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At first, they're like a drizzle, one here and one there. But, after a
while, the drizzle turns into a steady rain. The rain gets harder and harder
until it becomes a downponr. Then, all the lies accumulate like a flood, break
whatever dam or secret is holding them, and one day, they all come charging

toward you like a wave. A wave of change.
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“Want somer” my best friend, Lizzy, holds out a squeeze
bottle.

“I'm good,” I say. “Game tomorrow.”

Lizzy rolls her eyes and takes a sip.

Why am I here? I know it’s Sunray High School’s end of
school ritual. Hit the beach after the last bell. But, watching Lizzy
hang out with her new friends sucks.

“Excuse me, Jockette,” Mark, Lizzy’s ex-boyfriend, says.
He snatches the squeeze bottle, flips it upside down, and pours the
remaining red liquid into his big mouth.

He’s such a douche bag.

Mark grabs Lizzy by the waist and takes off toward the
ocean, tossing her into a wave. She emerges out of the water,

adjusts her barely there, black with gold accents bikini top and
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giggles. I stay back, instead, opting to even out my softball farmer’s
tan on a towel. There’s no way I’'m shedding my tank and cut-off
jean shorts in front of the entire school this early in the season
when my skin looks like a cup of swirled vanilla and caramel ice
cream.

Every year Lizzy searches Sunray for new friends to re-
place me. Sort of like a new summer crew to hang out with until
softball is over. This year she’s hanging with two of the biggest
Sunray partiers ever, Jello shot Jessica and Nicotine addict Nicole.
Jessica and Nicole join Mark and Lizzy in the water.

“Come on, Ash,” Lizzy yells before a wave tosses her off
balance, and she hops to stay upright.

I stay put.

After a few more minutes of watching the ‘gang’ hang out
in the water and drink from squeeze bottles, I'm seriously bored
and wasting time. So, I roll up my towel and toss it into my tote.
It’s not like Sunray High School will even notice when jock Ashley
Clarke leaves the beach.

On my way home, I swear I spot my boyfriend Jake in a
car. When I sneak a peek inside Mario’s Pizza Shop, I swear Jake is
sitting at a booth munching on pizza. Then while passing Lizzy’s
house, Jake speeds by on a dirt bike. I’'ve got a serious case of Jake
on the brain.

Ever since he was forced to move, Jake flips in and out

of town faster than Lizzy switches relationships. Sometimes he
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catches a ride from a teammate from his new school, Shady Maple
High School; sometimes he rides with his aunt, and sometimes he
even takes the bus. I never know when I'll spot him.

I grab my vibrating phone out of my back pocket.

“Where the hell are you?” Lizzy screeches.

“Uh. Home,” I say, sitting on my porch step.

“I turned around and you were, like, gone. We’re having
the best time. Is JC in town or were you freaked out because An-
drew is here?” Lizzy blows air.

“No, it’s not Andrew;” I say rolling my eyes. Please. “An-
drew is an ass. I don’t have feelings for that big-ego loser anymore.
That was so last winter.”

Lizzy giggles. “So it’s JC. I knew it. I thought Mom and Dad
forbid you to see him after his mom OD’d and the dirt bike spring
punishment thing. What, are you sneaking around with him?”

For a second, I think back to the horrible day when Jake’s
brother, John, found their Mother dead in the bathroom with a
needle stuck in her arm. “Whatever, Liz. | have to sneak around
until Mom and Dad give him a chance.”

“Uh huh. Sure,” she says and puffs again.

Lizzy doesn’t like Jake for some reason. I have no idea why,
except Jake used to have somewhat of a player rep. I guess no one
is good enough for her BFF and vice versa.

“Why don’t you come back to the beach? Or when JC

decides not to show up, give me a call.”
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“Whatever,” I say. “Oh and Liz.”

“What?”

“Stop smoking,” I say, , hating cancer sticks since Gram’s
bout with lung cancer a few years ago.

“Okay Mom.”

Later, I'm four hours into an America’s Next Top Model
marathon, logged onto FaceBook, and waiting to hear the tap on
my window. Not waiting like a pathetic chick who needs a boy-
friend or anything, but waiting because I miss him.

Long distance sucks.

I know I made a pact with myself after my first boyfriend,
Andrew, broke my heart and stopmed on it, that I would never
obsess over another guy again. And technically I'm not. I mean,
I’'m not giving up myself or sports. Ever again.

Tap. Tap. Finally.

“Jake!” I squeak, but not too loud. ’'m sure Mom and Dad
think that I haven’t seen Jake since April when he moved to Shady
Maple, an hour and a half away, with his aunt and uncle after his
mom died. I've failed to inform them that Jake’s aunt and uncle
own a trailer home in a vacation campground ten minutes away.

They don’t get it. Perfect Andrew with the perfect parents
is the a-hole. Not Jake.

I push open my bedroom window slowly, containing my
excitement, even though I want to slam it open. I won’t dare risk it.

13
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Jake smiles that gentle dimple-showing smile. That smile makes me
melt, and I'd do anything for it.

Well not anything. Yet.

“How long are you here?” I ask while maneuvering the
old Elmo step stool my little brother, Max, used for potty training
from underneath my bed and toward the window.

“Till tomorrow night. I still have a couple days left of
school.”

“Well, you would be out already if you didn’t...” I stop my-
self before I say it. I mean, it’s not his fault he had to move. It’s
not his fault his mom took too many drugs and left him and his
brother John with nothing, so I don’t dare finish that sentence.

I step on the stool and hoist myself up. Then, I wiggle on
the window ledge and jump over the azalea bush. When I land,
Jake immediately takes me into his arms, and I breathe in the com-
bination of Pert Plus shampoo, Tide from his Shady Maple wres-
tling tee, sweat, and surf. I shiver.

We don’t dare kiss in front of the house. Instead, we opt to
walk a couple blocks down the street toward the beach.

“So how’d you get here this time?” I ask, but before he can
answer, I notice a huge black and purple smudge underneath his
right eye.

“Oh my God, Jake, what happened?”

He moves his big hand in front of his eye. “Oh, this? It’s
nothing.”
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“Did you get in a fight or something?”

He ignores my question, pulls me down in the dunes, and
starts to kiss my neck. Even though my legs are covered in goose
bumps, I force myself to stop.

Jake locks my eyes and moves my hair away. I turn away.

“Jake, what happened? I can’t think of anything else right
now except your black eye.”

“Come on, Ashley. We hardly see each other. It’s not a big
deal.” He spins a piece of my hair around his finger.

I’m not letting him off the hook. One thing I've learned
from the whole first boyfriend mess last year is that if something
is bothering me, I'm going to bring it up and get it out there. Not
let it simmer.

I scoot backwards, digging my heels in the sand. Jake
begins to crawl toward me, attempting to nibble my neck again.

“Come on Jake. How did you get the black eye?” I ask.

He lets out a deep breath. “What’s the big deal, Ashley?
Really, it has nothing to do with us.”

I begin to chew my nail. Are my parents right about him?

“But, it does have to do with us,” I take a deep breath.

Jake drags his index finger through the sand. He looks up
at me with his chocolate eyes.

“I can’t.” He says, turning around and staring at the crash-
ing waves. He strips off his t-shirt and sprints toward the surf.

The beach is black and Jake disappears into the inky water.
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I don’t even react to his extreme madness anymore. This
is normal Jake. Every time we meet up at night, he always loves to
surf and swim in the pitch dark.

I’'m on number forty-seven of my mental list of the hun-
dred ways Jake Cole could have received the black eye when Jake
returns and retrieves his white wrestling tee. Drips of cool ocean
water mist my legs.

“I'm going to wrestling camp at the end of July,” he an-
nounces, drying off his face. His bicep flexes showing off his black
tribal tattoo. The one I helped him pick out a few months ago.

“That’s great, Jake. Look, I just don’t understand why you
can’t tell me about your eye. I don’t mean to be a pest, but I'm
worried about you.” I say, sounding like a mom.

Jake sits next to me with his elbows resting on his bent
knees. “I know, Ash. But really, if it were serious, I would tell you.”
He pauses. “I walked into a door, okay. Can we stop talking about
my stupid eye?”

A door? He’s right about one thing, I am wasting precious
make-out time talking about an eye.

Hormones, one.

Brain, zero.

“Where you going to camp?” I say, realizing that I'll be
away at Nationals, if we qualify, at the end of July, too.

“York, PA. At the college I think. Coach thinks I can go

even further in States this year.”
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“York. That’s where Nationals are.” 1 shout, excited that
our schedules mesh. With Andrew nothing ever meshed.

Jake smiles, then stares at the surf while he fills me in on
wrestling camp. I’'m not listening to a word. It’s something about
the way he’s passionately talking about wrestling, the fact that we’re
totally meant to be, his full lips, muscles, and chiseled face. I can’t
help myself anymore. So I jump him.

“Finally,” he says in between kisses.

He tastes like salt.

A faint light gleams on the dark sand. Crap.

“Jake.” I whisper.

“What?”

“My dad. I think my dad’s here.” I say, jumping up.

“What’s the big deal?”

“No, you don’t understand,” I say, taking off across the
sand toward the point where the New Jersey bay side of the
island, Cape Town, meets the beach side, Sunray. When I reach the
sail boats, I duck in between two. Jake’s right behind me.

“Why are you hiding?”

I failed to fill Jake in on the fact that my parents don’t want
me to see him ever again after my Dad’s cop buddy caught me on
the back of Jake’s so-called illegal dirt bike a few days before the
overdose. Then the sight of my Cape Town Cop dad seeing Jake’s
mom lying on his bathroom floor with a needle stuck in her arm

didn’t help. “I’'m punished.” I lie.
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“Again?” Jake smiles. “What did you do this time? Still
riding on the back of illegal dirt bikes?”

Perfect opportunity for a get back. “I don’t want to talk
about it.” I smooth a piece of hair that escaped from my ponytail
behind my ear and turn my head to the side, looking up at the stars
that speckle the sky.

“I see how it is,” Jake smiles and gently tackles me, twist-
ing me up in a wrestling move. I attempt to escape, but he always
counters. Now I'm a pretzel. One of the many perks of dating a
wrestler. The constant wrestling matches. My stomach hurts from
laughing. Jake flattens my back against the sand and pecks me on
the lips.

“Do you do that to all the guys you wrestle?” I ask.

“Only you,” he says, his face suspended above mine. I hope
he doesn’t see the zit on my chin. I didn’t bother to cover it, figur-
ing the beach would be pitch black and he wouldn’t see it. But, the
stupid moon must have peeked out from behind a cloud, and it’s
shining like a flashlight on my red, ginormous, pulsing pimple.

“Ha, ha, very funny.”

Jake releases me. I dust the sand off my legs and peer over
the side of the boat. The beach is so serene, except for the whoosh
of the surf. Literally, the coast is clear. No flashlights. The beach is
deserted.

“Race you back to the dunes,” I say.

“Ash, I could beat you running backwards.”

18
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I roll my eyes and lean forward. “Go,” I shout, taking off
down the beach. Jake beats me by ten feet and dives into the dunes
showering me with sand. I follow and fall into his arms. If only my
parents would give him a chance and see how awesome he is. Then
I wouldn’t have to lie, sneak, and lead this double life.

A burning smell overtakes the fresh salt scent.

“What’s that?” I ask.

Jake jumps up, looks around, and heads toward a small
glow near the dunes.

“That shit will kill you” I hear Jake shout, as he snatches
fat, stubby, glowing cigarettes from a gang of freshman. He stubs
them out on the beach. “Get out of here.”

I tense up watching the scene.

The group of young kids scatter down the beach.

“What are you doing?” I ask Jake as he walks back to our
spot and sits down next to me.

“That’s how it all starts, Ash. Plus, I can’t stand that smell.”
He waves the air with his hand.

After he’s done freaking out, I lay my head on his chest,
and we stare at the sky. He’s seriously losing it, I think, as my head
bobs with his breath. But, after everything he’s been through with
his mom’ death and drugs, I get it. As much as someone from a
normal, caring two-parent family can.

“I’'m not going to sit on the beach while some kids ruin

their life.”
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I attempt to change the subject. “Do you ever wonder if
there is another Earth?” I ask.

“Nope.” he says staring at the sky.

“What do you think of when you stare at the stars?”

“You, me, wrestling, surfing, and sometimes, I don’t know.”
His voice falters.

A shiver runs up my spine. I roll to my stomach, lean over
Jake, and kiss him over and over.

When we take an air break, Jake says, “My aunt and uncle
want to meet you.”

“Yeah?” I sit up smiling wide and happy.

“How about Sunday after your tournament?”” he asks.

Without thinking, I say, “Sure.” If Jake said, “Will you
clean sun-cooked, used toilets at that moment, I probably would
have said yes to that too.

“One more thing,” Jake digs into his pocket and brings out
a small black fuzzy box.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“It’s for you.” He hands it to me.

I open it and staring back at me is a gorgeous gold softball
charm hanging from a slim chain.

“I knew you’d like it.” He takes the box and gingerly ma-
neuvers the chain around my neck, latching it in the back.

The charm hangs right below the nook of my neck. It’s not

too short, not too long. Perfect. Like Jake and me.
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“Thanks so much.” I wrap my arms around him. Jake plays
with the charm, and then looks up at me and grins.

“Like it?”

“I love it.” I’'m so ecstatic, so I jump Jake’s bones. Again.

My cell phone digs into my thigh and interrupts our amaz-
ing post-necklace make out.

Looking at the clock, my stomach drops. It’s almost two,
and I have a softball tournament in Maryland tomorrow morning;

“I'm sorry, Jake, but I have to go.” I love softball, and I
love spending time with Jake. But, right now, softball is first.

“No worries.” He kisses me on the cheek.

After we make plans to meet up Sunday, I'm home by two,
which by Jake standards is pretty early. Most nights when I’m hang-
ing out with him, I never make it home until right before dawn.
Tonight, we could pull apart because we knew we’d spend Sunday
together.

Now I just have to figure out how to get this past my

parents.
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“I have bad news.” The dawn sun streams into my room,
and I shield my face. I wipe the sleep out of my eyes, and Mom
comes into focus. It’s 2 new summer, which means another new
haircut courtesy of US Weekly. This summer, it’s a sleek, dark
chestnut bob. Her flip-flops make a faint clicking sound on the car-
pet as she scurries around my room. Mom’s a secretary at Sunray
Elementary School, so she’s home all day with Max and me. Every
day. All Summer.

‘Bad news?” Oh my God, they know about Jake.

Mom’s standing in front of the window. Her foot is next to
the Elmo stool. I'm screwed.

“Gram needs us this weekend, Boo. I'm sorry. So, Max,
Daddy, and I are going to drive to Philly,” my mom looks at her

flip-flops. “We called Kate’s dad and he is going to pick you up
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this morning. It looks like you’re on your own this weekend. The
hotel room we booked is still in our name, next to Kate’s parents’
room.”

I sit up. “What’s wrong with Gram?” Visions of my cutly
blond Gram fill my brain.

“She’s fine. She’s getting some tests done. Don’t worry. It’s
not anything to worry about,” my mom says, picking up and fold-
ing discarded clothes from my floor. “I couldn’t imagine being so
far away in Maryland at the tournament while she’s getting the
tests. So, we’re going to stay with her this weekend.”

“Tests?”

“It’s no big deal. It’s all routine. Not anything to do with
her lung cancer from a few years ago.”

“Oh,” I sink back on my pillow.

“By the way, Ashley, I wanted to tell you how proud Dad
and I are of you lately. You’ve shown a major commitment to soft-
ball. And I know it was hard cutting out boys for a while, but you
won’t regret it. Boys are around forever. Softball is a once in a life-
time opportunity.”’

She rustles my hair like I’'m two. Then, she straightens the
framed picture of me and softball superstar Jennie Masterson on
her way out the door.

Urgh. If only she knew:

This sucks. Anything Gram has to get done sucks, routine

or not. Gram is awesome. When Max and I stay with her, she lets

25



Kewi Mikulsk:

us do whatever we want, she always takes me shopping, and lends
me her juicy romance novels. She even messages me on FaceBook
and has her own page.

Gram is a writer. In fact, back a zillion years ago, Gram
wrote romance novels under the pen name, Daisy Spruce. About
ten years ago, Gram got lung cancer from smoking, and she hasn’t
written one since. Reads a bunch, still attends Romance Confer-
ences and everything, but doesn’t write.

On the other hand, a softball tournament without my
parents? Sweet.

I throw my comforter off and stretch. Reaching over to my
nightstand, I open the drawer and take my necklace from the top
of the pile of cards Jake gave me last month, latch it around my
neck, and tuck it in under my t-shirt. Finally, I plop my suitcase on
the bed and start packing for my parent-free weekend. I stick my
iPod headphones in my ears, scroll through my songs, and press
play. Not only am I going to be completely orphaned this weekend,
but I’'m also going to hang out with Jake on Sunday. Uninhibited
and excited, I bop across my room to the beat of my fave psyche-
me-up-for-softball tune. Well, minus Gram. I stop dancing, grab
my cell phone, find Gram and press send.

“Gram!” I shout into the phone.

“Boo. How are your” she asks.

“Forget about me. I'm fine. What’s going on? Mom said

ou’re getting tests done or something” 1 balance the phone
Y g g g

26



C/umge 7//p

between my shoulder and chin while I gather my hair into a
ponytail.

“Oh, it’s all routine. It’s nothing.”

“Ash. Kate’s dad’s here,” my mom shouts.

“Gram, I gotta go.”

“Okay, Sweets. Make sure you call Pop and me after your
games. And don’t forget to take a book with you.”

“Love you, Gram.”

“Love you too, Boo. No worries.”

After I throw on a tank and shorts, I grab my orange Crush
duffle bag and suitcase. For some reason, I’'m not totally convinced
about everything being routine.

Kate’s family and I pull into the Maryland softball complex
bright and early. They are so much more laid back compared to my
lame-o parents. Most of the Clarke car ride consists of Max farting
or snorting some sort of nasty sugar candy up his nose, trying to
gross me out, while we both sit on bath towels. Dad’s a real freak
about keeping his white leather interior spotless. After the game,
we have to stop at the car wash so Dad can vacuum every last
crumb and piece of softball dirt out of the convertible.

On the flip side, Kate’s parents are completely normal.
Kate and I listened to our iPods and chatted, while Kate’s parents
hung out in the front seat of their navy blue SUV, which is a nor-

mal parent car, not a cherry-red convertible like my dad’s.
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Kate and I retrieve our bags from the back of the
O’Donnell’s SUV and walk together to the fields. The blazing hot
sun reflects the newly dyed yellow highlights in Christy Mayer’s
nasty rat nest sprouting out of her orange Crush visor.

Christy is seriously one of the meanest, mean-girl team-
mates, I've ever met. For no reason at all, she despises me. I mean,
yeah, I’'m the other pitcher besides her on our ASA team, the Crush,
and Lizzy was dating Christy’s boyfriend Mark or something last
year. But, Christy’s hate runs deep. She hates me like I walked into
her house and murdered her entire family.

We all live on an island off the southern tip of New Jer-
sey. The island is divided into two towns, Cape Town and Sunray
Beach. Christy lives in Cape Town, the bayside of the island. I live
on the ocean side, Sunray Beach. Christy attends Cape Catholic
High School, which is the private school. Kate, Lizzy, and I go to
the public school, Sunray High School.

“Hi, Christy,” I say, like I always say and always get ignored.
“Hi, Stephanie. Hi, Amy,” I greet the crew of girls that hang on
Christy Mayer’s every spoken word like she’s Jesus or something,
That’s another story. Amy, supposedly messed around with my ex-
boyfriend, Andrew Sinclair, a couple of months ago, and Christy
made sure to rub it in. But whatever, I’'m so over Andrew.

I fiddle with the charm hanging around my neck.

“Hey, Ash,” Stephanie and Amy, who attend Cape Catholic

with Christy, say in unison. Christy looks up and stays mum.
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Kate grabs a yellow ball from the ball bucket, and we line
up next to Christy, Amy, and Stephanie to warm up.

“Hi, Kate,” Christy says and smiles.

“Loser,” I say under my breath. I made a promise to myself.
No way. She’s not getting under my skin this season. A few months
ago, while surfing MySpace, I found out Christy doesn’t even know
her parents or something and lives with her Grandmother. Her
Grandmother has, like, zero money, so if Christy wants to go to
college, she has to earn a scholarship. She even works at the local
grocery store to pay for ASA. Every time I feel that yucky feeling,
like I want to snatch her orange rat’s nest and punch her in the face,
I try to think about her horrible life. I guess it’s not her fault she’s
a bitch.

Kate tosses one over my head, and I turn around to re-
trieve it. As I bend down pick up the ball, I'm face to face with a
skinny, tall girl with bright blond hair pulled into a short ponytail
on top of her head and wearing our uniform.

“Hi. I'm assuming, since our uniforms match and every-
thing, this must be the Crush. Where’s our dugout?” She’s beaming
with a wide smile filled with perfect white straight teeth.

“Yup.”

“Hi, ’'m Rachel.”

“Hey, I'm Ashley. Our dugout is over there.” I point.

“What position do you play?”

Rachel switches her bag to her other shoulder, “Pitcher.”

29
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My luck. Barbie is not only beautiful, but she’s a frigging
pitcher just like me. Which means we’re now carrying three pitch-
ers on the team. Joy.

Rachel begins to trek toward our dugout. Then, I remem-
ber what it’s like to be the newbie. “Wait. When you’re ready, you
can have a catch with Kate and me.”

She stops and turns around. “Thanks. Oh, and I love your
charm.” She beams.

I glance down at the charm and a warm fuzzy feeling
fills my stomach just thinking of Jake. I roll the softball charm in
between my middle finger and thumb. “Thanks.” Now I'm the one
beaming,

Coach D calls us together. “Girls, I want everyone to
welcome Rachel Harris to the Crush. Rachel tried out for us two
days ago, and we asked her to join us this weekend. Rachel is an
amazing pitcher. The assistant coaches and I were very impressed
with both her movement and speed.”

Christy glares at Rachel. The rest of the team smiles and
welcomes her. Christy will never change.

Rachel is phenomenal. Just my luck. I should hate her, but
she’s unhatable. Too nice. Rachel starts the first game and pitches
a flawless one hitter. I warm the bench for five straight innings,
because that’s all it takes for Rachel to shut down the other team

and for us to earn ten runs. Am I angry? No. I mean, that’s ASA,
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especially when you play for an elite team like the Crush. Everyone
on the team is one recruit or one guest player away from losing
playing time.

“Nice game,” I say to Rachel, who is ear-to-ear smiles. I'm
not Christy. I’'m not going to be all mean and nasty because Rachel
is way better than me. Like Christy was nasty to me last year when
I walked on the team and started. Plus, that stuff comes back to
bite you.

When I was eight, there was this girl on my team who was
an amazing pitcher and had way more friends than me. I was seri-
ously jealous and convinced everyone she liked this boy that still
pooped his pants occasionally. It totally blew up in my face when
everyone found out I made it up. My team was pissed at me, my
friends were pissed at me, the pooper was pissed at me, and I still
wasn’t as good as her. Lesson learned. Even though she moved
away a year later, I never did anything like that again.

“Thanks,” she says and bounces to the bench. She stuffs
her glove into her bat bag. At the same time, Christy shoves past
both of us, bumping into Rachel.

“Sorry,” Christy mumbles while Amy and Stephanie gig-
gle and follow her like shadows out of the dugout. Christy’s nasty
initiation begins.

Rachel dramatically tumbles. “No problem, Christy,” she
pretends to fall into the bench, turns toward me, and beams. “So,

Ashley, are you starting the next game? I bet you are.”
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Between Rachel’s bright blond hair and infectious smile,
she illuminates the entire team like a full moon on the beach.

“I hope so,” I swing my bag over my shoulder. I look over
at the stands for my parents, but then I remember they’re in Philly
with Gram. For a second, I miss rehashing the game with Dad.
But, I have a hotel room all to myself. The second is gone.

Rachel and I grab a pretzel and Gatorade at the snack
stand, while Rachel fills me in on her life.

“Where do you go to school?” I ask.

“Mainland Shore Regional. I've been pitching since I was
seven and love it.” She adjusts her sparkly headband. “Did Brit-
tany Harris pitch against your high school team this year? She’s my
older sis.”

Hello? No wonder Coach D picked up Rachel to join our
team. Her sister is like one of the top five pitchers in the entire
state. We played Mainland this year and they killed us. Brittany
has an amazing rise ball that no one can touch. Rumor has it she
might be the first South Jersey gitl to be recruited to go to a major
college out west. I heard UCLA or Arizona. That’s, like, unheard
of in Jersey.

“Yeah, she’s amazing,” I sit down on the grass.

“She’s a nerd,” Rachel sits beside me. “So, tell me your
story.” She holds out an invisible microphone and giggles.

“I go to Sunray Beach High School with Kate.” I fill her in
on Jake, Andrew, Christy, and Lizzy.
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“Wow, your life is so much more exciting than mine. You
know, I've never had, like, a real boyfriend? I can pitch a 60 mile-
per-hour fastball, but I can’t snag a boyfriend.” Rachel breaks apart
her pretzel and rolls her eyes.

“It’s much easier just to concentrate on one thing. This
whole thing with Jake just happened. And last year, I was a wreck.
I actually gave up basketball to hang out with my boyfriend,
Andrew.”

“What?” Rachel pops a piece of pretzel into her mouth.
“Do you have a pic of Jaker”

I dig through my bag for my cell phone.

Her eyes widen. “That’s him? He looks like someone 1
know.” She pauses and snatches my cell to get a closer look. “Dubh.
It can’t be. That guy doesn’t live around here anymore.”

She hands me back my phone, and I study the close-up of
Jake and me smiling on the beach. The night before the Memorial
Day tournament, when Jake surprised me at my window after he
moved, we held out the cell phone at arms lengths to get a picture
right before I went home. It took us like ten times to actually get
both of us in the picture.

I close the phone and finish devouring the pretzel knot, the
part I always save for last, and stand up.

“Want to get a hot dog?” Rachel asks.

Rachel and I mesh and are inseparable the entire day. Not
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only is Rachel cool to hang out with, but, like me, she also under-
stands pitching, loves softball, is hated by Christy Meyer, and is a
closet novel lover. I usually keep the reading thing a side secret. In
fact, no one knows except Gram because she lends me her books.
And yeah, I bring a novel to school, but I only sneak reads after
I'm done with schoolwork or after tests. Seriously, no one knows.
It’s not like I’'m embarrassed or anything, but people assume since
I’m a total jock that I don’t read.

Christy gets the start for the second game, which sucks,
but doesn’t surprise me, since I know Coach D is saving me for
tomorrow. During the Memorial Day tournament, I threw my first
no-hitter. Everything came together. My screwball was breaking,
my fastball was popping, and even my rise ball was rising. It was
the best day ever.

But, Christy sucks today. She walks three batters in the first
two innings and four girls on the Maryland Mystics hit her fastball
like it’s slow pitch. We’re down 1-0, when Coach D turns around
from her squat at the dugout opening,

“Ashley, grab Rachel and warm up,” she orders.

“Told you.” Rachel snatches a ball in her abnormally large
hand for such a skinny body, stands up, and skips to a spot behind
the dugout.

I adjust my orange shorts and matching jersey and join her.

Within five minutes, Coach D is yelling for me from the

mound.
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“Go get um, Champ,” Rachel pats me on the back as I run
by her.

My stomach twists, and I look around for a bathroom. This
is not good. I seriously did not get a long enough warm up.

And sure enough, I walk the first girl. My fastball isn’t pop-
ping at all. In between batters, I try to sling the ball into my glove,
warming up my arm. It’s weird, I don’t know if it’s mental or me,
but if I can’t get in a good twenty minute warm-up before a game,
I'm screwed.

Batter two digs in.

Kate yells from shortstop, “Watch the short game.”

Our brand new first baseman, Brittany, sneaks toward the
batter’s box. I wind up and release. The batter squares to bunt. She
drops a perfect bunt down the third base line. Amy fields it and
fires to second.

“Out,” the umpire yells.

I jog right past the dugout, signaling to Rachel to join me
for more of a warm-up.

We battle back and win the game 3-2, thanks to Stepha-
nie who drives in two runs during the bottom of the sixth inning,
After a proper warm-up, I strike out five, walk one, and give up
zero hits in five innings.

I swear for a second, while Coach D is reciting her post-
game speech in left field, I witness Christy wiping a tear. Could it

be? Karma. I love karma.
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“I’'m very proud of this team. We have everything it takes
to win this tournament. I want everyone to meet for dinner and
then hit the sack. We have the eatly game tomorrow, and it’s all or
nothing, Single elimination. If we win three in a row tomorrow, we
earn a bid to the Nationals. Our goal. We want to show the Eastern
ASA just how good South Jersey softball is.”

Nationals. Sweet. We get up psyched, gather together, and
shout, “Team.”

“So, are you staying with Kate?”” Rachel asks.

“Actually, Kate, Emily, and I are staying by ourselves.”

“Seriously? Cause I totally don’t know where I’'m staying
tonight. Coach D said I could stay with her. But, I'm not sure
about all that.”

“Stay with us.” I say.

Rachel is all smiles.

Just then, my cell phone vibrates in my bag;

I follow Rachel toward Kate’s SUV.

“Hi, Ashley. How’d the team do?” my dad says sounding
like he’s right next to me instead of two hundred miles away.

“Okay. We won the first two games, and I pitched pretty
well for six innings during the second. How’s Gram?”

“Good. Throwing the rise ball?”

I roll my eyes. “Kind of. So, what’s wrong with her?”

“She’s fine, Ash, don’t worry. We just wanted to check in.”

“Can I talk to Mom?” My dad is freakishly quiet. Usually,
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he’ll talk softball for hours. Crossing my fingers, I pray that he
didn’t find out about Jake and me. You never know with all his cop
buddy spies rooming the island.

“Uh, Mom is out right now. We’ll call you later. And
remember, Ashley, don’t let anyone in the room and be careful
tonight.”

Okay, normal Dad is back. “I'm fine, Dad. Kate, Emily,
and this new girl Rachel are staying with me.”

“Great. Are Rachel’s parents therer”

“Not yet.” Another lie. After all this lying, ’'m having a
hard time keeping everything straight. I think I need to start writ-
ing this stuff down. I mean, why did I lie about Rachel’s parents?

Rachel, Kate, Emily, and I arrive at the Holiday Inn behind
Amy’s mom’s van, which carries Christy, Amy, and Stephanie.

While we grab our stuff, I feel so lucky to be with my jock
friends where I can totally be myself. Softball is my home. My
escape. And to think, last year I wanted to give it all up for
Andrew? Please.

Kate’s mom, whose blond hair and freckles match Kate’s,
hands me a credit card with a black key stamped on the front.

“We’ll be right next-door if you need anything. Remem-
ber girls, don’t let anyone in your hotel room, and after the team
dinner, I don’t want you going anywhere. Understand»”

We look at each other, smile, and nod.
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“See you in an hour.”

I swipe the key, and Emily pushes open the heavy hotel
doot. Two double beds, a small television, and a table with chairs
fill the tiny room. Red and white crab curtains match the crab bed-
spread. A giant yellow crab hangs in between the beds and a small
bathroom is off to the right past the beds decorated in crabs.

“Got crabsr” Emily asks, smiling as she plops her suitcase
on the bed.

“Very funny,” I say.

“Crabs?” Rachel looks confused.

After simultaneously hitting the shower, Kate, Rachel, Em-
ily, and I get ready for dinner. Emily is ready in two minutes, but
Kate, Rachel, and I spend some time on our hair and makeup.

“How’s Jake doing?”

I apply my last dust of the bronzer Lizzy introduced me to
last weekend and turn toward Kate.

“Awesome,” I say.

“Love that name.” Rachel says while brushing out her short
light-blond bob upside down.

Kate giggles and turns around to face the mirror and apply
pink lip-gloss. “It is a great name.”

I fill Kate in on the beach, the move, and Jake’s wrestling.

Rachel stops curling her eyelashes and looks at me like we

just yelled surprise at her birthday party.
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“Wait a sec. Jake wrestles? What's Jake’s last name?”

“Uh, Cole.”

“Oh,” she turns back toward the bathroom mirror.

“Why?” How does she know him?

“No reason.” She continues curling,

Kate stops and looks at me through the mirror reflection.

“Do you know him or something?” I ask turning my soft-
ball charm in between my fingers.

“Um. I knew a boy named Jake Cole, but I don’t think it’s
the same guy. Same name, but this Jake Cole lived at a campground
on the mainland or something,”

My stomach drops. Jake’s aunt and uncle’s summer place
is at a mainland campground. “When did you know Jake Coler”
I silently pray, hoping she’ll say, like, at church or summer camp
when they were in second grade or something, But I swear, Jake
probably did stuff with girls all the way back in second grade. I let
out a deep breath.

“Really it’s nothing,” she says, planting another wide grin
on her face. Eatlier, I loved the fact that she’s all bubbly and cute,
but right now; it’s seriously irritating me.

“Ready?” Kate asks attempting to break the awkwardness.

My stomach is turning as fast as my brain. Could it be?
Could my new bff have hooked up with my boyfriend?

“I’ll meet you downstairs.” I step into the bathroom, shut

the door with a little more force than I planned on, plop on the
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side of the tub, and call Lizzy.

“Ashley, you don’t even know how this girl Rachel knows
Jake. You're totally overreacting,” Lizzy says after I finish the blow
by blow. “I mean, they could know each other from like first grade
or something.”

“Yeah, Liz, but you should have seen the look on her face.
She totally hooked up with Jake at some point.”

“Okay, worst-case scenario is she hooked up with Jake.
And even if she did, who the hell cares? If you worry about what
Jake did before you, you will be like friendless. I mean that boy got
around.”

Lizzy blows slowly into the phone.

“Are you still smoking?”

“You need to get off my back, Ms. Perfect sneaking around
with JC. Now, let me tell you about the hot-ass party you missed
last night.”

Recently, Liz has totally entered into this major party scene
with Jessica and Nicole. Me, I don’t really do the party thing. Don’t
have time. I mean, it’s hard enough to keep my sports schedule
intact with a boyfriend and friends, but if I partied like those girls,
I wouldn’t be able to stand up, let alone pitch.

After, Lizzy finishes telling me about the random guys she
kissed, how much beer she drank, and who left with whom, Kate
interrupts.

“You coming?”’
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“Yeah, I'll be right there.”

“Gotta go, Liz.”

“Good luck, and remember, Ash, I told you JC was a dirt
ball.”

“Stop smoking.”’

“No, I mean it, good luck.”

Now what? What do I say to Rachel? I have to find an
angle to ask Rachel what happened between her and Jake with-
out sounding pathetic, insecure, mean, or annoying, which seems
impossible at this point.

As I ride the elevator with Kate, I mentally prepare my
plan. Did you have sex with Jake? Way too blunt. What happened
between you and Jake? Way too vague. So, you knew Jake? Still too
fuzzy. I need details.

The whole team is gathered in front of the entrance of the
hotel. It’s so weird to see everyone without uniforms, sliders, and
visofs.

Christy looks especially skanky in a short ass-cheek-show-
ing jean skirt and tight white t-shirt. Her hair is ratty and straight.
I really never noticed how long it is because she always has it crazy
and up in a high ponytail.

On the other hand, Rachel looks like a young Cameron
Diaz with her giant infectious grin, long limbs, short blond bob,
and perfect teeth.

“Ready, Freddy?” Rachel asks.
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“Did you hook up with Jake or something?” Why did I just
say that? Word vomit. I immediately want to suck back the words.

Her blue eyes explode. The background chatter ceases.

“Um. Seriously, Ashley, it was no big deal. Just a summer
thing or something,” Rachel stares at her yellow flip-flops.

“What do you mean a summer thing?” I keep pressing
even though I know I should back off. I mean, I could have waited
until we got back to the room, instead of causing this whole scene.
But, all 'm thinking about is Rachel and Jake playing tonsil hockey.
How am I supposed to eat when the images are making me sick?

“Last summer. Look, Ashley, it was nothing. I'm sorry.”” A
crowd of teammates gathers around us.

I catch a glance at Christy, whose arms are crossed over her
flat chest, mouth wide with a grin, as she checks out the scene. The
rest of the team is staring, mouths open.

I'm treating Rachel the same way Christy treated me last
year that caused me to contemplate quitting. What the hell am I
doing? I'm acting like a complete jerk.

After a minute of silence between us, I say, “Look, Rachel.
It’s no big deal. I was with someone else last summer too. I'm sorry
I acted like this.” Now, I’'m staring at my own black flip-flops not
liking myself very much.

Finally, Kate interrupts the awkwardness. “You guys
ready?”

No, I want to bolt. I mean, am I that insecure? Here 1
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am in Maryland with my team, hanging out and playing softball.
Everything I love. Instead of having fun, I’'m worried about Rachel
and Jake, like Rachel knew me or something before she hooked up
with Jake.

Emily, Kate, and Rachel load into the SUV again. I want to
bolt upstairs and eat dinner alone in my room playing sick.

But then I remember a tournament last year, when I sat in
my hotel room all night watching Lifetime and eating junk while
Andrew went to homecoming with Megan. Sitting by myself sure
isn’t going to cure anything, so I step up into the van. Note to self:
grow some serious self-esteem.

I’m shoveling French fries into my mouth still feeling like a
chump, hardly talking, when Christy gets that familiar gleam in her
eye. She’s been pretty quiet so far today. I mean, it has to be killing
her that she sucks lately, and Rachel and I are both getting better
starts than her.

“So, Rachel, where’re you from?” I stare at Christy, while
Amy and Stephanie relax back in their chairs.

“I live in Mainland.” Rachel smiles and sips Sprite from her
Straw.

“Oh, Mom and Dad can’t afford the island?”

Rachel’s nose scrunches up. She bends the top of her blue
twisty straw. “What are you talking about?”

Christy brings her elbows up on the table and leans to-
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ward Rachel. “Well, you know, it’s kind of expensive to live in Cape
Town or Sunray Beach, so I figured your parents must be kind of
just getting by.”

“What?” Rachel starts gigeling and snorts, which is conta-
gious and causes one teammate at a time to join her. Pretty soon,
the whole table is laughing, except for Christy. Man, Rachel is a
mean girl pro. I totally would have folded to Christy, especially if it
was my first day on the team. It’s like she’s so positive, she deflects
all negativity.

Christy’s pale blue eyes, settle on me, when everyone stops
laughing,

“What’s up, Ashley? You’re looking a little down today.
That was quite a show you put on earlier. Is everything kosher
now? 7 Christy starts spinning strands of rat nest hair around her
forefinger.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you know, it can’t be easy to watch Rachel walk
on the team, take your spot, and find out she was with your boy-
friend.”

“What are you talking about?” I break out in giggles, but
they sound nervous, not at all like contagious laughter, and every-
one kind of stares at me.

“Rachel, did you date Jaker”

Rachel still playing with the top of her straw, stops, takes a

sip, and looks around. “So what’s everyone doing tonight?”
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Kate answers, “I think we should do something memo-
rable. I mean, we only have a couple games left together before
some of us, like me, move on to 18U.”

Christy grasps her faux Coach bag and tugs Amy’s t-shirt.
She stomps to the bathroom with Amy and Stephanie at her
heels.

Even though Rachel probably swapped more spit with Jake
than I have at this moment, she’s growing on me.

After dinner, we return to our parentless room and sit at
the table. Emily pulls out an Adidas tote from her suitcase.

“Okay, gitls, you ready?” she sets a pack of cards, red plastic
cups, and two bottles filled with dark purple liquid on the table.

“Are you kidding me?” Kate says. “Do you realize if we get
caught with that crap, we’re screwed and probably will get kicked
off the team?”

“Like anyone is going to check on us with you here,” Emily
rolls her eyes and unscrews the cap.

Rachel gets up and pulls on the door, checking the lock.

I eye the bottles. Not at all what I expected tonight. My
stomach is filled with butterflies like I’'m about to pitch a big game.
A mix of excitement, yet fear. I never drank before. Unless you
count the time Lizzy and I mixed red wine with coke last summer
during a sleepover at her house. But, we, like, drank a glass and fell

asleep watching “Juno” for the millionth time.
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“Ever drink, Rachel?” Emily asks.

“No thanks,” she says while shuffling the cards.

“Em, are you crazy?” Kate adds.

“Relax, Kate. What about you, Ashley?”

I knew it was only a matter of time before the question
eventually made its way around the table to me. “We do have games
tomorrow. But...” I look at Kate, then Rachel as they both stare at
me. “I mean, I’ve always wanted to try.” I look at the label and read,
‘Flavored Malt Cooler.

“I knew Ashley would be game.” Emily smiles and pours
the thick purple liquid into two cups.

Emily lifts the glass up to her mouth and downs it in one
gulp. She’s pouring another drink, while I’'m still sniffing mine.

Kate is staring at me. “Okay, what the hell?” Kate grabs a
cup, and Emily pours a tiny bit for Kate. Rachel keeps shuffling.

I lift the glass up to my lips. The strong smell makes my
eyes water. Is this going to taste like medicine because it sure smells
like it? And what if it screws with my game? I mean, softball is my
life. But, one cup?

Finally, I tip a bit into my mouth. At first, it tastes kind of
sweet like juice, but then it warms my body and leaves me with a
burning sensation after I swallow it.

I shake my head and place the cup on the table.

“Nasty?”” Rachel asks giggling.

“How’d you know?” I ask.
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She shrugs her shoulders and begins to hand out the
cards.

Emily throws back five more cups of cooler before Kate
and I finish our first cup. Emily offers me more, but I'm done.
I just wanted a sip to try it, not get all wasted the night before a
game.

“I'm good,” I say.

“Me too,” adds Kate.

The air conditioner makes a loud click as it turns on. We all
jump in our seats, and quickly turn our heads toward the door.

I hold my hand to my heart and compose myself.

“You guys need to relax. The door is locked,” Emily says,
then holds up her cup. “Cheers, softball buds.”

Kate holds up her cell. “Rachel and Ashley smile.”

We both pose as Kate takes the pic.

“Em.” Emily’s eyes are shining and Kate takes her pic as
she reaches for her cup, spilling the cooler all over the carpet.

Rachel and I jump up, and I grab a white towel.

The towel stains purple when I rub the carpet. “How are we
going to explain this?” I hold the towel up to Rachel and Kate.

“Grape juice?” Kate laughs.

“A purple period?” Emily slurs.

“That’s nasty.”

I continue to scrub.

“You’re tanked, Em.” Kate says.
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“Am not.” Emily attempts to stand up and topples over.

“Why don’t you sit down?” Kate helps Emily back to her
seat.

After a few Rachel-winning rummy rounds, we’re pooped
and Emily’s green, so we decide to call it a night.

“I think I’'m going to puke,” Emily bolts to the bathroom.

Kate follows her and grabs her cell phone. “We’ve got to
get this pic. I don’t think she’ll remember any of this tomorrow.”

Rachel breaks out in hysterics while I follow Kate into the
bathroom. Emily spews purple liquid mixed with gobs of French
fries into the toilet.

“I’ll never drink again,” Emily swears over the sink, while
Rachel and I clean her up.

“The porcelain prayer,” Rachel says and laughs. “You’re
not the first.”

“I love you guys. Did I ever tell you how much I love you
guys?” Emily repeats while we finish tucking her in.

Kate, Rachel, and I sneak out the door and down the hall-
way. We quickly toss a plastic bag filled with the bottles, cups, and
purple stained towels into the trashcan next to the ice machine. We
look down the hallway and tiptoe back to the room.

Then, we squeeze onto one bed, each of us avoiding sleep-
ing with the purple puker. Kate flicks on reruns of “Parental Con-
trol” and we talk until three in the morning,

Softball and friends. Total bliss.
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The next morning, Emily’s up before all of us, gobbling
down room service breakfast at the same table where she met
her wine cooler fate less than twelve hours ago. The nasty scram-
bled egg smell wakes me up from an amazing Brady Quinn date
dream.

I pull the covers over my head to block the egg smell and
realize that my parents never called me last night. That is so unlike
them. I mean, ’'m totally by myself, and they didn’t even call to
check if I was raped, murdered, or left for dead.

Rachel fessed up last night that she is a cheerleader. I mean,
I knew Kate did it freshman year, but I’'ve never met a serious fast-
pitch player before who is into cheerleading, And she does, like,
both, fall and winter.

At school, you either play sports, or you cheer. No one usu-
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ally crosses lines. It’s cool that Rachel’s so sure of herself. I mean,
she’s not shy about reading, liking school, cheering, or staying clear
of drinking. She doesn’t worry about fitting a certain mold or care
what people think.

“How can you eat that shit, Emily? It’s so nasty.”” I say.

“I know, Em. It’s disgusting.” Kate chimes in.

“Good morning, sunshines,” Emily says. Ketchup stains
the corners of her mouth.

“Gross, wipe your mouth, Em.” Kate says.

Emily’s wet brown hair is tied up on the top of her head,
and she’s already dressed in her Crush uniform.

“Come on girls, Kate’s parents are leaving in ten minutes.
They already stopped by earlier this morning while all you bums
were still sleeping,” Emily says and opens the curtains.

The bright sunshine fills the room. Kate and I shield our
eyes. Rachel keeps snoring.

Later, after the first game and our first win of the day,
we’re getting ready to switch dugouts for the semifinal game, when
Christy walks up to Kate, Rachel, and me.

“Nice pictures, ladies.” Christy says, grinning and grasping
Kate’s cell phone in her hand. “Busy last night?”” She holds out the
phone. “I’'m sure Coach D would love to see two of her pitchers,
her catcher, and shortstop, drinking and puking the night before
big games.”
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“Give me that,” Kate says, snatching the cell phone out of
Christy’s hand.

“Don’t worry Katherine, your secret’s safe with me.” Chris-
ty says, winking and swinging her tote over her shoulder.

“What the hell were you thinking giving Christy your
phone?” I ask fuming and fumbling while balancing on one foot
to remove my cleats.

“She asked if she could use my phone because hers was
dead. She’s not going to say anything”

“Yeah right. She totally hates my guts.” I say, wiggling my
feet into my slides.

Rachel slips her fust threw five no-hit innings’ pitching
arm into her jacket to keep it warm. She’s unbelievable.

Kate flips open her cell phone.

“You need to delete those pics, Kate.” I say.

“I will.” She shuts off her phone.

Of course, I spot Christy heading toward the snack stand.
It takes a lot of food to maintain her big ass. She’s whispering
with Amy and Stephanie like always. Christy’s cronies eyes dart
from Christy to me to Kate to Rachel, and then over toward Emily,
who’s oblivious downing a Gatorade still looking a little green after
catching five innings.

“We’re dead,” I say.

“Calm down, Ash. She’s not going to say anything, Any-

way, didn’t she like host ten parties or something this spring.”
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“And winter.” How can I forget the winter party? When
Lizzy caught Christy and Mark together, and Andrew didn’t even
acknowledge my existence while I sat pathetically outside on the
step.

How could I be so stupid?

“What’s Christy’s problem anyway?”” Rachel asks.

“Long story. I'll save it for the ride home.”

“If it makes you feel better her hair looks like a slurpy.”
Rachel adds, pointing to Christy’s auburn and yellow hair.

Kate finishes deleting, closes her phone, and tosses it into
her orange Nike drawstring bag,

My stomach is still raw. I mean, this is a perfect opportu-
nity for Christy to sink me. And I know for a fact she’ll take full
advantage of it.

As I follow Kate and Rachel to the snack stand, my phone
vibrates. I pull it out from my rolled up shorts and answer it.

“Hey, Ash. How’s the tournament?”

Jake? He never calls my cell.

I fill Jake in on the standings and our new pitcher, pur-
posely mentioning Rachel’s first and last name a few times to see
what type of reaction I get.

Nothing.

“Where are you calling from?” I ask because Jake doesn’t
own a cell. He thinks that if you want to talk to someone, you

should do it face to face.
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“Aunt Val’s cell.”

“What did you do last night?”

“Hung out with the family.”

“Where?”

“At the campground.” Jake pauses. “Ash. You okay?”

“Yeah, I'm just wondering.” And jealous. And insecure.
And anxious because Christy is going to ruin my life. And I wish I
didn’t feel this way. But I do.

“You still coming over tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” I chin-hug the phone and smile.

He’s silent.

“Miss you.” Why did I say that? “Ah, I mean, I’'m doing re-
ally well, and we’re hanging out with lots of guys who love softball
chicks.”

“Good luck, Ash. Me too.”

After I flip my phone closed, I swear Rachel turns her head
away from me like she was listening the whole time.

“What are you eating?”” I ask Rachel.

“Huh?” She says with a faraway look in her eye, but I know
she heard me.

“What are you eating?” I repeat.

“Hot dog, fries, and probably some nachos.”

“It’s like ten a.m.”

“We’ve been up for five hours already. It’s lunch time.” She

says, walking toward the stands.
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Rachel’s grinning again, but for some reason it doesn’t ex-
actly seem real right now. And why didn’t Jake tell me he knew
Rachel? Strange.

After a quick lunch, Coach informs us that Christy earned
the semifinal start. The second game of the day flies by as Christy
mows down their offense, and anything the other team hit is sucked
up by our vacuum defense. Behind the solid hitting of Kate, Emily,
and Rachel, who DP’d, yes, Rachel is an amazing hitter too. We win
by five.

Hopefully, Christy’s in a better mood since the win and
forgets about the pics.

“Rachel, Ashley warm up together, youre both pitching
in the final. We need to use everything we have to win this game.”
Coach D says while scribbling on her lineup card.

Nice. Not only am I pitching in the final, but I also actually
get to warm up with a normal, fun pitcher, not a crazy witch.

Rachel and I begin our wrist snaps.

“So are you hooking up with anyone right now?” I ask
Rachel, digging for info.

“No, not really,” she answers still smiling. “Are you ner-
vous about today?”

“A little,” I say racking my brain for good questions.

“I am,” she adds. “I always have to hit the Mr. Bob before

a big game. It’s like some sort of reaction I have to pitching,”
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I change the subject back to guys. “If you could date
whomever you want, who would it be?”

She stops throwing and pauses. “No one.”

“Not even a crush?”

“The only crush I’'m concentrating on is the team. Get it?”
Rachel chuckles.

I give up.

After finishing our warm-up, Coach brings us together.

“Okay, girls. We’re on the verge of accomplishing some-
thing huge here. If we win this game, we’re off to Nationals.
Ashley, you’re starting, but Rachel, I want you warming up
between innings, ready to go in at any time. Okay, Cape Town, let’s
get them.”

“Crush!” We shout and take our positions. I dig out the
mound making it familiar and trying to block out the Jake and
Rachel stuff that’s clouding my brain. Last year, I learned that if I
don’t stop thinking about things non-softball, I'm going to suck.

I need a ritual, like Jennie Finch. She turns around and
looks at a spot in center field and says some prayer or something,

I stare at Emily’s glove, nod at her sign, wind up, and fire.
Crack! The ball sails out to left field. Stephanie makes the easy
catch. One out. That should have never happened. The Maryland
Mudcat’s first batter was scouted as a slapper and she just slammed
my pitch to left field like I soft-tossed it to her. I really need to get

it together.
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The second batter digs in, and I receive the sign from Em-
ily. Rise ball. After spending so much time this spring working on
my rise ball, I'm starting to feel comfortable with it. The rise ball is
the pitch that I need to nail, so when colleges start looking at me,
I’ll have all my pitches ready to show.

I wind up again and fire. The ball spins and rises right in
time. The batter swings and misses.

“Strike.”

Emily signals a change-up.

I wind up and fire. The batter is miles ahead of it.

“Strike.”

With two strikes on the batter, I'm feeling good. Emily
signals an outside fastball. I wind up and fire. Chalk poofs from
Emily’s glove.

“Strike three.” The umpire punches the air.

Whew. Now I’'m in the zone and feeling softball escape at
its finest. Jake and Rachel who?

Three innings later, we’re up by two runs.

“Rachel, you're going in this inning.”

Rachel eases off her windbreaker and looks at me out of
the corner of her eye. “Go get them,” I say.

Her wide grin reemerges.

It’s hard watching Rachel take the mound, after I shut
down the Mudcats through three innings, but it’s not about me. It’s

about our team goal, making it to Nationals.
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“Ashley, stay warm, you might be going back in.”

Yeah right. Rachel has shut down just about every batter
she’s faced this weekend.

The team takes the field, and Christy and I are left alone in
the dugout. Christy slides across the bench toward me.

“Hey, Ash.”

I’'m silent, waiting for her cut.

“Look, I know we don’t talk much, but the whole Mark
and Lizzy thing is over. Obviously, Lizzy learned that Mark and I
are meant to be.”

I roll my eyes. Is she for real?

“Anyway, we need to move on and plus, I have a favor to
ask you.”

A favor? She can’t be serious.

“What, Christy?” I ask mainly out of curiosity.

“Get me a copy of Kate’s pictures, and I promise I’ll keep
you out of it.”

“No way.”

“Okay, then sink with the rest of them.” She crosses her
arms, smirks, and stares at me like she’s totally enjoying this.

“Why are you doing this?”” Christy says nothing.

This girl is horrible. She gives me two choices. Either rat
out my friends, give up evidence, and keep myself safe and out of
trouble, or sit back and watch her destroy us for her own benefit.

“You're only doing this because youre jealous of Rachel
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and know you’ll never be as good as her.”

“Not quite. Rachel is cutting into my pitching time. Which
means, she’s also cutting into yours. So, by offering you the chance
to stay out of it, I’'m doing you a favor.”

“Whatever.”

Christy slides back to the opposite end of the bench. “I
might just have them already.”

“You're lying,” I snap back.

She keeps her eyes on Rachel with this smug expression
plastered all over her Ronald McDonald face.

What a loser.

As we’re celebrating our 2 — 0 win, Rachel’s MVP, and her
second no-hitter of the tournament at home plate, Christy makes
eye contact with me while I’'m hugging Rachel. She winks.

Softball is my life, my obsession, my complete escape. But,
between Christy’s crap and watching Rachel take the mound, dom-
inate, and drop Jake news this weekend, the Crush is seriously suf-
focating me right now.

Kate’s parents drop me off at nine o’clock to an empty
house. With all the Christy, Rachel and Jake drama it suddenly
occurs to me that I never heard from my dad or mom since
yesterday. Strange.

I fumble for my keys and unlock the front door. The alarm

sounds, so I enter in the code and look at the white board by the
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phone for a message. Nothing. I pick up my cell and call my dad.

“Ashley, how’d you do today?” my dad asks without saying
hello.

“We won, Dad. What’s going on? Why aren’t you and Mom
home yet?”” I say, biting my nail.

“We’re on our way, sweetheart. Are you home?” my dad
asks, sounding freakishly calm.

“I just got home.”

“Okay, we’ll be home in about twenty minutes. Stay tight.
Mom and I want to talk to you.”

My stomach tumbles, and I feel like I'm going to hurl the
two soft taco surpremes with extra cheese I devoured during the
car ride home. They know. They know I’'ve been sneaking around
with Jake.

“Okay, no problem.” I say. My voice cracks.

After my dad hangs up, I toss the phone back into my bag
and rush into my room. I grab Windex, paper towels, pull out the
vacuum, and start cleaning like someone who’s suffering from a
severe case of OCD. Maybe, if my parents arrive home to a spar-
kling clean house, they won’t be quick to punish me for, like, ever.

I begin spraying, wiping, and vacuuming until I hear the
car pull up. Then, I sit on the couch and roll my charm, leaving
the evidence of the Windex, vacuum, and paper towels out. My
charm. I quickly unlatch it and shove it into the pocket of my cut-

off jeans.
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Dad pushes open the door. His eyes are blood shot. Mom
is behind him, and she looks even worse, exhausted and pink. Max
hangs his head and doesn’t barrel in like a screaming lunatic.

“Hi, Boo,” my mom says, wrapping her arms around me.

“Hi, Mom. Dad, what’s going on?”

“Gram is going to heaven soon,” Max says, turning down
the hallway toward his room. Dad follows him.

“What is Max talking about?”

“Boo, sit down,” my mom says.

I plop on the cushion, and my mom squats next to me.

“How’s Gram?” I swallow a lump remembering her bout
with lung cancer and how she beat it a few years ago. I hope it’s not
cancer again.

“Oh, Gram’s fine.” My mom looks me in the eye. I notice a
few more lines around her almond eyes. I've always been jealous of
mom’s eye shape. She looks a lot like Demi Moore. “Gram’s having
a plastic surgery on Monday and we’re going up to see her and help
her out when she’s done.”

“What?”

My mom rolls her eyes. I know, a woman of her advanced
age and every thing, but she’s determined to get this face and breast
lift.

“Why did Max say she’s going to heaven soonr”

“Oh, you know Max,” my mom swats the air. “He was with

us when Gram met with the doctor on Friday. And the doctor was
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going over all the risks.”

“Plastic surgery?”

“Yes, I know. She loves “Doctor 90210 and is convinced
she’ll be happy if she gets this done. Who am I to stop her?”

I grin, so thankful, it’s not anything serious like cancer
again or something, But at the same time, I wonder if my parents
are lying to me like before.

When Gram had lung cancer, Mom and Dad tried to pro-
tect me and told me she had a virus. It wasn’t until a few days later
after I overheard Mom on the phone that I found out Gram really
had lung cancer, not a cold. Plastic surgery? Yeah, right.

“Are you sure you’re not lying to protect me again?” I ask
staring at my mom.

“What?” my mom fiddles with her ring. “No, Boo. You're
in high school now. We would tell you if Gram had lung cancer.”
She straightens a pillow on the couch. “How was your tourna-
ment?”

I guess I'll have to wait to see Gram to find out. I fill my
mom in on Rachel and softball, leaving out the hotel room, the

purple puker, and of course, the pics.
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“Boo, are you going to sleep all morning?” Max is manually
opening my eyelids while my mom is spinning the blind handle.
The bright sun illuminates my bedroom.

“Max, stop,” I swat at him and turn over, pulling my com-
forter up to my chin.

“Are you sick or depressed or something? Why do you need
so much sleep? You were in bed by ten last night and it’s almost
noon.” My mom is rearranging my softball pillows and practically
making my bed before I even have a chance to get out of it.

“Mom, I'm fine,” I say, pulling the comforter over my
head.

“Are you coming to the beach with us?”

Today’s Sunday. I almost forgot. Jake.

Today is the day I get to meet his aunt and uncle.
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“I made plans with my friends today.”

I hate lying to my mom. But, what do I say? Uh, Mom,
I'm hanging out at the campground with Jake, his aunt, and
uncle? She’d freak.

Now, Max is on my bed, hanging off my neck.

“Max get the eff off,” I say.

“That’s a dollar.” My mom picks up the dirty clothes off
the floor.

“Mom, come on. The wotd, eff doesn’t count, it’s not like
I said the real word.”

“Close enough.”

I know there is no use arguing with her. My parents are
freaking out about my mouth. Now;, every time I curse, I have to
deposit money in this stupid piggy bank my mom made. It sits on
the kitchen counter, decorated and named Ashley’s Potty Mouth
Piggy Bank. So lame.

“Is Dad working?”

“Yes, until seven.”

I glance at my softball digital alarm clock. Jake and I agreed
to meet in front of Lizzy’s at one-thirty.

A carefully constructed plan on my part. Dad is patrolling
the neighborhood and he’s on day shift today, I'll have to be ultra
careful not to get caught. But, it’s June, so Dad will be pretty busy
with the tourists, plus he always takes his lunch break at one-thirty

when I’'m due to meet Jake at Lizzy’s. He’s super anal and predict-
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able. If my calculations are correct, I'll be back on the island by
4:30, when Dad is working traffic by the bridge.

Max jumps down from the edge of my bed. My mom out-
stretches her bronze arm toward him. “Come on, buddy, Ashley’s
a bum today, let’s pack a lunch and go.”

Max and Mom barrel out of my room, stopping a second
to snatch a crumbled up dollar bill off my desk.

After a shower, three outfit changes, makeup to cover my
zit, and a dose of sunless tanning lotion to help even out my tan,
I walk to Lizzy’s house. When she spots me, she tosses a cigarette
behind a bush. Lizzy took up the nasty-ass habit this spring after
her boyfriend Mark cheated on her with Christy.

“What the hell, Liz? Yuck” I say, holding my nose. I make
it a point to get on Lizzy whenever I see her smoking, I hate smok-
ing. It’s so pointless. Gram’s lung cancer was a little gift from her
forty years of smoking.

“Whatever, Mom. Don’t get on me when you’re the one
sneaking around with JC.” She straightens her tank. “When is lover
boy picking you up, anyway? And where are you two going, in case
Mr. or Mrs. Cleaver ask?”

Lizzy’s like a sister. We’ve been best buds forever. In fact, I
don’t remember a time when Lizzy wasn’t around. We both are so
comfortable with each other, we can basically say anything.

“You’re not going to the beach, are you?” I ask.
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Lizzy finger-combs her sun-highlighted honey-colored hair
with her French manicured nails. “Not today. I need a break from
the sun. Anyway, Jessica and Nicole are going to stop by.” She hugs
her deep brown legs to her chest.

Every summer things get a bit tense between Liz and me.
But, like every summer, the drama blows over after Lizzy finds a
new crew to hang out with, AKA Nicole and Jessica, while I'm
traveling with softball. When soccer starts again in mid-August,
we’re back hanging out like I was never gone.

A soft sputtering sound grows louder and louder until Jake
stops in front of Lizzy’s house on his brand new moped.

“Hey,” Jake removes his helmet, smoothing his buzz cut.
His black eye faded overnight to a purple, green smudge.

Lizzy turns around and retreats back into her house. “See
you later, Ash,” she says, then shuts the door.

“Nice bike,” I say as I grab the extra helmet off the back of
the moped. Before I slide it on my head, I check my watch. One-
thirty, perfect. I fumble with the strap beneath my chin. “Where’d
you get it?”

“I bought it yesterday,” Jake says, helping me with the
strap.

“How’d you pay for it?”

“I’'m working.”

“Where?”

“Odd jobs for people. And anyway, it’s tagged and legal.”
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He runs his hand over the chrome handlebars.

Maybe once Dad finds out how nice and amazing Jake is,
he’ll let me on this legal moped.

“Like the necklace,” he grins showing off his cute
dimples.

“Thanks,” I feel myself blush as I roll the charm.

Jake and I settle onto the seat and take off. Every time I'm
on a bike, I love it. Something about the salt air hitting my skin
while gliding down the street on the back of Jake’s bike. Total Bliss.
I could see myself aging into one of those biker chicks, hanging on
the back of a Harley with a half-tee and muffin top.

We cross the bridge as I stare at the passing water, sea
grass, and squatter houses. I wonder, how does Jake get his money?
I mean, working is one thing, but he’s earning enough cash for
a moped and my necklace. The moped alone had to cost over a
thousand dollars. Odd jobs?

Once on the mainland, Jake passes the county zoo. He
makes a right down a long, winding, tree-lined road and turns into
a farm that’s split in two by an asphalt street. Jake slows down as we
drive down a skinny road for a couple of minutes. When the road
ends, it opens up into a miniature town.

A closed gate separates the mini vacation resort town from
the street. Jake digs into the back pocket of his black board shorts
and pulls out a card with Mainland Farm Campground stamped on

the front. He swipes it like a credit card and the gate opens.
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After Jake moved to Shady Maple, I was devastated. I
thought I would never see him again. But, when he told me his
aunt and uncle owned a trailer in a campground, this little village
wasn’t at all what I expected.

I’'ve never seen anything like this tiny community before.
Four little kids are playing on a wooden swing set, while two wom-
en chat as they lazily sway on two of the swings.

A man with a baseball cap and a shirt that says ‘Mainte-
nance’ maneuvers a long silver pole in the giant in-ground pool
next to the swing set. Six older kids hangout by what looks like a
log cabin. In front of the store is a wooden bench with the words,
Liars Bench written across it in white paint.

I have some major mixed feelings about meeting Jake’s
aunt and uncle. Could they be druggies like his mom? Are they
normal? Grief-stricken?

Jake cuts the engine and walks the bike toward a mini house
around the corner from the entrance. When Jake mentioned that
his aunt and uncle lived in a trailer, I pictured a metal motor home
or something like on the cover of the book When Zachary Beaver
Came to Town that we read in seventh grade. But this house is
adorable. It’s pastel blue with white shutters and a beautiful white
porch. White and gray rocks fill the tiny front yard and are lined
with rope and pylons giving it a cute beachy look.

Jake walks his bike to the side of the house.

“Ashley Clarke!”
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A woman with long black hair barrels out the front door.
As soon as I’'m off the bike, she wraps me up in a big bear hug,

“I’ve heard so much about you.”

Are they on crack, too? “Uh, hi,” I say.

Jake’s aunt’s eyes are identical to the brown color of
Jake’s, and she shares a spooky resemblance to Jake’s mom.
But, she’s much more normal looking. Jake’s mom was a cross
between a witch and a stripper, while Jake’s aunt looks like an older
version of Audrina from “The Hills”.

“Aunt Val, you’re scaring her,” Jake says grinning.

“Oh, I'm sorry, sweetie.” She takes a small step backwards.
“We’ve been so excited to meet you. All Jake talks about is Ashley,
Ashley, Ashley. And you’re just as cute in person as you are in the
photo Jake keeps in his room.”

Photo? I look over at Jake whose face is light pink. He
looks down at his bike and fiddles with the helmets.

“Fred, she’s here. Ashley Clarke is here.”

A man a bit taller than Jake opens the front door of the
house. “Hi, Ashley. It’s nice to meet you.”

He smiles wide and walks across the rocks. He also
embraces me. It’s virtually impossible to feel uncomfortable around
Jake’s aunt and uncle. They’re like the nicest and warmest people
ever.

“Nice to meet you, too,” I say. Jake’s uncle’s hug is so strong

he kind of picks me up.
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“Come on in, we’ll show you around,” Jake’s aunt clutches
my hand, and Jake trails behind us. We pass a giant rusty metal
bowl filled with charred wood. I've never participated in a campfire
before. Dad never, ever lets us play with any kind of fire, let alone
a campfire. He says they’re trouble, and campfires are one of the
leading cause of preventable fires and injuries.

I'm awestruck by how adorable the place is. I mean, it’s
spotless compared to the horrible shack that Jake shared with his
mom and brother. It must be an absolute shock to live with nor-
mal people in a normal house after living a crazy life with a drug-
addicted mother.

I'm staring at the blue-carpeted loft with pale cabinets,
a TV, and a sleeping bag spread out on the floor. I picture Jake
peacefully sleeping when he meets us upstairs.

“Come on, Ash, let me show you around the camp-
ground.”

Jake takes my hand.

“We’re cooking Val burgers for dinner, so don’t stay out
too late,” Uncle Fred says. “You gotta try one, Ashley.”

“Val burgers?”

“It’s a long story, I'll tell you while we walk,” Jake pulls me
outside.

“I know they’re a bit much, but they mean well.”

“Jake, they’re awesome.”

The sun is strong and it’s a bit steamier at the campground
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than it is on the island in June. But, it’s always hotter on the main-
land. I inch up my cut-off shorts hoping to snag some tan time.

“So, what are Val burgers?”

“My aunt makes really small burgers. Uncle Fred calls them
Val burgers because he’s never seen burgers so small, except maybe
at White Castle.”

“How do you like living with them? They seem nice.”

“It’s all good,” he says stretching his arms to the sky.

“So, where are you taking me?”

“Around. I don’t want Aunt Val and Uncle Fred sucking up
all our time.”

He spins me around in front of him and kisses my lips. I
never ever get bored of kissing Jake. I used to wonder if people
who are together forever and ever get bored of each other. Now; 1
know it’s impossible to get bored of someone like Jake. Every time
I kiss him, I want to kiss him more and more and more.

“Did you wear your bathing suit?”

“I didn’t know we were going swimming,” I look down at
my pink ribbed tank, cutoffs, and flip-flops. Duh. I should have
totally worn my bathing suit. I mean, it’s summer.

“Do you mind if I jump in to cool off?” Jake opens the
gate for me. He sheds his t-shirt, tosses it on a lounge chair, and
dives into the pool. I sit down on the sun-cooked scorching chair.

“Hey, hottie,” I hear from across the pool. A blonde girl

lounges on the second step of the shallow end. Her boobs float
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like two beach balls on the surface of the water.

I so don’t want to care, but I do. Am I insecure? No, but I
don’t get why girls do this to other girls. It’s obvious I'm right here
and with Jake. This happened last year with Andrew all the time,
and every time, I freaked out.

Breathe, Ash. Breathe.

I look around for a hot guy to flirt with or one who will
notice me. The pool is hot guy-less. All the hot guys are surfing,
not at a campground pool.

Jake emerges and shakes his head, faces my way and smiles.

“Jake,” the blonde girl yells again bobbing on a pink noo-
dle. A tramp stamp graces her lower back.

Figures.

I swear, every girl with boobs bigger than mine, which is
like the entire island, mainland, and country, including some boys,
want my boyfriend. I cross my arms, cover my Miracle Bra en-
hanced tank, and let out a deep breath.

She doggie-paddles Jake’s way, keeping her blonde ponytail
above water, which can’t be hard with her two flotation devices. 1
lean closer to listen. Jake smiles and swims my way. Blondie bobs
at the rope in the middle of the pool.

“What, are you ignoring me?” she asks as she holds on to
the rope.

Jake acts like he doesn’t hear her, but I know he does. Her

big mouth is as loud as her ridiculous multicolored hag tag.
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“You certainly weren’t ignoring me last summer, Jake.
Who’s the new girl?” Jake swims to the side and pulls himself out
of the water. I hand him his t-shirt, and his damp body glistens.

“Thanks.”

“Who’s that?” I ask, trying to act cool.

“No one.”

I can’t let up. “No, really, who is it?”

He grabs me hand and walks me toward the playground. I
stop by the swings.

“Ash, what’s wrongr” My insides are exploding;

“First the black eye, then a girl on my softball team, now
this gitl. What do you mean, what’s wrong? I was honest about
Andrew with you, and you don’t let me in, Jake. I mean, what am I
supposed to think. For all I know, you could have gotten in a fight
with a dude last night over your other girlfriend, that gitl in the
pool.”

Jake’s eyes crinkle. He’s giggling;

“What’s so funny?”

“You watch way too much television, Ashley. I did not get
in a fight over dumbass over there, and she’s not my girlfriend.”

“Then who is that skank? I demand to know now.” I cross
my arms again.

“Just some gitl that I messed around with last summer.”

“Messed around with how?”

“Now you want details?”



C/umge 7//p

“Yes.”

“Ashley, I'm with you, now. We can’t do this with every
single girl I've ever been with and every guy you’ve been with.”

“You know who I've been with. I’ve told you everything,
but I don’t know anything about you. Then, I meet some girl at
softball that has a history with you or something,” I say, taking a
deep breath. “Lizzy keeps saying you’re a dirtball, and if you don’t
tell me what you’ve done, what am I supposed to think.”

“What do you want to know?”

“I want to know every girl you’ve ever kissed and if you’ve
ever done more. And what happened with Rachel.”

Jake walks me over to the swings, sits down, and pats his
lap. As I sit on Jake’s wet lap, he tells me about all the girls he can
remember. It takes almost an hour for Jake to list all the gitls he’s
ever hooked up with. He’s covered more ground in his short life so
far than Kate does at shortstop.

“One more quick question and I promise, this is it.”

Jake rolls his eyes and leans back. “What?”

“I want to know about Rachel? And why did you leave her
out.”

Jake breaks out in a huge grin. “Rachel who?”

“You know what Rachel.” I say, jabbing him in the side of
his ribs with my index finger.

He laughs and looks at me. His eyes crinkle, and I stare at

his dimples.
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“How the hell do you know Rachel?”

“She’s on my softball team.”

He’s laughing harder now. “Figures.”

“What do you mean?” I say, feeling myself steam, and not
from the heat. I jab at his side again.

“It figures that out of all the girls in Cape Town County,
you would end up playing softball with the girl I, like, kissed on the
cheek last summer. I left her out because it was nothing.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Relax, Ash. We’re friends.”

“Okay, one more.”

He holds the chains and attempts to stand up.

“This really isn’t going anywhere.”

“Wait.” I grab his waist. “Have you ever, like, done it?”

He grins and sits back on the swing,

“Are you seriousr”

“Yeah.” I keep a straight face. I can’t believe I'm asking
him this. I would have never ever asked Andrew, but Jake and I are
more comfortable. We’re on the same level.

He smirks.

“Tell me,” I say, crinkling my nose because it’s disgusting
thinking of him and another girl.

“I’'m not going there, Ash.”

He looks up at the metal pole that holds the swing,

“How about other stuff?” I ask, still probing.
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“Ash, I don’t think we should talk about every detail. 1
mean, I never felt what I feel with you with those other girls.”

“I want to know.” I stare at my flip-flops.

“No, you don’t. There’s no reason to talk about this any-
more. I told you the girls that I was with.”

He’s right. I don’t, really. Well, kind of. Yeah, I do.

“How do you feel when you’re with me?”

“What I’'ve always felt about you.” He pulls me closer

Jake kisses me gently at first. Then he grabs the back of my
neck and kisses me harder. I kiss him back and we both tumble off
the swing;

Jake laughs. I kind of do too, but my knee is bleeding and
it hurts. I don’t want to seem like a whiney wimp, so I don’t say
anything, Jake sees the blood and sheds his tee. He walks over to a
hose, wets his tee and wipes my knee.

“You okay?”

I smile. Like a Mom that kisses boo boos, Jake makes me
feel instantly better.

Jake helps me up, and we brush off our legs. The sand
sticks to Jake’s bathing suit and my gash.

“So, are you ready for some Val burgers?” Jake smiles,
showing off his dimples.

“Yup,” I smile.

A Rolling Stone’s tune plays softly in the background as

Jake and I walk up to the trailer. Aunt Val hovers over the sizzling,
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smoking barbeque flipping her famous burgers, which look like
pieces of charcoal. Uncle Fred is lounging on a white plastic chair
on the porch.

“Hey, look who’s back,” Jake’s aunt turns from the bar-
beque for a moment to wave with the spatula. A cigarette dangles
from her lips.

With Lizzy, the cigarette thing looks ridiculous, but with
Aunt Valit’s almost hippy like and not at all annoying, Even though,
smoking is still gross.

Uncle Fred jumps up when he sees us and offers me his
chair.

“Thanks, um...” I hesitate not sure what to call him.

“Call me Uncle Fred,” he says breaking out in a wide grin
that crinkles his eyes.

“Yeah, and call me, Aunt Val,” Aunt Val says while stab-
bing her cigarette on a tree next to the grill.

“I wish you didn’t smoke,” Jake says as we help Uncle Fred
set the picnic bench with paper plates and red plastic cups.

I perk up. I'm so glad Jake feels the same way I do about
smoking. Even though, I always thought of Jake as the type that
would take up the habit himself. Aunt Val doesn’t say a thing as she
finishes up barbequing the burgers. They smell yummy, and my
belly grumbles.

Uncle Fred turns up the classic rock tunes as Journey’s

Only the Young blasts out of the radio. My parents play this music
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all the time, but with Jake’s family, it’s different. It’s amazing and
laid back, perfectly fitting the moment. I attempt to save the song
to my memory, so I can download it onto my iPod, when I get
home.

As I'm squeezing ketchup onto my Val burger and debating
with Uncle Fred if softball or baseball pitching is faster, I faintly
hear my cell phone beep.

I stand up, flip open my phone, and Lizzy’s name stares
back.

“What’s up?”

“Ashley, your mom was looking for you at the beach.”
Lizzy panics. I duck behind a tree.

“Wait. I thought you were staying in today.”

“I know, but it’s such a sunny day, and Jess and Nicole
came over and totally wanted to hit the beach, so I went. Kind of
a last minute thing.”

“So what did you say?”

“Well, at first, your mom didn’t see us, and I was totally
avoiding her, but then she spotted me and wanted to know where
you were. So, I told her you were in the bathroom.”

“Good one.” I look at my watch. It’s five minutes to five.

“She waited, so I told her, you went to my house because
you had to poop.”

“And?” I pull my nails with my teeth.

“Well, then your mom had to get home to make dinner, so
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she told me to tell you to call her when you got back.”

“Whew, thanks, Lizzy. That was a close one.”

“You're lucky I’'m a good liar.”’

“Yes, you definitely are. Thanks.”

I hang up and dial my mom.

“Hey, Mom. Lizzy just told me you were at the beach. Can’t
believe I missed you.” I take a deep breath. “Can I hang out at
Lizzy’s for dinner?”

“Boo, 'm cooking tonight and we’re leaving early to see
Gram tomorrow. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

I roll my eyes.

“Come on, Mom, can’t I please stay with Lizzy for a couple
more hours?” I know the missing my friend angle will work. She
did kind of feel bad for me, at least more than my dad, Mr. Psycho
Softball, did last year when I had to miss the Homecoming dance
and other stuff for softball. She gets it.

“Okay, but make sure you’re home before eight. We're leav-
ing early tomorrow morning,”

“Okay, thanks, Mom.”

“Everything okay?” Aunt Val asks as I wiggle back onto
the bench and place my phone on my lap.

“Yeah, it was my mom,” I grin and take a bite out of my
Val burger. Actually, more bun than burger, because this piece of
meat is micro.

Jake stares at my mouth. I give him my best wide smile.
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“You’ve got something in your teeth.”

I hold the napkin in front of my face and feel myself
changing colors. I begin to pick at my teeth with my fingernail.

“Did I get it?” I show him my teeth.

“No,” Jake makes a disgusting face and points to my two
front teeth.

I feel for the piece of lettuce and dig it out of my chop-
pers. I'm sure I’'m bright red by now:.

Jake laughs.

After dinner, I'm sitting around the campfire with a long
stick moving the ember around and around, while Uncle Fred
drinks a beer and Aunt Val shuffles cards at the picnic table. Jake
sits on the porch away from the fire.

“Ever play with fire before, Ashr” Jake asks and kicks back
a Coke.

“Is it that obvious?” I pull the stick from the fire feel-
ing kind of embarrassed of being a campfire virgin, but seri-
ously, I've never been allowed to play with a fire before. It’s
awesome. In fact, I've never even seen a real life campfire until
tonight.

My dad’s so freaky about fires. One time, after I left my
straightener plugged in on my carpet overnight, my dad drove me
to see the charred remnants of a local fire. All the way there and
all the way home he lectured me about how many families he wit-

nessed that lost everything and were left devastated by a fire. It
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worked. I never left my straightener on or plugged in again. A
Clarke Campfire? Not in this lifetime.

I want to ask Jake why he’s sitting on the porch away from
the campfire, but I don’t want to sound all needy, like he has to sit
next to me every moment. His aunt and uncle don’t even mention
or bring up the fact that Jake is sitting seriously twenty feet away
from everyone by himself on the porch when there is a perfectly
good seat next to me.

I decide to go for the ‘I’'m nice, but still wondering about
the weirdness,” approach.

“Jake, do you want me to sit with you?”

“No, Ashley. I would hate to pull you away from your first
campfire.”” He grins, leaning back on the porch chair.

I stand up and join Jake on the porch. I often wonder, you
know, with Jake’s colorful past and all, when he will start making
his moves. Like Andrew, we’ve only kissed. Not like I mind or any-
thing,

Uncle Fred walks over to the fire with another stick in one
hand and a new bottle of Yuengling in the other. He moves the
ember around. “Ash, the more you move it, the more it will catch
on to the other wood.” Ilean over to watch Uncle Fred.

“Don’t worry about me, Ash. Go enjoy yourself.”

“Why don’t you sit near the fire?” I ask. “Are you
scared of it?” I playfully dig my index finger in the side of his

stomach.
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“I hate the smoke, fire, and everything that goes with it,”
he’s suddenly serious.

“What?” It slips out.

“Smoking, fires, the smell just pisses me off, that’s all.”

“I think it smells good.”

Jake stares straight ahead. “The smell reminds me of the
times my mom got high. It brings me back to coming home as a
kid thinking that we were going to do something fun for once, and
she’d be either passed out on the bed or all high and acting weird.
Every time I see smoke or smell something burning, it just brings
me back to that time.”

I grab Jake’s hand.

“You don’t need to hear all this,” he says straightening up
in the chair.

“I want to. I want you to tell me everything if it helps.”

Jake pulls his hand away keeping his eyes glued to the set-
ting sun spilling pinks and purples behind the sea grass and brack-
ish water that surround the campground. I pull my arms around
myself because it’s starting to get chilly. I don’t take it personally
when Jake pulls away from me. It’s like every time he spills a tiny
secret about his family, he pulls a little bit away. Like the closer he
gets to me, the more freaked out he feels.

“Do you ever want to meet your dad?” I ask, curious.

Jake clenches his fists. “Why does everyone ask me that

since my mom died? What, because Mom OD’s I should go find
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my dead-beat Dad? Why?”

“I'm sorry. I just thought you might want to meet him
some day.” I wrap my arms around my chest.

“Not likely.” He changes positions and the subject. “Want
a sweatshirt, Ash?”

“No, thanks,” I quickly answer. The last time I borrowed a
boy’s sweatshirt, he broke up with me like the next time I saw him,
and I had to stare at that stupid sweatshirt for months. No clothes
swapping for me. Ever again.

My stomach grumbles. I have to poop. This is not good.
Not now. I’'m not pooping in Jake’s tiny trailer. But I can’t hold it. I
can hear his aunt and uncle, “Ashley’s really nice, but she stunk up
our trailer.”

I'm a shy pooper. I can only go in my own toilet. Never at
school. And definitely never around a boyfriend. I shouldn’t have
eaten so many strawberries. My stomach cramps, and I squirm.

Once again, my cell phone vibrates in my pocket. I grab it
and check the time. Crap, it’s past eight. I hate to go, but I have to.
Gram needs us tomorrow. And this time, I'm not giving up any-
thing or losing myself, since boys break up with girls for no reason
with zero warning. And this chickie is prepared this time.

“Jake, I have to go,” I say and stand up feeling yucky,
stuffed, and crampy, but happy to get to my own toilet in less than
ten minutes.

Aunt Val and Uncle Fred are engrossed in a card game on
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the picnic bench. I lay my campfire stick by the chair.

“Ah, Ash. Going already?” Uncle Fred and Aunt Val look
up from their feathered cards.

“Yeah, I have to visit my Gram tomorrow.”

“Oh, that’s so nice of you Ashley.” Aunt Val smiles show-
ing off her apple cheeks. “Where does she live?”

Jake might have had a terrible mom, but he sure lucked out
in the aunt and uncle department.

“Outside Philly.”

“Shady Maple is a suburb of Philly. We’ll be back home
tomorrow morning. You and your family should stop by.”

Fat chance.

“Thanks so much for dinner and everything,” I say, smil-
ing, “It was nice to meet you.”

“No problem, maybe next time you can spend the night
and get the full camping experience.”

I rack my brain wishing of ways to pull that one off. “I'd
love to, thanks.”

Uncle Fred and Aunt Val stand up and go in for hugs, while
Jake rolls out his moped past Uncle Fred’s and Aunt Val’s Harley
and a smaller motorcycle both resting on the side of the trailer.

I stare at it and picture Uncle Fred and Aunt Val on the
Harley.

“Like the bike?”” asks Uncle Fred.

“Yeabh, it’s nice,” I say while buckling my helmet.
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“It was Aunt Val’s fortieth birthday gift,” he smiles.

Aunt Val? That’s awesome.

“I’ll be back,” Jake says before revving the engine.

“Be careful,” Aunt Val shouts and blows kisses.

“We will.”

I climb on the back and wrap my arms around Jake’s waist.
He takes off with a jolt, and we’re on the back roads weaving down
the tree-lined streets. I squeeze Jake’s waist, not wanting this per-
fect day to end. He returns the gesture by removing one hand from
the handlebars and squeezes my hand that rests on his hard stom-
ach.

The cool salt air blows on my face while a couple of fly-
away honey-colored pieces of hair dance in the wind.

Jake pulls into the zoo parking lot and cuts the engine.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“I know you’re late Ashley, but I've wanted to do this all
night.”

Jake turns around to face me, unhooks my helmet and at-
tacks my lips. His kisses are so passionate, so full of life. I love it.
Jake’s hands stay wrapped in my hair and my hands stay on my lap
frozen. I seriously need to ask Lizzy to show me some moves.

For a moment, I’'m confused. I mean, we’ve kissed all day,
so what’s this all about?

“Can I come over later?” he asks breathless.

“Yes,” I say because I want him to. Bad.
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He pulls away, and we take off down the road. Jake drops
me off down the street from Lizzy’s in case my parents are wan-
dering the streets looking for me. They actually do that psycho
crap. Especially my dad.

As I trek home, I unlatch my charm and shove it into my
pocket. Mom’s car is here, but Dad’s is, of course, MIA. I'm sure
he’s combing the streets of Sunray and Cape Town searching for
his daughter while radioing his cop friends asking if they’ve seen
me like I’'m some sort of criminal.

Mom meets me at the door.

“Ashley Jean Clarke, where have you been? We’ve been
worried sick.”” Her hands are on her hips and her hair looks
disheveled.

“I was at Lizzy’s. Sorry, we lost track of time.”

Lies.

“I called Lizzy’s and no one answered.” She crinkles her
nose. “And why do you reek like a campfire?”

“It must have been knocked off the hook or something.”
I stall a bit to think about the fire excuse. “And the campfire smell,
some renters next door to Lizzy lit a campfire.”

More lzes.

She rolls her eyes and lets out a deep breath. “I don’t know
what it is with you Ash, but you’re always pushing your limits.”

Whatever.

I make an exit toward my room. I wish I could just wear
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the charm. If my parents gave Jake a chance, I wouldn’t have to

sneak around.
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A little past one, Jake taps on my window. I let out a deep
breath, turn my TV off, and drag my stool toward the window.

As I hoist myself out the window;, the front light shines on
a cut on Jake’s chin. First the black eye on Friday and now a cut?

“Hey, how’s my girl?” He asks, walking toward me.

“What happened, Jaker” It’s only been, like, five hours.

His smile fades. “What are you talking about?”

“Your chin.”

“Oh, that. It’s nothing. Surfing injury.”

“My ass. Jake. The other day you had a black eye, and now
you have a frigging cut the size of Texas on your chin. What the
hell is going on?” I shout.

“Ashley, are you okay?”

“No, I'm not okay.”
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Jake wraps his arm around my shoulders and moves his big
hands on my cheeks, gently lifting my face toward his.

“What’s going on?”” I turn away, and we continue to walk to
the beach and sit in front of the water.

Jake lets out a deep breath. “I think you have me confused
with someone else. Ash, I don’t play games.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“You know exactly what I mean,” he says, leaning back on
his arms.

He’s right. ’'m confusing him with Andrew. I mean,
he does surf a bunch, and guys get black eyes all the time from
surfing. I remove my flip-flops and dig my toes in the cool sand.

“My parents are lying to me about my Gram, and Christy’s
starting her crap again.”

“What’s wrong with your Gram?”

The waves crash in front of us as the full moon lights up
the black sky. I sit in between Jakes bent legs and lean into his
chest.

“My mom says Gram’s getting plastic surgery, but I think
she’s lying.”

“Why would your mom lie about that?”

“They did it before when Gram had lung cancer. Gram
was coughing and hacking all the time, and they told me she had a
freaking cold. A few days later, I overheard my mom talking about

Gram’s cancer on the phone.”
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“That sucks.” Jake says as he plays with my hair. “How old
were your”

“Twelve.”

“I don’t think they’re going to lie to you anymore, Ash.
You're a lot older. You can handle it better.”

“You obviously don’t know my parents.” I smirk.

“What’s Christy up to?” he asks.

“She saw some pics of us kind of drinking, and she said if
I got her copies of the pics, she’d leave me out of it. But, if I don’t

turn my friends in, then once she gets the pics, she’s going to sink

b

me.

“What?” he runs his hand through his buzz cut.

“I know. She’s psycho.”

“So, what are you going to dor” He asks tilting his head
toward me.

“Call her bluff. I'm not turning my friends in.”

“I don’t blame you.”

“Enough wasting time talking about her. What do you
think happens when people die?” I ask, lying next to Jake and star-
ing at the black sky peppered with stars. I think about stuff like this
lately. Especially after Jake’s mom died.

“That’s heavy shit, Ash. I think about that stuff, but I'm
not sure. Mom never brought us up at church, so I don’t have the
whole God thing going for me. I think when you’re time is up, it’s
up. That’s it.”
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“Like a bug or something?”

“I guess. What do you think?” Jake asks, locking his big
brown eyes on mine.

“I think when people die, they meet up with everyone they
knew that died before them, and they’ll all hang out all day and
party. Then, every once in a while dead spirits swoop over living
people, but we can’t see them. Like your mom, she could be float-
ing above us right now.”

Jake smiles and hugs me.

“What?”

I break away from his hug. “That’s why I love you, Ash,
and that’s why we work.”

“What are you talking about?” I ask. Wait, did he just say, ‘I
love you?’

“You. I love the way you view the world.”

All of a sudden, we’re interrupted by the loudest squawk-
ing sound I've ever heard. “What the heck is that?” I ask, looking
around.

“Look.” Jake points up in the sky, behind the dunes to one
of the streetlights. Standing on the light are two birds. One is mak-
ing this weird swacking/pumping sound while the other bird is
silent underneath the loud one.

Jake starts laughing almost as loud as the obnoxious
squawking;

“What? I think that bird is hurting the other one.”
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“Oh, he’s hurting her alright.”

“Do something Jake,” I say, looking up at the light.

“You want me to break it up.”

“Yeah, they’re fighting or something.”

Jake takes a deep breath. “They’re not fighting, Ashley.
They’re screwing,”

Oh my God. I look up at the squawking bird on top of the
other one and feel my face get hot. I turn away to give them their
privacy, but Jake’s still staring at them, so I cover his eyes with my
hand.

“Looking for pointers?” I ask, laughing. But the whole
mention of sex scares me. I mean, I like Jake, but I’'m not doing
that whole scene until I’'m married or way older. I have too much
to lose with college, softball, etc. I’'m not spending my fun years
raising a kid.

Jake looks at me, then he lunges at me and wiggles me into
another wrestling hold. “Give up?” he asks, holding my legs up in
the air.

“No.” He tightens it and nibbles my neck.

“Give up?”

“No.” I say, gasping for air and laughing;

Goose bumps fill my legs. “Stop.”

He looks up for a moment. “Nope.” Then, he dives back
into the nook of my neck.

I try to wiggle away, but he has me locked tight.
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“Okay, okay,” I say, gasping and giggling.

Jake lets go. We kiss and kiss and kiss, until I feel the cut on
his chin graze mine.

I stop kissing.

“Do you have to go home?”

“No. Jake,” I pause. “What’s going on with these injuries?
Why can’t you tell mer”

Jake digs his elbow in the sand and balances his head on
hid hand. “Do you really want to know?”

“Yeah.” I say, sitting up.

“I'm clumsy.”

“What do you mean you’re clumsy? You skateboard, surf,
wrestle, and ride a dirt bike.”

“Exactly.”

He starts nibbling at my neck again and sends shivers up
my spine. I give in.

After Max, Mom, Dad, and I toss our overnight bags in the
trunk, we pile in the convertible. The car ride is long, so I settle in
and stare out the window. It’s nice to escape Sunray for a bit, espe-
cially during the summer when it’s being shoobie invaded. Plus, I'm
exhausted after hanging with Jake.

Thank God, Max is addicted to Pokemon DS. He would
play his Pokemon DS game for twenty-four straight hours if Mom

and Dad let him. If it keeps him still and out of my face, I think
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they should let him play it until he gets a job and moves out.

We used to make the hour-and-a-half drive to Gram and
Pop’s every Sunday, before I became obsessed with softball. Now,
with tournaments on the weekends, there just isn’t time.

While cruising down Route 73, just about ten minutes
from the bridge, my heart skips a beat. As we stop at a light, I look
left and spot a huge pastel blue water tower with black words that
spell Shady Maple. Below the tower is a skate park. I sit up straight,
straining my neck to see if I spot Jake. No luck.

I want to shout, “Stop,” but I can’t, and I won’t. Instead, I
study the town: a bunch of stores, concrete buildings, car dealer-
ships, and gas stations. Sinking back in my seat, I sigh.

So close.

As we cross over the bright blue Ben Franklin Bridge, the
Delaware River, normally gray, has a bit of blue tint to it today. At
home, the sun cooks. But here, in the city, it’s smoking hot. The air
is thick, hot, and nasty like soup.

“Dad, can you turn on the air?” I yell.

I turn toward Max, who hasn’t spoken a peep. He just stares
motionless at the screen with a goofy grin on his face like he’s in
heaven. He’s obsessed.

“What?” my dad shouts.

The wind whips what’s left of his hair.

Dad, turn on the air,” I try to shout louder than the con-

vertible wind tunnel.
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“Why do you need the air? It’s beautiful and only seventy
something today.”

Urgh.

Center City, Philadelphia is exciting and crazy at the same
time, and it’s the uber opposite of the beach. Sort of a smaller ver-
sion of New York City. Not that I’ve been, but it seems like the
New York City I see on “Sex and the City” reruns. I mean, when
do I have time to visit NYC. Most of the time, I’'m stuck in country
bumpkin land somewhere slinging softballs. Not that I mind. Soft-
ball is my life. I have plenty of time to check out New York after
I’'m playing for the NPE.

After we stop, park, and walk a bit, we make our way
through a rotating door into the hospital. It smells weird, like a
combination of bleach, food, and fluids.

We shove inside the elevator, in between different dimen-
sions of adults wearing white coats of various sizes: short, long,
medium, all looking worn, tired, and miserable. Tags hang around
their necks with a bunch of capital letters following their names.

For a second or two, I begin thinking about what I want to
do with my life. Do I want capital letters after my name? It would
be nice to help people like in a hospital, but I don’t know if I could
handle the whole blood and guts thing. Back to softball. Definitely
something to do with sports. I can’t imagine life without sports.

The elevator is surrounded by glass, and it overlooks the
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cafeteria. I stare below at the hustle and bustle. Tons of white
coats, smocks, scrubs, suits, and sad families dressed in various
colors buzz around like a bunch of puppies.

The elevator stops, and the doors ding open. My parents
walk out first, then Max, still nose to nose with the DS. The hall-
ways are blue and yellow and filled with more white coats, wheel-
chairs, bags of clear liquid hanging on long silver poles with tubes
hanging from them, and women and men dressed in bright-col-
ored scrubs pushing around carts. A group of people is gathered
together behind a large desk, each furiously writing in thick bind-
ers. Look alike family members hug each other outside a door.

My parents turn into a room a few doors down from the
desk. I immediately spot Pop sitting in a chair.

“Ashley!” He shouts, standing up and wrapping his arms
around me. “How’s my buddy?”

“Hey, Pop.” I say, trying not to stare at Gram. Her whole
face is covered in bandages, except for her eyes, nose, and mouth.
Her eyes crinkle when she spots us. Does she have face cancer?

My mom begins to rearrange Gram’s tray while Max is still
nose-to-nose with the DS.

“Max,” my dad says, snatching the game.

Max plops on a chair and pouts.

“Hey, Gram,” I say, gently.

“Ashley,” she says, holding out her hand. A tube dangles

from her right arm.
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Is that the chemo? Last time, when she had lung cancer,
she was always receiving chemo through a tube.

“How was Maryland, Sweetie?” she whispers, tenderly pat-
ting my hand.

I scan her body. Okay, definitely bandages on the face and
the chest. She did get plastic surgery. My parents didn’t lie to me. I
mean, you can’t have face cancer and breast cancer, right?

“Great, Gram. We won the tournament,” I say, hoping to
talk about softball for the rest of the day, not boobs or facelifts.

“You won a bid to the Nationals. Way to go, Ashley,” Pop
shouts.

Gram’s gaze moves slowly from Pop to mine. “We’re so
proud of you Boo.” She lies back on the pillow.

“How are you feeling, Mom?” my mom asks, sitting at the
end of the bed.

“Okay. I can’t wait to see what I look like. Then, it will be
all worth it.”

I’'m still staring at Gram wondering what her face looks
like under the bandages and trying hard to ignore her wrapped,
bandaged, protruding chest.

I stand up.

“I’'m going to grab a snack. Anyone want anything?” I ask,
looking around.

“I’'ll go with you,” my dad says, walking toward the door.
“Dad, I'm fine. Stay here with Mom.”
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“Don’tleave with anyone and don’t talk to strangers. You’re
in the city, Ash. It’s a different world than you’re used to. This isn’t
Sunray Beach.”

“I promise I won’t leave and become a Philly hooker, Dad,”
I say, laughing and patting his shoulder.

Once outside the room, I find my way to the elevator again.
I stare at the Café until it’s even with me. Would I ever get plastic
surgery? Why fight change? It’s inevitable. Wrinkles, lines, boobs
sagging, it’s going to happen to everyone.

I go through the doors, sit down on a comfy chair, and pull
out my phone. Then, I find Rachel and push send.

“Are you serious?” Rachel squeals after I run down my
plan.

“Yes, I just need you to call my mom’s cell and pretend to
be your mom.” I say.

“My mom?” she squeaks.

“Please. It’s the only way,” I plead.

She pauses. “Okey, dokey, Ash. Have fun.”

“I’ll text you when it’s time to call.”

I hang up with Rachel and call Jake’s aunt and uncle’s
house.

“Hello?”

“Jake? You’re home.”

“Just got in this morning. How’s Gram?”

“Good. Guess where I am?”
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“Where?”

“Philly. I went by Shady Maple on our way. I have to see
you, so I think I’ve got a way to do it.” I say, trying to contain my
excitement.

“How the hell are you going to do that without your par-
ents freaking out?”

“Rachel.”

“What?”

“Rachel’s aunt and uncle are going to live in Shady Maple,
and I’'m going to tell my parents that Rachel asked me to stay the
night. Instead of staying with my parents tonight, I’ll stay with you
in Shady Maple. The whole time my parents will think I’'m staying
with Rachel.” I say, mentally exhausted from all this planning. “It’s
perfect.”

“You sure you can pull this off?”

“Yup. I'm sure,” I say, silently praying that my parents will
buy it.

Jake relays the address and quick directions to me as I
scramble to find a pen. I spot one alone on a table, snatch it, and
scribble the directions on my hand.

When I return to the room, my parents are still gathered
around Gram. We sit, chat, and watch reruns of “Deal or No Deal”
on the Game Show Network until my dad stands up.

“Who wants lunch?” he asks, stretching his arms.
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“Me,” I say, hoping that this is my chance.

My mom, dad, Max, and I file back into the elevator.

“Mom, Dad, I was wondering,” I say, looking at the eleva-
tor floor. “Remember Rachel, the new girl?”

I'look up. They both nod and stare at me.

“Her aunt and uncle live in Shady Maple, which is like ten
minutes from here in Jersey, and she’s staying with them this week.
Do you mind if I stay with her tonight? You know, team bonding
and stuff?” I crack my knuckles.

My mom looks at my dad. They seem exhausted, ready to
give in to anything. Perfect.

“I don’t know, Ash. We haven’t even met Rachel.”” My mom
says, clutching her brown hobo bag,

“Yeah, but she’s on the team and everything, and I spent,
like, the entire tournament with her. She’s cool.”

“Maybe, it’s good for Ashley to hang out with her team-
mates,” my dad says, chiming in his softball two cents.

I knew that angle would work, even though they’re talking
about me like I'm invisible.

“Can I talk to Rachel’s mom before you gor” My mom
asks, taking out her cell phone. I'm there. ’'m so there. I'm going
to spend the night with Jake.

“Sure,” I say, flipping open my cell and reciting Rachel’s
number while texting her a warning at the same time. After we step

out of the elevator, my mom calls Rachel. Tons of nodding, uh
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huhs, and prodding later, my mom shuts her cell.

“I don’t see why you can’t stay overnight with Rachel.
You’re doing so well with softball and your concentration. So why
not,” my mom says, tossing her phone back into her bag.

“And bond with a teammate,” my dad adds, chasing Max,
who’s running toward the dessert table.

“Thanks,” I say, wanting to jump up and down or dance,
but that would be obvious, so I stay cool. Prickly with excitement,
like tons of tiny electrical shocks are hitting my skin, I grab a tray.
Sweet.

As we pull up to a small rancher on a thick tree-lined street,
my fingers are crossed and shoved in between my knees. I need all
the luck in the world right now.

Jake’s aunt and uncle’s Shady Maple house is cute and
clean, the uber opposite of his mom’ Cape Town house, which
was overgrown with weeds, screens torn, and had paint flaking off
the sides like skin after a bad sunburn. The blue rancher’s grass is
cut perfect and a white fence surrounds the yard. My lawn-orexic
dad is probably salivating over this beautifully well-kept yard.

My dad starts to unbuckle his seatbelt.

“Dad, I'm okay. I’ll just grab my bag from the trunk,” I say,
scrambling to get out of the car.

“Ash, T think we should at least take a minute to meet

Rachel’s aunt and uncle face to face before we let you stay the
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night,” he says, opening the door.

“Dad, please, youre embarrassing me. I'm fifteen, not
five.”

“Let her go.” Mom says, extending her hand and gently
touching my dad’s thigh.

“You have your cell phone, right Ashley?”

“Yup,” I say, breathing again.

“Call us if you need anything.” She says, looking at my fa-
ther, who is standing next to the car. He folds the seat forward so
I can climb out of the convertible.

“Bye, Boo.” My mom says, winking,

“Bye,” my dad adds, rubbing my head.

So far, so good.

I swing my orange Crush bag over my shoulder and resist
the urge to sprint up the sidewalk toward the door. As I knock, my
stomach is in my throat. My dad continues to idle out front.

“Hey, look who’s here,” Aunt Val says, opening the door.
“Come on in.”

I turn around and wave to my parents who wave back and
drive away. Whew.

“How’s your Gram?”

“Okay.” The living room is big and spacious. A humon-
gous flat screen television hangs on a large wall with a wide, brown,
comtfy sectional spanning the room. The house is deceptively small

from the outside, but the inside is huge and open. Framed pictures
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of Jake and his brother as babies, toddlers, and every single school
year fill the other walls.

Aunt Val takes my bag and sets it next to the couch as she
walks into the open kitchen.

“Do you want something to drink or eat, Ashley?” She asks
opening the white fridge.

“No, I'm okay.” I say staring at the pics. Jake was so cute.
Still is.

I’'ve been so overwhelmed taking in the house and think-
ing about how different it is from Jake’s Cape Town house that I
almost forget why I’'m here.

Then, Aunt Val reads my mind and says, “Jake should be
home any minute. He’s been at wrestling since we got back from
the campground. Came home for lunch when you called. Then,
back out,” she says, pouring a glass of lemonade. “I’'m really sur-
prised your parents didn’t call or anything before you were allowed
to stay here. Did they want me to call them?”

“Ah, that’s okay.” I quickly say. “They really trust me.”

Just as Aunt Val opens her mouth to talk, the front door
opens. “Hey.” Jake says, beaming. He pecks me on the cheek. His
face is damp with sweat, and he’s breathing heavy. Seeing Jake
makes all the crazy lying and planning worth every second.

Jake walks over to Aunt Val and plants a kiss on her
cheek.

“How was wrestling?” she asks.
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“All good,” Jake says, grinning. Then, he tilts his head, sig-
naling me to follow him. I look over at Aunt Val. She’s busy read-
ing the paper spread out before her on the kitchen table and sip-
ping lemonade. Is he serious? Am I allowed to hang out with Jake
in his room? Alone.

It’s like I’'m living two opposite worlds. The single Ashley,
that hangs out at Sunray with Lizzy and plays softball. And the Jake
Ashley, that sneaks around playing girlfriend.

Since, Aunt Val doesn’t say anything, I follow Jake toward
his room. I mean, besides my cousin and my brother Max, I've
seriously never hung out in a guy’s room before. And my parents,
they probably won’t ever let a guy alone in my room, unless I'm
married or something,

Jake’s room is down the hall, across from the bathroom.
It’s not what I pictured at all. In fact, it’s plain. A bed rests in the
middle covered with a navy comforter. A dresser sits off to the
right side with a mirror. A couple of UFC posters hang on the wall
with some fight announcements, and stuck on his mirror is a tiny
school picture of me. It’s the one I gave him last fall during home-
room.

Jake opens his closet door and tosses a black Tap Out t-shirt
and a pair of mesh shorts on his bed. Then, he rustles through his
dresser and throws black underwear on top of the clothes. I stare
at the undies.

“Ever seen underwear before?” Jake’s says, smiling. He
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pulls off his shirt over his head.

Oh my God, he’s going to undress in front of me and I'm
going to see his...

“I’'m gonna to take a quick shower, okay. Then, I'll show
you around.” Jake says, taking his clothes pile off the bed and walk-
ing into the bathroom. I can’t help but stare at the multicolored
bruises on his defined chest. Is wrestling that tough?

I scan his room. Okay, I shouldn’t do this, but I’'m here
and alone and... where should I start? The dresser, closet, or un-
der the bed? I dive into the dresser, opening the top drawers. I
rustle through his underwear drawer, moving my hand underneath
his briefs. Nothing; I tackle his sock drawer next. Nothing. I pull
open one of the bottom drawers. It’s filled with UFC stuff, Tito
Ortiz’s book, pins, programs from wrestling matches, little wrestling
action figures, so cute. I shut that drawer and open the final one.

Three sneaker boxes stare up at me begging to be opened.
I grab the Nike box first and toss open the lid. Resting on the top
of a pile of photos is a picture of toddler Jake sitting on a woman’s
lap. She resembles the chick that jived with John Travolta during
that old nineties movie, “Pulp Fiction.” Actually, she looks a lot
like that chick, with a black bob, red lips, and pale skin. The woman
is smiling, holding a cigarette with one hand, while hugging and
leaning down cheek to cheek with toddler Jake. Mini Jake is wear-
ing little swim trunks, and they look like they’re on the beach. His

mom? She looked ragged and worn when I met her.
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I flip through the other pictures. They’re all a combination
of different scenes of Jake, his mom, his brother, some older dude
with his mom, and mixed in the pile is a couple of birthday cards.
A gold ring lies on the bottom of the box. I hold it in the palm of
my hand and swallow a lump. What the heck does it feel like to lose
your mom?

I shove the pictures and the ring back into the box and tuck
it back in the drawer because I don’t hear the shower anymore. I
stare at the other two boxes. Quickly, I toss the top off the middle
one and stare at a picture of a smiling blonde girl. What the...? Ra-
chel? The bathroom door opens. I throw the top back on the box
and push the drawer closed with my foot.

Jake walks in glistening, clothed, and smelling yummy. He
rubs the towel over his buzz cut. At the same time, he shakes the
water out of his ears. As I take in the utter hotness, I'm devising
ways to get my hands back on that box.

“Jake, could you get me a glass of water?”

“Huh?”

“I'm thirsty. Can you get me a glass of water?” I say, keep-
ing one eye on Jake and the other on the drawer.

“Sure,” he walks out the bedroom door and down the hall-
way, tossing his towel in the bathroom. I pull on the drawer and rip
open the lid. My stomach is in my throat. Yes, it’s definitely Rachel
and there’s notes or something underneath. I hear the faucet, so I

place the lid back on top. As quick as possible, I toss off the last
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lid. It’s filled with tons of twenty-dollar bills. What the...? Now, I'm
busting with questions instead of answers.

“What are you doing?” Jake is standing at the doorway
right as the drawer closes. I'm bent over.

I look around.

“Um, tying my shoe.” I say, pretending to tie.

“You're wearing flip-flops.” Jake places the glass on the
dresser.

“My bad.” I say, smiling and sitting on his bed. “I thought
I was wearing sneaks.”

Jake’s eyebrow sinks and his face twists.

“What do you want to do?” Jake asks as I continue to stare
at him, like his face will give off some answer to why his drawer is
filled with cash and a picture of Rachel.

“I don’t care,” I say hoping to come across all pissy, so he’ll
ask me what’s wrong,

“Are you hungry?”

He didn’t pick up the hint. “I guess.”

“Let’s go uptown and eat. Leonetti’s serves the best pizza
in the state.”

“Better than Mario’s?”

“Way better.” He says, grinning. “You know, I didn’t even
get to kiss you yet”” He says, sitting next to me on the bed. His
breath smells minty like toothpaste.

Maybe he simply collects pictures of chicks he’s kissed.
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Jake gently kisses my lips, but I can’t stop wondering if he
kissed Rachel like this, which is really dumb because I should be
enjoying this kiss. Especially because we’re alone and together, and
I worked so hard to get here.

The back door slams. I pull away and jump.

“What?”

“Your aunt, Jake. We can’t be hanging out here sucking face
while you’re aunt is in the next room. What will she think?”

“She doesn’t care.” He says, laughing.

“Anyway, I'm hungry.”’

“Ashley.”

“Yeah?”

“Did anyone ever tell you how hot you are?” he asks, star-
ing at me while his big brown eyes scan my bod.

I don’t know what to say. Uh, Andrew, kind of said it once
or twice, but I doubt he wants to here that one. So, I stay silent.

It takes less than five minutes to cover the block and a half
to the pizza shop. It’s weird, Shady Maple is truly shady, with trees
that is. Bunches and bunches of trees. In fact, it’s hard to spot
the sky. Every time I look up to check for clouds, I have to look
through leaves.

I’'m still fuming over the pics and cash. But, how am I
going to bring this up without admitting that I was snooping?

Leonetti’s is cute, brick, and it smells yummy before we
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even walk inside. Jake and I order at the counter and sit at a red
comfy booth in the back. Easy music that I enjoy plays in the back-
ground. Actually, 'm kind of secretly into cheesy love music. It
helps me relax. Sometimes, I even download Air Supply and Chi-
cago songs onto my iPod to listen to when I'm stressed.

“A lot different from the beach,” Jake says, rolling a straw
wrapper between his thumb and middle finger.

“Yeah. I was thinking it should be super crowded. If this
place was in Cape Town or Sunray, we wouldn’t even be able to
move in June.” I say, waiting for my opportunity to bring up the
drawer.

“Jake, I wanted to ask you something.” I say, staring at the
white Tap Out letters on his tee. I realize they’re written in the
shape of a bat.

“Shoot.” Jake says, squaring up to toss his straw wrapper
into the sugar holder. He misses. Total wrestler.

“I was waiting for you in your room and my foot acciden-
tally like hooked on your drawer and...”

“Jake Cole, what the hell are you doing here?”

Jake’s eyes widen and he ducks his head.

A man, who looks like he just walked out of an episode of
“The Sopranos” instead of into a small town pizza shop, walks up
to our table. He’s huge with slicked black hair and a full black suit.
He pats Jake hard on the back and his gold pinky ring catches the
light.
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“Hey,” Jake says squirming in his seat.

“You are unbelievable boy. Keep working hard. You’re our
biggest moneymaker right now. Hell of a match the other day. I see
you’re already scoring hot chicks, huh?” Greasy bear says, glancing
my way.

Jake continues to squirm in his seat, sinking further and
further toward the ground. Who is this dude?

“Excuse me.” A tall skinny waitress interrupts us and drops
two paper plates of pizza and an order of fries in front of us on
the table.

“Alright man, I’ll let you guys go. See you on Friday.” Grease
pit smacks Jake on the back again. “Nice to meet you, sweetheart,”
he says winking before grabbing his pizza box.

“What the hell was that all about?” I ask beginning to lose
my appetite. Do I even know this boy sitting across from me?

“Nothing,. I just know him from wrestling,” Jake says, shov-
ing pizza into his mouth.

“Jake, he was talking about money. Is that where you got all
that money?”

Jake looks up at me and drops his pizza. “What money?”

“The money in your drawer. The money that I was about
to ask you about before greasy spoon interrupted us. I accidentally
came across a box of money.”

Jake leans back and crosses his arms. “What do you mean

you accidentally came across a box of money?”
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Crap. This isn’t going well. “My foot got stuck on your
drawer handle, then when I pulled it, your drawer opened and a
couple of boxes fell out.”

Jake grins. “Do you actually think I’'m going to believe you?
Ashley, your parents might be naive enough to think that you’re
here on some sleepover with Rachel, but do you honestly think
that I’'m going to believe that your foot got caught on my dresser
drawer?”

He reaches up and scratches his shoulder, exposing his
tribal tattoo.

“It did,” I lie looking down at my pizza slice.

“Ashley, you’re one suck-ass liar.”

He’s starting to piss me off. “The point isn’t how I found
the money, the point is how the hell do you have that kind of
money at fifteen?”

“Sixteen. Remember, I failed second grade.”

“Whatever.”

“It’s not ‘whatever’. I can work, Ashley. Some of us have to
work”

“Doing what?”

“What do you mean, doing what? I do whatever. You know,
stuff.”

“With that guy? Jake, are you selling drugsr”

Jake’s eyes turn into slits and his hands clench. He bangs

the table and pushes his plate. The paper plate slams into my soda
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causing some of it to spill.

“I’'m done.” He says, storming out of Leonetti’s.

I did it again. Word vomit. Bringing up drugs is completely
off limits, and I did it. I mean, why would I say that when Jake’s
mom died of a drug overdose? He despises drug dealers and he
even blames them for his mom’s death.

It’s like the time in middle school when everyone was go-
ing around joking and saying, “your momma is a whatever.” So,
Lizzy and I were kidding around one day at her house, and I said,
“Your momma is a slut.” Uh, well, Lizzy’s mom kind of is a slut, so
Lizzy broke into tears and yelled at me to go home. We didn’t talk
for, like, a week. Once again, like today. Word vomit.

The aroma of the pizza slice is tickling my nose. Basically,
I have two choices. I can A) leave, go catch up with Jake, apologize
for accusing him of working as a drug dealer, and starve. Or B) I
can finish the pizza in this nice comfy cool booth by myself and
hope Jake isn’t too pissed off. I feel terrible about what I said, but
I'm kind of starving, and since Jake already paid for the pizza,
someone has to eat it. Hopefully, Jake will come back to talk.

I take a couple of bites of pizza, a few sips of soda, and a
handful of fries for the road. Then, I slide out of the booth.

After exiting Leonetti’s, I spot Jake sitting on a bench in
front of Main Street.

“Hey,” I say, standing next to him.

Jake turns around and looks at me. Instead, of his usual
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easy smile, he squints, stands up, and stays silent.

“Look, I'm sorry, I didn’t mean to accuse you of being a
drug dealer. It’s just that, you know, you have all this money and
stuff and I just wonder where you got it. Then, you have like bruis-
es all over your body. I mean, what am I supposed to think?”

Jake walks besides me and looks both ways. Then, he dash-
es across Main Street. I follow. He’s still silent.

“Jake, aren’t you going to say anything. I said, I'm sorry.” I
say, grabbing his arm.

He looks down at me. “Let’s just forget you said it, okay?”

I pull on Jake’s arm. “I don’t want to forget about it. Jake,
I want to talk about all this stuff. I want to know what’s going on
with you.

He jumps up and snatches a gigantic maple leaf off one of
the million trees that line every street. “Shady, huh? You think I'm
shady?”

“What would you call it?” I say, staring at his ear, which
looks different from the last time I saw it. In fact, it’s a bit swol-
len.

“What’s that?” I ask pointing to his ear.

“Coach says it’s the beginning of cauliflower ear or some-
thing from not wearing my head gear enough.” He says, moving
his hand over his ear.

“Does it hurt?” I ask imagining his ear turning white and

cheesy looking like a vegetable. I can’t lick a white, powdery, yucky
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ear. Gross. And I hate cauliflower.

“Nope.” He says, stopping at a tree and using it as a punch-
ing bag.

I keep walking. After sparring with the tree, Jake catches up
with me. We cross train tracks, walk down a few more streets, and
arrive at a row of ballfields behind some houses.

Jake grabs my hand and guides me to a secluded enclosed
dugout that overlooks a baseball diamond surrounded by woods.
We sit together on the bench. The sun is slowly setting, but it’s still
sizzling,

“Jake, we have to talk.”

“What?” He asks, eyes wide. He rests his elbows on his
knees, leans forward, and bows his head.

“This is it, Jake. You have to tell me what is going on. I
mean, what am I supposed to think. You have all this money, some
mob guy approaches you at Leonetti’s, and you have bruises and
stuff all over your body. I don’t care what the heck you are doing,
I just want to know.” I say, raising my voice with the last sentence
for effect.

Jake stares at the diamond. “First off, he’s not a mob guy.
And second, I don’t want to get you involved, okay. It’s nothing; I
told you, I have a job that’s it. It’s nothing that I’ll get in trouble for,
but my brother needs some money, okay?”

“Is whatever you’re doing illegal?”

“Not really.”” He says not making eye contact with me.
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“What do you mean, not really?”

“Look, Ashley, 'm wrestling. It’s not really legal, and it’s
not really illegal. I'm fine. The bruises are not a big deal. They go
away. Now, can we just hang out instead of talking about all this
shit?”

Jake turns to look at me. Wrestling? Is he fighting for mon-
ey? Like the UFC guys do? I can’t imagine what this boy is going
through, losing his mom, having to live with relatives, and support-
ing his brother.

“Stop being such a spaz.”

I jab Jake again. “I’'m not a spaz.”

I move over to jab Jake once again and he clutches my
hand without even looking, pulls me up to my feet, places my hand
on his cheek, and grabs my face. He dives in for the most passion-
ate and most incredible kiss of my life. My legs turn to jelly.

After kissing for a while, I sit on Jake’s lap. We start kissing
again, but this time Jake starts moving his hand up the back of my
shirt. ’'m not saying anything, secretly kind of hoping he steals
second. For some reason, when I’'m with Jake, it’s like I'm a pas-
senger in a car that Jake’s driving. And I don’t care where he goes
as long as he keeps driving, but not too fast. Yet.

“I want to thank you for risking so much to see me,” Jake
says after we take a kiss break.

I look down at my hands. “It’s no big deal.”

“Yes, it is.”” He lifts my chin up with his forefinger. “I know
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it’s hard for you to lie to your parents and everything. And you’re
doing this all for me.” He smirks.

Dammn, he’s so hot. We smooch some more.

Jake’s pressed up against me, when I feel something vibrate.
He finishes the kiss and slowly slides his hand into his front pocket.
A brand new black razor cell phone emerges from his shorts.

“We gotta go,” Jake says, taking my hand and pulling me up
to a standing position. “I have an eleven o’clock curfew.

A curfew?

“When did you get the phone, Shady?” I ask, stopping him
from getting up.

“Oh this.” Jake looks down at his phone. “I just bought it
yesterday.” He says, handing me the shiny new phone that is still
covered in plastic. “Look, I’'m not going get into the whole texting
scene, but I figured we need it to talk, so I picked one up.”

I shove my hand in my pocket to feel for my phone and
realize that I left my cell at Jake’s. Knowing my crazy mom and dad,
they definitely called since they dropped me off this afternoon.
What if my parents called? What if Jake’s aunt and uncle picked up
my cell and told them that I was with Jake? “Crap.”

“What, Ash?”

“My phone. I left my freaking phone at your house.” I say,
speed-walking toward the houses.

“Where are you going?” Jake asks, still standing in the

dugout.
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“Your house.”

“My house is this way, you goof ball.”

I turn around and follow Jake. After running a few blocks,
we arrive at the rancher in less than five minutes. A sweep of relief
fills my body, when I confirm that my dad’s convertible isn’t parked
in Jake’s driveway. My parents would seriously ground me until
graduation if they caught me staying the night at Jake’s house.

“Why are you freaking out?” Jake says, stepping in front
of me and opening up the gate just as I’'m about to reach for the
handle.

“My cell. I left it at your house. What if my parents called
and your aunt and uncle answered it or something?” I’'m breathing
heavy. Jake is talking normal and of course, totally in shape.

“They’re not going to answer your cell phone, Ash,” he
says, pushing open the door.

Jake and I walk into the living room. Aunt Val and Uncle
Fred lounge on the sofa staring at a “Law and Order” episode.

“Hey, guys.” Aunt Val says, stretching,

“How was Leonetti’s?” Uncle Fred asks pushing the leg
rest back down into the couch.

I'look at Jake.

“Good,” Jake answers.

I follow Jake into his room and dig into my bag. Sure
enough, four missed calls from my mom, two texts from Lizzy and

six from Rachel.
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“Where have you been?” my mom says before I can even
say, hi. “I have been calling the house and no one is answering
the phone there either. And, why do Rachel’s aunt and uncle have
voicemail with Rachel’s chatter and music? Your father and I were
fifteen minutes away from driving to Shady Maple and picking your
butt up.”

“What number do you have?” I say, trying to stay calm.

My mom regurgitates Rachel’s number.

“Oh, Mom, I must have given you Rachel’s number by mis-
take before we left.” I say, crossing my fingers.

“It’s the same number we called before you left.”

Crap.

“I know, you called Rachel’s parents, remember?” I say,
hoping this works.

“You know, Ashley, this seems a little strange. I want you to
put Rachel’s aunt on the phone right now.”

“I can’t, Mom.”

“That’s what I thought. Your father and I are getting in the
car and picking you up, and you’re staying with us tonight.”

“No, I mean, they’re sleeping, I can’t wake them up. And,
anyway, Mom, Rachel is standing right here and you’re embarrass-
ing me. Really, you have no reason not to trust me. Rachel and 1
went out for pizza, and I forgot my phone. I promise I won’t forget
it again, okay.” My fingers are turning white from crossing them so

hard.
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“Ashley, you’re on thin ice. We will find out what’s going on
if you are trying to pull one over on us. I promise you that.” She
hangs up.

This trip, the sleepover, hanging out with Jake was, like,
supposed to be the best night of the summer. Now, I feel like a
jerk, and my stomach is filled with all sorts of yuck.

Jake rubs my back while I read Rachel’s texts, which consist
of freaking out about my parents calling her cell phone a bunch of
times. I text her back to tell her that I took care of it.

I shove my phone back in my bag;

“Ashley, you can have the spare bedroom. I cleaned it up
and left fresh sheets on the bed. We picked up some soft pretzels
earlier if you guys want some, they’re in a bag on the counter.
Good night,” Aunt Val says before turning in.

When I hear Aunt Val and Uncle Fred’s bedroom door
shut, I bury my head in my hands.

“Ashley, what’s wrong?” Jake asks, still rubbing my back.

“It’s just that I feel bad. I feel bad for lying to my parents. I
feel bad that I said that horrible thing to you earlier. I feel bad that
I can’t tell my parents about us, you.”

“Why can’t you tell your parents about us?”

“The whole dirt bike thing”” I say, looking up at Jake’s
coffee eyes. “They think you’re a bad influence on me or some-
thing.”

He stops rubbing and pulls his hand away from my back.
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“Is that so? Because of my mom, right, my family, is that
what all this is about? Is that why they won’t let us be together? I'm
a bad influence because of the druggie mother?” he asks, clench-
ing his fists.

“No, it’s not that, Jake. It’s the dirt bike, that’s it.”

“You're lying,” He says taking a deep breath. “You're the
worst liar ever, Ash.”

I blush. “I'm not that bad.”

“Oh, you’re bad. Real bad. Sleeping, come on, couldn’t you
think of something better than that? And you’re embarrassing me?
Lame, Ash.” He grins.

“Whatever.” I say, tossing a pillow at Jake. He grabs my
waist and pulls me to the bed. At the same time, he maneuvers his
leg in between mine, twists it around and holds my arms above my
head.

“Easy pin.” He says, moving his face inches from mine.
Jake kisses me, gently at first, then harder. His kisses send shivers
up my spine, and I'm in this faraway land, until I realize he’s lying
on top of me. Driving too fast. I stop and wiggle to a sit.

“You okay?” Jake asks.

“Yeah, I’'m a little freaked out, that’s it.”

“Your parents?”

“Yeah.” Another lie. How can I tell Jake Cole that I've done
more things with him in three hours than I've ever done.

“I'm tired.”
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“Let’s go watch TV.,” Jake says, grabbing my hand.
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The next morning I’'m lying on the couch. For a second, I
can’t remember where I am, but then I spot the family pictures and
the big screen television hanging on the wall. I smile, blush, and
pull the blanket up over my mouth.

Jake and I slept together. We fell asleep watching UFC
fighting on SPIKE, and I never made it to the spare bedroom. 1
glance over at Jake on the opposite end of the wrap-around couch.
He’s in the fetal position, facing the cushions. For a second, I won-
der what he dreams about. Wrestling? His mom? Me? Or some
random chick he hooked up with before me?

I sit up, stretch, and wipe my eyes. I'm still in my plaid
shorts and tank from yesterday.

“Hey, sleepy head,” Uncle Fred says, walking out of the

kitchen, dressed in khakis, a pale green collared shirt, and clutch-
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ing a black case. “If you want breakfast, bagels are on the counter.
Help yourself.”

“Thanks,” I say thinking that all I want to do right now is
jump in the shower and change clothes.

Before Uncle Fred leaves, he nudges Jake. Jake stretches
and rubs his eyes. “Hey, bud, it’s almost eight.”

“See you later, guys.” Uncle Fred walks through the front
door.

After Jake finishes waking up, he looks at me and grins.
Easiness fills my stomach. For a moment, I realize as I stare at Jake
with all his bruises, his slashed chin, and wrinkled Tap Out tee that
he’s actually pretty normal. When we first got together with all the
dirt bike riding and crazy mom, I thought he was a loon, but when
I see him here, with his aunt and uncle, waking up on the couch,
he looks like a little boy, not a bad ass.

Jake reaches over and grabs his sneakers.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

“Running. Want to comer”

“Running?”’

“I'm training, Ash.”

“In the summer?”

Jake rolls his eyes. “I’'m always training.” He says, tying his
sneaks. He stands up, opens the front door, and takes off down the
street. I let out a deep breath and grab my bag.

After a long shower, I snatch a cinnamon raisin bagel off
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the counter, open the fridge, pour myself some orange juice, sit
down, and open up the newspaper.

“Hi,” Aunt Val greets me dressed in green scrubs and black
Crocs.

“Good morning,” I say staring at Aunt Val’s get up. “Are
you a nurse?”

“No, hon. I'm a radiologist.” She says, snatching a bagel
off the counter. “Are your parents going to pick you up this morn-
ing?”

My stomach sinks thinking about my parents.

“Yeah.”

“Well, we’ll see you hopefully in a couple days. We’re head-
ing down the shore on Friday for the fourth. Have fun with Jake,”
she says grabbing her nametag and dashing through the door.

I picture myself and Jake lounging on the sand at the beach
watching the the fireworks sparkle above the water.

The door closes behind Aunt Val, and I’'m alone. Should I
check out Jake’s room again before he gets home from his run, or
should I act normal, stay at the table, and finish my breakfast?

I dash into Jake’s room, open his bottom drawer again, and
locate the middle box with the pictures. As I lift the lid off the top,
I hear the front door open and my heart skips a beat. I reapply the
lid and slam the drawer closed.

“Good morning,” I say walking into the living room. It’s

amazing how much time Uncle Fred and Aunt Vallet us spend alone
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together. They’re totally trusting and cool, unlike the Clarke’s.

Jake’s chest heaves in and out.

“Hey,” he says, breathless. He walks by me, smacks me on
the butt, which I kind of like, and grabs a towel out of the closet.
I watch him walk into his room. A minute later, he closes the bath-
room door.

Sweet. Another shower. As soon as I hear the water splash,
I run into his room again, open the drawer, pull out the box, and
dump the contents all over his bed.

There are random pictures of girls and guys. Tons of pic-
tures of Jake wrestling. Pictures from the campground. One of
Rachel sitting on a lawn chair, another with a group of girls. I resist
the urge to take them. I mean, why does he keep this stuff? One
picture of Jake with an emo looking chick with her arm around
him. Jake and his brother on motorcycles. Jake on his dirt bike. Jake
and his brother with their surfboards. Basically the box is a Jake’s
life photo album. I let out a deep breath.

I place the lid on the box and set it in between the others
right were I found it.

The shower shuts off with perfect timing and I return
to my bagel, bummed and feeling like a pathetic loser for going
through his stuff.

For a minute, my thoughts jump to my computer. I mean,
I don’t have that many pictures of other guys. Okay, yeah, I do.

Pictures on my computer and definitely plenty of pictures on my
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cell phone. And yes, pictures of Andrew. So, who am I to judge?
It’s in the past.

Jake walks into the living room with a bag;

“I hate saying this Ashley,” he says, placing the royal blue
Shady Maple Wrestling bag on the couch. “But, I have to go. Coach
runs open mats in the mornings.”

He walks over to me and wraps his arms around my
waist.

“I had the best day with you,” he whispers in my ear, which
sends bunches and bunches of shivers up my spine. Goosebumps
cover my legs.

“Me too.” I croak. “Hey, your aunt and uncle said that you’ll
be down to watch the fireworks, so I’ll see you in a couple days.”

“Yeah,” He says straightening up and smiling,

Jake plays with my charm and maneuvers the clamp until
it’s behind my neck. He returns his hands to my cheeks and kisses
my lips, gently, nice.

He throws his duffle bag over his shoulder and leaves.

I’m alone again waiting for my parents to pick me up. Tru-
ly, an opportune time to search Jake’s room, which I do like a CSI
agent at a crime scene. I tear apart his room, his drawers, his clos-
ets, and even under his bed. And besides the couple pics of Rachel
and random girls, and an exorbitant amount of UFC stuff, I find
zero evidence that points to Jake lying.

As I wait for my parents on Jake’s front step, I feel pretty
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crappy. Crappy that I searched Jake’s room. Crappy that I don’t
trust Jake because of something that happened to me that has
nothing to do with him. AKA Andrew. Crappy that I lied to my
parents to hang out at Jake’s, when I should have just asked or at
least tried to talk to them. This isn’t me. The whole sleepover has
left me feeling like the summer after Max was born when I really
wanted a hermit crab and my parents said I couldn’t have one.

One July morning, Lizzy’s mom slept in late after a par-
ticularly long night, so Lizzy and I snuck up to the boardwalk. We
both stole hermit crabs, which isn’t extremely hard when the guys
at the store are so busy with tons of tourists. They didn’t even no-
tice two eight-year-old girls sneaking out the back with two hermit
crabs, cages, and extra shells. I snagged a softball shell, and Lizzy
snatched a flowered one.

It was cool at first. I hid my hermit crab underneath my
bed and nobody knew it was there, but me. My secret. I tried to
play with it, but you can’t really do anything fun with a hermit crab,
like you can play with a puppy or kitten. After a couple of hours, it
kind of lost its flavor, and I felt awful about lying and stealing.

A few days later, I couldn’t stand the feeling anymore, and
I confessed. My parents made me trek up to the boardwalk, apol-
ogize to the store, and give back my hot pink cage and softball
decorated hermit crab. I was punished for a couple of weeks and
placed on diaper duty. Instead of feeling awful, I felt relieved, and I

actually didn’t mind the diaper duty, which is strange because Max
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had a poop problem and would excrete these awful green lumpy
smelly diapers.

Today as I wait for my parents, I feel that same feeling, Like
I want to confess. Like Jake and me spending the night together is
like the hermit crab, awesome at first, but now I feel all yucky and
bad about it. I mean, I want to shout how I feel about Jake, not
hide it from everyone like the crab. Like I am. I draw my legs up to
my chest and watch ants scurry around the sidewalk.

The red convertible pulls up just as I’'m mesmerized by an
ant colony building orange anthills.

“Hi, Ashley,” my dad says as he grabs my bag and places it
into the trunk. He eyes me mysteriously like a cop interrogating,
searching for clues.

“Hey, Dad,” I say acting as peppy as I can muster after a
measly four hours of sleep last night.

“Did you have fun?”” He says, still looking at me out of the
corner of his eyes as I fall into the backseat next to Max, who’s
stuck in another Pokemon stupor.

“Yup,” I say flipping open my phone.

“Where’s Rachel?” My mom asks turning around to also
get a good look at me.

“She’s still sleeping,” I say, mesmerized by my screen and
reading through Rachel’s texts again.

“This late?” my dad asks, looking at me through the rear-

view mirroft.

134



C/umge 7//p

“Mmm hmm,” I say still staring at the screen. “We’re teen-
agers Mom, not ten. We sleep.” I push the keypad as fast as I can.

My mom finally turns around in her seat after she realizes
that I'm texting and not paying attention to their craziness.

A half an hour later I ask, “How’s Gram?”

“Good. She’s coming home tomorrow. She’s excited to see
her new face,” my mom says, her short dark hair blows in her
face.

“Good,” I say still texting. “Dad, can you put the top up?”

Silence.

After fighting shoobie shore traffic on the Cape Town
Bridge for what seemed like forever, we pull up to the house.

Max looks up from the game. I swear his eyes are blood-
shot and dilated. The boy needs rehab.

“Are we home already?” he asks squinting,

I snatch the game out of his hands. “Seriously, Max, you
need to stop.” I climb out of the car and hold it up to the sky. Max
jumps up and down, swinging his arms.

“Give it to me,” he screams. Finally, he stands still and
stomps on my foot, which hurts because I'm only wearing my
Adidas slides.

“You little...”

Max takes off and hides between my parents, who are in

the process of unlocking the front door.
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I pretend to toss the game into the street like a Frisbee.

“Wait!” Max screams sprinting toward me. He lunges at
me, wrapping his arms around my neck. I'm cracking up, balancing
my cell in one hand and his DS in the other.

“Will you two knock it off?” my mom yells from the
porch.

I spin around with Max flailing from my neck until he lets
go and tumbles to the ground.

“Ashley Jean Clarke, will you please give your brother back
his obsession,” my dad says, rolling the lawn mower out of the
garage.

Max’s face is red hot. I lower the game to eye level and
hand it to him. He snatches it and runs into the house.

“Don’t forget you have practice today at four,” my mom
says, holding the door open. “You haven’t forgot about softball
again, have you?” She eyes me suspiciously.

“Mom, do you honestly think I'd make that mistake again?”
I say, rolling my eyes.

After only snagging a couple hours of shut eye last night,
I'm in serious need of nap.

“So what the heck happened to you last night? Did your
parents think you were with Jake?” Rachel asks me later. We're
sprawled out on the gym floor getting ready for an indoor batting

practice.
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I pull my brand new Miken Icon silver bat out of my bag.
I'm in love with this bat. After begging and completing endless
chores for four full weeks, I earned enough money to buy this
amazing piece of softball equipment. It just arrived in the mail to-
day. I can’t wait to use it in a game. Carefully, I tear the plastic off
my shiny bat.

“I dodged a major bullet.”

“I know. I almost answered my phone when I saw the
number, but then I remembered that it might be your parents and
oh my God, I'm so glad I didn’t. What would your parents do if
they knew you spent the night with Jake?”

Just then, Christy places her slimy hand on my bat. “Nice
bat, slut. Too bad all that money won’t buy you hits.”

“Whatever,” I say, rolling my eyes and snatching my bat
back.

“Staying over at Jake’s, huh? So, Jake’s adding you to his
long list already, Ash? I thought you would at least wait like a few
months. What do you think, Rachel?”

I let out a deep breath. Seriously, it’s to the point of
ridiculousness. Christy is immature and pathetic. I ignore her like an
annoying bee and hope she’ll leave and go sting someone else.

A few minutes later, I look over at Christy and her crew.
Amy and Stephanie swarm around Christy with their hands over
their open mouths. They stare at Christy’s cell phone. My stomach

drops. The Maryland hotel pictures.
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“Let me see that,” I say, standing up and snatching the cell
out of Christy’s hand.

Rachel maneuvers next to me, and we simultaneously let
out a deep breath. Staring back at us is the picture of Rachel,
Emily, and I sitting together with two bottles in front of us. Even
though none of us are actively drinking, there are four cups filled
with purple liquid on the table.

I hit the arrow button and sure enough, there are at least
ten pictures of us playing cards, Emily puking, and us throwing
back drinks, whether it’s water or wine cooler, you can't tell in the
pics. We're screwed.

“How the hell did you get the pictures?” I ask waving her
cell phone in the air.

“I snagged Kate’s phone at the tournament and sent them
to myself, dumb asses.” Christy snatches the phone back. “You
might as well take that bat back, Ashley. Because when I show
Coach D these pics, you won’t be using it,” she says tossing her
phone in her bag,

“Let’s go, girls. Grab your bats and hit the cages,” Coach D
shouts from behind the pitching machine.

Rachel and I exchange worried looks. How the hell are we
going to get rid of those pics? And do Kate and Emily know?

I stare at Christy’s bag, trying to figure out a way to get
her cell and erase the pictures. I wish I could be all badass and just

snatch the phone, but the hermit crab is about as badass as I get.
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“Ashley, youre up,” Coach D says. I place my new bat back
into my bag, not wanting to mess it up in the cages and grab my
old DeMarini bat from last year.

Rachel holds the net for me as I enter the cage. With ev-
ery swing, I’'m picturing Christy’s Ronald McDonald face on each
ball.

After practice, Christy sprints out the gym door clutching
her stupid cell phone. Rachel and I attempted to snag it twice dur-
ing practice, but each time we were close, Coach called us over to
do something else.

“Hey, did you tell Kate and Emily?” I ask Rachel as we’re
piling our stuff in my Dad’s trunk while my dad talks softball with
Mzt. O’Donnell.

“Yeah, for a sec. Kate said she’d take care of it.”

“I think we’re too late for that,” I say, opening the car door
for Rachel.

My dad finally joins us.

“Do you mind if we take Rachel homer” I ask as my dad
maneuvers on his white leather driver’s seat.

“The famous Rachel. It’s nice to finally meet you,” my dad
turns around and smiles at Rachel, then looks at me.

During the ride home, I think of the many ways Christy can
bring the photos to Coach D’s attention without actually showing

her. Drop them in front of her? Leave them somewhere? In other
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To: Jake
Can’t w8

“Going to the fireworks Friday, Ashley?” Rachel asks slid-
ing across the seat to the door. Her house is literally minutes from
Jake’s aunt and uncle’s campground on the mainland and is seri-
ously huge. Sunray and Cape Town houses are usually tiny and
smushed right next to one another, like mine. But, Rachel’s house
is gigantic and her yard is even bigger. She could seriously have,
like, ten horses, four cows, and a chicken coup in her back yard,
and still have room to fit our house and our backyard on her prop-
erty with plenty of space to spare. I wonder what her parents do.

“Yeah, are you going?” I ask, gawking at the house and
climbing out of the convertible to open the door for Rachel.

“Yuppers. Text me. We’ll meet up.” Rachel says.

“What do your parents do?” I ask still staring at the hu-
mongous house.

Rachel halts for second. “Uh, they own their own busi-
ness.” She clears her throat and smiles again.

“Thanks, Mr. Clarke,” Rachel says shutting the door.

She waves still sporting her signature wide-mouth grin. I

rest my head back on the convertible’s headrest and muse.
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words, Christy will expose us without making her self look like a
rat. Teams despise rats.

“Did you two have fun last night at your aunt and uncle’s
house?” my dad asks Rachel studying her reflection through the
rearview mirror. My parents refuse to drop the Shady Maple
sleepover. I cannot believe that my detective dad is interrogating
Rachel right now.

“We had a blast. Aunty and Uncle Bill loved her. Did Ash-
ley tell you we ate at Leonetti’s? They have the best pizza.” Rachel
says, smirking

She’s a pro. Much better liar than me.

Dad looks at me and smiles. An easiness returns to his
face.

“No, Ashley forgot to mention that.”

My cell phone vibrates in my bag,

Fr: Jake

Fireworks Fri?

I’'ve been in softball escape mode, and I almost forgot
Jake will be here in three days. Sunray always has a huge fireworks
display the Friday before the fourth. I’'m always at some tourna-
ment and never get to see them. Not this year. I can’t wait. The
fireworks. The beach. Barbeques. All with Jake. Total bliss.

I text Jake back right next to my dad.
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At exactly two minutes past midnight, the familiar tap
wakes me up. Last night, I was beat after spending another day
with Gram, Mom, and Max. I didn’t even make it through one
chapter of Gram’s latest romance pick, Dangerous Stud.

Before I grab the Elmo stool, I smooth down my hair, and
run my fingers under my eyes to erase any smudged mascara.

Every time Jake shows up, whether I’'m expecting him or
not, it always makes my stomach leap. I maneuver the stool and
push open the window, but instead of Jake, Lizzy is staring at me
with bloodshot eyes.

“Liz, what’s going on?” I ask, pushing open the window.

“Hey, Ash. Whaz up?” she shouts, losing her balance.

“Shush. My parents will hear you. I thought you were
Jake.”
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“Jake, Jake, easy bake,” she says, bursting into giggles and
holding herself up by the ledge.

“Where were you?”

“Jessica’s,” she slurs. “Do you mind if I stay over. My
mom’s gonna be pissed if I come home like this. She’s got this new
boy toy that’s only like nineteen and kind of creepy.” Lizzy loses
her step and stumbles into the bush next to my window.

“Are you okay?” I ask, extending my arm through the win-
dow to help her up.

Lizzy tries to pick brush out of her hair, but misses.

“Meet me at the front doot.” I say, pushing the window
closed.

“Sorry, man,” she says, staggering into my living room
a few seconds later. “I just can’t go home. And if Mom knows
I’m here, she won’t ask any questions. She totally trusts and loves
you.”

Lizzy leans onto my shoulder.

“Yeah, I know.” I say, letting Lizzy blab on and on about
her mom while I guide her toward my room, trying not to gag from
the intense cigarette and beer aroma oozing from her clothes.

Lizzy squints and falls into my bed.

“Perfect,” she murmurs.

“Liz?”

The room is quiet except for the rhythm of Lizzy’s breath-

ing. I slide off her flip-flops and pull the covers out from under
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her. She doesn’t even stir as I tuck her in.
Her phone buzzes across the floor. I pick it up, read a text

from her mom, and answer it.

To: Mom

Sleeping at Ash’s 2night
Seconds later, Lizzy’s mom returns the text.

Fr: Mom
Tell Ash I said hi. C u tom. Call be4 u come home.

Yuck. That’s disgusting that Lizzy has to call her own
mother when she’s on her way home, like in case her cougar mom
is in the middle of something with her boyfriend. Poor Liz.

I turn Lizzy’s phone off and toss it on my nightstand.
Then, I snatch a pillow off my bed and a sleeping bag from my

closet and spread it out across my floor underneath my window.

A

Across the hallway, the toilet flushes and I feel for my
phone, which is still lying next to my head. The glaring sun beats
through my window. Seven fifteen. Urgh.

A Lizzy lump is curled up on my bed. The floor feels hard.

A faint beer mixed with cigarette smoke stench hovers above my
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room. I stand up and open my windows. Lizzy needs to wake up
and take a shower. Like now.

I stare at Lizzy’s honey hair peeking out of the top of the
comforter feeling guilty. Lately, I know I've been MIA. Between
conniving to see Jake and softball, I've barely spent any time with
Liz.

My mom opens the door at a snail’s pace, glances at the
bed, and then at me on the floor. “I didn’t know Lizzy was sleeping
over, honey.”

“Yeah, she stopped by last night.”

Mom knows the drill. Since Lizzy and I first met in nurs-
ery school, she’s been crashing at my house. Lizzy’s mom figured
out that she could do whatever she wants at night and not have to
worry about Lizzy if she stays with me. Lizzy loves sleeping here.
A break from the rotating bar guys.

When we were in second grade, Lizzy confided in me that
she wanted my parents to adopt her. She was serious. I begged my
mom, but of course, the super anal Clarke’s wouldn’t cooperate.

“How about chocolate chip pancakes?” my mom asks in a
whisper.

“Did I hear pancakes?” Lizzy asks, sitting up. Her hair is
wiry and poofy.

“Chocolate chip and whipped cream, Liz?”

“Yes,” Lizzy shouts, stretching her arms out like she’s

cheering.
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I can’t believe Lizzy’s ready to down chocolate chip pan-
cakes and whipped cream after she was so wasted last night. She
should hang with Emily.

My mom shuts the door, and I lie back on the floor.

“What’s wrong with you, lover girl?” Lizzy asks, falling
back on my pillows.

“I'm beat.”

“So when’s JC buzzing into town?”

“Today.” I say, looking down.

I'look at Lizzy and I don’t want to admit it, but we’re drift-
ing apart. I mean, every summer Lizzy and I go through this. I'm
at softball a lot, she hangs out with other friends for a while. But
this summer is different. She’s hanging with Nicotine addict Nicole
and Jello shot Jessica. The class elite. The class drunks. The class by
itself that happens to hang with Andrew and Mark.

“How is good ole Jake?” Lizzy asks wrapping her hair
around her index finger.

“Great. We had the best time yesterday and the day
before.”

Lizzy stares at me with her piercing blue eyes. She always
sees right through me. Especially because when it comes to guys,
we usually share every dirty detail.

“So, your relationship is that perfect, huh?” She asks, rais-
ing her eyebrow.

“Yeah, pretty much.” I say, fiddling with the zipper on my
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softball-covered sleeping bag.

“Isn’t he dealing with some serious stress and stuff after
his mom died?”

How do I tell Lizzy that yeah, he’s dealing with major stress,
even making all sorts of money doing something probably illegal?
So I lie.

“He’s actually handling it really well. His aunt and uncle are
amazing and they’ve been helping out. It’s really unbelievable how
he’s been able to bounce back.” I say looking up at Lizzy with the
broadest smile I can muster.

She half smiles, still staring at me.

“So, who was the lucky guy last night?” I say, attempting to
change the subject.

“What makes you think every time I’'m hanging out, I'm
hooking up?” Lizzy asks, throwing off my comforter.

“Just asking. Why are you so uptight?”

“I’'m not.” She says, hugging her legs to her chest.

This sucks. Everything I say is wrong and I feel all twisty
and tight and secretive. I wish things between Lizzy and me would
go back to normal and be calm, like it used to be, not all crappy and
uncomfortable.

“Look Lizzy, what’s going on?” I ask, hoping to clear things
up.

She hugs her legs tighter. “Ashley, I didn’t want to tell you

this, but it’s kind of been weird between us since you and Jake got
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together. I mean, last year was cool when you were dating Andrew.
But, now with Jake, youre closed or something. It’s like all that
matters to you is when you’re going to catch some alone time with
Jake. And when Jake’s not around you’re at softball. What are you
going to do in September when Jake’s back at school, and you’re
back at Sunray? I just don’t think it’s healthy that you’re spending
so much time with a guy that your parents don’t want you seeing,
lives a hundred miles away, and is pretty messed up.”

I stand up and start folding my sleeping bag. My legs are
shaking. Where does Lizzy get off telling me what I should and
shouldn’t be doing?

“At least, 'm not smoking and drinking and God knows
what with my time,” I mumble, shoving the sleeping bag in my
closet.

“What did you say?”

“You heard me,” I say, staring at Lizzy. I mean, how could
she possibly know what it’s like to be in a serious relationship with
a guy whose mom just died. She has no clue.

“Is that what you think of me now. I'm like my mom? Are
you saying that I’'m acting like my mom?” Lizzy asks, bending over
and grabbing her cigarettes from the pocket of her Sunray soccer
hoody that’s lying next to the bed.

“Well I figured since you’re passing so much judgment, I'd
pass some of my own.”

“You're changing, Ashley Clarke. I'm just trying to warn
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you. Youre my best friend, and I think that youre spending way
too much time with Jake.”

“I'm changing? What about you?” I say, resting my hands
on my hips.

“What about me? I’'m a normal teenager going out and
having a good time, not acting all married at fifteen.” She says,
smacking the cigarette pack on her palm.

“Pancakes are ready.”” Max yells, barreling into my room
and jumping on the bed with Lizzy.

“Hey, buddy,” Lizzy says, tossing her cigarettes on the
nightstand, grabbing Max, and reciprocating his giant hug,

“Dizzy Lizzy is here,” he shouts melting into her arms.

I stare at Lizzy and Max. Am I changing? Am I neglecting
my friends? Or am I just hanging out with different friends? Like
Rachel.

While Lizzy and Max play tickle torture, my phone vibrates

across the floor, bumping into my foot.

Fr: Rachel

Go on Facebook now. Not good.

Instinctively, I feel for my softball charm and remember it’s
in my nightstand drawer.
“Come on, girls. The pancakes are getting cold,” my mom

shouts from the kitchen.
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“Go ahead, Liz. I'll be right there,” I say, turning on my
computer.

Two minutes later, I'm staring at my worst nightmare.
Christy uploaded the pics on her Facebook page under the title,
“Maryland Tournament”. Coach D is constantly on Facebook. She
even talks about how she loves chatting with old friends on Face-
book at practice. She’s sure to check out these pics between now
and tomorrow. And Christy made sure of it by tagging the whole
team. I’'m screwed.

“And you’re getting on my ass for partying.”

I jump.

“You scared the shit out of me,” I say holding my chest.

“Your mom wanted me to come get you. Don’t tell me that
Christy Meyers is messing with you again.” Lizzy says, clutching
the mouse and clicking through the pictures. “Nice Ashley. I didn’t
know you are a cheap-ass wine kind of girl. How come you didn’t
tell me about this?”

“I wasn’t drinking, and it just happened last weekend.”

“Is she still with Mark?” Lizzy starts scrolling through
Christy’s friends, then her profile and wall.

“Gitls, the pancakes are getting cold.” I turn off the com-
puter before my mom gets a look at the pics. It’s bad enough if
Coach D sees them, but if my parents do, I’'m dead.

“What’s going on?” my mom asks, walking into the room

toward us.
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I kick the computer plug out of the electrical socket. “I
was just showing Ashley my new boyfriend on MySpace.” Lizzy
says smiling.

“You know gitls, you should be careful on MySpace. Child
molesters hang out on that site.”

Lizzy and I roll our eyes. Ever since this television spe-
cial, parents are freaky about MySpace. In fact, my mom checks it,
like, every week or something, and she forced me to do that block
thing so that only people who know my name or email address can
friend me. So lame. Like I would friend some old nasty dude who
likes to molest children.

“We know, we know,” Lizzy and I say. Thank God, there
are no specials about freaks on Facebook, yet. I don’t even think
my mom knows Facebook exists.

As Lizzy and I follow my mom toward the kitchen, Lizzy
whispers, “Don’t worry, I've got something big on Christy.”

I smile and wonder what the heck Lizzy’s got lined up.
I hope it’s something that will take that girl down for good. We
might not agree on boyfriends right now, but one thing we do
agree on is Christy has to be stopped. And soon.

After breakfast, Lizzy and I make plans to meet up at her
house. Lizzy leaves and I change into my brand new powdery blue
and white Juicy bathing suit. When, you’re boobs are the size of
mosquito bites, it’s tough find a good bathing suit. I did some re-

search and read in Teen ["ggue that girls with an athletic build, should
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wear a solid colored bottom and busy or horizontal striped top. So
when I saw this bathing suit on sale at Marshall’s last week, I had
to have it.

When you live at the beach, it’s normal to run into every-
one half naked, like your teacher, principal, mail carrier, neighbors,
friends, friends’ parents, and everyone else. So, a good bathing suit
is ultra important.

Before I take off for the beach, I check my cell phone one

more time.

Fr: Jake

Meet?

He’s getting into the texting thing.

To: Jake
10th st?

Tenth street beach is the locals” hang out for the summer.
It’s a surfer beach in front of a nun vacation resort. If my parents
catch me hanging there with Jake, it’s a no brainer. Jake surfs and

technically, he’s still a local. Total coincidence.

Fr: Jake
C u soon
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Butterflies flutter in my stomach like I’'m about to pitch
a huge game. I take a look at myself in the mirror and pull up
my hair into a high ponytail, throw on some cut off shorts and a
blue Nike tank, slip on sandals, and snatch my necklace out of my
nightstand drawer. I grab my bag and I’'m off.

On the way to Lizzy’s, I call Gram.

“Ashley, how are you?” Pop answers.

“Hey, Pop, is 