rewarded by the sight of a slight flush in her cheeks. I don’t know what else to say, though. Don’t know how to broach into any of the heavier topics dangling between us. I was hoping to be suave and prepared during our next encounter. But looking at her, feeling other people looking at us? I don’t have any idea where to start.
“The kitchen is just through here,” Jake says, cutting into the silence that’s fallen. “It’s not all alcohol, Lennon,” he adds, no doubt recalling her “plying with alcohol” comment.
She nods, and it’s the first clear indication my presence is affecting her. Normally I’d expect some quip from her. But she’s moved through the shock of seeing me, and she’s still rattled. “I could actually really go for some alcohol right now,” Lennon announces, making a point not to look at me.
“Why the change of heart?” Jake asks, a little too innocently.
I shoot him a glare, and his amused expression turns a bit wary. I know I thoroughly confused all my friends in high school by how I antagonized Lennon Matthews every chance I got but wouldn’t tolerate anyone else doing the same. I’m sure they’ve all formed their own, probably correct, conclusions about why that was the case, but I’ve never talked about it. My feelings towards Lennon are not something I could easily put into words. Aside from the three she promptly told me she didn’t want.
Lennon doesn’t answer Jake, not that I expect her to. I, like everyone else in our small huddle, know exactly why she made that comment. And I don’t think it’s a promising sign all it took was exchanging five words with me for her to feel that way. She heads in the direction of the kitchen, with Cassie right behind her.
I drain the end of my beer. “I’m going to the bathroom.” I stalk down the hallway to the restroom. Miraculously, there’s no line. After I wash my hands, I stare at myself in the mirror for a minute. I’ve never had any issues with confidence when it comes to girls. Because I just . . . was. Confident. But something about Lennon Matthews disarmed me from the very first time I saw her. Maybe it was how she made it clear she didn’t find my smile all that charming or my last name the least bit impressive. Maybe it’s how I never doubted she would dish anything I said right back.
I mean, I’m literally hiding from her right now.
With an impatient sigh, I shove away from the sink and leave the bathroom to head back down the hallway. More people have arrived in my absence, and I have to maneuver my way through them to reach the kitchen for another beer. I finished my first, but that’s not why I’m in here. I’m looking for Lennon. And she’s standing by the sink. Talking to Ryan James, of all people.
I grab another bottle of beer, and then slam the fridge door closed a bit harder than is necessary. My gaze stays fixed on nothing but the condensation dripping down the side of the brown glass as I head back into the living room, taking a seat on the couch to the right of the fireplace. After a couple minutes of solitude, Colt makes his way over.
He sinks down on the soft cushions beside me. “Reunion not all you were hoping for?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lie, taking a long swig of beer.
“Don’t bother, Winters. It’s pretty fucking obvious how you feel about her.”
“Whatever,” I mutter, drinking more beer.
“You planning to do anything about it?”
I make a purposefully unintelligible sound, and Colt sighs before standing and leaving the living room. It only takes a few seconds for Poppy Tisdale to fill his empty seat. She asks me a few questions about college, and then launches into a long description of the sorority she joined, clearly thrilled to have what appears to be my undivided attention. I’m paying attention, but I’m definitely not focused on her. Especially once Robin Jones joins us on the small couch and starts to jabber away about her own sorority experience.
But I sure act like I’m exclusively focused on them when Lennon enters the room. I’m not proud of it. But my pride is still smarting from watching her in the kitchen with Ryan, and it’s a hell of a lot easier to pretend I’m listening to what Poppy and Robin are saying than having to meet the hazel eyes that always see too much.
By the time I finish my third beer, which Robin helpfully provides, I’m feeling pretty damn good. The turkey sandwich I wolfed down is no longer absorbing much alcohol, if any, and I’ve hit that sweet spot where colors seem a little brighter and jokes a little funnier, before the world turns hazy and anything anyone says sounds amusing. The crowd around me has grown, hanging on to my every word as I describe the slip and slide I set up the first week of classes for the whole baseball team.
About halfway through my story, Jake appears. “Caleb, I need to talk to you. Right now.”
His serious tone would have been enough to get my attention, but his use of my first name ensures it. I stand up immediately and follow Jake into the front hallway. “What’s going on?” I ask urgently.
“Not here,” he replies, veering to the right. Jake slides open a glass door, and steps out onto the back deck that overlooks the expansive backyard. There’s about ten people standing on it, and several more standing on the patio that melds into the covered pool.
“What is it?” I insist.
“I need one more person for pick-up,” Jake responds.
I stare at him for a minute. “You’re joking.”
“Nope.” The serious exterior falls away. “Come on, Winters,” he pleads. “Your fan club will still be around later.”
“This doesn’t have anything to do with my fan club,” I reply. “I took a three hour exam this morning and then flew four hours. I don’t want to play baseball right now.”
“Excuse me,” a familiar voice says. “You’re blocking the door.”
I keep my gaze straight ahead, but know the grin spreading across Jake’s face means he’s recognized the voice as well. “Lennon.” He turns to face her. “Any interest in a ball game?”
“You just said there is only one spot,” I point out.
“You just said you weren’t going to play,” Jake shoots back.
Lennon ignores our side commentary. “I’ll pass,” she replies. “I was just leaving.”
“Bummer,” Jake responds. “I seem to recall you enjoying games. Or was it only Truth or Dare?”
I send him a warning glare for that comment, but Lennon beats me to a verbal response. “I’m sure you can convince Caleb to play. Although he doesn’t seem to be very daring tonight.”
I forget about Jake. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Lennon shrugs, and gives me an infuriatingly serene smile. “Awfully easy to just sit on the couch and get fawned over all night.”
“Jealous, Matthews?”
“You wish, Winters,” she scoffs. And I do. I’d love to know she still cares. “I should have known that’s exactly how you’d act. Lapping up the attention.”
“Well, we can’t all be like you, Lennon. Not needing anything. Or anyone.” Yeah . . . that was the wrong thing to say. Lennon’s expression makes it clear she’s veered away from annoyed and is en route to pretty pissed off.
“Come on, Winters. Let’s just head to the field. We can’t play without you.” I’m fairly certain Jake is regretting lulling me out here under false pretenses by this point.
“Maybe I didn’t want to ‘need’ someone who was about to leave for god knows how long,” Lennon retorts.
“Yeah, how dare I go to college,” I reply, no longer bothering to pretend we’re talking about anyone but ourselves.
“That’s not what I—” Lennon starts, but I don’t let her finish.
“You knew exactly where I was going, and for how long. You decided everything else,” I inform her.
“I didn’t decide a damn thing, Caleb. It was just the way things were.” Lennon breaks eye contact with me and looks to Jake. “Actually, I will play.”
I know Jake’s serious expression isn’t faked this time. He looks to me, panicked, and I know Lennon catches it. She snorts, and strides back inside the house.
“Fuck,” I curse. “Let’s go.”
The couple dozen guys Jake already drafted for the game are already waiting on the lawn to head over to the field, but once it becomes clear I’m playing, the house pretty much empties out. It’s only a five minute walk to the high school, and I’m hit with another powerful wave of nostalgia when we arrive at the baseball field. I haven’t been back to Landry High since graduation six months ago, and the groomed stretch of grass and dirt that comprises the baseball field brings back a lot of beatific memories. Not all of them involving the sport.
Jake designates himself as one captain, and I’m offered up as the other. I pick Colt first; Jake picks Luke. Almost everyone I recall being at Luke’s house has made the trek over to the field, and the pool of prospects has grown with the number of spectators. Rather than just old teammates, my team fills out with an eclectic assortment. Jake gives me five chances before he picks Lennon. I’m sure that’s her preference, and I’ve already experienced enough rejection from Lennon Matthews.
We grab equipment from the shed tucked between the bleachers and the school, and then the game begins. My team takes the field first, and it’s fairly obvious to everyone I’ll end up being the pitcher. It’s strange, stepping onto the mound I’ve spent so much time atop. Like coming home, only to realize it’s a place I’ve outgrown.
Robin Jones is the first one up at bat for the opposing team, her eyes just as wide and inviting as they were on the couch. “I just swing and hit it, right?” she calls to me.
I nod, chewing on the inside of my mouth to hide the smirk that wants to form when I see Lennon roll her eyes.
Robin swings, but she doesn’t hit the ball I send flying her way. Colt is playing catcher, and I know he’s capable of handling anything I throw at him. Literally.
They’re nowhere near what my arm is capable of, but I lob two more pitches fast enough I know Robin won’t be capable of connecting with them. She flashes me a disappointed, yet sultry smile before handing over the bat to Ryan James.
Normally, I’m ambivalent towards Ryan. I’ve always gotten the sense he’s envious of me, and so I generally make a point not to engage with him if I can avoid it. But this time it’s different. I’m jealous of him. I don’t think Lennon is actually interested in Ryan, but I’m not about to pass up the opportunity to make him look like a fool after watching them chatting in the kitchen like old friends earlier.
The first pitch I throw isn’t quite my top gear, but it’s close to it. Much closer than a pick-up game requires. Colt definitely notices, raising one eyebrow before tossing the baseball back to me. Ryan swung two seconds too late on the first throw, and I can tell he’s a bit wary of my next pitch based on the way he takes his time setting up his batting pose. He’s a decent athlete, but I’m better. And we’re playing my game.
Rather than another fastball, I send the curveball I spent junior year perfecting Ryan’s way for the next pitch. His reaction is faster this time, but the angle is wrong. The ball whizzes past the bat and lands in Colt’s glove with a satisfying smack. The most beautiful sound in the world.
Ryan’s angry now. It’s obvious to me. And it’s obvious to everyone else watching. I allow myself a small grin behind the shield of my glove before I toss another fastball his way. Not my top speed, but almost. And more than enough power to ensure he doesn’t have a chance to connect.
“Guess you did earn that scholarship, Winters,” Ryan calls out. His voice is teasing, but there’s a hard note not far underneath any amusement.
I don’t bother to reply to him, because I’m preoccupied by the fact that he’s handing the bat to Lennon. Shit. I was hoping two straight outs would push this back one inning at least. Maybe two. Maybe never, if we grew a commanding enough lead, which I’m certain we will. No one here is going to be able to hit off me.
Right now, I’m quite annoyed with Lennon Matthews. But I still experience a rush of pride as she moves to stand at home plate. Because she adopts a stance identical to the one I taught her during our baseball lessons senior year. She paid attention. She remembered.
Once again, I’m grateful for the cover my glove provides. I don’t have a lot of time to decide how I’m going to play this. People paid close attention to me striking out Ryan, but it was nothing compared to the scrutiny I can feel on me now. This is primetime entertainment. The longer I hesitate, the worse it will get.
I’m irritated with Lennon, but I can’t make myself throw the ball much harder than a gentle toss. It’s a throw Ryan would have knocked a couple hundred yards. That Robin probably would have at least made contact with. Lennon comes close, but she doesn’t tap the baseball. However, she realizes I took it easy on her. I can tell by the way her hazel eyes narrow at me.
Colt tosses the baseball back into my glove, and I falter again. I’ve spent over a decade learning how to send the ball exactly where I want it to. I know I could hurl it whizzing past Lennon before she even batted an eye. But I can’t do it. I want her to have a chance to hit it. And I’m also recalling the sight of blood dripping down her nose three years ago. If she moves abruptly . . . I’m scared of hitting her.
So I lob her another softball, one she doesn’t even attempt to hit. “Are you fucking kidding me?” she yells loud enough for every last outfielder to hear.
That’s all it takes for the two people who weren’t paying attention to us to join the dozens who already were.
“I could ask you the same thing,” I call back. “You can’t hit the ball if you don’t even bother swinging, Matthews.”
“I can’t hit a ball that takes ten minutes to reach home plate, either,” Lennon retorts.
“Here, I can help.” Ryan says loudly as he steps forward and crowds next to Lennon. He whispers something to her as I grind my teeth. She doesn’t encourage him, but she doesn’t push him away either.
Fuck it. I throw the third strike as soon as she looks to me, poised to hit the ball. But unlike the last two, she doesn’t have a prayer of doing so. I don’t check my speed or force, all I bother to do is ensure the ball is as far away from her as possible while remaining in the pocket. The sound of leather hitting leather seems to resonate around the field, and I give Colt an apologetic look. Even with the glove, I doubt his hand is feeling too great right now.
Lennon looks stunned. She asked for it, but I don’t think she expected for me to deliver. And I know she doesn’t understand baseball well enough to grasp the nuance of what I just did. I drop my glove on the mound for the next pitcher, and then walk to what’s become the unofficial bench for my chance to bat. I make a point to skirt the edge of the field, so I don’t encounter anyone on the other team.
“I’m going to have a bruise tomorrow,” Colt mutters to me as we file inside the dugout.
“Sorry. Didn’t meant to throw that hard.”
“Yeah, you did.”
I don’t deny it as our first player heads to hit Jake’s pitch. The game proceeds, but it’s lopsided. The teams are pretty evenly matched, aside from me. No one on the opposing team can manage to hit a single ball I throw, not even Luke or Jake, which means we score run after run, and remain unchallenged.
Luke has had his fill after three innings. “Let Adams pitch, Winters!”
Normally, I would resist being replaced. But right now? I could care less. I lost my pleasant buzz a while ago, and most of the people watching and playing are oblivious to the fact I’m throwing pitches that most college players would have a hard time hitting.
“Fine.” I stride towards home plate, barely pausing to toss the baseball to Colt as we switch places. He stops at the mound, and I hover behind home plate, readjusting to the new vantage point.
“Matthews! You’re up,” Jake yells. She’s not. Robin Jones is next in the order. I glance over at Jake, as he grins at me. I don’t know whether to be grateful or pissed about his interference.
Lennon’s long, denim-clad legs approach me, and I totally forget about Jake’s meddling. She’s close to me. Really close. Closer than we’ve been for six months. And I know she realizes it, too. Lennon’s lips are a terse line and her shoulders are tensed.
She misses Colt’s first two pitches, the second of which is an obvious ball. I call it, and he rolls his eyes.
Lennon readjusts her position, and I can’t help myself. “Drop your right shoulder.”
She does, along with her left. So she can lower the bat and glare at me. “You’re giving me batting instructions?”
“You didn’t seem to mind last time.” Lennon’s cheeks are pink, but I’m not sure if it’s in response to the cold or my comment. It’s just occurring to me, now that the alcohol and adrenaline are wearing off, that it’s fairly chilly out.
“Speak for yourself,” she responds.
“Fine. I didn’t mind how you responded last time.” I stand, abandoning my position so I can move behind her. I shift slowly, giving her time to move away if she wants to. She doesn’t, and it prompts a potent flash of déjà vu as I recall the way she reacted the last time this happened in this very spot. She doesn’t kiss me this time, but she does shiver as I reposition her to hit the ball. And she does. It’s the first time I’ve ever been happy to see an opposing player hit the ball, and I don’t bother to hide the stupid grin on my face watching her jog to first base.
Despite the other team managing to hit Colt’s pitches, the game winds down pretty quickly after that. It’s late, I don’t know exactly what time, but I fight back a yawn as I massage my right shoulder. I’m going to feel those pitches tomorrow.
People start to depart in waves, but Lennon’s not one of them. She leans against one of the posts of the dugout, not even pretending to talk to anyone. I help Jake return the baseballs, bats, and gloves back to the shed, and then take my time returning to the field, hands in my pockets. The field’s almost empty now, just a few stragglers still here. Mostly my friends. And hers. None of them are oblivious to social cues, and they disappear pretty fast once it becomes clear we’re waiting on purpose.
Even once we’re alone, she still doesn’t say anything.
“It’s nice to see you,” I finally state. Lame, but true. “Been a while.”
“I’m in love with you.” The words are matter of fact.
I have a little sympathy for how Lennon must have felt when I dropped the same declaration on her. I know I surprised her, but surprised doesn’t really cover how I’m feeling right now. I don’t know what I’m feeling.
It takes me at least a minute to regain the ability to speak, and once I do I say the first thing that pops into my head. “Absence really does make the heart grow fonder, huh?”
“I already felt this way before you left, Caleb.” Another shocker.
“You did?” She nods, then bites her bottom lip. “So . . . ”
I don’t have to finish my thought. “I know you said you were going to come back. I believed that you believed that. But . . . ” She didn’t believe I was coming back. It’s so obvious, the words might as well be scrawled across her face. “You only lived here for four years, Caleb. Your grandfather is gone. Your parents are hardly ever here. You don’t even like horses! There’s nothing pulling you back here.”
“There’s you.”
“Yeah, well, I didn’t believe you about that either,” Lennon confesses. “Not that you didn’t . . . care, but that anything you felt about me would matter very much or very long. I don’t exactly have the best track record of people choosing to stick around. And, I mean, you’re Caleb Winters. You’ve got talent and money and opportunities and options. I was scared to find out what it would be like to compete against all that.”
“And all that’s changed? Because I came home for winter break like I thought you knew I would all along?”
“No,” she says softly. “Nothing’s changed. That’s the problem. I still feel the same way about you as I did before. Not telling you and not doing much about it . . . it didn’t make a difference. Figured I would at least be honest with you.”
“So . . . what are you saying?”
“I have no idea. This is my home. I don’t know if—or when—I’ll ever leave. And you have this whole other life now. I mean, I don’t even know if you’re single.”
“I wouldn’t have flirted with you earlier if I wasn’t single, Lennon.”
“There wasn’t a single time tonight I thought you were flirting with me, Caleb.” There’s a clear challenge in her voice, revealing a glimpse of the girl who kept me on my toes for four years.
“Oh, really?” I take a step closer to her.
“Really,” she confirms, pushing away from the post.
One more step, and she’s inches away. “I’m going to kiss you,” I tell her. “But you have to agree to something first.”
“Ryan didn’t make any demands—”
“Don’t be a smart-ass,” I inform her grinning face. “You have to agree to give me a chance. Give us a chance.” Any amusement slides right off her face. “Please.”
“And then what?” Lennon challenges.
I shrug. “I don’t know. I never claimed to have all the answers. I just want to figure them out together.”
She searches my face, giving no indication of what she’s thinking on her own. “Okay,” she finally says. I’m not expecting the rush. It’s a release, like finally letting out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. Reaching the end of a journey when I thought I still had a long trek ahead.
As promised, I kiss her, and it doesn’t feel like I’m doing so on a high school baseball field located in a small, snooty town. Lennon presses against me alongside the patch of grass I spent most of high school on, and for the first time, Landry feels like home.










The End.
































Dear Reader,
Thank you so much for taking the time to read The Hard Way Home. I hope you enjoyed Lennon and Caleb’s story!
Please take a moment to rate or review this book. It’s an irreplaceable way to help me reach new readers, but more importantly, I’d love to hear your thoughts!
All the best,
C.W. Farnsworth
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