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  A few months ago...


  Luiz dropped me off at my house just after midnight. I fiddled in my pocket for the key to my front door and managed to minimize the noise as I unlocked it and slipped inside.


  My house wasn’t exactly big. With just the light from the single lamp next to the couch, I could see the kitchen, family room, and upstairs hallway, all from the front door. I walked over to the couch, expecting to find my mother sleeping on it. Yeah, she was there. It was her halfhearted attempt to wait up for me. I would turn eighteen in several months, so I didn’t think she needed to fake trying anymore. Still, it was a house rule to tell her when I got home, so I shook her shoulder.


  I hovered over her, waiting for her to wake. But she didn’t. The dim lamp cast knifelike shadows over her face, like she was a creature that was only wearing my mom’s body. I shook her shoulder again. She took a deep breath and turned her head. Her eyes blinked open and settled on me. Then her eyes widened and her face trembled. She jumped to a sitting position and recoiled from me, frantically scrambling backward to the far end of the couch.


  “Aaaahhhhheeee!” she screamed, covering her face. Her breath escaped in short quick gasps. Even her lower chin quivered.


  “Mom. It’s me,” I breathed loudly. “It’s just me, Jake.”


  She peeked between her fingers with one eye. She cursed under her breath. “Jacob. I’m sorry... I... you...” She lowered her hands and looked at me with both eyes, until the weight of the emotions she saw on my face forced her eyes to drop to the arm of the couch.


  “I look like him that much now?” I asked.


  She nodded.


  I heard a door open and saw the light turn on in the upstairs hallway. My stepdad, John, whom I thankfully did not look like, stumbled to the edge of the stairs. The image of his portly figure in boxers made me want to scream and scramble back like my mother had just done. He surveyed the situation. His droopy eyes came to life and his eyebrows pulled together, forming a vertical wrinkle between them.


  “What the hell are ya screaming for?” he shouted. “I was trying to sleep.” He turned on one heel, rotating his body like a globe, and then grumbled as he stomped back to his room.


  I turned back to my mother. Her chin still trembled on her colorless face.


  I stepped to the stairs and clenched the cheap, wood railing in my left hand and squeezed till my palm hurt. I couldn’t control who I looked like.


  “I’m going to bed.” I glanced back over my shoulder, then turned and went upstairs.


  I could feel Mom’s ashamed eyes on me until I closed my bedroom door.


  Chapter 1

  Bullies


  There was something about seeing a helpless geek getting pushed around that I couldn’t stand. Some indescribable desire to protect him bored its way inside of me and grew until it was ready to explode out of my chest like a little baby alien. The right kind of setting could enhance this desire and the back side of the high school near the dumpster during summer vacation sure was the right setting. If I hadn’t happened by, only the dumpster would have witnessed their atrocities against... uh... who was this kid again? Honestly, I was probably just as bad as the three bullies looming over their trembling target because I couldn’t even tell you his name.


  They had their backs to me so I stepped toward them, careful to not make noise as my shoes touched the pavement. I recognized the poor, picked on boy as a member of the band. I couldn’t remember what instrument he played. He sure was little, even for a sophomore. He reminded me of myself a few years ago. He had brown hair like mine and the same thin and frail-looking body I had had until just before my freshman year. I wasn’t frail anymore.


  The redheaded bully grabbed at him, trying to pick him up. They weren’t content to let the dumpster witness their attack. They planned to include the dumpster in their evil ways and the dirty rust bucket seemed more than happy to oblige. It had one side open and seemed to be begging the bullies to feed it the pathetic little music maker for its meager meal.


  Two of the bullies had thick bodies and I was pretty sure I knew them well, but the alien desire to protect the kid allowed me to ignore that knowledge for now. One bully was more tall than thick and he stayed back. I watched the other heavyset bully step forward and try to assist the redhead in grabbing the little band kid who thrashed and pulled away, leaving his hair sticking up awkwardly.


  I hadn’t been forced into a fight for over a year now. I hated fighting. Mostly, I hated taking punches and there was a good chance I was going to take a few before this was over.


  I found myself almost close enough to grab the tall bully that was hanging back when the poor kid’s brown eyes turned toward me and blinked. Sure he was already scared, but when he saw me, his eyes quivered and somehow his fear increased until it dripped down to his trembling frown. He probably expected me to join in on tormenting him.


  The tall boy turned to see what the kid was looking at. Unfortunately for him, he was the bully I reached first. He’d turned just in time to see my fist flying mercilessly at his face. He didn’t have time to dodge before my knuckle connected on his cheek just under his right eye. His head whipped back and he made a grunting sound before collapsing to the ground. The skin on my knuckle split open and instantly I felt wet blood dripping into the thin ravine between my middle fingers.


  I wondered whether I would have let my fist fly so freely if I had really taken time to see who I had aimed it at. The answer to that was probably yes. Deep down I’d known who I was punching all along despite the fact that this alien growth of an emotion inside me which demanded that I protect this annoying kid tried to keep their names from my conscious mind.


  Jason’s eyes widened in surprise to see Mike, the school’s star quarterback, crumple to the pavement in front of the dumpster. Being a left tackle on the football team, it was in his nature to protect his quarterback at all costs. Even if it meant defending him from me, the star running back. Jason dropped his shoulders and lumbered his overweight figure into my chest.


  Unfortunately for Jason, he was also a wrestler and must not have grasped the concept that this was not a wrestling match. There were no referees around to blow the whistle and deduct points from me for raising my knee quite rapidly while I simultaneously shoved his head down with my hands. I felt my knee connect and something cracked—Jason’s nose. The left tackle let go of me and twisted away, reaching for his face. I helped him along, shoving him to the blacktop with both hands.


  Then I felt the fist crash against my temple. My head jerked to the side and two lightning streaks of pain shot into me: one into my brain and one down my neck. I somehow managed to raise my arm and block the redhead’s second swing. Gunther played center. He was big and my right arm nearly gave out under his. More than once during last year’s football season, Gunther had drawn a yellow flag from the line judge for blocking with his fists. I’d wondered what it would feel like to be on the wrong end of his illegal fist blocks. Now I knew. Good thing he was on my team and normally blocking for me.


  I jumped back, anxious to never experience one of Gunther’s fists again.


  Gunther stepped toward me but stopped. Mike had stood and put his hand out. His eyes seemed to be spread wide in fear, but the way his upper lip lifted slightly indicated disgust. He glanced at the band kid who now looked at me with rhythmic blinking. Then Mike’s cheeks relaxed and his mouth dropped. I could see the shame reflecting from his eyes. I could almost feel his guilty conscience from where I stood. Did I mention Mike went to church with me? He’d been taught better. He’d probably not even realized until this very moment that he was actually bullying the poor brown-haired, stick figure sophomore.


  “Sorry, Jacob.” Mike’s hand reached up and touched his right cheek.


  “Maybe you should skip weightlifting today.” My voice came out with a hint of a growl, which was likely caused by my somewhat clenching teeth. “Take the weekend off if you want,” I added. “But you better be here Monday morning.” I swallowed, more for the need to clear the fluid in my mouth than for any real emotion.


  Jason stood up, holding his nose. The blood flowed freely between his fingers.


  “Help Jason,” I ordered Mike. Then I turned my back on the three of them and walked over to the band kid. The need to protect the kid exited my chest and disappeared. The only difference between my unnatural desire to protect and The Alien was that this emotion didn’t actually rip a hole in my chest on the way out. That and Sigourney Weaver wouldn’t have to track it down and kill it.


  “Well, that was pretty stupid, huh?” I shook my head at the kid.


  His eyebrows pulled together in confusion.


  “Stupid? You mean them?” he asked. He glanced their way and then back to me.


  “No! Not them,” I almost shouted. “Of course, they’re stupid. They’re dumb jocks. I meant you.”


  “Me?” The band kid pointed at his chest.


  “Yeah, you,” I responded. “They are too stupid to help themselves.” I pointed behind me with my thumb, almost looking like I was hitching a ride. Or maybe it just looked like I was showing off my bicep. Either way, the gesture made me feel stupid, so I lowered my arm quickly. “You on the other hand are smart enough not to be skulking in the back of the school when summer weightlifting is about to start.”


  He blinked rhythmically at me again.


  “Sorry,” he looked down.


  I noticed a pair of glasses on the ground. I picked them up and handed them to the boy.


  “Get out of here!” I shouted. “Because of you, I just punched my quarterback.”


  Chapter 2

  Watched


  “And ten,” Luiz said as he grabbed the bench press bar I was holding and guided it to the rack. “Wow! Three sets of ten at two-twenty-five. Jake, your muscles must be on Miracle-Gro,” Luiz declared. “If you don’t feel sore mañana, then you’re not normal. Some government agency is going to lock you up for some pokin’ and proddin’.”


  I never should’ve told Luiz that I didn’t get sore after working out. Luiz didn’t realize it, but normality was my holy grail. His comment about pokin’ and proddin’ had just pushed me further away from it.


  I sat up and brushed my sweaty brown hair out of my eyes. I glanced around at the high school weight room. Other than Coach Ferguson, we were the only boys left. Coach slipped his keys out of his football jacket and spun them on one finger. Coach had a soft face but I could see it hardening under his baseball cap. Keeping him here late wasn’t the best way to say thank you for opening the weight room for us every afternoon. Luiz and I had pretty much finished working out anyway. We yelled a thank you and hurried to the locker room.


  “Hey, you want to play Xbox at my house?” I asked as I stripped off my sweaty tank top, exposing my tan, muscular chest. Some of the other boys must have showered because the locker room air felt damp and sticky. It smelled like old socks, too.


  Luiz was my best friend. I was pretty young when Luiz’s family moved from Mexico to the Salt Lake Valley and eventually settled right here in West Jordan. I don’t even remember when he and I first met. It seemed like he’d always lived just around the corner.


  “No, I gotta work,” Luiz reminded me. He worked at the Taco Time down the road from the high school—the one just past ninetieth south.


  My shoulders sank in disappointment. Luiz must have noticed because he cracked a grin. He liked to mock my pain. He forced a fake frown and tapped a fist to his heart. “!Pobrecito!” His fake frown made him look older, like his dad. Luiz was about five-ten, three inches shorter than me. He was thin and wiry—though his muscles had started to take shape over the last year. He had his dad’s long nose and thick but short black hair.


  “Yeah, yeah,” I replied, giving him a friendly shove. I slipped a T-shirt over my head. It stretched over my chest and felt a little tighter than I remembered. I’d been putting on muscle fast this summer. Freakishly fast, actually.


  “I can’t believe you punched Mike.” Luiz shook his head. “Do you think you broke Jason’s nose?”


  “They’ll be fine,” I scoffed.


  “You want a ride? I have my mom’s car. I’m just going to shower here.” He grabbed a towel from his bag.


  “No, I’ll walk. See ya.”


  “¡Luego!” he called to my back.


  I preferred walking because that meant another half hour not being home. I hated going home to Mom and John, especially with no one else around. My younger sister Justine, half-sister actually, wouldn’t be home either. Sis would be hanging out with her latest guy. Sheesh! She sure went through them fast.


  The other jeeks were busy. “Jeek” is a term I came up with to describe us geeks who are also jocks. Luiz was a jeek, too. He was a pretty good football player, but he was also a chess team all-star. If forced to choose between the two, he would choose chess. The other jeeks were Kevin and Ethan, but I wasn’t as close to them as I was to Luiz. Anyway, with all the jeeks busy, I had no one to ask over to my house to run interference between my parents and me. Except as I walked through the school hallway, I did notice that Dylan and a few of his piss-ant buddies hadn’t left yet. “Piss-ants” was my term for the obnoxious kids in my high school who used to tease us a few years back when we were just geeks. Of course, now that we were jeeks, everyone wanted to be our friends. We ignored them, mostly. I was almost tempted to stop ignoring one of them, if only to save me from going home to Mom and John alone. I decided to just bite the bullet and deal with going home alone.


  As I walked I shoved some ear buds in and turned on some music. I was a little surprised Dylan hadn’t been part of the trio torturing the band kid earlier, but come to think of it, he hadn’t really been quite as obnoxious the past two years.


  I stepped outside the high school doors. Ouch. What the...? I rubbed at the skin on my chest. It felt like something had just hooked me and tugged. I scratched at it with my nails, but when I peered down inside my shirt, nothing was there. Still, the tugging on my skin wouldn’t stop. I had no idea what it was. I tried to ignore it and started walking south down the sidewalk toward home. It stayed with me for about a block before going away, and I forgot all about it, just like you’d forget about hiccups after they pass.


  Chapter 3

  Home


  Thirty minutes later, I was home, standing in front of the blue door to my house. The newer brick homes made the tan siding and the peeling shutters on my house look worse than they really were. We had the best tree in the neighborhood, an apricot tree, but that was just because it had twenty-five years on the trees in other yards. Too bad the apricots choked the grass, leaving it thin under the tree.


  I hesitated to open the front door as my mind attacked me with all the reasons that suggested I should find somewhere else to go.


  My home life sucked. John wasn’t my dad. He wasn’t anyone’s dad really—he met my Mom about a year after Justine was born—which was why there were three last names in my house. I have Mom’s last name, Stevens. Justine is a Bennett—we don’t talk about her dad. And our stepdad John’s last name is Braen.


  John and I don’t like each other at all, and we hadn’t spoken in weeks. My mom was a completely different problem. Up until she was eighteen, she was supposedly all into being a Mormon. Everything changed when she went on a semester abroad in Wales and came home a rape victim. She didn’t tell anyone. She wanted to bury what happened at first, but once her belly made it obvious I was coming into this world, she had to tell her mother. Supposedly it was years before her mother believed that she hadn’t consented. I guess I wouldn’t be around today if Grandma hadn’t forced her to keep me. Mom hadn’t wanted me to know any of this, of course. But when I was eleven, Grandma took it upon herself to tell me before she died. Almost seven years later, I still don’t know what to think about all that.


  I took a breath and opened the front door and stepped inside. I could smell steamed rice. The kitchen had a great view to the front door. OK, who was I kidding, almost every room had a great view to the front door. Mom was already in the kitchen cooking dinner. I’d forgotten it was Friday. She didn’t work Fridays.


  Mom had her light brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. She wasn’t exactly overweight, but it didn’t help that she was short. The built-in fan above the stove blared loudly, which was probably why she hadn’t heard me come in. Mom glanced up, not expecting to see me standing there, and flinched.


  Yes, she flinched.


  She recovered with a smile. I loved my mom’s smile. Except lately, her smiles were just covering up her flinching. It started a few months ago when I came home late from a date and by house rule, woke her up to let her know I was home. The memories of her rape were the most powerful memories of Mom’s life and wasn’t I just the lucky one to look so much like my biological father that the sight of me made her scream bloody murder. She’s been flinching whenever I pop up unexpectedly ever since. Mom doesn’t wait up for me anymore.


  I forced a smile back, “Hey, Mom. What’s for dinner?”


  “I’m making chicken and rice casserole,” she replied.


  We chatted a bit like nothing was wrong, and maybe nothing was wrong. Maybe Mom could push her memories to the side. I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t want to ask.


  As we ate, the awkwardness between Mom and John was distracting. They must have had another fight today because they didn’t say a word to each other. John kept his eyes on his plate and the only sounds came from scraping forks and chomping teeth. Mom glanced at John with a pained expression. John never looked up, not even while getting himself a second helping. My mom was near tears when John left the table. Even just saying thank you would have made her day. He was such a loser.


  I finished off the rest of the casserole, which was another three helpings. Yeah, I could eat more than anyone I knew—a lot more.


  Mom never noticed my split knuckle or if she did, she didn’t say anything.


  Except for my shower, the evening didn’t get better after dinner. My mom went off to read a self-help book. I have never seen much improvement in her after reading one, so I’ve never read one myself. Reading a chapter or two must have motivated her to try to talk to John, which resulted in an hour-long yelling match in his den. I drowned it out by playing Xbox in the family room with noise-canceling headphones.


  Two hours later, I begrudgingly put the game console away and pulled out my laptop to watch film of last year’s football games. I normally shied away from attention, which is why I played running back instead of quarterback. I wouldn’t even have played running back if I’d known how much attention it would bring me. I would’ve quit but the idea of getting a full ride out of here was too tempting to pass up—especially since a couple colleges started recruiting me last season.


  As I watched the game film, I analyzed the defensive scheme and determined where the running hole would most likely open up before unpausing and watching the play. It was a total jeek’s way of analyzing a football game.


  When the scholarship did come my way, I planned to make sure I never really played. I could just imagine the news article: Star Running Back Is Rape Baby. No, way! I’d slide by on the bench and disappear into a normal life. I wouldn’t even feel guilty about taking a scholarship from some Rudy out there who really wanted to play. Ok, I’d feel a little guilty.


  After a while, I got sick of watching game film so I grabbed the remote and turned on the TV. The History Channel came on with somber music. A voice spoke solemnly from the speakers. “Last year on July twenty-fourth, over one thousand people all over the world left their homes for work—many of them well-known political and business leaders—not knowing they would never return home again.” The incident had dominated the airwaves for the past year. The president’s face flashed on the screen. “The Day of a Thousand Deaths is the worst act of terrorism since Nine-Eleven.” I remembered seeing that speech live at Luiz’s house. I watched a few minutes of the documentary, mildly interested, before changing the channel.


  Just before midnight, I got motivated again and started watching a college chemistry class that I had on my DVR. No, I wasn’t enrolled in college. Watching this before my senior year started was my trick to an easy A in AP Chemistry.


  If football doesn’t get me out of here, my brain will, I thought.


  About halfway through learning about the nucleus of atoms, Justine came home from her Friday night date. Sis was short, blond, and thin—which was perfect since she danced for the drill team. She looked at what I was watching now and picked up one of the football DVDs by my laptop and shook her head as she read the label.


  “You’re such a jeek,” she said, laughing.


  “Yeah, I am,” I conceded. “How was the date with Austin?”


  Her grin switched to a grimace, and she ran her fingers through her straight blond hair.


  “Come on, Jake. It was Nathan,” she complained. “You know Austin and I ended things after the Fourth.”


  Actually, I hadn’t known that, but I played along.


  “Oh, yeah! Nothing like fireworks to end a relationship. Was it sooo romantic you just couldn’t take it?”


  She scowled at me.


  “Or maybe you were too hot for him to control himself. You didn’t let him past first base, did you?” I teased, laughing.


  Only, she didn’t laugh. She just froze for a second. Oops. I had joked my way to the truth. She was going to try to play it off, but I didn’t let it go.


  “What move did he make on you?”


  She didn’t want to tell me, but we were pretty close. The secrets between us were few. She spilled. “We were making out, and he slid his hand up my shirt.” The dimple on her right cheek showed up, which only happened when she was embarrassed.


  “Oh... he had a solid base hit. He tried to steal second...”


  “But I threw him out!” she finished for me, grinning slightly.


  It was too bad. She had liked Austin. My sister wasn’t that type of girl though. She went to church every Sunday, dragging me along whenever she could. She was the type who was going to wait till marriage. Austin supposedly shared her beliefs, but his hormones must have trumped his belief system that night.


  “What a jerk,” I said and meant it. “He’s lucky he doesn’t play football,” I added. I didn’t like the idea of him messing with Sis. “So how about this Nathan guy?” I asked, changing the subject.


  “He was fun but...” she paused. “I don’t know. Nothing there with him, I guess.”


  “Was the dinner at least good?” I asked.


  “Oh, heck, yeah! We went to Ruby River.”


  “Loaded, huh?” I asked.


  “No, he used a fifty dollar gift card his dad got from work. Nathan only pitched in a few bucks.”


  “Ah,” I nodded.


  She went to the kitchen, which wasn’t exactly a separate room.


  “You want to record that,” she said, pointing over the kitchen counter to the TV, “and watch something else?” She’d already started the popcorn.


  “It is a recording,” I said and pulled up Netflix on the DVR. “You pick something.”


  She brought the popcorn back and reached for the remote. Her eyes fixated on the split in my knuckle and her hand switched targets from the remote to my hand.


  “What’s this?” she asked, pulling my split knuckle in for a closer look.


  “Mike, Jason, and Gunther,” I said their names as if that explained everything.


  She raised her eyebrows. “They were picking on you?”


  “No. Some skinny band kid.”


  “And of course you felt an overwhelming desire to protect him. That hasn’t happened in a while.”


  I nodded.


  Sis dropped the subject and grabbed the remote. She picked a romantic comedy—the latest with Taylor Lautner. OK, it wasn’t really a comedy, but it made me laugh. She fell asleep about twenty minutes in, laying her head on my leg. I kept watching until it ended, which was about two in the morning. OK, maybe I did like it more than I let on. I slipped my leg out from under my sister’s head and threw a blanket over her.


  I love my sister. She was the only part of my home life that didn’t suck.


  I went upstairs to bed. I had the same dream again. The one where my biological father, who looked exactly like me, told me I’d turned out just like him—a freak.


  Chapter 4

  Scrimmage


  Saturday I woke up just after six in the morning so wide awake I couldn’t stand to be in bed anymore. Yes, I only slept from two to six—that was the norm these days. I once told my sister about my new sleep habits, but she had just shrugged it off. I haven’t brought it up again.


  Almost everywhere else in the world, the further east you live, the sooner the sun hits your house in the mornings. That isn’t the case in the Salt Lake Valley because the tall Wasatch Mountains are on the east. The mountains shade the east side of the valley—the rich side—from the morning sun until after eight. So, opposite the rest of the world, the further west in the valley you live, the sooner the sun hits your house. Needless to say, I don’t live on the rich side. I live in West Jordan. So even this early in the morning my room was nice and bright.


  I threw on my gym shorts, tank top, and running shoes. I stopped in the kitchen to grab a bit of cereal and a Gatorade before setting off on foot toward the high school football field. Yes, on foot. A few years back, some drunk in a company delivery van rear-ended my stepdad. Even though he has money from his settlement, he made it clear that Sis and I would never get a dime of it for a car. Mom gets some from him for Sis and me, though. Enough to cover my date money. She couldn’t swing a car, which was fine with me. I liked the exercise.


  I looked at my knuckle. It wasn’t so split anymore. After only a single night it had a nice scab that already seemed ready to fall off. I tried not to dwell on the fact that none of my friends seemed to heal as fast as me. I shoved some ear buds in and started running toward our high school while listening to some Chris Daughtry.


  Unfortunately, it was Saturday, so the turnout for our unofficial football practice sucked. Mike actually showed up, black eye and all. I just nodded at him as if I hadn’t smashed my fist into his face yesterday. Jason and Gunther were no-shows. Even with Mike playing quarterback for both teams, we barely had enough for five-on-five, so we didn’t have running backs. That forced me to play receiver. Luiz showed up, but the other jeeks didn’t. They must have stayed up gaming all night. Luiz was on the other team. He was a pretty good receiver but a better corner back, and did a good job of keeping the ball out of my hands all morning. The jerk.


  “Next touchdown wins,” Luiz called because it was almost time to go.


  It was fourth down and my team’s ball. I stepped to the line of scrimmage. I could smell the wet grass and feel victory in the air. “Hike,” Mike yelled. I went about ten yards and cut inside. Mike threw the pass my way and I reached for it but...


  “¡Bloqueada!” Luiz waved his finger at me after batting down the pass. “It’s our turn now!” If he weren’t my best friend, I’d have knocked him on his backside.


  On the other team’s first down, I stepped to the line, guarding Dylan, a fast defensive player who was also filling in as a receiver. Dylan was a pretty good middle linebacker, but he lacked height to play at the next level—and lacked the brains to be a jeek. I followed him uselessly down the field and watched the pass go the other way to Luiz. He caught it and spun around his defender, a nice juke move, allowing him to run the rest of the way to the end zone.


  “Gooooooooaaaall!” he shouted, acting like it was soccer and sliding on his knees while stripping his shirt off. I went ahead and yelled and clapped for him. His team tossed some high fives his way, and a minute later, we were all on the sidelines taking off our cleats and getting drinks. As I untied my shoes, Dylan and a couple of his friends were talking about going wakeboarding later.


  It was strange to think Dylan wasn’t bigger than me anymore. He was still thicker than me but I had him by two inches. Back when Luiz and I were in junior high, before we turned our geekdom into jeekdom, Dylan used to make fun of us. Now he was always trying to hang out with us. I think he was the reason I originally coined the term piss-ant. I didn’t really want to start hanging out with him now, but wakeboarding was too tempting to pass up.


  I sat back on the grass with my arms behind me and let the morning sun hit my face. “I love wakeboarding,” I called over.


  “You want to come, Jake?” Dylan asked.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I want to come, but I was going to hang with Luiz. It’s his day off.”


  “Luiz can come too,” Dylan called back.


  Works every time, I thought. “You in?” I turned and asked Luiz.


  “I’ll come, but I’ll drive separate. I’m on call for the evening shift tonight. They might call me in for some emergency taco making,” Luiz laughed.


  “Just tell us where to meet you,” I told Dylan.


  Dylan put one hand through his sandy brown hair. His eyebrows lowered and pulled together—probably disappointed that I wouldn’t be riding with him.


  “We’re going to Jordanelle Reservoir. Come around noon, and call me when you get close, so I can tell you which beach we are at.”


  Neither Luiz nor I had a cell phone, but my sister just got one a few months back when she turned sixteen and started dating. I was definitely bringing her. There was no way I was leaving her home to suffer a Saturday alone with Mom and John. Besides, nobody ever complains about an extra girl—especially since my sister was what the other guys called DDG: Drop-Dead Gorgeous.


  Ouch! What the...? I grabbed my chest as something tugged painfully at my skin. I looked in my tank top, but again, I found nothing there but sweaty skin. It seemed like I should know what this feeling meant. It seemed like...


  Am I being watched?


  I had no clue why the tug made me feel like I had eyes on me, but it had. I looked around and didn’t see anyone until I caught sight of an old, white Chevy truck parked across the street. Coach Ferguson sat in it. He wasn’t allowed to coach us until August—state high school rules—but nobody could stop him from watching us. We’d been practicing all summer long, and I hadn’t seen him before. Had he been watching us every day and I just never realized?


  “Hey, Luiz,” I said, nodding toward the truck. “Coach saw your touchdown.” Everyone looked and waved.


  At this distance, I could barely see the hand gesture he made. He either flipped us off or gave us a thumbs up; it must have been the latter. I should have noticed that the tugging on my chest remained well after Coach drove away.


  Chapter 5

  Wakeboarding


  Wakeboarding was fun. I wished I could pull off crazy-cool stunts, but I’ve only wakeboarded a few times. I did get a little crazy and tried to do a flip, which my sister caught with the camera on her phone.


  Sis shivered as she wrapped her towel around her shoulders. The slight breeze wasn’t strong, but it was cool enough that with her hair and swimsuit wet, she had goose bumps. The sun would be up for a few more hours, so it would warm her up soon enough.


  The Jordanelle Reservoir sat in the middle of some tall, rolling hills so there wasn’t much beach. However, Dylan’s family had chosen a nice, almost sandy, area that wasn’t too steep. The reservoir was big enough that the breeze created some small waves that splashed rhythmically against the hills. Dylan’s mom stood under a pop-up canopy, making sandwiches for all of us while his dad took out a few of the kids who’d been waiting their turn.


  Sis sat down on the beach blanket and held her phone up, a paused video of me on the screen. “Check this out,” she called.


  All of us crowded around behind her to watch me on the phone’s tiny screen. I practiced little jumps over the wake, then took an aggressive approach and kicked off the rising water with a jump and a twist. Except half way through my rotation I landed head first into the water. My feet and the wake board flung forward and splashed a wave of water into the air. Everyone responded with a mix of cheers and laughs. I had sucked in a mouthful of water, too, but that wasn’t evident in the video.


  “That crash was wicked cool,” Dylan commented.


  “Glad you liked it,” I flashed him a grin.


  Sis shed her towel and started reapplying sunscreen. I wrinkled my nose at the chemical smell. I’ve never really used sunscreen, and not just because I don’t like the smell. My skin is almost as tan as Luiz’s—in the summer at least. I don’t remember ever really being sunburned.


  I thought Dylan would bug Luiz and me all day. Instead, he spent the day treating Sis like gold. He’d offered her a water bottle on several occasions, and he’d helped her both on and off the boat. After Sis wakeboarded, Dylan had a towel ready for her to wrap up in after I lifted her out of the water. Now that we were back on the beach, he was sticking to her like Velcro. Surprisingly, I didn’t mind—which was partly because Sis didn’t seem to mind at all either. As long as he treated her better than Austin, I wouldn’t have to knock him around during football practice.


  “So what books do you like to read?” Dylan asked Sis.


  “I don’t know. I am trying to read all of Jane Austin, lately,” Justine replied. She brushed her wet hair behind her ears and looked up at the sun, trying to warm her face.


  “What are you reading now?” Dylan shifted on the blanket, moving a few inches closer.


  “Persuasion.”


  “Really? Did you know that Jane Austin never once described what Ann Elliot looks like?”


  Whoa! Since when could Dylan speak Jane Austin? I may have been wrong about Dylan being too dumb to be a jeek.


  Dylan’s mom paused making sandwiches, “You’ve read Jane Austin?” she asked.


  “Yeah, uh...” Dylan stammered, “I was forced to read it in English class last year.”


  Liar! I had English with Dylan last year and that book was not part of it. He’d read it on his own. I didn’t adopt Dylan into the jeek club or anything, but I wouldn’t ever see him as a piss-ant again.


  It took Dylan a couple more attempts at conversation before he finally got up the courage to ask my sister out.


  “So there’s a youth fireside tomorrow about six. You want to come with me?” Dylan asked my sister.


  “Yes, I want to go,” Sis beamed.


  Once Dylan looked away, she nudged me excitedly.


  Go, Sis.


  Luiz tapped my shoulder and quietly asked, “Is a fireside a church thing?”


  “Yeah,” I responded.


  He nodded.


  “Sandwiches are ready,” Dylan’s mom called from under the pop-up canopy and we all grabbed a sandwich.


  As I took my first bite, I felt a trembling just below my skin. I’d never really felt it before but somehow I knew something was wrong.


  “Excuse me,” a gruff voice rumbled into the canopy. We all looked up and noticed a park ranger, green uniform and all, stepping toward us. The ranger had a wicked looking scar cutting vertically above and below his right eye. Despite the scar, his eye was perfectly intact.


  “What is this about?” Dylan’s mom stepped between the ranger and us teenagers as if her motherly instincts also detected something was wrong and she planned to protect us.


  “There’s been some reports of a creepy old man in the area.” He pulled out a picture that had a close up of an old guy with a full head of white hair.


  “Have you seen this old man?”


  “No,” Dylan’s mom replied.


  “What about you kids?” the man asked, holding up the picture for us all to see.


  We all shook our heads.


  The ranger gave a smile which did nothing to ease the strange sensation I was feeling under my skin.


  “Well, if you see him, give us a call.” He handed Dylan’s mom a card and turned and left. The weird sensation under my skin faded as the man walked away.


  We stayed at the lake until it was almost dark. It took us an hour to dock the boat, wipe it down, and pack everything up, and then another hour for Luiz to drive us home. When Justine and I walked in our front door, the lights were off and Mom was clearly in bed already. The door to the den was closed, but light seeped out the cracks. John was probably hiding inside looking at porn. Sis and I looked at each other and crinkled our noses.


  Sis went straight to bed and crashed right away. I watched the second half of the chemistry class. I couldn’t bring myself to study any film of past football games, so I played Xbox with headphones until two. Then I went to my room and crashed too.


  Chapter 6

  Chess


  On Sunday, the scab on my knuckle was gone, replaced by a mostly pink scar. I rubbed it again trying not to think about how quickly it had healed.


  Mom and I grudgingly agreed to head to church with Sis. Justine could be pretty persuasive, especially when the other option was to stay home with John. I used to go about once a month, but lately I went more and more just because it was another excuse to get out of the house.


  The three hours of church came and went painfully. I was relieved to step out of church and breathe in the outside air—at least until I felt something tug on my chest.


  Ouch. I rubbed at my chest through my white church shirt. Who’s watching me now? Everyone was leaving church, and there were too many people to pick out one pair of eyes in the crowd. A mom was running after her little boy, shouting at him to stay out of the parking lot. I could hear the chatter of people talking and cars starting. I tensed my muscles, wanting to get out of there fast, but the only place to go was home, and I would trade going home for being watched any day.


  The tugging on my chest snapped as we drove the half-mile to my house. I wished the drive were longer than a half-mile, but churches in Salt Lake are like gas stations; there’s one on almost every corner.


  As we walked into the house, John was watching golf in the front room. I’d been hoping he would be hiding away in his den when we got home. That left me without the Xbox or the DVR. I swore under my breath.


  “Hey,” Sis said, smacking me on the arm.


  “What?” I responded. “Isn’t golf a swearing sport?” I laughed.


  Mom witnessed our interaction and glanced at John. She took a breath then asked, “John, could you watch that in your den?”


  He glanced back at Mom, his eyebrows pulled low. “The hell I will,” John responded. The tension immediately elevated.


  Uh oh. This was going to be another yelling match.


  My sister and I hurried upstairs. I wanted out of my shirt, slacks, and tie as soon as possible anyway. Mom and John shouted back and forth for about an hour before John shut himself in his den. I hated John. I think the only reason my mom and John were still together was because his structured settlement gave her stability. I still don’t know how he got a settlement. I’ve never seen him act injured or hurt at all. Except for being as round as a globe, he seemed perfectly healthy. If only the drunk driver had killed him instead of only supposedly injuring him, the settlement would be all my mom’s and we’d all be better off. Even though it was true, I felt guilty for thinking like that.


  I pulled off my church clothes and put on some shorts and a tank top. Sis knocked. I let her in. She’d put on her comfy, pink pants. I think the white camisole she wore was the same one she’d worn to church under her dress. I shut the door behind her because I could hear Mom and John still yelling at each other.


  Sis and I watched a movie in my room on my laptop. I let her pick the movie again. She chose an old Eighties chick flick called Some Kind of Wonderful. I think Sis caught me smiling when the main character Keith gave Watts the earrings.


  Sis had her date with Dylan that evening, and I was unwilling to venture into the war zone downstairs just to play Xbox, so I went over to Luiz’s and played chess against him and Mr. Espinoza, his dad. I tried really hard to win; I really did. They took turns playing me, and they each checkmated me twice.


  “The trick, Jacob,” Mr. Espinoza offered, “is to always have a second way to attack.” He spoke with a Spanish accent, saying ees instead of is. Mr. Espinoza was probably thirty pounds overweight and had the same black hair as Luiz, but Luiz, at five-ten, had outgrown his dad by a couple inches.


  “Always have a second wave of attack planned,” he continued. “If your first wave is blocked, use your second. Then always have a last resort. Three waves.” Somehow, I got the feeling that this suggestion went beyond chess and blended into the challenges of life.


  “I can barely mount a good first wave of attack,” I laughed. Honestly, I wasn’t that bad. I could hold my own against anyone else on the school chess team except Luiz. “I want to see you play each other,” I told them.


  “¡Por supuesto!” Luiz answered, and they started a game. Luiz still hadn’t beaten his dad—ever—but their game was taking longer than all four of mine put together. About a decade ago, Luiz’s dad was the first Mexican ever to be ranked number one in the world in chess. I paid attention and learned a few moves for next time.


  After they’d traded a few pieces, Mr. Espinoza started coughing hard, and Mrs. Espinoza came in and helped him up. She was a short round woman with black hair and soft, motherly eyes.


  “Discúlpanos,” Mrs. Espinoza said, excusing them both as she helped her husband to the kitchen. I glanced at Luiz, but he didn’t say anything. He seemed to be concentrating on his next move.


  “Is everything OK?” I asked when they returned.


  “Fine,” all three of them answered at the same time. But Mr. Espinoza didn’t look fine. His face looked pale, and his eyes were droopy.


  “Why don’t you play for me, Jacob?” Mr. Espinoza suggested, and he and his wife headed to bed.


  “Is your dad OK?” I asked Luiz again.


  He looked away from me as he spoke. “Yeah, he just has la gripe.” That meant the flu. “Take over for my dad.” Luiz pointed to the chess set. “You might win.”


  “I’ll try.”


  The game lasted longer, but I gave up my queen on a foolish move. “You’re forked!” Luiz laughed, using the chess version of the F-word. It went downhill after that. Luiz wiped my pieces one by one. “Checkmate!” he grinned at me.


  We hung out for another hour chatting about football and girls and our upcoming senior year before I headed home. I played video games on my laptop till 2:00 a.m. before checking if Sis got home from her date with Dylan. She was already asleep, so I went to sleep, too, and happily did not dream of my biological father.


  Chapter 7

  Evil


  My Monday morning started at the football field. Official practices were only a couple weeks away, so the turnout was improving. We had full teams—eleven-on-eleven plus some subs. It felt like someone was watching me the whole time even though Coach’s truck never showed. The constant pulling on my chest distracted me, and I didn’t play well. It was a frustrating morning.


  Luiz dropped me at home afterward. We made plans to find some trouble to get into later with the other jeeks, and he took off. I walked into the house and knew something was wrong. If my muscles had slightly trembled Saturday at the Jordanelle Reservoir, they were downright crawling now.


  Am I sensing... evil?


  As I walked upstairs, I could hear my mom’s muffled curses at John over the hum of running water in the background. The water came from the bathroom in the hall, not the master. Sis must be awake and showering. Mom and John fight all the time, but it seemed different today. John wasn’t really fighting back, which was way out of character. Also, my mom should have been at work.


  “Keep your dirty mind in your den, you filthy—” my mom continued on cursing at him viciously but keeping her voice down. “I spill coffee on my shirt,” Mom continued in a low growl, “and I come home to this. If I ever catch you looking through that hole again, I’ll report you, and we both know that between my call and what’s on your computer, you’ll go to jail.”


  Looking through what hole? I wondered.


  I heard the shower turn off, and Mom stopped talking abruptly. Normally, I fled from their yelling matches, but this one drew me in. My mom started talking again even more softly but her voice still growled at John, making it just loud enough that I could hear her from right outside their bedroom door.


  “If anyone ever found out the kind of filthy Peeping Tom you are—” She rattled off a few more expletives, all directed at John. Then there was another two seconds of silence before she spoke again. “We won’t tell anyone,” she snapped. “It never happened.”


  Oh!


  John had been caught looking through a hole in the wall—from the master bathroom to ours—while my sister showered.


  I froze in place.


  At that moment, Mom and John both stepped out of the master bathroom and into view of the hallway where I stood like a statue staring into their bedroom. My mom flinched when she saw me, and she stopped breathing, her mouth hanging open. She composed herself, walked to the closet, and pulled a shirt from a hanger. Then she started walking toward me.


  “Don’t you mention a word of this to Justine,” Mom growled through clenched teeth and pointed at my nose. “I have to get to work,” she spit the words out as she slid out the doorway past me. I listened to her walk downstairs and go outside. The car started and drove away. I turned back to John. His upper lip twitched up in disgust—whether disgusted at what he’d done or just disgusted at getting caught, I’d never know. He started toward me too.


  “Listen to your mother.” He frowned all the way down to his double chin as he walked passed me. I listened to his loud footsteps as he headed downstairs. Then I heard a door close. He’d locked himself in his den.


  My mom was going to bury this. She wanted to pretend it never happened—just like her rape. She should know by now that bad things don’t unhappen. I was her proof of that. Every muscle tensed up inside me, fueled by hate toward John for what he had done and anger toward my mom for wanting to bury it. Too late, my fists clenched. I should have punched John while he was still in the room. Instead, I had done nothing. I didn’t move for several minutes. The blow dryer turned on in the bathroom, pulling me out of my daze. I finally stepped toward our bathroom and knocked.


  “Jake, is that you?” Sis yelled over the blow dryer.


  “Yeah,” I managed.


  The blow dryer turned off, and she opened the door—a pink towel wrapped around her. Only a small section of her blond hair was dry. Images of John watching her forced their way into my mind—my muscles crawled under my skin again. My sister was completely unaware of what had just transpired. I should have told her, but my mouth remained shut. She smiled at me. The smile made me feel even guiltier for not punching him—or telling her what he’d done.


  “I’ll blow dry in my room,” she offered, crinkling her nose at me. My grass-stained tank top clung to my still-sweaty chest. I’d just returned from football and did need a shower, but I was too distracted to even think about that. I opened my mouth to tell her what had just happened. I wanted to tell her she had just been violated, that this house was not a safe place for her anymore. My mouth started moving.


  “Thanks,” it was all I could say.


  She unplugged her blow dryer and grabbed a few things and carried them to her room.


  My stomach turned like I was about to throw up, but it didn’t happen. That was the closest I’d ever come to throwing up since... well, I couldn’t remember ever throwing up. I stood just inside the bathroom door for some time before I finally moved to the shower.


  As I looked at the bathroom, I realized the state of disrepair it was in. Besides cracked paint and moldy corners, the drywall had a couple fist-sized holes that had been there as long as I could remember. I had a vague memory of John trying to fix a pipe back when I was just a kid. But the holes were only in the sheetrock on our side of the wall. I didn’t remember being able to see all the way through to Mom and John’s bathroom or surely we would have patched them by now. I examined the holes closely. There were holes on the other side but they were just small, nail-sized holes. But then I remembered the pinhole camera we’d made in science class a few years back. Just like a pinhole camera, nobody could see through the tiny holes unless they were in Mom and John’s bathroom and put an eye right up next to one. I wondered how long the nail holes had been there.


  Oh, crap! John probably hadn’t been caught on his first offense. The muscles under my skin crawled even more.


  As I showered, a numbness took over and swelled up from somewhere inside me, pushing away the crawling under my skin. I finished up and went to my room and dressed. The need to protect my sister took control of me. I thought about running away with her, but I had nowhere to go, and she was barely sixteen. Maybe if she was almost eighteen like me that would work.


  I could fix the wall.


  I latched onto that thought. I grabbed my backpack, walked out the door, jumped on my bicycle, and rode for three miles until I reached the nearest home improvement store. I spent every spare dollar I had on stuff to mud and paint the bathroom. I fit most everything into my backpack—except the paint can. Riding back with a heavy paint can hanging from one handlebar was awkward. It fell to the ground twice and dented before I finally made it home.


  The house was eerily silent. My sister had gone to her friend Kendra’s house, and John was hiding in the den, so I didn’t have to explain the paint to anyone. Without waiting, I got started. I wasn’t very good at patching the drywall. I couldn’t get the mud to smooth out, but I didn’t care, I just slapped more on. The mud was supposed to dry for over twenty-four hours, but I didn’t want to wait until tomorrow, so I went to my sisters room and retrieved her hair dryer and rigged it to blow on the splotches of mud, then I moved everything I could out of the bathroom. The waiting was killing me, so I went to the master bathroom and patched similar holes.


  It took me a couple of hours to get everything that wasn’t supposed to be painted taped up and protected. I didn’t have enough plastic, so I used some trash bags to finish covering some edges. Another hour later I gave up waiting for the mud to dry and painted the first coat in our bathroom. After that, I painted the first coat in my parents’ master bathroom.


  One coat looked crappy, but I didn’t have any more paint or any more money. I don’t know where I got the courage, but I walked into John’s den without knocking. He was at his computer, and he quickly minimized whatever had been on his screen. His desk was a pile of papers and junk food wrappers that he hadn’t thrown away. I had to step over a few things to approach him.


  “I need two hundred dollars.” I impressed myself by not allowing my voice to waiver in the slightest.


  He swiveled in his computer chair and gave me the eye like he was going to tell me where I could shove my request. But his eyes shifted from my face and he took in the splotches of white paint all over me. It was hard to tell with his double chin, but I think he gulped. Maybe he was nervous I’d turn him in.


  He turned back to his desk and opened the top left drawer. He rifled through it before pulling out a checkbook and a pen. He wrote me a check right then and there. The creep didn’t say a word. He just handed me the check and swiveled his chair, turning his back to me. I should have asked for more.


  A little over an hour later, I was back home with enough paint for two more coats. I immediately put the second coat on. I didn’t want to wait hours for the paint to dry, so I used the blow dryer again, this time by hand, moving it up and down the walls. Unfortunately, I started smelling the blow dryer overheating, and shortly after, it suddenly stopped. I had to go searching but I found a desk fan in the pile of junk that took up one spot in our garage. I plugged it in and held it up, letting it blow against the wet paint.


  Driven by the need to protect my sister, I didn’t care about the tediousness of the work. I kept at it for hours. It was the only way I could cope with not punching John and not telling my sister. I felt dirty. I questioned my lack of action because it made me feel like an accomplice.


  I’d just started the last coat of paint when the floor creaked. I looked out of the bathroom, paint roller in hand. My sister appeared in the doorway.


  “Jake?”


  I opened my mouth to say something, then closed it. My mind wanted to say this: “I had to fix the holes in the drywall because your creepy stepfather gets his jollies by watching you shower.” However, my mouth fumbled and didn’t really say what my mind thought. Instead, only one word came out.


  “Hey.”


  It’s a good thing I didn’t say anything else because Kendra stepped into the doorway next to Sis. I couldn’t help but glance at Kendra’s blue eyes and long golden brown hair. She was about four inches taller than my sister and almost just as thin. It dawned on me that she had stayed the night here dozens of times over the past few years. How many times had she used the shower? Had John ever...


  I’ll kill him. I squeezed the handle of the paint roller until my knuckles went white.


  “I didn’t know you were planning on painting our bathroom today.” Sis actually pouted her lips a little like she used to do when we were kids. “You didn’t even let me pick the paint.”


  My mouth fell open. John had been watching her naked in the shower for who knows how long, and she was worried about the color of paint. The plastic handle to the paint roller cracked in my hand and I felt it cut into me. It wasn’t her fault; she didn’t even know. I was the jerk who wasn’t telling her.


  “Sorry,” I managed.


  “No worries,” she conceded. “It looks great anyway. Doesn’t it Kendra?”


  “I like the shade of white you picked,” Kendra spoke up, the sound of her voice shattering my numbness. “Get his picture with your phone,” Kendra laughed. “You should see yourself, Jake.”


  I glanced in the mirror. My hair, my face, my shirt—everywhere was covered in white dots of paint. Click. I heard Sis’s phone snap my picture.


  “Mom’s home,” Sis added. “She’s cooking dinner, and it’s a Monday. She never cooks on Mondays.”


  My reply was nothing more than a grunt. If Sis or Kendra noticed something was wrong with my mood, they didn’t say anything. They just continued on to Sis’s room.


  “You have to send me that picture,” I heard Kendra say.


  I skipped dinner and kept working. Mom saw what I was doing and decided to avoid me and just let me do it. Luiz called. He was with the other jeeks, but I blew them off. I couldn’t get the thought of what John did out of my mind. Nobody wanted to have the image of their sister naked running through their head all day, let alone deal with the added creepiness of a peeping stepdad. My muscles writhed under my skin with a renewed frenzy, and I wanted to scrape out the evil that caused it.


  It was midnight before I finished the bathrooms. As I scored the tape with a box cutter and pulled it off, I realized what I’d accomplished. I had patched the holes and put three coats of paint on both bathroom walls. I could see a few paint drips in the corners where I’d used too much paint. Brush lines were visible where I’d tried to paint behind the toilet. I’m sure a professional painter would say I’d done a terrible job. Still, it was a huge improvement on how it looked before.


  As I stepped in the hall, the silence of the house settled over me. I walked downstairs. The lights were off. A blanket covered a body on the couch. It was Mom. She had probably slept there to avoid interrupting my work. I decided against trying to wake her.


  Light escaped the edges of the door to the den. It seemed John was still hiding out in there. Sis, who had gone out with Kendra and some other friends, was due back at any time.


  The urge to protect my sister still possessed me, though, and as much as I had done, it didn’t feel like enough. I needed to do more.


  I felt driven back upstairs, past my room, and into my sister’s bedroom. She was vulnerable there too. I looked at every wall, in every corner. No holes in the drywall. Nothing that John could use to spy on her. I turned the light on in her closet and checked every inch of it. I breathed a sigh of relief. It was stupid of me to look in her room. Two walls were exterior walls, one separated her room and mine, and the other was partially the linen closet and the hallway. I just hadn’t thought it through.


  “What are you doing in my closet?”


  I jumped. I hadn’t heard Sis come in.


  “I... uh... I’m thinking of cross dressing,” I tried to make a joke to deflect her curiosity, but my voice—which came out flat—wasn’t really in it.


  She eyed me as she walked toward me. She stopped just inches from me, reached her hand past me into the closet, and lifted out a dress. She held it up to me. “Jake, you’re over six feet and two hundred pounds. I’m five-two and a hundred and fifteen pounds. It would get shredded,” she laughed.


  I didn’t laugh back. I couldn’t. The compulsion to protect her overwhelmed me and took hold of my mouth.


  “Be careful of John from now on,” the words finally came out. “Never be alone with him again. Ever.” The guilt flowed out of me with each word.


  Sis froze. Her eyes seemed to fixate on my paint-spattered body, then they slowly dropped to the floor. It didn’t take a jeek to figure out why I’d patched and painted the bathrooms. She crossed her arms over her body defensively. I watched her eyes dampen. I wanted to say more, but I didn’t want to talk about it. Just seeing her made me think of what John had done, which led to mental images, which made me want to get away from her as soon as possible, which sucked because she needed a hug, and I couldn’t give it to her.


  I walked to my room and closed the door.


  Chapter 8

  Friends


  Tuesday morning, I skipped football. I wasn’t going to leave Justine home alone with John. Justine woke up at seven, which for her, was extra early. She showered, dressed and got ready for the day. We had breakfast together in silence. She didn’t ask why I had skipped football this morning and I didn’t offer. I had three bowls of Wheaties Fuel and Sis had one bowl of Lucky Charms. I wondered what her mental state was while she had showered. I sensed a new awkwardness between us, which confirmed that she had figured out the gist of yesterday’s atrocity. We couldn’t figure out how to start a conversation without bringing it up, but neither of us wanted to talk about it, so we said nothing. I wanted the awkwardness to go away as soon as possible. I wasn’t sure if it would take minutes, hours, or days.


  What if it takes longer?


  I couldn’t take it if the awkwardness between my sister and I never went away. I hated my home so much and I had thought I couldn’t hate it any more than I already did. I had been wrong.


  The silence between us hurt my brain. It dragged on well past breakfast. She went upstairs to finish doing her hair. I sat on the couch, my mind unwillingly going over everything that happened yesterday. Even though I had fixed the bathrooms and told her to avoid John, my actions felt inadequate. I had planned to watch TV, but half an hour later, I was still sitting there thinking when Sis came down. She walked over to the couch and sat next to me. She didn’t move for a second.


  “You make me feel safe,” she whispered, and all at once she laid her head on my leg and started crying. Man, I love my sister! For the second time, the idea of killing John crossed my mind, but my sister needed me more than John needed to be murdered so I pushed those thoughts away and stroked her hair.


  “One year for me, and two years for you,” I said. She knew I meant how long till we could move out. We’d been sharing that comment for a few years. She just cried harder. I hadn’t expected her to react like that. Why... Oh! I swore a few times in my head. I had just helped her realize that after next year, she’d have to live here without me for another long year. We needed a distraction, and we needed to get out of this house, at least for today.


  “Want to see if Luiz and Kendra are up for going rock climbing?” I asked.


  She sat up and wiped away the tears with her hands.


  “Yeah,” her voice cracked, and she laughed at herself in the strange half laugh, half cry that only a girl can pull off.


  We made a few calls. Luiz couldn’t come, but Kendra could. I called the other jeeks and both Ethan, the math genius, and Kevin, the coder and computer whiz, wanted to come. A half hour later, Kevin picked us up in his new Hyundai Tucson that his dad had just bought for him. The license plate read BSD4ME. Both he and his dad were software developers—like father, like son.


  Sis and I had backpacks filled with our climbing gear and we also had a rope bag. Kevin stayed in the driver’s seat but Ethan got out and grabbed Sis’s gear. The speaker system rocked a Creed song from Kevin’s smart phone. We threw our stuff in the back and I conceded the front seat to Ethan and sat in back with Sis and Kendra. I sat on the right, Sis sat on the left, leaving Kendra in the middle. Ethan looked a little disappointed in the front seat. Maybe he was hoping to sit by Kendra. While I didn’t like how her hair was currently in two braids, she was still looking as hot as usual. She wore a sporty tank top and some tight spandex dancer shorts that ended mid-thigh.


  Oops. I was staring.


  I looked up to see Kendra’s blue eyes watching me stare.


  Double oops. She just caught me.


  I turned away and pretended I hadn’t been looking. As my sister’s best friend, Kendra was off-limits for me, but not for Ethan. I’d ask him later if he was interested.


  Rock climbing doesn’t get much better than in the Rocky Mountains. It took half an hour to get to the trailhead in Big Cottonwood Canyon. Green leaves topped trees lining the creek and sticking out from natural cliffs—the man-made cliffs had been cut bare to make way for the winding road. We went up and hit a climb called The Slips. Being July, the runoff had already come and gone, so the creek was not life-threatening like it was in the spring, allowing us to walk over the rocks without even getting wet. The trail to The Slips was short and wound around a crag for a few hundred yards. With so many small rocks in the path, we took care to avoid them and step on the carpet of dried pine needles that had fallen from tall spruces. A couple squirrels darted across our path. The hum of cars disappeared, replaced by the rustling of pine needles and the sound of water running under the rocks in the now-hidden creek.


  Once at the cliff face, Ethan and I donned our harnesses first. He put on his climbing shoes while I hooked up my belay device to one end of the climbing rope. When we were both ready, he lead climbed the easier route on the right, clipping into bolts every eight feet or so while I belayed him. Lead climbing has some danger to it. You have to climb above the bolts you clip into. That means if you are eight feet above your clip, you can fall sixteen feet before the rope catches you—more if the rope has a few feet of slack.


  When Ethan reached the top, he clipped in before threading the climbing rope through the steel anchors and chains that had become as permanent a part of the cliff as the rock itself. Then he tied the end of the rope to his harness.


  “Take!” Ethan yelled.


  “Gotcha!” I yelled back and Ethan unhooked his clips and moved to a sitting position, his hands holding the rope. He pushed off the rock wall. I felt his weight as he dropped a few feet, the rope stretching.


  “Lower!” he called down.


  “Lowering!”


  I lowered him the rest of the way down pretty quickly.


  Now that the rope was up, the girls could climb top rope. Top rope climbing is pretty safe, so it all comes down to how easily you get freaked out. People get scared with little reason. Unlike lead climbing, there was very little danger if done right—and we did it right. The only dangerous part of top-rope climbing is trust. A partner belays you. If you fall, and they don’t belay you, you can fall all the way to the ground.


  Ethan hooked up Sis and prepared to belay her. He made sure her harness was tight and the strap was double backed so the harness wouldn’t come loose. Her gear checked and ready, Justine moved to the rocks. She dipped her hands in the chalk bag that hung from her harness.


  “On belay?” she asked.


  “Belay on,” Ethan replied.


  “Rocking.”


  “Rock on!” Ethan laughed. We were supposed to say “climbing” and “climb on” but our way just sounded cooler. While Sis climbed top rope, Kevin belayed me as I lead climbed a more difficult route just to the left.


  Sis scrambled to the top in a few minutes. Girls make great climbers because they are smart enough not to rely on upper body strength alone. They have smaller feet, and they don’t weigh much. My lead climb was hard, so Sis was already down and Kendra was starting up when I reached the top. I clipped in and threaded the second rope through the anchors before tying it into my harness.


  I was about to call down to Kevin when I felt a familiar tug on my chest. Kendra was at the top of her climb and looking over at me smiling, but the tug came from back toward the road. This was the first time I felt like it had a direction. It was time to ask Kevin to lower me down but I hesitated. I took some time to examine the trail, trying to look through the tall spruces to see if someone was there.


  “You all right up there?” Kevin yelled after a minute.


  “Yeah,” I called back. A couple of climbers were coming up the trail.


  It was just them watching me, I thought, trying hard to convince myself, but I could tell the tugging originated from a location higher up and a lot farther away.


  “Looks like we have company,” I yelled down. I watched the other group of climbers approach for a second before I yelled, “Lower!”


  Kevin lowered me, and I was down and off the rope in seconds. I took off my painfully tight climbing shoes and guzzled some water from the cooler.


  “Give me some of that,” Sis demanded, pulling the cooler away as I drank. Water splashed down my chin and down the front of my dust-covered white shirt. She laughed. It was a hot day, so a little wetness was just good fun.


  We climbed a couple of hours till everyone rubbed their forearms, too tired to climb anymore. We made our way back down the trail to Kevin’s Hyundai Tucson sometime in the mid-afternoon.


  “I’m going to be so sore tomorrow,” Kendra continued to rub her forearms as we drove back. She sat in the middle again between Sis and me. I should have thought to let Ethan take the back seat.


  “Me too,” replied everyone simultaneously—everyone except me. I didn’t think anyone noticed that I kept quiet. I didn’t want to bring any attention to the fact that I’ve never been sore. Good thing Luiz wasn’t here. My smile fell away as Luiz’s comment about being locked up for some pokin’ and proddin’ flashed through my mind.


  The conversation continued, but I checked out—which means I stopped listening, forgot where I was, and let myself get completely lost in a memory.


  It was the start of the second half of the first game of the playoffs last season. There was an early snow that melted during the day, leaving the field muddy. The second half kickoff came my way. I stepped into some mud just as a tackler jumped on me and my right shoe sank. Another tackler arrived, pulling me to the ground. The problem was, my foot was stuck in a few inches of mud. I screamed as pain exploded from my ankle. The mud gave way just in time to prevent the bone from breaking, and mud catapulted twenty feet into the air.


  I tried to get up, but I couldn’t put weight on it. It was my first sprain ever, but I knew it was bad—season-ending bad. I needed help off the field and didn’t play the rest of the game. I couldn’t walk the rest of the night. Luiz had to drive me home and help me inside.


  When Kevin sprained his ankle our sophomore year, he ended up not playing for six weeks and missed more than half the season. It should have been the same for me. But it wasn’t.


  The day after the game, a Saturday, it didn’t feel much better. However, I could walk on it by Sunday. I sat out practice on Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday, but by Thursday, I couldn’t even tell my ankle had been sprained. I told Coach it must not have been as bad as I thought. But... I was lying.


  I played on Friday night like nothing had happened.


  Part of me was happy to play again, but another part wished the injury had put me out for the season because I didn’t want to be a freak. Maybe it was instincts, but somehow I knew that my fast healing had something to do with my biological father—the guy who raped my mom. That was when my nightmares about meeting him started—the ones where he tells me I am a freak.


  “Remember that, Jacob?” Ethan asked. He was laughing. So was everyone else. His phone now sent a Maroon 5 song over the speakers.


  “Huh?” I said, feeling stupid because I had no idea what they were talking about.


  “Man, you weren’t even listening,” Ethan complained.


  “Yeah, someone was having an out-of-body experience,” Kendra said looking at me. “Where did you go in there?” She pointed at my brain.


  Sis’s smile faltered immediately, assuming I was thinking about what John had done.


  “I was just remembering my sprained ankle last season,” I said quickly to save my sister from spiraling into her own John-centered emotional abyss.


  “Uh... OK,” Kevin replied. “So laughing our heads off reminds you of past injuries. Good to know.”


  Everyone laughed at me. I hate being laughed at, but somehow I forced out a fake smile. A few minutes passed, and everyone moved on to who was dating whom over the summer and if the relationships would last into the school year.


  When Kevin pulled into our neighborhood just after four, I suddenly remembered that I didn’t want to be home—not even a little bit.


  “Hey let’s keep up the fun. What are we doing after dinner?” I threw out as we passed the houses that were newer and nicer than mine. The big tree in front of our house stood out because it was the biggest in the neighborhood. All the other houses had new yards and trees only a few years old.


  “Are you skipping the weight room today?” Kevin asked.


  My sister tensed up and cast her eyes my way. My mom wouldn’t be home yet and I couldn’t leave her alone with John.


  “Rock climbing was our workout today,” I replied. Sis blinked and then smiled, and I could almost feel her relief.


  “I’m up for something,” Kendra replied, looking at me.


  “Yeah, we are,” Sis jumped in with some extra enthusiasm, glancing at Kendra then at me.


  “I got some dinner thing with the family tonight,” Ethan replied.


  “I’m out too,” Kevin added. “Call Luiz. He worked the day shift and is probably dying that he missed climbing.”


  “OK. We’ll catch you later,” I said as I got out of the small SUV.


  “Thanks for the ride,” Sis added.


  I expected Kendra to follow, but she stayed in the back seat.


  “See ya, Justine. See ya, Jake,” Kendra said as they drove off.


  “Wait, didn’t Kendra say she was up for hanging out tonight?” I asked with too much interest.


  “Yeah. She said to call her after dinner,” Sis told me, a teasing smile on her face. I was about to question my sister about that smile when something pulled at my chest and distracted me.


  Who’s watching me now?


  Kevin’s Tucson turned the corner and the sound of its engine faded out. There were no cars coming or going the other way. Two girls, not yet teenagers, were playing down the street. One of them laughed, but they weren’t looking this way.


  “Did you forget something?” Sis asked.


  “No. Let’s go inside.”


  As I closed the front door, the pulling sensation on my chest snapped like a broken string.


  Chapter 9

  Off-Limits


  Buy Fire Light now.


  Thank You


  You make it possible for me to write. Without you, my books are just words. With you, the characters and their world come to life. I hope you enjoyed this book and found it as fun and exciting to read as it was to write.


  You’ll know that you liked this book if you can answer yes to at least one of these questions.


  
    	Are you excited to read the next book?


    	Are you excited to tell someone about it?



    	Did this book keep you up at night reading?



    	Were you anxious to get back to reading it?



    	Did you enjoy the characters and the world?


  


  If you answered yes to one of these questions, please let me and others know by reviewing the book:


  
    	Fire Light on Amazon


    	Fire Light on GoodReads
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