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Lies.

At prst, theyire 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 downpour. Then, all the lies accumulate like a yood, 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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oWant some?6 my best friend, Lizzy, holds out a squeeze
bottle.

0lim good,d | say. 6Game tomorrow.o

Lizzy rolls her eyes and takes a sip.

Why am | here? | know itis Sunray High Schools end of
school ritual. Hit the beach after the last bell. But, watching Lizzy
hang out with her new friends sucks.

0Excuse me, Jockette,06 Mark, Lizzyls ex-boyfriend, says.
He snatches the squeeze bottle, yips it upside down, and pours the
remaining red liquid into his big mouth.

Heis 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 farmeris
tan on a towel. Theres no way Iim 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 shes 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.

0Come on, Ash,0 Lizzy yells before a wave tosses her off
balance, and she hops to stay upright.

| stay put.

After a few more minutes of watching the igangi hang out
in the water and drink from squeeze bottles, 1im seriously bored
and wasting time. So, | roll up my towel and toss it into my tote.
Itis not like Sunray High School will even notice when jock Ashley
Clarke leaves the beach.

On my way home, | swear | spot my boyfriend Jake in a
car. When | sneak a peek inside Marios Pizza Shop, | swear Jake is
sitting at a booth munching on pizza. Then while passing Lizzyis
house, Jake speeds by on a dirt bike. live got a serious case of Jake
on the brain.

Ever since he was forced to move, Jake yips 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. | never know when Il spot him.

I grab my vibrating phone out of my back pocket.

0Where the hell are you?6 Lizzy screeches.

oUh. Home,0 | say, sitting on my porch step.

ol turned around and you were, like, gone. Weire having
the best time. Is JC in town or were you freaked out because An-
drew is here?6 Lizzy blows air.

ONo, itls not Andrew,0 | say rolling my eyes. Please. 6An-
drew is an ass. | donit have feelings for that big-ego loser anymore.
That was so last winter.6

Lizzy giggles. 0So itis JC. | knew it. | thought Mom and Dad
forbid you to see him after his mom ODid and the dirt bike spring
punishment thing. What, are you sneaking around with him?6

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. 0Whatever, Liz. | have to sneak around
until Mom and Dad give him a chance.0

oUh huh. Sure,6 she says and puffs again.

Lizzy doesnit like Jake for some reason. | 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.

oWhy donit you come back to the beach? Or when JC
decides not to show up, give me a call.b

n
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o0Whatever,6 | say. 00Oh and Liz.6

0What?6

0Stop smoking,0 | say, , hating cancer sticks since Gramis
bout with lung cancer a few years ago.

00kay Mom.6

Later, 1im four hours into an Americais 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 | made a pact with myself after my prst boyfriend,
Andrew, broke my heart and stopmed on it, that 1 would never
obsess over another guy again. And technically Iim not. I mean,
Iim not giving up myself or sports. Ever again.

Tap. Tap. Finally.

0Jake!d I squeak, but not too loud. 1im sure Mom and Dad
think that I havenit 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. live failed to inform them that Jakes aunt and uncle
own a trailer home in a vacation campground ten minutes away.

They donit 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. | wonit dare risk it.
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Jake smiles that gentle dimple-showing smile. That smile makes me
melt, and 1id do anything for it.

Well not anything. Yet.

oHow long are you here?6 | ask while maneuvering the
old Elmo step stool my little brother, Max, used for potty training
from underneath my bed and toward the window.

oTill tomorrow night. I still have a couple days left of
school.6

oWell, you would be out already if you didnit...0 | stop my-
self before | say it. I mean, itis not his fault he had to move. Itis
not his fault his mom took too many drugs and left him and his
brother John with nothing, so I donit dare pnish that sentence.

| step on the stool and hoist myself up. Then, I wiggle on
the window ledge and jump over the azalea bush. When 1 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. | shiver.

We donit dare kiss in front of the house. Instead, we opt to
walk a couple blocks down the street toward the beach.

0So howid you get here this time?4 I ask, but before he can
answer, | notice a huge black and purple smudge underneath his
right eye.

00h my God, Jake, what happened?6

He moves his big hand in front of his eye. 0Oh, this? Itis
nothing.0

13
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oDid you get in a pght or something?6

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, | force myself to stop.

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

0Jake, what happened? | canit think of anything else right
now except your black eye.o

0Come on, Ashley. We hardly see each other. Itk not a big
deal.6 He spins a piece of my hair around his pnger.

Iim not letting him off the hook. One thing live learned
from the whole prst boyfriend mess last year is that if something
is bothering me, 1im 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.

0Come on Jake. How did you get the black eye?0 I ask.

He lets out a deep breath. 0Whatis the big deal, Ashley?
Really, it has nothing to do with us.0

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

0But, it does have to do with us,0 | take a deep breath.

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

ol canit.0 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 donit 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.

Iim 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.

0lim going to wrestling camp at the end of July,6 he an-
nounces, drying off his face. His bicep yexes showing off his black
tribal tattoo. The one I helped him pick out a few months ago.

0Thatis great, Jake. Look, I just donit understand why you
canit tell me about your eye. | donit mean to be a pest, but 1im
worried about you.d | say, sounding like a mom.

Jake sits next to me with his elbows resting on his bent
knees. 01 know, Ash. But really, if it were serious, | would tell you.6
He pauses. 0l walked into a door, okay. Can we stop talking about
my stupid eye?6

A door? Hefs right about one thing, 1 am wasting precious
make-out time talking about an eye.

Hormones, one.

Brain, zero.

0Where you going to camp?6 | say, realizing that Iill be
away at Nationals, if we qualify, at the end of July, too.

oYork, PA. At the college I think. Coach thinks I can go
even further in States this year.0

0
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oYork. Thatis where Nationals are.6 | shout, excited that
our schedules mesh. With Andrew nothing ever meshed.

Jake smiles, then stares at the surf while he plls me in on
wrestling camp. 1im not listening to a word. It something about
the way heis passionately talking about wrestling, the fact that weire
totally meant to be, his full lips, muscles, and chiseled face. I canit
help myself anymore. So I jump him.

oFinally,6 he says in between kisses.

He tastes like salt.

A faint light gleams on the dark sand. Crap.

0Jake.0 | whisper.

0What?6

0My dad. I think my dadis here.6 | say, jumping up.

0Whats the big deal?6

0No, you donit understand,6 | 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 | reach the
sail boats, I duck in between two. Jakefs right behind me.

oWhy are you hiding?6

| failed to pll Jake in on the fact that my parents donit want
me to see him ever again after my Dadis cop buddy caught me on
the back of Jakeis so-called illegal dirt bike a few days before the
overdose. Then the sight of my Cape Town Cop dad seeing Jakeis
mom lying on his bathroom yoor with a needle stuck in her arm

didnit help. 0lim punished.6 1 lie.
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0Again?d Jake smiles. 0What did you do this time? Still
riding on the back of illegal dirt bikes?6

Perfect opportunity for a get back. ol donit want to talk
about it.0 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.

ol see how it is,0 Jake smiles and gently tackles me, twist-
ing me up in a wrestling move. | attempt to escape, but he always
counters. Now Iim a pretzel. One of the many perks of dating a
wrestler. The constant wrestling matches. My stomach hurts from
laughing. Jake yattens my back against the sand and pecks me on
the lips.

0Do you do that to all the guys you wrestle?6 | ask.

00nly you,0 he says, his face suspended above mine. | hope
he doesnit see the zit on my chin. I didnit bother to cover it, pgur-
ing the beach would be pitch black and he wouldnit see it. But, the
stupid moon must have peeked out from behind a cloud, and itis
shining like a yashlight on my red, ginormous, pulsing pimple.

0Ha, ha, very funny.6

Jake releases me. | 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 yashlights. The beach is
deserted.

ORace you back to the dunes,0 | say.

QAsh, | could beat you running backwards.d
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I roll my eyes and lean forward. 0Go,6 | 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 wouldnit have to lie, sneak, and lead this double life.

A burning smell overtakes the fresh salt scent.

O0Whats that?0 | ask.

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

0That shit will kill youd | hear Jake shout, as he snatches
fat, stubby, glowing cigarettes from a gang of freshman. He stubs
them out on the beach. 0Get out of here.

| tense up watching the scene.

The group of young kids scatter down the beach.

O0What are you doing?0 | ask Jake as he walks back to our
spot and sits down next to me.

0Thats how it all starts, Ash. Plus, I canit stand that smell.0
He waves the air with his hand.

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

0lim not going to sit on the beach while some kids ruin
their life.0
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| attempt to change the subject. 0Do you ever wonder if
there is another Earth?6 | ask.

0ONope.6 he says staring at the sky.

0What do you think of when you stare at the stars?0

oYou, me, wrestling, surpng, and sometimes, | donit know.6
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, 0My aunt and uncle
want to meet you.6

0Yeah?6 | sit up smiling wide and happy.

oHow about Sunday after your tournament?4 he asks.

Without thinking, | say, oSure.6 If Jake said, oWill you
clean sun-cooked, used toilets at that moment, | probably would
have said yes to that too.

00ne more thing,6 Jake digs into his pocket and brings out
a small black fuzzy box.

OWhats this?0 | ask.

oltis for you.6 He hands it to me.

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

ol knew youid like it.6 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. Itis not
too short, not too long. Perfect. Like Jake and me.

i
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0Thanks so much.6 | wrap my arms around him. Jake plays
with the charm, and then looks up at me and grins.

oLike it?6

ol love it.6 1im so ecstatic, so | jump Jakeis 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. Itis almost two,
and | have a softball tournament in Maryland tomorrow morning.

olim sorry, Jake, but | have to go.6 | love softball, and 1
love spending time with Jake. But, right now, softball is prst.

0No worries.0 He kisses me on the cheek.

After we make plans to meet up Sunday, Iim home by two,
which by Jake standards is pretty early. Most nights when 1im hang-
ing out with him, 1 never make it home until right before dawn.
Tonight, we could pull apart because we knew weid spend Sunday
together.

Now | just have to pgure out how to get this past my
parents.






Eqic ™ x+ 1tmd 14sg



Jdg Lhjtirje

0l have bad news.6 The dawn sun streams into my room,
and | shield my face. | wipe the sleep out of my eyes, and Mom
comes into focus. Itls a new summer, which means another new
haircut courtesy of US Weekly. This summer, itis a sleek, dark
chestnut bob. Her yip-yops make a faint clicking sound on the car-
pet as she scurries around my room. Momis a secretary at Sunray
Elementary School, so sheis home all day with Max and me. Every
day. All Summer.

iBad news? Oh my God, they know about Jake.

Momgs standing in front of the window. Her foot is next to
the Elmo stool. 1im screwed.

0Gram needs us this weekend, Boo. 1im sorry. So, Max,
Daddy, and | are going to drive to Philly,é6 my mom looks at her
yip-yops. 0We called Kateis dad and he is going to pick you up
13
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this morning. It looks like youire on your own this weekend. The
hotel room we booked is still in our name, next to Kateis parentsb
room.o

I sit up. OWhatis wrong with Gram?6 Visions of my curly
blond Gram pll my brain.

0Shefs pne. Sheks getting some tests done. Donit worry. Itis
not anything to worry about,6 my mom says, picking up and fold-
ing discarded clothes from my yoor. 0l couldnit imagine being so
far away in Maryland at the tournament while sheis getting the
tests. So, weire going to stay with her this weekend.6

0Tests?0

0ltis no big deal. It all routine. Not anything to do with
her lung cancer from a few years ago.6

00h,0 | sink back on my pillow.

0By the way, Ashley, | wanted to tell you how proud Dad
and I are of you lately. Youive shown a major commitment to soft-
ball. And I know it was hard cutting out boys for a while, but you
wonit regret it. Boys are around forever. Softball is a once in a life-
time opportunity.

She rustles my hair like 1im 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 | stay with her, she lets

14
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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 hasnit
written one since. Reads a bunch, still attends Romance Confer-
ences and everything, but doesnit write.

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

I throw my comforter off and stretch. Reaching over to my
nightstand, 1 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 Iim 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. | stop dancing, grab
my cell phone, pnd Gram and press send.

0Gram!6 | shout into the phone.

0Boo. How are you?6 she asks.

oForget about me. 1im pne. Whatis going on? Mom said
youire getting tests done or something.0 | balance the phone

15
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between my shoulder and chin while | gather my hair into a
ponytail.

00N, itts all routine. Itis nothing.6

0Ash. Katefs dadis here,6 my mom shouts.

0Gram, | gotta go.0

00kay, Sweets. Make sure you call Pop and me after your
games. And donit forget to take a book with you.6

oLove you, Gram.6

oLove you too, Boo. No worries.0

After | throw on a tank and shorts, I grab my orange Crush
dufye bag and suitcase. For some reason, 1im not totally convinced
about everything being routine.

Kates family and | pull info 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. Dadis 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 Vip side, Kates parents are completely normal.
Kate and I listened to our iPods and chatted, while Katels 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 dads.

16
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Kate and | retrieve our bags from the back of the
OiDonnells SUV and walk together to the pelds. The blazing hot
sun reyects the newly dyed yellow highlights in Christy Mayeris
nasty rat nest sprouting out of her orange Crush visor.

Christy is seriously one of the meanest, mean-girl team-
mates, live ever met. For no reason at all, she despises me. I mean,
yeah, Iim the other pitcher besides her on our ASA team, the Crush,
and Lizzy was dating Christys boyfriend Mark or something last
year. But, Christys hate runs deep. She hates me like | 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.

OHi, Christy,0 | say, like I always say and always get ignored.
OHi, Stephanie. Hi, Amy,0 | greet the crew of girls that hang on
Christy Mayeris every spoken word like shels Jesus or something.
Thatis 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, 1im so over Andrew.

| pddle with the charm hanging around my neck.

0Hey, Ash,0 Stephanie and Amy, who attend Cape Catholic
with Christy, say in unison. Christy looks up and stays mum.

17
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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.

0Hi, Kate,0 Christy says and smiles.

oLoser,0 | say under my breath. | made a promise to myself.
No way. Sheis not getting under my skin this season. A few months
ago, while surpng MySpace, | found out Christy doesnit 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 | feel that yucky feeling,
like I want to snatch her orange rats nest and punch her in the face,
I try to think about her horrible life. I guess itls not her fault sheis
a bitch.

Kate tosses one over my head, and | turn around to re-
trieve it. As | bend down pick up the ball, Iim 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.

OHi. Iim assuming, since our uniforms match and every-
thing, this must be the Crush. Whereis our dugout?6 Shels beaming
with a wide smile plled with perfect white straight teeth.

oYup.6

OHi, Iim Rachel.6

OHey, 1im Ashley. Our dugout is over there.d | point.

0What position do you play?6

Rachel switches her bag to her other shoulder, oPitcher.6

18



Jdg Lhjtirje

My luck. Barbie is not only beautiful, but sheis a frigging
pitcher just like me. Which means weire now carrying three pitch-
ers on the team. Joy.

Rachel begins to trek toward our dugout. Then, | remem-
ber what itis like to be the newbie. 0Wait. When youire ready, you
can have a catch with Kate and me.6

She stops and turns around. 0Thanks. Oh, and I love your
charm.6 She beams.

I glance down at the charm and a warm fuzzy feeling
plls my stomach just thinking of Jake. I roll the softball charm in
between my middle pnger and thumb. 6Thanks.6 Now 1im the one
beaming.

Coach D calls us together. 0Girls, 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 | were very impressed
with both her movement and speed.6

Christy glares at Rachel. The rest of the team smiles and

welcomes her. Christy will never change.

Rachel is phenomenal. Jﬁst my luck. I should hate her, but
shels unhatable. Too nice. Rachel starts the prst game and pitches
a yawless one hitter. 1 warm the bench for pve straight innings,
because thatts all it takes for Rachel to shut down the other team
and for us to earn ten runs. Am I angry? No. | mean, thatls 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.

oNice game,0 | say to Rachel, who is ear-to-ear smiles. 1im
not Christy. 1im not going to be all mean and nasty because Rachel
is way better than me. Like Christy was nasty to me last year when
| walked on the team and started. Plus, that stuff comes back to
bite you.

When | was eight, there was this girl on my team who was
an amazing pitcher and had way more friends than me. | 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 |1 made it up. My team was pissed at me, my
friends were pissed at me, the pooper was pissed at me, and I still
wasnit as good as her. Lesson learned. Even though she moved
away a year later, | never did anything like that again.

0Thanks,6 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.

oSorry,6 Christy mumbles while Amy and Stephanie gig-
gle and follow her like shadows out of the dugout. Christyis nasty
initiation begins.

Rachel dramatically tumbles. 0No problem, Christy,6 she
pretends to fall into the bench, turns toward me, and beams. 0So,
Ashley, are you starting the next game? | bet you are.6



Jdg Lhjtirje

Between Rachelis bright blond hair and infectious smile,
she illuminates the entire team like a full moon on the beach.

ol hope s0,0 | swing my bag over my shoulder. I look over
at the stands for my parents, but then I remember theyire 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 | grab a pretzel and Gatorade at the snack
stand, while Rachel plls me in on her life.

0Where do you go to school?6 | ask.

0Mainland Shore Regional. live been pitching since | was
seven and love it.6 She adjusts her sparkly headband. oDid Brit-
tany Harris pitch against your high school team this year? Sheis my
older sis.0

Hello? No wonder Coach D picked up Rachel to join our
team. Her sister is like one of the top pve 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 prst South Jersey girl to be recruited to go to a major
college out west. |1 heard UCLA or Arizona. Thats, like, unheard
of in Jersey.

0Yeah, shels amazing,0 | sit down on the grass.

0Shes a nerd,0 Rachel sits beside me. 0So, tell me your
story.6 She holds out an invisible microphone and giggles.

0l go to Sunray Beach High School with Kate.6 | pll her in
on Jake, Andrew, Christy, and Lizzy.
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oWow, your life is so much more exciting than mine. You
know, live never had, like, a real boyfriend? I can pitch a 60 mile-
per-hour fastball, but I canit snag a boyfriend.6 Rachel breaks apart
her pretzel and rolls her eyes.

0ltls much easier just to concentrate on one thing. This
whole thing with Jake just happened. And last year, | was a wreck.
| actually gave up basketball to hang out with my boyfriend,
Andrew.0

0What?6 Rachel pops a piece of pretzel into her mouth.
0Do you have a pic of Jake?0

I dig through my bag for my cell phone.

Her eyes widen. 0Thatls him? He looks like someone |
know.d She pauses and snatches my cell to get a closer look. 6Duh.
It canit be. That guy doesnit live around here anymore.6

She hands me back my phone, and | 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 pnish devouring the pretzel knot, the
part | always save for last, and stand up.

oWant to get a hot dog?6 Rachel asks.

Rachel and | 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, | bring a novel to school, but I only sneak reads after
Iim done with schoolwork or after tests. Seriously, no one knows.
Its not like 1im embarrassed or anything, but people assume since
Iim a total jock that I donit read.

Christy gets the start for the second game, which sucks,
but doesnit surprise me, since |1 know Coach D is saving me for
tomorrow. During the Memorial Day tournament, | threw my prst
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 prst
two innings and four girls on the Maryland Mystics hit her fastball
like its slow pitch. Weire down 1-0, when Coach D turns around
from her squat at the dugout opening.

GAshley, grab Rachel and warm up,6 she orders.

0Told you.6 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 pve minutes, Coach D is yelling for me from the

mound.
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0Go get um, Champ,6 Rachel pats me on the back as | 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 prst girl. My fastball isnit pop-
ping at all. In between batters, 1 try to sling the ball into my glove,
warming up my arm. Itis weird, I donit know if itis mental or me,
but if 1 canit get in a good twenty minute warm-up before a game,
Iim screwed.

Batter two digs in.

Kate yells from shortstop, 0Watch the short game.6

Our brand new prst baseman, Brittany, sneaks toward the
batters box. | wind up and release. The batter squares to bunt. She
drops a perfect bunt down the third base line. Amy pelds it and
pres to second.

00ut,6 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, | strike out pve, walk one, and give up
zero hits in pve innings.

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

be? Karma. | love karma.
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0lim 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 early game tomorrow, and itts 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.6

Nationals. Sweet. We get up psyched, gather together, and
shout, 0Team.6

0S0, are you staying with Kate?6 Rachel asks.

OActually, Kate, Emily, and | are staying by ourselves.0

0Seriously? Cause | totally donit know where 1im staying
tonight. Coach D said | could stay with her. But, Iim not sure
about all that.0

0Stay with us.0 | say.

Rachel is all smiles.

Just then, my cell phone vibrates in my bag.

| follow Rachel toward Kateis SUV.

OHi, Ashley. Howid the team do?6 my dad says sounding
like heis right next to me instead of two hundred miles away.

00kay. We won the prst two games, and | pitched pretty
well for six innings during the second. Howis Gram?4

0Good. Throwing the rise ball?6

I roll my eyes. 0Kind of. So, whatis wrong with her?6

0Shets pne, Ash, donit worry. We just wanted to check in.6

0Can | talk to Mom?6 My dad is freakishly quiet. Usually,

2%



By nfd To

heill talk softball for hours. Crossing my pngers, | pray that he
didnit pnd out about Jake and me. You never know with all his cop
buddy spies rooming the island.

oUh, Mom is out right now. Weill call you later. And
remember, Ashley, donit let anyone in the room and be careful
tonight.6

Okay, normal Dad is back. 0lim pne, Dad. Kate, Emily,
and this new girl Rachel are staying with me.6

0Great. Are Rachelfs parents there?6

ONot yet.0 Another lie. After all this lying, 1im 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 Rachelis parents?

Rachel, Kate, Emily, and I‘ arrive at the Holiday Inn behind
Amyis momgs van, which carries Christy, Amy, and Stephanie.

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

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

oWeill be right next-door if you need anything. Remem-
ber girls, donit let anyone in your hotel room, and after the team
dinner, 1 donit want you going anywhere. Understand?6

We look at each other, smile, and nod.
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0See you in an hour.6

I swipe the key, and Emily pushes open the heavy hotel
door. Two double beds, a small television, and a table with chairs
pll 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.

0Got crabs?6 Emily asks, smiling as she plops her suitcase
on the bed.

oVery funny, I say.

0Crabs?6 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.

oHowfs Jake doing?06

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

cAwesome,0 | say.

oLove that name.6 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. 01t is a great name.6

I pll Kate in on the beach, the move, and Jakeis wrestling.

Rachel stops curling her eyelashes and looks at me like we
just yelled surprise at her birthday party.
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0Wait a sec. Jake wrestles? Whats Jakefs last name?0

ouUh, Cole.6

00h,0 she turns back toward the bathroom mirror.

0Why?6 How does she know him?

0No reason.6 She continues curling.

Kate stops and looks at me through the mirror reyection.

0Do you know him or something?d | ask turning my soft-
ball charm in between my pngers.

oUm. | knew a boy named Jake Cole, but I donit think itis
the same guy. Same name, but this Jake Cole lived at a campground
on the mainland or something.6

My stomach drops. Jakes aunt and unclels summer place
is at a mainland campground. 0When did you know Jake Cole?6
| silently pray, hoping sheill say, like, at church or summer camp
when they were in second grade or something. But | swear, Jake
probably did stuff with girls all the way back in second grade. | let
out a deep breath.

OReally itls nothing,0 she says, planting another wide grin
on her face. Earlier, I loved the fact that shefs all bubbly and cute,
but right now, itis seriously irritating me.

OReady?0 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?

olill meet you downstairs.0 | step into the bathroom, shut
the door with a little more force than | planned on, plop on the
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side of the tub, and call Lizzy.

GAshley, you donit even know how this girl Rachel knows
Jake. Youire totally overreacting,0 Lizzy says after | pnish the blow
by blow. 0 mean, they could know each other from like prst grade
or something.6

0Yeah, Liz, but you should have seen the look on her face.
She totally hooked up with Jake at some point.6

00Kkay, 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.o

Lizzy blows slowly into the phone.

GAre you still smoking?6

0You 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.0

Recently, Liz has totally entered into this major party scene
with Jessica and Nicole. Me, I donit really do the party thing. Donit
have time. | mean, its hard enough to keep my sports schedule
intact with a boyfriend and friends, but if | partied like those girls,
I wouldnit be able to stand up, let alone pitch.

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

0You coming?0
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oYeah, lill be right there.6

0Gotta go, Liz.0

0Good luck, and remember, Ash, | told you JC was a dirt
ball.6

0Stop smoking.0

0No, | mean it, good luck.6

Now what? What do | say to Rachel? | have to pnd 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 | ride the elevator with Kate, | 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. 1 need details.

The whole team is gathered in front of the entrance of the
hotel. Itis so weird to see everyone without uniforms, sliders, and
visors.

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.

OReady, Freddy?6 Rachel asks.
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oDid you hook up with Jake or something?6 Why did I just
say that? Word vomit. | immediately want to suck back the words.

Her blue eyes explode. The background chatter ceases.

oUm. Seriously, Ashley, it was no big deal. Just a summer
thing or something.0 Rachel stares at her yellow yip-yops.

OWhat do you mean a summer thing?6 | keep pressing
even though | 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 1im thinking about is Rachel and Jake playing tonsil hockey.
How am | supposed to eat when the images are making me sick?

oLast summer. Look, Ashley, it was nothing. 1im sorry.6 A
crowd of teammates gathers around us.

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

Iim treating Rachel the same way Christy treated me last
year that caused me to contemplate quitting. What the hell am 1
doing? 1im acting like a complete jerk.

After a minute of silence between us, | say, 0Look, Rachel.
Itis no big deal. I was with someone else last summer too. 1im sorry
| acted like this.6 Now, Iim staring at my own black yip-yops not
liking myself very much.

Finally, Kate interrupts the awkwardness. 0You guys
ready?6

No, I want to bolt. I mean, am | that insecure? Here |
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am in Maryland with my team, hanging out and playing softball.
Everything I love. Instead of having fun, 1im 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. | want to
bolt upstairs and eat dinner alone in my room playing sick.

But then | remember a tournament last year, when | sat in
my hotel room all night watching Lifetime and eating junk while
Andrew went to homecoming with Megan. Sitting by myself sure
isnit going to cure anything, so | step up into the van. Note to self:

grow some serious self-esteem.

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

0So, Rachel, whereire you from?0 | stare at Christy, while
Amy and Stephanie relax back in their chairs.

ol live in Mainland.6 Rachel smiles and sips Sprite from her
straw.

00h, Mom and Dad canit afford the island?6

Rachelis nose scrunches up. She bends the top of her blue
twisty straw. 0What are you talking about?6

Christy brings her elbows up on the table and leans to-
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ward Rachel. 0Well, you know, itis kind of expensive to live in Cape
Town or Sunray Beach, so | pgured your parents must be kind of
just getting by.6

0What?6 Rachel starts giggling 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. | totally would have folded to Christy, especially if it
was my prst day on the team. Itis like sheis so positive, she deyects
all negativity.

Christyis pale blue eyes, settle on me, when everyone stops
laughing.

OWhats up, Ashley? Youire looking a little down today.
That was quite a show you put on earlier. Is everything kosher
now? 6 Christy starts spinning strands of rat nest hair around her
forepnger.

0What do you mean?06

oWell, you know, it canit be easy to watch Rachel walk
on the team, take your spot, and pnd out she was with your boy-
friend.6

0What are you talking about?6 | break out in giggles, but
they sound nervous, not at all like contagious laughter, and every-
one kind of stares at me.

ORachel, did you date Jake?9

Rachel still playing with the top of her straw, stops, takes a
sip, and looks around. 0So whatis everyone doing tonight?6
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Kate answers, 0l 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.6

Christy grasps her faux Coach bag and tugs Amys t-shirt.
She stomps to the bathroom with Amy and Stephanie at her
heels.

Even though Rachel probably swapped more spit with Jake

than | have at this moment, shels 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.

00Kkay, girls, you ready?6 she sets a pack of cards, red plastic
cups, and two bottles plled with dark purple liquid on the table.

QAre you kidding me?6 Kate says. 0Do you realize if we get
caught with that crap, weire screwed and probably will get kicked
off the team?6

oLike anyone is going to check on us with you here,6 Emily
rolls her eyes and unscrews the cap.

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

| eye the bottles. Not at all what | expected tonight. My
stomach is plled with butteryies like 1im about to pitch a big game.
A mix of excitement, yet fear. | never drank before. Unless you
count the time Lizzy and | mixed red wine with coke last summer
during a sleepover at her house. But, we, like, drank a glass and fell
asleep watching 6Junod for the millionth time.
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OEver drink, Rachel?6 Emily asks.

0No thanks,6 she says while shufying the cards.

OEm, are you crazy?6 Kate adds.

ORelax, Kate. What about you, Ashley?6

I knew it was only a matter of time before the question
eventually made its way around the table to me. 0We do have games
tomorrow. But...6 | look at Kate, then Rachel as they both stare at
me. 0l mean, live always wanted to try.6 | look at the label and read,
iFlavored Malt Cooler

ol knew Ashley would be game.6 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. Sheis pouring another drink, while 1im still snifpng mine.

Kate is staring at me. 00Kkay, what the hell?6 Kate grabs a
cup, and Emily pours a tiny bit for Kate. Rachel keeps shufying.

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 prst, 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.

0Nasty?6 Rachel asks giggling.

oHowid you know?6 | ask.
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She shrugs her shoulders and begins to hand out the
cards.

Emily throws back pve more cups of cooler before Kate
and | pnish our prst cup. Emily offers me more, but 1im done.
I just wanted a sip to try it, not get all wasted the night before a
game.

0lim good,0 | say.

0Me too,0 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.

0You guys need to relax. The door is locked,6 Emily says,
then holds up her cup. 0Cheers, softball buds.6

Kate holds up her cell. 6Rachel and Ashley smile.

We both pose as Kate takes the pic.

0Em.6 Emilyis eyes are shining and Kate takes her pic as
she reaches for her cup, spilling the cooler all over the carpet.

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

The towel stains purple when I rub the carpet. 0How are we
going to explain this?d | hold the towel up to Rachel and Kate.

0Grape juice?0 Kate laughs.

0A purple period?d Emily slurs.

0Thats nasty.0

| continue to scrub.

oYouire tanked, Em.0 Kate says.
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0Am not.6 Emily attempts to stand up and topples over.

oWhy donit you sit down?6 Kate helps Emily back to her
seat.

After a few Rachel-winning rummy rounds, weire pooped
and Emilyis green, so we decide to call it a night.

ol think 1im going to puke,6 Emily bolts to the bathroom.

Kate follows her and grabs her cell phone. 0Weive got to
get this pic. I donit think sheill remember any of this tomorrow.6

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.

olill never drink again,6 Emily swears over the sink, while
Rachel and | clean her up.

0The porcelain prayer,6 Rachel says and laughs. oYouire
not the prst.0

ol love you guys. Did I ever tell you how much I love you
guys?6 Emily repeats while we pnish tucking her in.

Kate, Rachel, and I sneak out the door and down the hall-
way. We quickly toss a plastic bag plled 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 yicks on reruns of oParental Con-
trolé and we talk until three in the morning.

Softball and friends. Total bliss.
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The next morning, Emilyis 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. | mean, 1im totally by myself, and they didnit even call to
check if 1 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 live 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. Itis cool that Rachelis so sure of herself. I mean,
shefs not shy about reading, liking school, cheering, or staying clear
of drinking. She doesnit worry about ptting a certain mold or care
what people think.

OHow can you eat that shit, Emily? Itis so nasty.6 | say.

ol know, Em. It disgusting.0 Kate chimes in.

0Good morning, sunshines,6 Emily says. Ketchup stains
the corners of her mouth.

0Gross, wipe your mouth, Em.6 Kate says.

Emilys wet brown hair is tied up on the top of her head,
and shefs already dressed in her Crush uniform.

0Come on girls, Katels parents are leaving in ten minutes.
They already stopped by earlier this morning while all you bums
were still sleeping.6 Emily says and opens the curtains.

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

Later, after the prst game and our prst win of the day,
welre getting ready to switch dugouts for the semipnal game, when
Christy walks up to Kate, Rachel, and me.

ONice pictures, ladies.6 Christy says, grinning and grasping
Katefs cell phone in her hand. 0Busy last night?6 She holds out the
phone. 0lim sure Coach D would love to see two of her pitchers,
her catcher, and shortstop, drinking and puking the night before
big games.0
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0Give me that,6 Kate says, snatching the cell phone out of
Christys hand.

oDonit worry Katherine, your secretis safe with me.6 Chris-
ty says, winking and swinging her tote over her shoulder.

OWhat the hell were you thinking giving Christy your
phone?d | ask fuming and fumbling while balancing on one foot
to remove my cleats.

0She asked if she could use my phone because hers was
dead. Shefs not going to say anything.6

0Yeah right. She totally hates my guts.6 | say, wiggling my
feet into my slides.

Rachel slips her {just threw pve no-hit inningsi pitching
arm into her jacket to keep it warm. Sheis unbelievable.

Kate yips open her cell phone.

oYou need to delete those pics, Kate.0 | say.

ol will.6 She shuts off her phone.

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

0Weire dead,6 | say.

0Calm down, Ash. Shels not going to say anything. Any-
way, didnit she like host ten parties or something this spring.6
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0And winter.6 How can | forget the winter party? When
Lizzy caught Christy and Mark together, and Andrew didnit even
acknowledge my existence while I sat pathetically outside on the
step.

How could I be so stupid?

O0Whatfs Christys problem anyway?6 Rachel asks.

oLong story. lill save it for the ride home.6

olf it makes you feel better her hair looks like a slurpy.6
Rachel adds, pointing to Christyis auburn and yellow hair.

Kate pnishes 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 | know for a fact sheill take full
advantage of it.

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

0Hey, Ash. Howfs the tournament?6

Jake? He never calls my cell.

I pll Jake in on the standings and our new pitcher, pur-
posely mentioning Rachelis jprst and last name a few times to see
what type of reaction I get.

Nothing.

0Where are you calling from?4 | ask because Jake doesnit
own a cell. He thinks that if you want to talk to someone, you
should do it face to face.
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0Aunt Valis cell.6

0What did you do last night?6

0Hung out with the family.6

0Where?0

0At the campground.6 Jake pauses. 0Ash. You okay?0

oYeah, lIim just wondering.6 And jealous. And insecure.
And anxious because Christy is going to ruin my life. And I wish |
didnit feel this way. But I do.

oYou still coming over tomorrow?6

0Yeah,0 | chin-hug the phone and smile.

Hets silent.

0Miss you.0 Why did I say that? GAh, | mean, 1im doing re-
ally well, and weire hanging out with lots of guys who love softball
chicks.0

0Good luck, Ash. Me t00.0

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

0What are you eating?0 | ask Rachel.

0Huh?6 She says with a faraway look in her eye, but | know
she heard me.

0What are you eating?0 | repeat.

oHot dog, fries, and probably some nachos.6

oltis like ten a.m.0

oWeive been up for pve hours already. It lunch time.6 She
says, walking toward the stands.
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Rachelis grinning again, but for some reason it doesnit ex-
actly seem real right now. And why didnit Jake tell me he knew
Rachel? Strange.

After a quick lunch, Coach informs us that Christy earned
the semipnal start. The second game of the day yies 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 DPid, yes, Rachel is an amazing hitter too. We win
by pve.

Hopefully, Christyls in a better mood since the win and
forgets about the pics.

ORachel, Ashley warm ub together, youire both pitching
in the pnal. We need to use everything we have to win this game.6
Coach D says while scribbling on her lineup card.

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

Rachel and | begin our wrist snaps.

0So are you hooking up with anyone right now?6 | ask
Rachel, digging for info.

0No, not really,6 she answers still smiling. 6Are you ner-
vous about today?6

0A little,6 I say racking my brain for good questions.

0l am,6 she adds. ol always have to hit the Mr. Bob before
a big game. Itis like some sort of reaction | have to pitching.6
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I change the subject back to guys. 0If you could date
whomever you want, who would it be?0

She stops throwing and pauses. 0No one.6

oNot even a crush?6

0The only crush 1im concentrating on is the team. Get it?0
Rachel chuckles.

I give up.

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

00Kkay, girls. Weire on the verge of accomplishing some-
thing huge here. If we win this game, weire off to Nationals.
Ashley, youire starting, but Rachel, I want you warming up
between innings, ready to go in at any time. Okay, Cape Town, lets
get them.6

0Crush!6 We shout and take our positions. | dig out the
mound making it familiar and trying to block out the Jake and
Rachel stuff thatis clouding my brain. Last year, | learned that if |
donit stop thinking about things non-softball, 1im going to suck.

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

| stare at Emilyis glove, nod at her sign, wind up, and pre.
Crack! The ball sails out to left peld. Stephanie makes the easy
catch. One out. That should have never happened. The Maryland
Mudcatts prst batter was scouted as a slapper and she just slammed
my pitch to left peld like 1 soft-tossed it to her. | really need to get
it together.
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The second batter digs in, and | receive the sign from Em-
ily. Rise ball. After spending so much time this spring working on
my rise ball, 1im starting to feel comfortable with it. The rise ball is
the pitch that | need to nail, so when colleges start looking at me,
lill have all my pitches ready to show.

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

0Strike.0

Emily signals a change-up.

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

0Strike.6

With two strikes on the batter, 1im feeling good. Emily
signals an outside fastball. 1 wind up and pre. Chalk poofs from
Emilyis glove.

oStrike three.0 The umpire punches the air.

Whew. Now Iim in the zone and feeling softball escape at
its pnest. Jake and Rachel who?

Three innings later, wefre up by two runs.

ORachel, youire going in this inning.6

Rachel eases off her windbreaker and looks at me out of
the corner of her eye. 0Go get them,0 | say.

Her wide grin reemerges.

Its hard watching Rachel take the mound, after I shut
down the Mudcats through three innings, but its not about me. Itis
about our team goal, making it to Nationals.
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QAshley, stay warm, you might be going back in.6

Yeah right. Rachel has shut down just about every batter
shets faced this weekend.

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

0Hey, Ash.0

Iim silent, waiting for her cut.

oLook, I know we donit talk much, but the whole Mark
and Lizzy thing is over. Obviously, Lizzy learned that Mark and 1
are meant to be.0

I roll my eyes. Is she for real?

GAnyway, we need to move on and plus, | have a favor to
ask you.0

A favor? She canit be serious.

0What, Christy?6 | ask mainly out of curiosity.

0Get me a copy of Katefs pictures, and | promise lill keep
you out of it.6

ONo way.0

00Kkay, then sink with the rest of them.6 She crosses her
arms, smirks, and stares at me like sheis totally enjoying this.

0Why are you doing this?6 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 benept.

oYouire only doing this because youire jealous of Rachel
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and know youill never be as good as her.6

0Not quite. Rachel is cutting into my pitching time. Which
means, shefs also cutting into yours. So, by offering you the chance
to stay out of it, 1im doing you a favor.6

0Whatever.6

Christy slides back to the opposite end of the bench. 0l
might just have them already.6

oYouire lying,6 1 snap back.

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

What a loser.

As weire celebrating our 2 8 0 win, Rachelis MVP, and her
second no-hitter of the tournament at home plate, Christy makes
eye contact with me while 1im hugging Rachel. She winks.

Softball is my life, my obsession, my complete escape. But,
between Christyis crap and watching Rachel take the mound, dom-
inate, and drop Jake news this weekend, the Crush is seriously suf-

focating me right now.

Kateis parents drop me off at nine oiclock to an empty
house. With all the Christy, Rachel and Jake drama it suddenly
occurs to me that | never heard from my dad or mom since
yesterday. Strange.

I fumble for my keys and unlock the front door. The alarm
sounds, so | enter in the code and look at the white board by the
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phone for a message. Nothing. | pick up my cell and call my dad.

GAshley, howid you do today?6 my dad asks without saying
hello.

0We won, Dad. Whatfs going on? Why arenit you and Mom
home yet?d | say, biting my nail.

OWeire on our way, sweetheart. Are you home?4 my dad
asks, sounding freakishly calm.

ol just got home.6

00kay, weill be home in about twenty minutes. Stay tight.
Mom and | want to talk to you.6

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

00kay, no problem.6 | say. My voice cracks.

After my dad hangs up, I toss the phone back into my bag
and rush into my room. | grab Windex, paper towels, pull out the
vacuum, and start cleaning like someone whots suffering from a
severe case of OCD. Maybe, if my parents arrive home to a spar-
kling clean house, they wonit 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 doesnit barrel in like a screaming lunatic.

0Hi, Boo,6 my mom says, wrapping her arms around me.

0Hi, Mom. Dad, whatis going on?4

0Gram is going to heaven soon,0 Max says, turning down
the hallway toward his room. Dad follows him.

0What is Max talking about?6

0Boo, sit down,6 my mom says.

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

oOHows Gram?6 | swallow a lump remembering her bout
with lung cancer and how she beat it a few years ago. I hope it not
cancer again.

00h, Gramis pne.6 My mom looks me in the eye. | notice a
few more lines around her almond eyes. live always been jealous of
momis eye shape. She looks a lot like Demi Moore. 0Gram{s having
a plastic surgery on Monday and wefre going up to see her and help
her out when shels done.6

0What?6

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

0Why did Max say shefs going to heaven soon?6

00h, you know Max,6 my mom swats the air. 0He was with
us when Gram met with the doctor on Friday. And the doctor was
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going over all the risks.6

OPlastic surgery?4

oYes, I know. She loves 0Doctor 902100 and is convinced
sheill be happy if she gets this done. Who am | to stop her?6

I grin, so thankful, itls not anything serious like cancer
again or something. But at the same time, |1 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 wasnit until a few days later
after I overheard Mom on the phone that | found out Gram really
had lung cancer, not a cold. Plastic surgery? Yeah, right.

GAre you sure youire not lying to protect me again?4 | ask
staring at my mom.

0What?6 my mom pddles with her ring. 6No, Boo. Youire
in high school now. We would tell you if Gram had lung cancer.6
She straightens a pillow on the couch. 0How was your tourna-
ment?0

I guess lill have to wait to see Gram to pnd out. 1 pll my
mom in on Rachel and softball, leaving out the hotel room, the
purple puker, and of course, the pics.
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0Boo, are you going to sleep all morning?6 Max is manually
opening my eyelids while my mom is spinning the blind handle.
The bright sun illuminates my bedroom.

oMax, stop,0 | swat at him and turn over, pulling my com-
forter up to my chin.

QAre you sick or depressed or something? Why do you need
so much sleep? You were in bed by ten last night and its almost
noon.6 My mom is rearranging my softball pillows and practically
making my bed before I even have a chance to get out of it.

oMom, Iim pne6 | say, pulling the comforter over my
head.

QAre you coming to the beach with us?6

Today®s Sunday. | almost forgot. Jake.

Today is the day I get to meet his aunt and uncle.
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0l made plans with my friends today.6

I hate lying to my mom. But, what do | say? Uh, Mom,
Iim hanging out at the campground with Jake, his aunt, and
uncle? Sheid freak.

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

0Max get the eff off,0 I say.

0Thats a dollar.6 My mom picks up the dirty clothes off
the yoor.

oMom, come on. The word, eff doesnit count, it& not like
| said the real word.0

0Close enough.6

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

ols Dad working?6

oYes, until seven.o

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

A carefully constructed plan on my part. Dad is patrolling
the neighborhood and hels on day shift today, 1ll have to be ultra
careful not to get caught. But, its June, so Dad will be pretty busy
with the tourists, plus he always takes his lunch break at one-thirty
when 1im due to meet Jake at Lizzyis. Heis super anal and predict-
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able. If my calculations are correct, 1ill be back on the island by
4:30, when Dad is working trafpc by the bridge.

Max jumps down from the edge of my bed. My mom out-
stretches her bronze arm toward him. 6Come on, buddy, Ashleyis
a bum today, letis pack a lunch and go.6

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 outpt changes, makeup to cover my
zit, and a dose of sunless tanning lotion to help even out my tan,
I walk to Lizzys 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.

o0What the hell, Liz? Yuckd I say, holding my nose. | make
it a point to get on Lizzy whenever | see her smoking. I hate smok-
ing. Itis so pointless. Gramis lung cancer was a little gift from her
forty years of smoking.

0Whatever, Mom. Donit get on me when youire the one
sneaking around with JC.6 She straightens her tank. 0When is lover
boy picking you up, anyway? And where are you two going, in case
Mr. or Mrs. Cleaver ask?0

Lizzys like a sister. Weive been best buds forever. In fact, |
donit remember a time when Lizzy wasnit around. We both are so
comfortable with each other, we can basically say anything.

0Youire not going to the beach, are you?6 | ask.
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Lizzy pnger-combs her sun-highlighted honey-colored hair
with her French manicured nails. 0Not today. | need a break from
the sun. Anyway, Jessica and Nicole are going to stop by.6 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 pnds a
new crew to hang out with, AKA Nicole and Jessica, while Iim
traveling with softball. When soccer starts again in mid-August,
welre back hanging out like I was never gone.

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

OHey,6 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. 0See
you later, Ash,6 she says, then shuts the door.

ONice bike,0 | say as | grab the extra helmet off the back of
the moped. Before | slide it on my head, I check my watch. One-
thirty, perfect. | fumble with the strap beneath my chin. 0Whereid
you get it?6

ol bought it yesterday,0 Jake says, helping me with the
strap.

oHowid you pay for it?6

0lim working.6

0Where?0

00dd jobs for people. And anyway, itis tagged and legal.0
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He runs his hand over the chrome handlebars.

Maybe once Dad pnds out how nice and amazing Jake is,
heill let me on this legal moped.

oLike the necklace,6 he grins showing off his cute
dimples.

0Thanks,0 | feel myself blush as I roll the charm.

Jake and I settle onto the seat and take off. Every time Iim
on a bike, 1 love it. Something about the salt air hitting my skin
while gliding down the street on the back of Jakefs 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 mufpn top.

We cross the bridge as | 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 hes 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 thatfs 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, | was devastated. |
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
wasnit at all what | expected.

live 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 iMainte-
nancel 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 Jakeis
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. Itk pastel blue with white shutters and a beautiful white
porch. White and gray rocks pll 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.

QAshley Clarke!é
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A woman with long black hair barrels out the front door.
As soon as lim off the bike, she wraps me up in a big bear hug.

olive heard so much about you.6

Are they on crack, too? 0Uh, hi,0 | say.

Jakels aunts eyes are identical to the brown color of
Jakets, and she shares a spooky resemblance to Jakels mom.
But, shels much more normal looking. Jakels mom was a cross
between a witch and a stripper, while Jakes aunt looks like an older
version of Audrina from 0The Hillso.

0Aunt Val, youire scaring her,0 Jake says grinning.

00h, Iim sorry, sweetie.0 She takes a small step backwards.
0Weive been so excited to meet you. All Jake talks about is Ashley,
Ashley, Ashley. And youire just as cute in person as you are in the
photo Jake keeps in his room.6

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

oFred, shefs here. Ashley Clarke is here.0

A man a bit taller than Jake opens the front door of the
house. 0Hi, Ashley. Itis nice to meet you.6

He smiles wide and walks across the rocks. He also
embraces me. Itis virtually impossible to feel uncomfortable around
Jakels aunt and uncle. Theyire like the nicest and warmest people
ever.

ONice to meet you, t00,0 | say. Jakefs uncles hug is so strong
he kind of picks me up.
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0Come on in, weill show you around,d Jakeis aunt clutches
my hand, and Jake trails behind us. We pass a giant rusty metal
bowl plled with charred wood. live never participated in a camppre
before. Dad never, ever lets us play with any kind of pre, let alone
a camppre. He says theyire trouble, and camppres are one of the
leading cause of preventable pres and injuries.

Iim awestruck by how adorable the place is. I mean, itis
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.

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

0Come on, Ash, let me show you around the camp-
ground.6

Jake takes my hand.

0Weire cooking Val burgers for dinner, so donit stay out
too late,0 Uncle Fred says. 0You gotta try one, Ashley.0

oVal burgers?6

0ltis a long story, lill tell you while we walk,6 Jake pulls me
outside.

ol know theyire a bit much, but they mean well.6

0Jake, theyire awesome.6

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

0So, what are Val burgers?4

0My aunt makes really small burgers. Uncle Fred calls them
Val burgers because hels never seen burgers so small, except maybe
at White Castle.0

oHow do you like living with them? They seem nice.0

oltis all good,6 he says stretching his arms to the sky.

0So, where are you taking me?6

GAround. I donit want Aunt Val and Uncle Fred sucking up
all our time.6

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

oDid you wear your bathing suit?6

ol didnit know we were going swimming.6 | look down at
my pink ribbed tank, cutoffs, and yip-yops. Duh. I should have
totally worn my bathing suit. I mean, itis summer.

0Do you mind if | jump in to cool off?6 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.

OHey, hottie,0 | hear from across the pool. A blonde girl
lounges on the second step of the shallow end. Her boobs yoat
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like two beach balls on the surface of the water.

I so donit want to care, but I do. Am | insecure? No, but |
donit get why girls do this to other girls. Itls obvious 1im 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 yirt with or one who will
notice me. The pool is hot guy-less. All the hot guys are surpng,
not at a campground pool.

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

0Jake,6 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 Jakeis way, keeping her blonde ponytail
above water, which canit be hard with her two yotation devices. |
lean closer to listen. Jake smiles and swims my way. Blondie bobs
at the rope in the middle of the pool.

0What, are you ignoring me?6 she asks as she holds on to
the rope.

Jake acts like he doesnit hear her, but I know he does. Her
big mouth is as loud as her ridiculous multicolored hag tag.
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oYou certainly werenit ignoring me last summer, Jake.
Whois the new girl?6 Jake swims to the side and pulls himself out
of the water. I hand him his t-shirt, and his damp body glistens.

0Thanks.0

0Whois that?6 | ask, trying to act cool.

oNo one.6

I canit let up. ONo, really, who is it?0

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

0Ash, whatls wrong?6 My insides are exploding.

OFirst the black eye, then a girl on my softball team, now
this girl. What do you mean, whats wrong? | was honest about
Andrew with you, and you donit let me in, Jake. | mean, what am |
supposed to think. For all I know, you could have gotten in a pght
with a dude last night over your other girlfriend, that girl in the
pool.6

Jakets eyes crinkle. Hets giggling.

0Whatfs so funny?6

0You watch way too much television, Ashley. I did not get
in a pght over dumbass over there, and sheis not my girlfriend.6

0Then who is that skank? I demand to know now.0 | cross
my arms again.

0Just some girl that | messed around with last summer.6

0Messed around with how?6

0Now you want details?6
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0Yes.0

GAshley, 1im with you, now. We canit do this with every
single girl live ever been with and every guy youive been with.6

oYou know who live been with. live told you everything,
but I donit know anything about you. Then, I meet some girl at
softball that has a history with you or something,6 | say, taking a
deep breath. oLizzy keeps saying youire a dirtball, and if you donit
tell me what youive done, what am | supposed to think.

0What do you want to know?6

ol want to know every girl youive ever kissed and if youive
ever done more. And what happened with Rachel.6

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

00ne more quick question and | promise, this is it.0

Jake rolls his eyes and leans back. 0What?6

ol want to know about Rachel? And why did you leave her
out.o

Jake breaks out in a huge grin. o0Rachel who?4

oYou know what Rachel.6 | say, jabbing him in the side of
his ribs with my index pnger.

He laughs and looks at me. His eyes crinkle, and | stare at
his dimples.
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oHow the hell do you know Rachel?6

0Shes on my softball team.6

Hels laughing harder now. 0Figures.6

0What do you mean?0 | say, feeling myself steam, and not
from the heat. I jab at his side again.

olt pgures 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.0

0What are you talking about?6

ORelax, Ash. Weire friends.0

00kay, one more.6

He holds the chains and attempts to stand up.

0This really isnit going anywhere.6

0Wait.0 | grab his waist. 0Have you ever, like, done it?6

He grins and sits back on the swing.

QAre you serious?0

0Yeah.6 | keep a straight face. | canit believe Iim asking
him this. I would have never ever asked Andrew, but Jake and I are
more comfortable. Weire on the same level.

He smirks.

oTell me,6 | say, crinkling my nose because itis disgusting
thinking of him and another girl.

0lim not going there, Ash.6

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

oHow about other stuff?0 I ask, still probing.
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0Ash, | donit think we should talk about every detail. |
mean, | never felt what | feel with you with those other girls.0

ol want to know.d | stare at my yip-yops.

0No, you donit. Therefs no reason to talk about this any-
more. | told you the girls that | was with.6

Hets right. 1 donit, really. Well, kind of. Yeah, I do.

oHow do you feel when youire with me?6

0What live always felt about you.6 He pulls me closer

Jake kisses me gently at prst. 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. | donit want to seem like a whiney wimp, so | donit say
anything. Jake sees the blood and sheds his tee. He walks over to a
hose, wets his tee and wipes my knee.

0You okay?0

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 Jakeis bathing suit and my gash.

0So, are you ready for some Val burgers?d Jake smiles,
showing off his dimples.

oYup,6 I smile.

A Rolling Stoneis tune plays softly in the background as
Jake and I walk up to the trailer. Aunt Val hovers over the sizzling,

68



Jdg Lhjtirje

smoking barbeque yipping her famous burgers, which look like
pieces of charcoal. Uncle Fred is lounging on a white plastic chair
on the porch.

0Hey, look whots back,0 Jakes 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 Val itis 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.

0Thanks, um...0 | hesitate not sure what to call him.

oCall me Uncle Fred,6 he says breaking out in a wide grin
that crinkles his eyes.

0Yeah, and call me, Aunt Val,6 Aunt Val says while stab-
bing her cigarette on a tree next to the grill.

ol wish you didnit smoke,6 Jake says as we help Uncle Fred
set the picnic bench with paper plates and red plastic cups.

I perk up. 1im so glad Jake feels the same way | do about
smoking. Even though, | always thought of Jake as the type that
would take up the habit himself. Aunt Val doesnit say a thing as she
pnishes 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 Jakets family, itis different. Itls amazing and
laid back, perfectly ptting the moment. | attempt to save the song
to my memory, so | can download it onto my iPod, when | get
home.

As 1im 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, yip open my phone, and Lizzyls name stares
back.

O0Whatfs up?6

GAshley, your mom was looking for you at the beach.6
Lizzy panics. | duck behind a tree.

OWait. | thought you were staying in today.6

ol know, but itis such a sunny day, and Jess and Nicole
came over and totally wanted to hit the beach, so | went. Kind of
a last minute thing.6

0So what did you say?6

oWell, at prst, your mom didnit see us, and | was totally
avoiding her, but then she spotted me and wanted to know where
you were. So, | told her you were in the bathroom.6

0Good one.6 | look at my watch. Itis pve minutes to pve.

0She waited, so | told her, you went to my house because
you had to poop.6

0ANnd?6 | pull my nails with my teeth.

oWell, then your mom had to get home to make dinner, so

i



Jdg Lhjtirje

she told me to tell you to call her when you got back.6

0Whew, thanks, Lizzy. That was a close one.6

oYouire lucky 1im a good liar.6

0Yes, you depnitely are. Thanks.6

I hang up and dial my mom.

0Hey, Mom. Lizzy just told me you were at the beach. Canit
believe I missed you.6 | take a deep breath. 6Can | hang out at
Lizzyis for dinner?6

0Boo, 1im cooking tonight and weire leaving early to see
Gram tomorrow. | donit think itls a good idea.6

I roll my eyes.

0Come on, Mom, canit | please stay with Lizzy for a couple
more hours?6 | 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 | had to miss the Homecoming dance
and other stuff for softball. She gets it.

00Kkay, but make sure youire home before eight. Weire leav-
ing early tomorrow morning.0

00Kkay, thanks, Mom.

OEverything okay?6 Aunt Val asks as | wiggle back onto
the bench and place my phone on my lap.

0Yeah, it was my mom,0 | 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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oYouive got something in your teeth.6

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

oDid I get it?6 | show him my teeth.

0No0,6 Jake makes a disgusting face and points to my two
front teeth.

| feel for the piece of lettuce and dig it out of my chop-
pers. 1im sure 1im bright red by now.

Jake laughs.

After dinner, Iim sitting around the camppre with a long
stick moving the ember around and around, while Uncle Fred
drinks a beer and Aunt Val shufyes cards at the picnic table. Jake
sits on the porch away from the pre.

OEver play with pre before, Ash?6 Jake asks and kicks back
a Coke.

ols it that obvious?6 | pull the stick from the pre feel-
ing kind of embarrassed of being a camppre virgin, but seri-
ously, live never been allowed to play with a pre before. Itis
awesome. In fact, live never even seen a real life camppre until
tonight.

My dadis so freaky about pres. One time, after | left my
straightener plugged in on my carpet overnight, my dad drove me
to see the charred remnants of a local pre. 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 pre. It
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worked. I never left my straightener on or plugged in again. A
Clarke Camppre? Not in this lifetime.

I want to ask Jake why hefs sitting on the porch away from
the camppre, but | donit want to sound all needy, like he has to sit
next to me every moment. His aunt and uncle donit 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 ilim nice, but still wondering about
the weirdness,i approach.

0Jake, do you want me to sit with you?4

ONo, Ashley. I would hate to pull you away from your prst
camppre.6 He grins, leaning back on the porch chair.

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

Uncle Fred walks over to the pre with another stick in one
hand and a new bottle of Yuengling in the other. He moves the
ember around. 6Ash, the more you move it, the more it will catch
on to the other wood.6 1 lean over to watch Uncle Fred.

oDonit worry about me, Ash. Go enjoy yourself.0

oWhy donit you sit near the pre?0 | ask. GAre you
scared of it?6 | playfully dig my index pnger in the side of his
stomach.
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ol hate the smoke, pre, and everything that goes with it,0
hels suddenly serious.

0What?6 It slips out.

oSmoking, pres, the smell just pisses me off, thatis all.6

ol think it smells good.6

Jake stares straight ahead. 0The 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
sheid be either passed out on the bed or all high and acting weird.
Every time | see smoke or smell something burning, it just brings
me back to that time.0

I grab Jakes hand.

oYou donit need to hear all this,6 he says straightening up
in the chair.

ol want to. | want you to tell me everything if it helps.0

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. | pull my arms around
myself because itis starting to get chilly. I donit take it personally
when Jake pulls away from me. It 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.

0Do you ever want to meet your dad?6 | ask, curious.

Jake clenches his psts. 0Why does everyone ask me that
since my mom died? What, because Mom OD#s | should go pnd
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my dead-beat Dad? Why?0

olim sorry. | just thought you might want to meet him
some day.6 | wrap my arms around my chest.

0Not likely.6 He changes positions and the subject. 0Want
a sweatshirt, Ash?6

ONo, thanks,6 I quickly answer. The last time I borrowed a
boyts sweatshirt, he broke up with me like the next time I saw him,
and | had to stare at that stupid sweatshirt for months. No clothes
swapping for me. Ever again.

My stomach grumbles. | have to poop. This is not good.
Not now. Iim not pooping in Jakets tiny trailer. But I canit hold it. |
can hear his aunt and uncle, GAshleys really nice, but she stunk up
our trailer.0

Iim a shy pooper. | can only go in my own toilet. Never at
school. And depnitely never around a boyfriend. I shouldnit 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, itis past eight. | hate to go, but I have to.
Gram needs us tomorrow. And this time, Iim 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.

oJake, | have to go,6 | 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 camppre stick by the chair.

0Ah, Ash. Going already?6 Uncle Fred and Aunt Val look
up from their feathered cards.

oYeah, | have to visit my Gram tomorrow.0

00h, thatfs so nice of you Ashley.6 Aunt Val smiles show-
ing off her apple cheeks. 0Where does she live?0

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

0Outside Philly.6

0Shady Maple is a suburb of Philly. Weill be back home
tomorrow morning. You and your family should stop by.6

Fat chance.

0Thanks so much for dinner and everything,6 | say, smil-
ing. 0lt was nice to meet you.6

ONo problem, maybe next time you can spend the night
and get the full camping experience.0

I rack my brain wishing of ways to pull that one off. olid
love to, thanks.6

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

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

oLike the bike?6 asks Uncle Fred.

oYeah, itis nice,0 | say while buckling my helmet.
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olt was Aunt Valis fortieth birthday gift,6 he smiles.

Aunt Val? Thatis awesome.

olill be back,6 Jake says before revving the engine.

0Be careful,6 Aunt Val shouts and blows kisses.

oWe will.6

I climb on the back and wrap my arms around Jakefs waist.
He takes off with a jolt, and weire on the back roads weaving down
the tree-lined streets. | squeeze Jakeis 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 yy-
away honey-colored pieces of hair dance in the wind.

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

O0What are you doing?6 | ask.

ol know youire late Ashley, but live wanted to do this all
night.6

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. | seriously need to ask Lizzy to show me some moves.

For a moment, 1im confused. I mean, weive kissed all day,
so whats this all about?

0Can | come over later?6 he asks breathless.

0Yes,0 | say because | 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 | trek home, | unlatch my charm and shove it into my
pocket. Momis car is here, but Dadis is, of course, MIA. Iim sure
heis combing the streets of Sunray and Cape Town searching for
his daughter while radioing his cop friends asking if theyive seen
me like 1im some sort of criminal.

Mom meets me at the door.

QAshley Jean Clarke, where have you been? Weive been
worried sick.0 Her hands are on her hips and her hair looks
disheveled.

0l was at Lizzyts. Sorry, we lost track of time.6

Lies.

ol called Lizzys and no one answered.0 She crinkles her
nose. GAnd why do you reek like a camppre?6

olt must have been knocked off the hook or something.0
| stall a bit to think about the pre excuse. 6And the camppre smell,
some renters next door to Lizzy lit a camppre.0

More lies.

She rolls her eyes and lets out a deep breath. 0l donit know
what it is with you Ash, but youire always pushing your limits.6

Whatever.

I make an exit toward my room. | wish I could just wear
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the charm. If my parents gave Jake a chance, | wouldnit have to

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

As | hoist myself out the window, the front light shines on
a cut on Jakets chin. First the black eye on Friday and now a cut?

0Hey, howis my girl?6 He asks, walking toward me.

oWhat happened, Jake?6 Itis only been, like, pve hours.

His smile fades. 0What are you talking about?4

oYour chin.6

00h, that. Itls nothing. Surpng injury.6

0My 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?4 | shout.

QAshley, are you okay?6

0No, Iim not okay.0
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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.

0Whatfs going on?6 | turn away, and we continue to walk to
the beach and sit in front of the water.

Jake lets out a deep breath. ol think you have me confused
with someone else. Ash, | donit play games.0

0What do you mean?6 | ask.

0You know exactly what I mean,6 he says, leaning back on
his arms.

Heks right. 1im confusing him with Andrew. 1 mean,
he does surf a bunch, and guys get black eyes all the time from
surpng. I remove my yip-yops and dig my toes in the cool sand.

0My parents are lying to me about my Gram, and Christyis
starting her crap again.6

0Whats wrong with your Gram?4

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.

oMy mom says Gramis getting plastic surgery, but | think
sheis lying.0

oWhy would your mom lie about that?6

0They 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
Gramis cancer on the phone.6
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0That sucks.6 Jake says as he plays with my hair. 6How old
were you?0

0Twelve.0

ol donit think theyire going to lie to you anymore, Ash.
Youire a lot older. You can handle it better.0

oYou obviously donit know my parents.6 | smirk.

0Whatfs Christy up to?6 he asks.

0She saw some pics of us kind of drinking, and she said if
I got her copies of the pics, sheid leave me out of it. But, if | donit
turn my friends in, then once she gets the pics, sheis going to sink

me.d

0What?6 he runs his hand through his buzz cut.

0l know. Shels psycho.6

0So, what are you going to do?6 He asks tilting his head
toward me.

oCall her bluff. 1im not turning my friends in.6
0l donit blame you.6
O0Enough wasting time talking about her. What do you

think happens when people die?6 | ask, lying next to Jake and star-
ing at the black sky peppered with stars. I think about stuff like this
lately. Especially after Jakeis mom died.

0Thatls heavy shit, Ash. I think about that stuff, but 1im
not sure. Mom never brought us up at church, so I donit have the
whole God thing going for me. I think when youire time is up, itis
up. Thatfs it.0
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oLike a bug or something?6

0l guess. What do you think?6 Jake asks, locking his big
brown eyes on mine.

ol think when people die, they meet up with everyone they
knew that died before them, and theyill all hang out all day and
party. Then, every once in a while dead spirits swoop over living
people, but we canit see them. Like your mom, she could be yoat-
ing above us right now.6

Jake smiles and hugs me.

0What?6

| break away from his hug. 0Thats why I love you, Ash,
and thatis why we work.6

0What are you talking about?6 I ask. Wait, did he just say, ol
love you?

oYou. | love the way you view the world.6

All of a sudden, weire interrupted by the loudest squawk-
ing sound live ever heard. 0What the heck is that?6 | ask, looking
around.

oLook.6 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.

0What? I think that bird is hurting the other one.6
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00h, hefs hurting her alright.6

0Do something Jake,d | say, looking up at the light.

0You want me to break it up.6

0Yeah, theyire pghting or something.6

Jake takes a deep breath. 0Theyire not pghting, Ashley.
Theyire screwing.0

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 Jakefs still staring at them, so I cover his eyes with my
hand.

oLooking for pointers?6 | ask, laughing. But the whole
mention of sex scares me. | mean, | like Jake, but Iim not doing
that whole scene until Iim married or way older. | have too much
to lose with college, softball, etc. 1im not spending my fun years
raising a kid.

Jake looks at me, then he lunges at me and wiggles me into
another wrestling hold. 0Give up?6 he asks, holding my legs up in
the air.

0No0.6 He tightens it and nibbles my neck.

0Give up?6

0No.0 | say, gasping for air and laughing.

Goose bumps pll my legs. 0Stop.6

He looks up for a moment. 0Nope.6 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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00Kkay, okay,0 | 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.

0Do you have to go home?6

0No. Jake,0 | pause. 0Whatis going on with these injuries?
Why canit you tell me?6

Jake digs his elbow in the sand and balances his head on
hid hand. 6Do you really want to know?6

oYeah.0 | say, sitting up.

0lim clumsy.6

0What do you mean youire clumsy? You skateboard, surf,
wrestle, and ride a dirt bike.0

0Exactly.0

He starts nibbling at my neck again and sends shivers up

my spine. | give in.

After Max, Mom, Dad, and | 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 nice to escape Sunray for a bit, espe-
cially during the summer when its being shoobie invaded. Plus, Iim
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, | 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
Popis every Sunday, before I became obsessed with softball. Now,
with tournaments on the weekends, there just isnit 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 1 spot Jake. No luck.

I want to shout, 6Stop,6 but I canit, and | wonit. Instead, |
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, its smoking hot. The air
is thick, hot, and nasty like soup.

oDad, can you turn on the air?6 | yell.

I turn toward Max, who hasnit spoken a peep. He just stares
motionless at the screen with a goofy grin on his face like hels in
heaven. Hes obsessed.

0What?6 my dad shouts.

The wind whips whats left of his hair.

Dad, turn on the air,0 | try to shout louder than the con-
vertible wind tunnel.
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oWhy do you need the air? Itis beautiful and only seventy
something today.6
Urgh.

Center City, Philadelphia is exciting and crazy at the same
time, and it the uber opposite of the beach. Sort of a smaller ver-
sion of New York City. Not that live been, but it seems like the
New York City | see on 0Sex and the Cityd reruns. I mean, when
do I have time to visit NYC. Most of the time, 1im 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
Iim playing for the NPF.

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 yuids.

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, | begin thinking about what | want to
do with my life. Do | want capital letters after my name? It would
be nice to help people like in a hospital, but I donit know if I could
handle the whole blood and guts thing. Back to softball. Depnitely
something to do with sports. | canit imagine life without sports.

The elevator is surrounded by glass, and it overlooks the
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cafeteria. | 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 prst, then Max, still nose to nose with the DS. The hall-
ways are blue and yellow and plled 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.

0Ashley!d He shouts, standing up and wrapping his arms
around me. 0Howts my buddy?6

OHey, Pop.o | 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 Gramis tray while Max is still
nose-to-nose with the DS.

0Max,6 my dad says, snatching the game.

Max plops on a chair and pouts.

OHey, Gram,0 | say, gently.

QAshley,6 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.

oHow was Maryland, Sweetie?6 she whispers, tenderly pat-
ting my hand.

I scan her body. Okay, depnitely bandages on the face and
the chest. She did get plastic surgery. My parents didnit lie to me. |
mean, you canit have face cancer and breast cancer, right?

0Great, Gram. We won the tournament,6 | say, hoping to
talk about softball for the rest of the day, not boobs or facelifts.

oYou won a bid to the Nationals. Way to go, Ashley,6 Pop
shouts.

Gramis gaze moves slowly from Pop to mine. 0Weire so
proud of you Boo.6 She lies back on the pillow.

oHow are you feeling, Mom?6 my mom asks, sitting at the
end of the bed.

00Kkay. | canit wait to see what I look like. Then, it will be
all worth it.6

Iim 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.

0lim going to grab a snack. Anyone want anything?6 | ask,
looking around.

olill go with you,6 my dad says, walking toward the door.

oDad, 1im pne. Stay here with Mom.6
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oDonit leave with anyone and donit talk to strangers. Youire
in the city, Ash. It a different world than youire used to. This isnit
Sunray Beach.6

ol promise I wonit leave and become a Philly hooker, Dad,0
I say, laughing and patting his shoulder.

Once outside the room, | pnd my way to the elevator again.
| stare at the Caf® until itis even with me. Would | ever get plastic
surgery? Why pght change? It inevitable. Wrinkles, lines, boobs
sagging, itls going to happen to everyone.

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

OAre you serious?0 Rachel squeals after I run down my
plan.

0Yes, | just need you to call my moms cell and pretend to
be your mom.o | say.

0My mom?6 she squeaks.

OPlease. It the only way,0 | plead.

She pauses. 00key, dokey, Ash. Have fun.4

olill text you when itfs time to call.6

I hang up with Rachel and call Jakes aunt and uncleis
house.

oHello?6

0Jake? Youire home.6

oJust got in this morning. Howis Gram?6

0Good. Guess where | am?0
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0Where?0

oPhilly. I went by Shady Maple on our way. | have to see
you, so | think live got a way to do it.0 | say, trying to contain my
excitement.

oHow the hell are you going to do that without your par-
ents freaking out?d

ORachel.

0What?6

ORachelis aunt and uncle are going to live in Shady Maple,
and 1im going to tell my parents that Rachel asked me to stay the
night. Instead of staying with my parents tonight, 1ill stay with you
in Shady Maple. The whole time my parents will think 1im staying
with Rachel.6 I say, mentally exhausted from all this planning. 0ltis
perfect.6

oYou sure you can pull this off?6

oYup. 1im sure,6 | say, silently praying that my parents will
buy it.

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

When | return to the room, my parents are still gathered
around Gram. We sit, chat, and watch reruns of 0Deal or No Deal6
on the Game Show Network until my dad stands up.

0Who wants lunch?6 he asks, stretching his arms.
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0Me,0 | say, hoping that this is my chance.

My mom, dad, Max, and | ple back into the elevator.

oMom, Dad, | was wondering,6 | say, looking at the eleva-
tor yoor. 0Remember Rachel, the new girl?6

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

OHer aunt and uncle live in Shady Maple, which is like ten
minutes from here in Jersey, and shefs staying with them this week.
Do you mind if I stay with her tonight? You know, team bonding
and stuff?6 | crack my knuckles.

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

ol donit know, Ash. We havenit even met Rachel.6 My mom
says, clutching her brown hobo bag.

0Yeah, but sheis on the team and everything, and | spent,
like, the entire tournament with her. Sheis cool.

0Maybe, itis good for Ashley to hang out with her team-
mates,0 my dad says, chiming in his softball two cents.

I knew that angle would work, even though theyire talking
about me like 1im invisible.

oCan | talk to Rachelis mom before you go?6 My mom
asks, taking out her cell phone. 1im there. 1im so there. 1im going
to spend the night with Jake.

oSure,0 | say, yipping open my cell and reciting Rachelis
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.

ol donit see why you canit stay overnight with Rachel.
Youire doing so well with softball and your concentration. So why
not,6 my mom says, tossing her phone back into her bag.

0And bond with a teammate,6 my dad adds, chasing Max,
whois running toward the dessert table.

0Thanks,6 | 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, | grab a tray.
Sweet.

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

Jakefs aunt and uncles Shady Maple house is cute and
clean, the uber opposite of his momis Cape Town house, which
was overgrown with weeds, screens torn, and had paint yaking off
the sides like skin after a bad sunburn. The blue rancherfs 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.

oDad, 1im okay. lill just grab my bag from the trunk,6 | say,
scrambling to get out of the car.

0Ash, | think we should at least take a minute to meet
Rachels aunt and uncle face to face before we let you stay the
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night,d he says, opening the door.

oDad, please, youire embarrassing me. Iim pfteen, not
pve.6

oLet her go.6 Mom says, extending her hand and gently
touching my dadis thigh.

oYou have your cell phone, right Ashley?6

oYup,0 | say, breathing again.

0Call us if you need anything.0 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.

0Bye, Bo0.6 My mom says, winking.

0Bye,6 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.

0Hey, look whots here,0 Aunt Val says, opening the door.
0Come on in.0

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

oHowis your Gram?6

00kay.0 The living room is big and spacious. A humon-
gous Vyat screen television hangs on a large wall with a wide, brown,
comfy 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 pll the other walls.

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

0Do you want something to drink or eat, Ashley?6 She asks
opening the white fridge.

ONo, Iim okay.6 | say staring at the pics. Jake was so cute.
Still is.

live been so overwhelmed taking in the house and think-
ing about how different it is from Jakes Cape Town house that |
almost forget why 1im here.

Then, Aunt Val reads my mind and says, 0Jake should be
home any minute. Hels been at wrestling since we got back from
the campground. Came home for lunch when you called. Then,
back out,0 she says, pouring a glass of lemonade. 01im really sur-
prised your parents didnit call or anything before you were allowed
to stay here. Did they want me to call them?6

0Ah, thatfs okay.6 I quickly say. 0They really trust me.6

Just as Aunt Val opens her mouth to talk, the front door
opens. 0Hey.0 Jake says, beaming. He pecks me on the cheek. His
face is damp with sweat, and heis 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.

oOHow was wrestling?6 she asks.
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QAll good,0 Jake says, grinning. Then, he tilts his head, sig-
naling me to follow him. I look over at Aunt Val. Sheis busy read-
ing the paper spread out before her on the kitchen table and sip-
ping lemonade. Is he serious? Am | allowed to hang out with Jake
in his room? Alone.

Itis like 1im 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 doesnit say anything, I follow Jake toward
his room. | mean, besides my cousin and my brother Max, live
seriously never hung out in a guyis room before. And my parents,
they probably wonit ever let a guy alone in my room, unless 1im
married or something.

Jakes room is down the hall, across from the bathroom.
Its not what | pictured at all. In fact, it 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 pght announcements, and stuck on his mirror is a tiny
school picture of me. Itis the one | 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. | stare
at the undies.

OEver seen underwear before?6 Jakels says, smiling. He
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pulls off his shirt over his head.

Oh my God, hefs going to undress in front of me and Iim
going to see his&

0lim gonna to take a quick shower, okay. Then, Iill show
you around.d Jake says, taking his clothes pile off the bed and walk-
ing into the bathroom. I canit help but stare at the multicolored
bruises on his depned chest. Is wrestling that tough?

I scan his room. Okay, | shouldnit do this, but 1im 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. |
rustle through his underwear drawer, moving my hand underneath
his briefs. Nothing. I tackle his sock drawer next. Nothing. | pull
open one of the bottom drawers. It plled with UFC stuff, Tito
Ortizls book, pins, programs from wrestling matches, little wrestling
action pgures, so cute. | shut that drawer and open the pnal one.

Three sneaker boxes stare up at me begging to be opened.
I grab the Nike box prst and toss open the lid. Resting on the top
of a pile of photos is a picture of toddler Jake sitting on a womanis
lap. She resembles the chick that jived with John Travolta during
that old nineties movie, oPulp Fiction.6 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 theyire on the beach. His
mom? She looked ragged and worn when | met her.
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| yip through the other pictures. Theyire 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 | donit hear the shower anymore. |
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. | 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 | take in the utter hotness, Iim devising
ways to get my hands back on that box.

0Jake, could you get me a glass of water?6

0Huh?6

0lim thirsty. Can you get me a glass of water?6 I say, keep-
ing one eye on Jake and the other on the drawer.

oSure,0 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, itls depnitely Rachel
and thereis notes or something underneath. I hear the faucet, so |
place the lid back on top. As quick as possible, I toss off the last
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lid. It&s plled with tons of twenty-dollar bills. What the...? Now, 1im
busting with questions instead of answers.

OWhat are you doing?0 Jake is standing at the doorway
right as the drawer closes. 1im bent over.

I look around.

oUm, tying my shoe.d | say, pretending to tie.

oYouire wearing yip-yops.6 Jake places the glass on the
dresser.

0My bad.6 I say, smiling and sitting on his bed. ol thought
I was wearing sneaks.0

Jakefs eyebrow sinks and his face twists.

0What do you want to do?6 Jake asks as | continue to stare
at him, like his face will give off some answer to why his drawer is
plled with cash and a picture of Rachel.

ol donit care,d | say hoping to come across all pissy, so heill
ask me whats wrong.

QAre you hungry?6

He didnit pick up the hint. 0l guess.6

OLetis go uptown and eat. Leonettiis serves the best pizza
in the state.0

0Better than Mariois?6

O0Way better.0 He says, grinning. 0You know, | didnit even
get to kiss you yet.0 He says, sitting next to me on the bed. His
breath smells minty like toothpaste.

Maybe he simply collects pictures of chicks hefs kissed.
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Jake gently kisses my lips, but I canit stop wondering if he
kissed Rachel like this, which is really dumb because | should be
enjoying this kiss. Especially because wefre alone and together, and
I worked so hard to get here.

The back door slams. I pull away and jump.

0What?6

0Your aunt, Jake. We canit be hanging out here sucking face
while youtre aunt is in the next room. What will she think?6

0She doesnit care.6 He says, laughing.

GAnyway, 1im hungry.6

0Ashley.0

0Yeah?6

oDid anyone ever tell you how hot you are?6 he asks, star-
ing at me while his big brown eyes scan my bod.

I donit know what to say. Uh, Andrew, kind of said it once
or twice, but I doubt he wants to here that one. So, | stay silent.

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

Iim still fuming over the pics and cash. But, how am |
going to bring this up without admitting that | was snooping?

Leonettis is cute, brick, and it smells yummy before we
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even walk inside. Jake and | 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, 1im kind of secretly into cheesy love music. It
helps me relax. Sometimes, | even download Air Supply and Chi-
cago songs onto my iPod to listen to when 1im stressed.

0A lot different from the beach,0 Jake says, rolling a straw
wrapper between his thumb and middle pnger.

oYeah. | was thinking it should be super crowded. If this
place was in Cape Town or Sunray, we wouldnit even be able to
move in June.6 | say, waiting for my opportunity to bring up the
drawer.

0Jake, | wanted to ask you something.d | say, staring at the
white Tap Out letters on his tee. | realize theyire written in the
shape of a bat.

0Shoot.6 Jake says, squaring up to toss his straw wrapper
into the sugar holder. He misses. Total wrestler.

ol was waiting for you in your room and my foot acciden-
tally like hooked on your drawer and&6

0Jake Cole, what the hell are you doing here?6

Jakefs eyes widen and he ducks his head.

A man, who looks like he just walked out of an episode of
0The Sopranoso instead of into a small town pizza shop, walks up
to our table. Hels 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.



Jdg Lhjtirje

0Hey,6 Jake says squirming in his seat.

0You are unbelievable boy. Keep working hard. Youire our
biggest moneymaker right now. Hell of a match the other day. I see
youire already scoring hot chicks, huh?6 Greasy bear says, glancing
my way.

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

0Excuse me.6 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.

GAlright man, lill let you guys go. See you on Friday.0 Grease
pit smacks Jake on the back again. ONice to meet you, sweetheart,6
he says winking before grabbing his pizza box.

0What the hell was that all about?6 | ask beginning to lose
my appetite. Do | even know this boy sitting across from me?

oNothing. I just know him from wrestling.0 Jake says, shov-
ing pizza into his mouth.

0Jake, he was talking about money. Is that where you got all
that money?6

Jake looks up at me and drops his pizza. 0What money?6

0The money in your drawer. The money that | was about
to ask you about before greasy spoon interrupted us. | accidentally
came across a box of money.6

Jake leans back and crosses his arms. 0What do you mean

you accidentally came across a box of money?6
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Crap. This isnit going well. oMy foot got stuck on your
drawer handle, then when | pulled it, your drawer opened and a
couple of boxes fell out.

Jake grins. 0Do you actually think 1im going to believe you?
Ashley, your parents might be naive enough to think that youire
here on some sleepover with Rachel, but do you honestly think
that 1im going to believe that your foot got caught on my dresser
drawer?0

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

olt did,6 1 lie looking down at my pizza slice.

QAshley, youire one suck-ass liar.0

Hefs starting to piss me off. 0The point isnit how | found
the money, the point is how the hell do you have that kind of
money at pfteen?0

0Sixteen. Remember, | failed second grade.6

0Whatever.0

oltis not iwhateverd. I can work, Ashley. Some of us have to
worko

0Doing what?6

0What do you mean, doing what? | do whatever. You know,
stuff.o

OWith that guy? Jake, are you selling drugs?6

Jakes 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.

0lim done.6 He says, storming out of Leonettits.

I did it again. Word vomit. Bringing up drugs is completely
off limits, and 1 did it. I mean, why would | say that when Jakeis
mom died of a drug overdose? He despises drug dealers and he
even blames them for his momés death.

It&s like the time in middle school when everyone was go-
ing around joking and saying, oyour momma is a whatever.6 So,
Lizzy and | were kidding around one day at her house, and | said,
oYour mommais a slut.6 Uh, well, Lizzys mom kind of is a slut, so
Lizzy broke into tears and yelled at me to go home. We didnit 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. | can A) leave, go catch up with Jake, apologize
for accusing him of working as a drug dealer, and starve. Or B) |
can pnish the pizza in this nice comfy cool booth by myself and
hope Jake isnit too pissed off. | feel terrible about what I said, but
Iim kind of starving, and since Jake already paid for the pizza,
someone has to eat it. Hopefully, Jake will come back to talk.

| 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 Leonettits, | spot Jake sitting on a bench in
front of Main Street.

0Hey,6 | 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.

oLook, 1im sorry, | didnit mean to accuse you of being a
drug dealer. Itis 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 | supposed to think?6

Jake walks besides me and looks both ways. Then, he dash-
es across Main Street. | follow. Heis still silent.

0Jake, arenit you going to say anything. I said, Iim sorry.6 |
say, grabbing his arm.

He looks down at me. OLetis just forget you said it, okay?0

I pull on Jakels arm. ol donit want to forget about it. Jake,
I want to talk about all this stuff. I want to know whatis going on
with you.

He jumps up and snatches a gigantic maple leaf off one of
the million trees that line every street. 6Shady, huh? You think Iim
shady?6

oWhat would you call it?6 | say, staring at his ear, which
looks different from the last time | saw it. In fact, it a bit swol-
len.

0Whatts that?6 | ask pointing to his ear.

0Coach says itis the beginning of cauliyower ear or some-
thing from not wearing my head gear enough.6 He says, moving
his hand over his ear.

0Does it hurt?6 | ask imagining his ear turning white and
cheesy looking like a vegetable. I canit lick a white, powdery, yucky
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ear. Gross. And | hate cauliyower.

0Nope.6 He says, stopping at a tree and using it as a punch-
ing bag.

| 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 ballpelds 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 itis still
sizzling.

0Jake, we have to talk.0

0What?6 He asks, eyes wide. He rests his elbows on his
knees, leans forward, and bows his head.

0This is it, Jake. You have to tell me what is going on. |
mean, what am | supposed to think. You have all this money, some
mob guy approaches you at Leonettis, and you have bruises and
stuff all over your body. I donit care what the heck you are doing,
I just want to know.0 | say, raising my voice with the last sentence
for effect.

Jake stares at the diamond. OFirst off, heis not a mob guy.
And second, | donit want to get you involved, okay. Itis nothing. |
told you, I have a job thatis it. Itis nothing that lill get in trouble for,
but my brother needs some money, okay?6

0ls whatever youire doing illegal?6

ONot really.6 He says not making eye contact with me.
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0What do you mean, not really?6

oLook, Ashley, 1im wrestling. Itis not really legal, and itls
not really illegal. 1im pne. The bruises are not a big deal. They go
away. Now, can we just hang out instead of talking about all this
shit?6

Jake turns to look at me. Wrestling? Is he pghting for mon-
ey? Like the UFC guys do? I canit imagine what this boy is going
through, losing his mom, having to live with relatives, and support-
ing his brother.

0Stop being such a spaz.6

| jab Jake again. 01im not a spaz.6

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 Jakefs lap. We start kissing
again, but this time Jake starts moving his hand up the back of my
shirt. 1im not saying anything, secretly kind of hoping he steals
second. For some reason, when Iim with Jake, itis like 1im a pas-
senger in a car that Jakes driving. And | donit care where he goes
as long as he keeps driving, but not too fast. Yet.

ol want to thank you for risking so much to see me,6 Jake
says after we take a kiss break.

I look down at my hands. 0ltis no big deal.6

0Yes, it is.0 He lifts my chin up with his forepnger. 0l know
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its hard for you to lie to your parents and everything. And youire
doing this all for me.6 He smirks.

Damn, hes so hot. We smooch some more.

Jakefs pressed up against me, when I feel something vibrate.
He pnishes the kiss and slowly slides his hand into his front pocket.
A brand new black razor cell phone emerges from his shorts.

0We gotta go,0 Jake says, taking my hand and pulling me up
to a standing position. 0l have an eleven oiclock curfew.

A curfew?

0When did you get the phone, Shady? | ask, stopping him
from getting up.

00h this.6 Jake looks down at his phone. 0l just bought it
yesterday.0 He says, handing me the shiny new phone that is still
covered in plastic. 0Look, 1im not going get into the whole texting
scene, but I pgured we need it to talk, so I picked one up.6

I shove my hand in my pocket to feel for my phone and
realize that I left my cell at Jakeis. Knowing my crazy mom and dad,
they depnitely called since they dropped me off this afternoon.
What if my parents called? What if Jakes aunt and uncle picked up
my cell and told them that | was with Jake? 0Crap.6

o0What, Ash?6

0My phone. I left my freaking phone at your house.6 | say,
speed-walking toward the houses.

0Where are you going?6 Jake asks, still standing in the
dugout.

n
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oYour house.0

0My house is this way, you goof ball.6

I turn around and follow Jake. After running a few blocks,
we arrive at the rancher in less than pve minutes. A sweep of relief
plls my body, when I conprm that my dadis convertible isnit parked
in Jakes driveway. My parents would seriously ground me until
graduation if they caught me staying the night at Jakeis house.

oWhy are you freaking out?6 Jake says, stepping in front
of me and opening up the gate just as 1im about to reach for the
handle.

0My cell. I left it at your house. What if my parents called
and your aunt and uncle answered it or something?é Iim breathing
heavy. Jake is talking normal and of course, totally in shape.

0Theyire not going to answer your cell phone, Ash,6 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 oLaw and Orderd episode.

0Hey, guys.6 Aunt Val says, stretching.

OHow was Leonettis?0 Uncle Fred asks pushing the leg
rest back down into the couch.

I look at Jake.

0Good,0 Jake answers.

| 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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0Where have you been?6 my mom says before | can even
say, hi. ol have been calling the house and no one is answering
the phone there either. And, why do Rachels aunt and uncle have
voicemail with Rachelis chatter and music? Your father and | were
pfteen minutes away from driving to Shady Maple and picking your
butt up.6

0What number do you have?6 | say, trying to stay calm.

My mom regurgitates Rachelis number.

00h, Mom, I must have given you Rachelis number by mis-
take before we left.6 | say, crossing my pngers.

oltis the same number we called before you left.6

Crap.

ol know, you called Rachelis parents, remember?6 | say,
hoping this works.

0You know, Ashley, this seems a little strange. | want you to
put Rachelis aunt on the phone right now.6

ol canit, Mom.6

0Thatls what | thought. Your father and | are getting in the
car and picking you up, and youire staying with us tonight.

ONo, I mean, theyire sleeping. I canit wake them up. And,
anyway, Mom, Rachel is standing right here and youire embarrass-
ing me. Really, you have no reason not to trust me. Rachel and |
went out for pizza, and I forgot my phone. I promise I wonit forget
it again, okay.0 My pngers are turning white from crossing them so
hard.
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GAshley, youire on thin ice. We will pnd out whatis going on
if you are trying to pull one over on us. | promise you that.6 She
hangs up.

This trip, the sleepover, hanging out with Jake was, like,
supposed to be the best night of the summer. Now, | feel like a
jerk, and my stomach is plled with all sorts of yuck.

Jake rubs my back while I read Rachelis texts, which consist
of freaking out about my parents calling her cell phone a bunch of
times. | text her back to tell her that | took care of it.

I shove my phone back in my bag.

GAshley, 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, theyire in a bag on the counter.
Good night,6 Aunt Val says before turning in.

When | hear Aunt Val and Uncle Fredis bedroom door
shut, I bury my head in my hands.

0Ashley, whatis wrong?6 Jake asks, still rubbing my back.

oltis just that | feel bad. | feel bad for lying to my parents. |
feel bad that I said that horrible thing to you earlier. | feel bad that
I canit tell my parents about us, you.6

0Why canit you tell your parents about us?6

0The whole dirt bike thing.0 | say, looking up at Jakels
coffee eyes. 0They think youire a bad inyuence on me or some-
thing.0

He stops rubbing and pulls his hand away from my back.
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ols that so? Because of my mom, right, my family, is that
what all this is about? Is that why they wonit let us be together? Iim
a bad inyuence because of the druggie mother?6 he asks, clench-
ing his psts.

ONo, itis not that, Jake. It the dirt bike, thatfs it.0

oYouire lying,6 He says taking a deep breath. 6Youire the
worst liar ever, Ash.0

I blush. 0lim not that bad.o

00h, youire bad. Real bad. Sleeping, come on, couldnit you
think of something better than that? And youire embarrassing me?
Lame, Ash.6 He grins.

OWhatever.d | 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.

OEasy pin.6 He says, moving his face inches from mine.
Jake kisses me, gently at prst, then harder. His kisses send shivers
up my spine, and Iim in this faraway land, until I realize hefs lying
on top of me. Driving too fast. | stop and wiggle to a sit.

0You okay?0 Jake asks.

oYeah, Iim a little freaked out, thatfs it.0

oYour parents?0

0Yeah.0 Another lie. How can I tell Jake Cole that live done
more things with him in three hours than live ever done.

olim tired.6
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OLetls go watch TV.,0 Jake says, grabbing my hand.
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The next morning 1im lying on the couch. For a second, I
canit remember where | am, but then 1 spot the family pictures and
the big screen television hanging on the wall. 1 smile, blush, and
pull the blanket up over my mouth.

Jake and | slept together. We fell asleep watching UFC
pghting on SPIKE, and | never made it to the spare bedroom. |
glance over at Jake on the opposite end of the wrap-around couch.
Hefs in the fetal position, facing the cushions. For a second, | 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. Iim still in my plaid
shorts and tank from yesterday.

0Hey, sleepy head,6 Uncle Fred says, walking out of the
kitchen, dressed in khakis, a pale green collared shirt, and clutch-

017



By nfd To

ing a black case. 0If you want breakfast, bagels are on the counter.
Help yourself.6

0Thanks,0 | 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. 0Hey, bud, it almost eight.6

0See you later, guys.0 Uncle Fred walks through the front
door.

After Jake pnishes waking up, he looks at me and grins.
Easiness plls my stomach. For a moment, | realize as | stare at Jake
with all his bruises, his slashed chin, and wrinkled Tap Out tee that
hets actually pretty normal. When we prst got together with all the
dirt bike riding and crazy mom, | 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.

0Where are you going?6 | ask.

ORunning. Want to come?4

oRunning?6

0lim training, Ash.6

oln the summer?6

Jake rolls his eyes. 0lim always training.6 He says, tying his
sneaks. He stands up, opens the front door, and takes off down the
street. | let out a deep breath and grab my bag.

After a long shower, | 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.

0Hi,0 Aunt Val greets me dressed in green scrubs and black
crocs.

0Good morning,6 | say staring at Aunt Valis get up. GAre
you a nurse?0

0No, hon. 1im a radiologist.6 She says, snatching a bagel
off the counter. GAre your parents going to pick you up this morn-
ing?6

My stomach sinks thinking about my parents.

0Yeah.0

oWell, weill see you hopefully in a couple days. Weire head-
ing down the shore on Friday for the fourth. Have fun with Jake,6
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 preworks sparkle above the water.

The door closes behind Aunt Val, and 1im alone. Should I
check out Jakeis room again before he gets home from his run, or
should I act normal, stay at the table, and pnish my breakfast?

I dash into Jakeis room, open his bottom drawer again, and
locate the middle box with the pictures. As 1 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.

0Good morning,6 | say walking into the living room. It
amazing how much time Uncle Fred and Aunt Val let us spend alone

2/
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together. Theyire totally trusting and cool, unlike the Clarkes.

Jakets chest heaves in and out.

0Hey,6 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 | 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 Jakeis
life photo album. | let out a deep breath.

I place the lid on the box and set it in between the others
right were | found it.

The shower shuts off with perfect timing and | 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 donit have that many pictures of other guys. Okay, yeah, | do.
Pictures on my computer and depnitely plenty of pictures on my
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cell phone. And yes, pictures of Andrew. So, who am | to judge?
Itis in the past.

Jake walks into the living room with a bag.

ol hate saying this Ashley,6 he says, placing the royal blue
Shady Maple Wrestling bag on the couch. 0But, | have to go. Coach
runs open mats in the mornings.6

He walks over to me and wraps his arms around my
waist.

0l had the best day with you,6 he whispers in my ear, which
sends bunches and bunches of shivers up my spine. Goosebumps
cover my legs.

0Me to0.6 | croak. 0Hey, your aunt and uncle said that youill
be down to watch the preworks, so lill see you in a couple days.0

0Yeah,0 He says straightening up and smiling.

Jake plays with my charm and maneuvers the clamp until
its behind my neck. He returns his hands to my cheeks and kisses
my lips, gently, nice.

He throws his dufye bag over his shoulder and leaves.

Iim alone again waiting for my parents to pick me up. Tru-
ly, an opportune time to search Jakels room, which I do like a CSI
agent at a crime scene. | 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, | pnd
zero evidence that points to Jake lying.

As | wait for my parents on Jakels front step, | feel pretty
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crappy. Crappy that | searched Jakels room. Crappy that | donit
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 Jakets, when | should have just asked or at
least tried to talk to them. This isnit me. The whole sleepover has
left me feeling like the summer after Max was born when 1| really
wanted a hermit crab and my parents said I couldnit have one.

One July morning, Lizzys mom slept in late after a par-
ticularly long night, so Lizzy and | snuck up to the boardwalk. We
both stole hermit crabs, which isnit extremely hard when the guys
at the store are so busy with tons of tourists. They didnit 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 yowered one.

It was cool at prst. I hid my hermit crab underneath my
bed and nobody knew it was there, but me. My secret. | tried to
play with it, but you canit 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 yavor, and | felt awful about lying and stealing.

A few days later, | couldnit 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. | was punished for a couple of weeks and
placed on diaper duty. Instead of feeling awful, I felt relieved, and |
actually didnit 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 | wait for my parents, | feel that same feeling. Like
I want to confess. Like Jake and me spending the night together is
like the hermit crab, awesome at prst, but now | feel all yucky and
bad about it. I mean, | want to shout how | 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 1im mesmerized by an
ant colony building orange anthills.

0Hi, Ashley,6 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.

OHey, Dad,0 | say acting as peppy as | can muster after a
measly four hours of sleep last night.

oDid you have fun?6 He says, still looking at me out of the
corner of his eyes as I fall into the backseat next to Max, whois
stuck in another Pokemon stupor.

oYup,6 | say yipping open my phone.

O0Wherels Rachel?6 My mom asks turning around to also
get a good look at me.

0Shets still sleeping,0 | say, mesmerized by my screen and
reading through Rachelts texts again.

0This late?6 my dad asks, looking at me through the rear-

view mirror.
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oMmm hmm,0 | say still staring at the screen. 0\Weire teen-
agers Mom, not ten. We sleep.6 | push the keypad as fast as | can.

My mom pnally turns around in her seat after she realizes
that 1im texting and not paying attention to their craziness.

A half an hour later | ask, 0Howis Gram?0

0Good. Shels coming home tomorrow. Sheis excited to see
her new face,0 my mom says, her short dark hair blows in her
face.

0Good,0 | say still texting. 6Dad, can you put the top up?6

Silence.

After pghting shoobie shore trafpc on the Cape Town
Bridge for what seemed like forever, we pull up to the house.

Max looks up from the game. | swear his eyes are blood-
shot and dilated. The boy needs rehab.

0Are we home already?d he asks squinting.

| snatch the game out of his hands. 0Seriously, Max, you
need to stop.0 | climb out of the car and hold it up to the sky. Max
jumps up and down, swinging his arms.

0Give it to me,6 he screams. Finally, he stands still and
stomps on my foot, which hurts because 1im only wearing my
Adidas slides.

oYou little€&6

Max takes off and hides between my parents, who are in
the process of unlocking the front door.
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| pretend to toss the game into the street like a Frisbee.

0Wait!6 Max screams sprinting toward me. He lunges at
me, wrapping his arms around my neck. 1im cracking up, balancing
my cell in one hand and his DS in the other.

oWill you two knock it off?6 my mom vyells from the
porch.

I spin around with Max yailing from my neck until he lets
go and tumbles to the ground.

QAshley Jean Clarke, will you please give your brother back
his obsession,0 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.

oDonit forget you have practice today at four,6 my mom
says, holding the door open. 0You havenit forgot about softball
again, have you?6 She eyes me suspiciously.

0Mom, do you honestly think 1id make that mistake again?6
| say, rolling my eyes.

After only snagging a couple hours of shut eye last night,

Iim in serious need of nap.

0So what the heck happéned to you last night? Did your
parents think you were with Jake?0 Rachel asks me later. Weire
sprawled out on the gym yoor getting ready for an indoor batting
practice.
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I pull my brand new Miken Icon silver bat out of my bag.
Iim 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. | canit wait to use it in a game. Carefully, I tear the plastic off
my shiny bat.

0l dodged a major bullet.6

ol know. | almost answered my phone when | saw the
number, but then | remembered that it might be your parents and
oh my God, 1im so glad I didnit. What would your parents do if
they knew you spent the night with Jake?0

Just then, Christy places her slimy hand on my bat. 0Nice
bat, slut. Too bad all that money wonit buy you hits.6

OWhatever,0 | say, rolling my eyes and snatching my bat
back.

0Staying over at Jakels, huh? So, Jakeis adding you to his
long list already, Ash? | thought you would at least wait like a few
months. What do you think, Rachel?6

| let out a deep breath. Seriously, its to the point of
ridiculousness. Christy is immature and pathetic. I ignore her like an
annoying bee and hope sheill leave and go sting someone else.

A few minutes later, | 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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oLet me see that,0 | say, standing up and snatching the cell
out of Christyis 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 | sitting together with two bottles in front of us. Even
though none of us are actively drinking, there are four cups plled
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 itls water or wine cooler, you canit tell in the
pics. Wefre screwed.

oHow the hell did you get the pictures?6 | ask waving her
cell phone in the air.

ol snagged Kateis phone at the tournament and sent them
to myself, dumb asses.6 Christy snatches the phone back. 0You
might as well take that bat back, Ashley. Because when | show
Coach D these pics, you wonit be using it,0 she says tossing her
phone in her bag.

OLetis go, girls. Grab your bats and hit the cages,6 Coach D
shouts from behind the pitching machine.

Rachel and | exchange worried looks. How the hell are we
going to get rid of those pics? And do Kate and Emily know?

| stare at Christyls bag, trying to pgure out a way to get
her cell and erase the pictures. | wish I could be all badass and just
snatch the phone, but the hermit crab is about as badass as | get.
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QAshley, youire up,6 Coach D says. | 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 | enter the cage. With ev-
ery swing, 1im picturing Christyls Ronald McDonald face on each
ball.

After practice, Christy spfints out the gym door clutching
her stupid cell phone. Rachel and | attempted to snag it twice dur-
ing practice, but each time we were close, Coach called us over to
do something else.

0Hey, did you tell Kate and Emily?6 | ask Rachel as wefre
piling our stuff in my Dads trunk while my dad talks softball with
Mr. OiDonnell.

0Yeah, for a sec. Kate said sheid take care of it.0

ol think weire too late for that,6 | say, opening the car door
for Rachel.

My dad pnally joins us.

0Do you mind if we take Rachel home?6 | ask as my dad
maneuvers on his white leather driveris seat.

0The famous Rachel. Itis nice to pnally meet you,6 my dad
turns around and smiles at Rachel, then looks at me.

During the ride home, | think of the many ways Christy can
bring the photos to Coach D attention without actually showing
her. Drop them in front of her? Leave them somewhere? In other
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To: Jake
Canit w8

0Going to the preworks Friday, Ashley?6 Rachel asks slid-
ing across the seat to the door. Her house is literally minutes from
Jakefs aunt and uncleis 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, Rachelis 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 ppt our house and our backyard on her prop-
erty with plenty of space to spare. | wonder what her parents do.

0Yeah, are you going?d | ask, gawking at the house and
climbing out of the convertible to open the door for Rachel.

oYuppers. Text me. Weill meet up.6 Rachel says.

o0What do your parents do?0 | ask still staring at the hu-
mongous house.

Rachel halts for second. oUh, they own their own busi-
ness.0 She clears her throat and smiles again.

0Thanks, Mr. Clarke,6 Rachel says shutting the door.

She waves still sporting her signature wide-mouth grin. 1
rest my head back on the convertibles headrest and muse.
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words, Christy will expose us without making her self look like a
rat. Teams despise rats.

oDid you two have fun last night at your aunt and uncleis
house?6 my dad asks Rachel studying her reyection through the
rearview mirror. My parents refuse to drop the Shady Maple
sleepover. | cannot believe that my detective dad is interrogating
Rachel right now.

0We had a blast. Aunty and Uncle Bill loved her. Did Ash-
ley tell you we ate at Leonettiis? They have the best pizza.6 Rachel
says, smirking

Shefs a pro. Much better liar than me.

Dad looks at me and smiles. An easiness returns to his
face.

0ONo, Ashley forgot to mention that.6

My cell phone vibrates in my bag.

Fr: Jake
Fireworks Fri?

live been in softball escape mode, and | almost forgot
Jake will be here in three days. Sunray always has a huge preworks
display the Friday before the fourth. 1im always at some tourna-
ment and never get to see them. Not this year. | canit wait. The
preworks. The beach. Barbeques. All with Jake. Total bliss.

| 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. | didnit even make it through one
chapter of Gramis latest romance pick, Dangerous Stud.

Before | grab the EImo stool, I smooth down my hair, and
run my pngers under my eyes to erase any smudged mascara.

Every time Jake shows up, whether Iim 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.

oOLiz, whatis going on?4 | ask, pushing open the window.

0Hey, Ash. Whaz up?6 she shouts, losing her balance.

0Shush. My parents will hear you. | thought you were
Jake.0
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0Jake, Jake, easy bake,0 she says, bursting into giggles and
holding herself up by the ledge.

0Where were you?0

0Jessicais,0 she slurs. 60Do you mind if | stay over. My
momis gonna be pissed if 1 come home like this. Sheis got this new
boy toy thatis only like nineteen and kind of creepy.d Lizzy loses
her step and stumbles into the bush next to my window.

OAre you okay?0 | ask, extending my arm through the win-
dow to help her up.

Lizzy tries to pick brush out of her hair, but misses.

OMeet me at the front door.6 | say, pushing the window
closed.

oSorry, man,0 she says, staggering into my living room
a few seconds later. ol just canit go home. And if Mom knows
Iim here, she wonit ask any questions. She totally trusts and loves
you.0

Lizzy leans onto my shoulder.

oYeah, I knowo | 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.

oPerfect,6 she murmurs.

0Liz?6

The room is quiet except for the rhythm of Lizzyts breath-
ing. | slide off her yip-yops and pull the covers out from under
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her. She doesnit even stir as | tuck her in.
Her phone buzzes across the yoor. | pick it up, read a text

from her mom, and answer it.

To: Mom
Sleeping at Ashis 2night

Seconds later, Lizzyis mom returns the text.

Fr: Mom
Tell Ash I said hi. C u tom. Call be4 u come home.

Yuck. Thatis disgusting that Lizzy has to call her own
mother when shes on her way home, like in case her cougar mom
is in the middle of something with her boyfriend. Poor Liz.

| turn Lizzyls phone off and toss it on my nightstand.
Then, | snatch a pillow off my bed and a sleeping bag from my
closet and spread it out across my yoor underneath my window.

Across the hallway, theAtoiIet yushes and | feel for my
phone, which is still lying next to my head. The glaring sun beats
through my window. Seven pfteen. Urgh.

A Lizzy lump is curled up on my bed. The yoor feels hard.
A faint beer mixed with cigarette smoke stench hovers above my
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room. | stand up and open my windows. Lizzy needs to wake up
and take a shower. Like now.

| stare at Lizzyis honey hair peeking out of the top of the
comforter feeling guilty. Lately, I know live been MIA. Between
conniving to see Jake and softball, live barely spent any time with
Liz.

My mom opens the door at a snaills pace, glances at the
bed, and then at me on the yoor. ol didnit know Lizzy was sleeping
over, honey.d

0Yeah, she stopped by last night.6

Mom knows the drill. Since Lizzy and | prst met in nurs-
ery school, sheis been crashing at my house. Lizzys mom pgured
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 conpded in me that
she wanted my parents to adopt her. She was serious. | begged my
mom, but of course, the super anal Clarkes wouldnit cooperate.

oHow about chocolate chip pancakes?6 my mom asks in a
whisper.

oDid | hear pancakes?6 Lizzy asks, sitting up. Her hair is
wiry and poofy.

oChocolate chip and whipped cream, Liz?0

0Yes,0 Lizzy shouts, stretching her arms out like shels
cheering.
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I canit believe Lizzyis 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 | lie back on the yoor.

OWhatls wrong with you, lover girl?6 Lizzy asks, falling
back on my pillows.

0lim beat.0

0So whenis JC buzzing into town?4

0Today.6 I say, looking down.

I look at Lizzy and I donit want to admit it, but weire drift-
ing apart. I mean, every summer Lizzy and | go through this. Iim
at softball a lot, she hangs out with other friends for a while. But
this summer is different. Shes 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.

OHow is good ole Jake?6 Lizzy asks wrapping her hair
around her index pnger.

0Great. We had the best time yesterday and the day
before.6

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.

0S0, your relationship is that perfect, huh?4 She asks, rais-
ing her eyebrow.

0Yeah, pretty much.6 | say, pddling with the zipper on my
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softball-covered sleeping bag.

olsnit he dealing with some serious stress and stuff after
his mom died?6

How do | tell Lizzy that yeah, heis dealing with major stress,
even making all sorts of money doing something probably illegal?
So I lie.

OHets actually handling it really well. His aunt and uncle are
amazing and theyive been helping out. It really unbelievable how
heis been able to bounce back.6 | say looking up at Lizzy with the
broadest smile I can muster.

She half smiles, still staring at me.

0So, who was the lucky guy last night?6 | say, attempting to
change the subject.

0What makes you think every time Iim hanging out, 1im
hooking up?6 Lizzy asks, throwing off my comforter.

oJust asking. Why are you so uptight?6

0lim not.6 She says, hugging her legs to her chest.

This sucks. Everything | say is wrong and | feel all twisty
and tight and secretive. | wish things between Lizzy and me would
go back to normal and be calm, like it used to be, not all crappy and
uncomfortable.

oLook Lizzy, whatis going on?6 | ask, hoping to clear things
up.

She hugs her legs tighter. GAshley, | didnit want to tell you
this, but itls 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, youire closed or something. Itis like all that
matters to you is when youire going to catch some alone time with
Jake. And when Jakeis not around youire at softball. What are you
going to do in September when Jakeis back at school, and youire
back at Sunray? | just donit think itis healthy that youire spending
so much time with a guy that your parents donit want you seeing,
lives a hundred miles away, and is pretty messed up.6

| stand up and start folding my sleeping bag. My legs are
shaking. Where does Lizzy get off telling me what I should and
shouldnit be doing?

0At least, 1im not smoking and drinking and God knows
what with my time,6 I mumble, shoving the sleeping bag in my
closet.

0What did you say?6

oYou heard me,6 | say, staring at Lizzy. | mean, how could
she possibly know what itis like to be in a serious relationship with
a guy whose mom just died. She has no clue.

ols that what you think of me now. Iim like my mom? Are
you saying that Iim acting like my mom?6 Lizzy asks, bending over
and grabbing her cigarettes from the pocket of her Sunray soccer
hoody thatis lying next to the bed.

oWell I pgured since youire passing so much judgment, lid
pass some of my own.é

oYouire changing, Ashley Clarke. Iim just trying to warn
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you. Youire my best friend, and | think that youire spending way
too much time with Jake.0

0lim changing? What about you?6 | say, resting my hands
on my hips.

0What about me? 1im a normal teenager going out and
having a good time, not acting all married at pfteen.6 She says,
smacking the cigarette pack on her palm.

oPancakes are ready.0 Max yells, barreling into my room
and jumping on the bed with Lizzy.

OHey, buddy6 Lizzy says, tossing her cigarettes on the
nightstand, grabbing Max, and reciprocating his giant hug.

0Dizzy Lizzy is here,6 he shouts melting into her arms.

| stare at Lizzy and Max. Am | changing? Am | neglecting
my friends? Or am | just hanging out with different friends? Like
Rachel.

While Lizzy and Max play tickle torture, my phone vibrates
across the yoor, bumping into my foot.

Fr: Rachel
Go on Facebook now. Not good.

Instinctively, | feel for my softball charm and remember itis
in my nightstand drawer.

0oCome on, girls. The pancakes are getting cold,6 my mom
shouts from the kitchen.
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0Go ahead, Liz. lill be right there,6 | say, turning on my
compulter.

Two minutes later, Iim staring at my worst nightmare.
Christy uploaded the pics on her Facebook page under the title,
oMaryland Tournament6. Coach D is constantly on Facebook. She
even talks about how she loves chatting with old friends on Face-
book at practice. Sheis sure to check out these pics between now
and tomorrow. And Christy made sure of it by tagging the whole
team. 1im screwed.

0ANd youire getting on my ass for partying.6

I jump.

oYou scared the shit out of me,6 | say holding my chest.

oYour mom wanted me to come get you. Donit tell me that
Christy Meyers is messing with you again.0 Lizzy says, clutching
the mouse and clicking through the pictures. oNice Ashley. I didnit
know you are a cheap-ass wine kind of girl. How come you didnit
tell me about this?6

ol wasnit drinking, and it just happened last weekend.6

ols she still with Mark?6 Lizzy starts scrolling through
Christyts friends, then her prople and wall.

0Girls, the pancakes are getting cold.6 | turn off the com-
puter before my mom gets a look at the pics. Itis bad enough if
Coach D sees them, but if my parents do, 1im dead.

0Whatfs going on?6 my mom asks, walking into the room

toward us.
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I kick the computer plug out of the electrical socket. ol
was just showing Ashley my new boyfriend on MySpace.6 Lizzy
says smiling.

oYou know girls, you should be careful on MySpace. Child
molesters hang out on that site.0

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.

0We know, we know,6 Lizzy and | say. Thank God, there
are no specials about freaks on Facebook, yet. | donit even think
my mom knows Facebook exists.

As Lizzy and | follow my mom toward the kitchen, Lizzy
whispers, 0Donit worry, live got something big on Christy.6

I smile and wonder what the heck Lizzys got lined up.
I hope itls 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 | make plans to meet up at her
house. Lizzy leaves and | change into my brand new powdery blue
and white Juicy bathing suit. When, youire boobs are the size of
mosquito bites, itls tough pnd a good bathing suit. I did some re-
search and read in Teen \ogue that girls with an athletic build, should
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wear a solid colored bottom and busy or horizontal striped top. So
when | saw this bathing suit on sale at Marshallis last week, | had
to have it.

When you live at the beach, itis normal to run into every-
one half naked, like your teacher, principal, mail carrier, neighbors,
friends, friendsi parents, and everyone else. So, a good bathing suit
is ultra important.

Before | take off for the beach, I check my cell phone one
more time.

Fr: Jake
Meet?

Hefs getting into the texting thing.

To: Jake
10th st?

Tenth street beach is the localsi 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, itis a no brainer. Jake surfs and
technically, hefs still a local. Total coincidence.

Fr: Jake

C u soon
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Butteryies yutter in my stomach like Iim about to pitch
a huge game. | 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. | grab my bag and 1im off.

On the way to Lizzys, | call Gram.

QAshley, how are you?d Pop answers.

0Hey, Pop, is Gram there?6

0Shes sleeping, Boo? But, lill tell her you called.6

oHowfs she feeling?0 | ask nibbling on my nail.

0Great, sweetheart, great.6 He pauses. 0Howfs the shore?6

0Nice, Pop. Wish you were here.0

0Me too, Boo, me t00.0

0When are you coming?d | ask.

Pop pauses. ONot sure yet. But, once Gram feels better,
welll be down. 1im sure sheill want to show off her new face and
assets if you know what | mean.6

I giggle. 0Yeah, | bet she does.0

A

It takes me like two minutes to reach Lizzyks. 0Hi, Ashley.
How are you hon?6 Lizzyls mom says breathless, meeting me at the
door dressed in a white frilly top and black skirt before I even raise
my pst to knock. Shes holding a pack of cigarettes in one hand
and a waitress apron in the other. She takes off past me like sheis

44



Jdg Lhjtirje

being chased. Seconds later, she peels out of her parking spot in
front of their house.

QAshley, is that you?d Lizzy calls from the basement. 01im
downstairs.0

| take the steps two at a time and spot Lizzy in front of her
computer. A camera is attached by a long wire to the side of the
keyboard.

OHere it is. The picture thatls going to destroy Christy.0
Lizzy clicks her mouse, and a photo of Mark kissing some blond
girl plls the screen.

0This is it?0 | ask hoping it was something devastating like
a picture of Christy doing something down and dirty with, like, the
biggest loser in the school, or Christy yashing a body part.

0What do you mean, is this it? | took this picture to remind
myself how much of an asshole Mark is. Itls perfectd Lizzy says
straightening up in her chair. 6GAnyway, when you told me about
Christy, I know this will kill her, considering, word is, sheis still
back and forth with Mark.6

0So, what do you plan on doing?4 | ask

OFirst, I loaded the pictures of the party to my Facebook
page and MySpace page. Then, | sent messages, a bulletin, and
posted a reminder to check out my pics. Itill get around and sheill
see it. Guaranteed. Cape Town and Sunray are way too freaking
small for Christy to miss seeing her boyfriend sucking face with

someone else at a party.0
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oWhois the girl?6

Lizzy smacks a pack of Newports on her palm and pshes
a cigarette out of the pack. She yicks a pink lighter and holds the
tiny pre up to end of the cigarette resting between her lips. Then,
she inhales the nasty carcinogens. 6Donit know.0

0Gross,0 | say dramatically waving the smoke out of my
face.

0Get over it.6 She grins.

I spot a pic of Lizzy with a group of guys I donit recognize
stuck to the side of her computer.

Lizzy shares the same thought process as the boys do
around here. She never exclusively dates during the summer, just in
case. Around May, Sunray and Cape Town guys mysteriously break
up with their local girlfriend. Then once fall rolls around, everyone
is back together. Most girls chalk it up as part of living in a touristy
area. Lizzy on the other hand, thinks that girls should have just as
much opportunity to meet guys from out of town as the guys do
with girls.

| take the mouse back from Lizzy and click through the
pics myself.

0When was this?6 | ask looking at pictures of girls and guys
dancing, drinking, and posing. Shots of Lizzy, Jessica, and Nicole
with their arms draped around each other like theyire best buds.
Shots of Andrew and Mark smiling and hanging on more random
girls. Yuck. 1im checking out the pic of Mark and the blond, when
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suddenly I notice that in the background Andrew is nose to nose
with a girl who looks a lot like& Kate?

oWhat the hell is this?0 | ask pointing to the small back-
ground shot of Andrew and Kate. 0l didnit know Kate partied.
And I didnit know Kate and Andrew are friends.0

0Uh, she doesnit.6 Lizzy stubs her cigarette in a Horseshoe
Diner ashtray.

0Then what are they doing?6

Lizzy clicks out of the photo aloum and onto Perez Hil-
tonis site. 0Hey, did you hear about Miley Cyrus? Can you believe
what she did?6

GAre you trying to change the subject or something? You
know, Iim totally over Andrew, so if youire trying to keep some-
thing from me, itis stupid.o I lie.

OAre you?0 Lizzy turns away from the computer and faces
me.

oYes, | am. Really, Lizzy, 1im so over Andrew and com-
pletely in love with Jake. I can handle anything.0

oKate and Andrew are friends. They hang out. But, maybe
you need to think about why you care so much. JC lover.6

I play with my softball charm. 0l donit care who Andrew
dates.6 | say, plastering a faux smile across my face. GAndrew and
I have been done, over for like six months or something. | donit
even think of him anymore.6

I roll my eyes.
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ol gotta go,0 I say standing up and grabbing my drawstring
bag. 0lim supposed to meet Jake at the beach.6

I barrel up the stairs. Once outside, | breathe again. Some
random girl from the tri-state area is one thing. But, | sure hope
Andrew never dates one of my friends. Ever.

As soon as | pnish walking the path through the dune grass
to the beach, I spot Jake, dark, tan, and yummy, bobbing on his
surfboard.

I plop my bag on the sand, drop my shorts and tank,
and smooth out my blanket. Then, I sit down, adjust my bath-
ing suit top, and lean back on my arms. | decided not to bring my
beach chair today, since I pgured Jake and I would wind up on his
moped.

When 1im posed and ready to greet Jake, | spot him, pad-
dling with his knees on his board in black board shorts. He rides
the wave in, hops off the board, and scans the beach. | watch his
face relax when he spots me. He places the board underneath his
pit and walks my way.

Jake®s so dark. I on the other hand, am still sporting the
ridiculous partial knee, thigh, and arm farmer(s tan from my soft-
ball uniform. Iim trying out this tan in the can stuff that Lizzy
recommended. Part of my body is now golden tan, while the other
pale parts are orangey instead of beige. And my pngers look like
I soaked them in pumpkin guts. I seriously need to read the direc-

tions. 1im doing something wrong.
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OHey,0 Jake says, standing over me and dripping freezing
water on my stomach from his soaked frame.

I jJump up, bumping into his nose, and adjust my top.

oSorry.6

As Jake rubs his nose, he plants the surfboard behind my
blanket.

oDid you bring your moped?6 | ask, picturing Jake and me
riding the moped with a giant surfboard horizontal on the back.

0Yeah. John was here earlier. Heill take care of the board.0
Jake kisses me. I would love to roll up and down the Jersey beach
with him for all of Sunray Beach to witness, but I have to be incog-
nito since my parents are probably roaming the beach at this very
moment.

I grab his hand and lead him to the water.

The waves slap against our legs, and we wade further and
further out holding hands.

0Going to the preworks tonight?6 Jake asks.

Every year, Sunray has amazing preworks right over the
water. Since my tenth birthday, live always been away at a soft-
ball tournament and missed them. Not this year. Fireworks are
the night before | leave for a major Fourth of July tournament in
Virginia. Perfect weekend.

oCanit wait.6 | smile.

Two little boys on boogey boards bump into Jake. The one
boy tumbles into the water, but Jake catches him before he goes
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under. 0You okay,0 he asks.

oYup.6 The little boy barrels toward his buddy.

Jake reaches for my hand. I dive into the oncoming wave.

0Mom and Dad on the beach today?6 he asks once |
reemerge.

oJust hyper,6 | smile ducking underneath another wave.

This time when | come up for air, Jake is gone.

I scan the water, but I canit pnd him. My heart is literally in
my throat. Where is he?

0Gotcha,6 Jake grabs my waist underwater. | sink into his
grasp, but avoid kissing him. I would rather resist now for more
later, than give in and get punished until 2020.

0Hey, look who it is,6 | hear a faint voice in the distance.
QAshley Clarke.6

Mark is retrieving a football from the water and wearing an
obnoxious red, white, and blue, preworks-covered, spandex shorts.
As suspected, about football throwing distance away is Andrew.

oHi, Mark,6 | roll my eyes. At the same time, Jake turns
around from his spot in the surf.

0Hey, Jake,6 Mark sludges through the water toward Jake.
When was Mark ever friends with Jake?

Mark extends his hairy arm toward Jake, who hesitates at
prst, then takes his hand and does that weird guy handshake thing
that consists of hand and arm slaps, feels, and gropes. How does
every guy know how to do that exact handshake? Is it something
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thatts, like, passed down father to son?

OHowfs it going? Man, | saw you pght the other night. Un-
believable.o

I look at Jake, then Mark. Fight?

0Thanks,6 Jake says.

oHowid you get involved with that shit? Iim thinking about
trying it, you know, since 1im pretty big and everything.6 Mark says,
pufpng out his chicken chest.

o0What pght?6 | say squinting at Mark behind my oversized
sunglasses.

Mark looks at Jake, then at me. 0Uh.6

0Hey, Ash, Jake, whatls up?6 Andrew walks up and looks
at me with his pups. My stomach drops. | hate it that I still have a
stupid physical reaction to his presence. | grab my chain and start
playing with the softball, avoiding Andrew eye contact.

Jake is mum. All four of us stand there in awkward silence,
until a blond girl I donit recognize interrupts us.

0Hey, guys, lets go. | thought we were playing football.6 As
I look up, I notice another blond girl plling out a tiny red bikini.

0See you guys later,6 Mark says wrapping his arms around
the prst blond by her waist as she tosses the ball to blond girl num-
ber two before tumbling to the ground under Mark.

Andrew lingers for a minute. Then he turns around. | stare
at his chiseled back before he joins the girls.

0That was awkward,0 | say.
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0Why?0 Jake asks.

0l donit know. Thatis the prst time | saw Andrew with you,
you know?6

ol didnit think thatls a big deal anymore. We see people
from town all the time.d Jake says, charging ahead of me toward
the blanket.

OHey, youire not getting away that easy,0 | say, gripping his
arm. 0Whatis the deal with the pght?6

Jake stops. 0ltis nothing, Ashley.6

0lim tired of hearing the same damn thing all the time. Do
you think Iim stupid, or is it that you donit trust me?6

0No0,0 he says sitting on the blanket, propping his elbows
on his bent knees, and rubbing his head.

0Hello?6 | wave my hand in front of his face. 0What? Do
you think I canit handle that youire pghting people for some rea-
son? Is it your mom? Are people coming up to you and saying
things about your mom or something? Cause | donit blame you if
youire kicking ass because of that.6

Jake sinks his head between his arms and smiles.

0What?6

oYou should write books or something. You have a crazy-
ass imagination.o

0Stop changing the subject.6

00Kkay, do you really want to know everything? Trust me,
Ashley, sometimes itis better not to know some things in life.6
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0No, I want to know.6 And I do. | want to feel like a part
of this life that hes living.

Jake stares at the water and takes a deep breath. ol told you
already, 1im pghting sometimes for money. live been training with
this guy in Mixed Martial Arts. I pght around the area. You canit
tell anyone because itis underground stuff, and 1im underage. Plus,
I donit want to ruin my chances for a wrestling scholarship with a
major college or university.0

oWhat? Is it illegal?6

ONot really. | stay out of the business part. The guy you
met at the pizza place the other day runs most of the pghts. He
hangs out at a gym, tells me where to go, and | show up to pght.6

Jake doesnit look at me while he describes MMA. 6Can you
get seriously hurt?6

0As long as | keep training hard and pghting like I am, itls
unlikely. Bruises and stuff, yeah, but nothing major. Theyill stop
the pght before anyone gets hurt bad.6 He says, holding his hands
in front of his eyes to block the glaring sun.

0Why canit you get a normal summer job, Jake?6

0What and make six dollars an hour at McDonaldis? |
make over two hundred dollars a pght, and pve hundred if 1 win.
Nobody makes that kind of money at sixteen. Plus, itis helping me
get ready for wrestling season.6

This all sounds ass backwards to me, but I guess if | had
the opportunity to pitch or something for that kind of money, |
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wouldnit be yipping burgers, either.

0But, it seems so shady.0

0ltis not, Ashley.6 Jake says, wrapping his arm around my
shoulders and kissing the top of my head. | swear between Jake
and the hot July Jersey sun, 1im melting.

0Can | go to a pght?4

oltis not like itfs at an arena or anything like on TV. Most
of the time itls on a mat at a gym. Itis really nothing.6 He says,
squeezing me tighter. | rest my head on his hard chest. 0Donit
worry about me. 1im only doing it through the summer. Then, Iim
done.d

For a second, I forget where I am. A lifeguard whistle
brings me back to reality, and I jump.

OLetis go to the boardwalk,6 | say. Jake pulls a black tee
with the words, Punishment, over his head.

After shoving my bag on the back of Jake®s bike, we walk
the three blocks to the boardwalk. Sunrays boardwalk is cool. 1
mean itis not as great as Wildwood®s boardwalk with its amazing
roller coaster and water slides, but after some renovations last win-
ter, we now have a new pier with a gigantic Ferris wheel, a couple
of kid rides, some games, and a dinky roller coaster.

Today the boardwalk is dressed to impress, splashed with
red, white, and blue yags, balloons, and streamers. Patriotic mu-
sic pumps from the loud speakers. Families on huge six-seat bikes
zoom past us, and Jake grabs my hand.
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OWatch the tram car, please,6 a yellow tram car that looks
like a kiddy train plled with adults screams. We maneuver out of the
way at the same time, trying to avoid the zillions of bikes thumping
across the boards.

ol donit miss tram cars,0 Jake grins squeezing my hand
tight.

I spot an old photo booth in one of the arcades. 0Did you
ever get your pic taken in one of these?6 | ask Jake pulling him
toward the arcade.

0Nope,6 he keeps walking straight.

0oCome on. Itill be fun.6

Jake rolls his eyes and resists, but then | smile at him, and
he follows me to the photo booth. I dig into my pocket for the
twenty | grabbed before I left the house.

OHere,6 Jake says maneuvering in front of me and feeds
two dollar bills into the machine.

ol forgot that youire the next Tito Ortiz,6 | tease pinching
his bicep.

0Does that mean lill end up with Jenna Jameson?6 He says,
grinning.

| attempt to punch him in the gut. Jake catches my pst and
pulls me into the booth.

We both squeeze onto a tiny seat. A yash blinds us before
we can even smile.

Jake places his arms around me. We smile. Then, he starts
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laughing and we make goofy faces. Finally, Jake kisses me on the
cheek. It sends chills up my back.

I turn toward him, and we kiss. Little pecks again and again
until one of the pecks turns into a longer passionate one, and Jake
presses me up against the side of the booth. This bad boy is so
freaking hot. Hotter than Fourth of July weekend at Sunray hot.

The sound of the machine spitting out the pictures stops
us mid-kiss. Jake pulls the curtain open, and | follow him out of
the booth.

I snatch the pics before Jake can get a look at them. He
walks around me and hugs me from behind, resting his head on my
shoulder, and we both stare.

oYouire so hot, Ash,6 Jake whispers in my ear.

My knees buckle.

After three rounds of Skee Ball and four games of basket-
ball, we walk out of the arcade. Adorable little white, brown, tan,
and black teddy bears pll a stand in front of the amusement pier.

Jake walks up and places a dollar on number two. The guy
working the stand hits a button and the wheel ticks around and
around and around and pnally stops on number three.

oSorry, man,0 the guy at the booth says dragging the coins
across the board and into the hole. Jake places another dollar on
two, and once again the wheel spins.

But, this time it stops at two.

0A winner,0 the worker shouts.
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0Can | have that one?6 Jake says, pointing to an adorable
tan teddy bear. He hands it to me, and I snuggle it.

0Thanks.0

Jake grabs my hand, and we avoid tripping over toddlers
running toward rides. He stops in front of the giant Ferris wheel.
Jake pays, and we sit together in a pink car. The attendant locks us
in.

0Scared?0

0No0,6 | say, but honestly, live never been on this Ferris
wheel before. Itis so huge. It hovers over every house in Sunray,
and you can see it miles away.

The wheel shakes, and it starts moving slowly. We sail up
and up until it stops at the top. When I look down, people on the
beach look like miniature dolls, and the ocean stretches for miles.
Itis breezier this high, and the car begins to rock back and forth.

Jake moves his body, rocking it faster. I grip his knee.

0Stop.d | shout.

ol knew you were scared.0 Jake says, halting the rocking.

I smile and look up.

Jake cups the back of my head under my ponytail. 0You
know, Ash, I wouldnit mess this up. You gotta stop worrying so
much.6 Jake kisses me, and the Ferris wheel does its thing.

0Muiss Ashley Clarke.6 | spot him as soon as we step off the
wheel. 0How are you?6

0Fine,0 | say looking down and walking fast ahead of Jake
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down the boardwalk. Mr. Willis, a cop that works with my dad
stands in front of the lemonade stand.

0Tell Dad lill see him tonight, okay?06 he says.

00Kkay.0 | call back over my shoulder.

Jake catches up with me. oStill havenit told Dad about us,
huh?6

oKind of,0 | say staring down at the weathered brown
wooden boards.

O0Why are you so caught up with what people think?6

I stop walking and face Jake. 0lim not.6

0Yes, you are. You care what your parents think. You care
what your friends think. You even care what your Dadis friends
think. Why canit you just tell people about us?6 Jake asks folding
his cut arms in front of his body.

ol donit want to talk about this,d | say turning around and
walking toward the end of the boardwalk.

He doesnit get it. He doesnit have parents to worry about,
and his aunt and uncle are super cool. Itis easier if | just sneak
around and do this. If I tell my parents, then theyill be on my ass,
and lill never see Jake again.

0Thatis what | thought.6

I stop, spin, and wrap my arms around Jake squeezing his
butt, smacking a kiss right on his lips. 6There, does that make you
feel better?0 I ask. oLetls get out of here,6 | say.

0My aunt and uncle are at the beach, Ash.6
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0Exactly.6
Jake grins. And we race to his bike.

It takes us ten minutes to get to the campground and
exactly two seconds to get inside the trailer and start making out
on Jakets bed.

Jake®s on top of me.

He pauses and leans his head on his bent elbow staring
into my eyes. 0You okay with this?0

oYeah,0 | say. | mean, did Jake ever ask any of the other
bazillions of girls hes probably laid on top of if they were okay?
Why me? Do | give off some sort of vibe or something?

Jake dives into my neck. Shivers shoot and I wiggle, his
breath is driving me insane. | feel his warm hand underneath my
tank on my stomach.

I move my hands underneath his tee to feel his massive
muscles like | saw Blair do to Nate during a 0Gossip Girlé episode.
Instead 10m all-thumbs and this doesnit feel smooth like the show.
But | do know his chest is hot.

0Wait, Jake.0

olim sorry, Ash,6 Jake pulls out his hand out from under-
neath my tank, forcing my hands to get wrapped up and stuck in
his shirt.

Another car door slams.

ols that your aunt and uncle?d
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Jake gets loose and crawls on his hands and knees toward
the window.

0Shit.6 Jake says, pxing his shirt.

I sit up and smooth down my hair.

We almost tumble down the steps just as the front door
opens. Jake pulls me next to him on the couch.

0Ashley, how are you?d6 Aunt Val shouts placing plastic
grocery bags on the kitchen table.

0Hey, look whois here,6 Uncle Fred follows, balancing a
case of beer.

0Need help?6 Jake asks.

0No, weire good,6 Uncle Fred says while he places the case
in the fridge.

QAre you guys staying for dinner?6 Aunt Val asks.

Jake looks at me. I shrug my shoulders.

0Yeah, sounds good,6 he says. 0Want to go to the pool,
Ash?6

First the beach, then the boardwalk, his bed, now the pool,
itts like weire pptting in an entire summer in pve hours.

0Weire going to the pool,6 Jake yells.

0Be back in an hour for dinner,6 Aunt Val shouts back.

And once again | follow Jakefs lead.

We never made it to the pool.

After another quick make-out session in the woods, but
this time, he actually touches the outside of my bathing suit top
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for a second, which 1 think was an accident, weire back at the trailer
while Aunt Val barbeques another round of her famous Val burg-
ers.

I grab the stick and start playing with the pre Uncle Fred
started while we were gone. Jake sits away from it on the porch
once again.

My stomach is all twisty and excited. | sneak peeks at Jake
as he sits on a wooden rocking chair on the porch with a goofy grin
on his face. I seriously couldive stayed in the woods forever. Heis
so freaking hot. | love the way he moves my hair out of my face
and grins, showing off his dimples. And when he kisses me, I melt
like the cheese Aunt Val is placing on the Val burgers.

My phone vibrates me back to reality. | stand up and walk
a bit down the dirt road.

oHey, Mom,0 | say trying to sound as cheerful and normal
as possible.

0Hi, Ash. Are you still with Lizzy?6

I think about the answer for a sec. Is Mom trapping me?
Does she know that I wasnit really with Lizzy today?

0Yeah, whats up?6

QAre you coming home for dinner tonight?6

0Uh, no, Iim going to eat with Lizzy.0

00kay. Well, your dad is working and | was thinking of go-
ing up to the preworks with Max. Are you going with Lizzy?6

I think about this question too. Man, lying sucks, and |
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hate thinking this much.

0Yeah.0

00Kkay, well 16l see you up there.6

0Yeah.0 | hope not. | yip the phone closed.

Jake is sitting at the picnic bench munching on chips when
I walk up.

0Everything all right?6 he asks.

oJust Lizzy,0 | lie again.

After dinner, 1im back on the bike inhaling Jakeis sweet
scent and hugging my bear.

We take off with a jolt. A few minutes later, Jake pulls up
to the Sunrayis point, where the bay meets the ocean and beachy
Sunray meets bayside Cape Town. Kind of like Jake and me. His
old life in Cape Town meets mine in Sunray. The same point that
Jake and | almost shared our prst kiss, until I pussed out because |
was scared he would hurt me like Andrew.

After we take off our helmets, | wrap my hair in a loose
ponytail again and adjust my shorts. The moped leaves me with a
major wedgie. | clutch his hand and lead him to the exact spot that
he made his move last winter when | resisted.

0What are you doing?6 he asks.

oMaking up for the past,0 | say.

GAshley, youire so amazing. you how lucky I am?6

I gently pull Jakes hand. He follows me and sits down.
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I straddle his lap and start kissing him. We tumble into the
dune grass. | swear live never kissed anyone in my lifetime as much
as live kissed Jake Cole today, and all I want to do is keep doing it
over and over again.

Fireworks pop and sizzle overhead. We stop and lean on a
black rock. The preworks light the sky in blues, purples, reds, and
silvers. My favorites, the ones that sparkle, then pzz like tiny stars,
ignite overhead. This is by far my best Fourth, even though techni-
cally Monday is the real holiday. I rest my head on Jakets shoulder,
and | feel the rise and fall of his chest. Heaven.

After the amazing preworks pnale ends, Jake and | walk
hand in hand back to the bike. We spot a huge crowd circling a
group of guys in the middle of the parking lot.

ols that& ?6 But before | can get the words out, Jake
sprints to crowd, pushing his way to the middle. 1 fall behind and
watch from a distance.

oYouire an asshole,6 Jakeis older brother, John, shouts,
stumbling and pointing to a guy in a black tee.

0Youire momis a whore, and since shefs dead, now you owe
us.6 The black tee guy says and pushes Jakels brother. John stum-
bles backward, then retrieves his step and leaps at the dude.

As fast as a blink, Jake, his brother, and pve other guys are
beating the piss out of each other. Random guys jump in trying to
pull the guys away from each other, but no one can move Jake and
John. In fact, Jake has the black tee guy in some painful looking
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scrunched up wrestling move, and hes punching him in the face
over and over and over. Blood drizzles out of the guys nose. His
hands are up, trying to defend himself, but itls useless. live never
seen a pght, let alone one with blood. Itk gross.

I want to turn away. The sounds of pst hitting yesh are
nauseating. But, I canit. Jake is a different guy. A monster. The guy
that gently kisses me and cares for me is gone, replaced by a freak-
ing animal. It frightening.

Flashing blue, red, and white lights pull up at the scene and
thatls my cue to get the heck out of there. I catch a glimpse of my
dad in the squad car window and duck further into the dune grass.
If | take off for home now, heill see me. So, I stay put.

Three cops spring out of their cars. And all three descend
on the pght. My dad grabs the back of Jakes tee.

The guy that Jake was plummeling isnit moving. | watch in
horror as my dad reaches toward his belt and grabs his cuffs. My
dad slams Jake on the squad car and pulls Jakes arms behind his
back. He wraps the cuffs around Jakeis wrists. Jake never says a
word or resists as he is maneuvered into the back my dadis squad
car.

My dadis mouth is moving the entire time. Hes reading
him his rights. Jake is arrested.

The other two police ofpcers seize and cuff John and two
other guys, and throw them in the back of the squad car.

Black tee guy is lying on the ground in a fetal position.
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Blood pools from his face when the ambulance workers arrive at
the scene.

Eventually, black tee guy maneuvers to his feet and
gingerly, with the help of the workers, makes his way into the back
of the ambulance. He looks gruesome.

When the crowd disperses and the squad cars and ambu-
lances take off, I pull out my cell phone and text Lizzy.

To: Lizzy
Help

I wait, and almost immediately, Lizzy texts me back.

Fr: Lizzy
7

To: Lizzy
Stuck @ point not leavn evr

Fr: Lizzyy
WTF? JC?

To: Lizzy
Dad arrestd him.
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Itls so weird to even text those words. | mean, of all the
places in the world for Jake to be arrested, itis in my town by my

own father.

Fr: Lizzy
OMG Im @ 10th

I look around again just to make sure none of my dadis
buddies are on hand to witness me climbing out of the dune grass.
Jakels moped still rests on its kickstand all by itself in the parking
lot. Should I try to ride it or call his aunt and uncle and tell them to
pick it up?

For a moment, | stop and pddle with my charm. I donit
even know how to ride a moped, and it not like 1im paying atten-
tion to how to drive it, when 1im on the back. I decide to leave it
alone.

Thank God, my parents donit know that 1im still with Jake.
I would probably get grounded longer than him. In fact, 1im sure
Jakefs aunt and uncle probably wonit even ground Jake consider-
ing that dude pushed John prst and is a slime ball drug dealer or
something looking to get paid.

The black tee guy that was shufyed into the back of the
ambulance could walk and everything, but his face was seriously
messed up from Jake pounding on it.

When | arrive at the 10th street beach, there is a group of
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guys and girls from Sunray huddling around a small pre. Lizzy is
standing with Jessica and Nicole when she spots me. She bursts
out of the group and sprints toward me.

0What happened?6 she asks, blue eyes bulging. ol thought
you were with Jake and everything was cool. Did your dad catch
you with Jake? What could he possibly arrest him for? I mean, itis
not like hels over eighteen.6

0No, not exactly.6 | proceed to pll Lizzy in on the pght.

00h my God. Jakeis screwed.6

Shouts echo from the group as Mark sprints down the
beach, diving into a wave. If Markis here, that means€ | scan the
crowd looking for Andrew. Off sitting on top of a lifeguard stand,
I recognize Andrew(s dangling hairy legs and the hoody he lent me
last year, with his arm around a girl with blond hair.

0Hello?06 Lizzy snaps her pngers in front of my face.
I turn back to face Lizzy.

oYeah, | know. Iim so not looking forward to going
home.6

oWell you might as well hang out here and buy time.6 Lizzy
grabs my hand, but I donit want to go and hang out with Mark and
Andrew. | wonder if this is Andrew and random girlis prst kiss.
Does Andrew kiss every girl for the prst time on a lifeguard stand?
Like me last summer? Is that, like, his signature move?

olt might be best if 1 go home now before my dad gets

home from work.4 | lie.
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00kay. Text me later and let me know what happens,0
Lizzy hugs me.

0Thanks.0

Before | turn around to walk home, | sneak another peek
at Andrew, whots involved in a major lip lock. Yuck.

On my way home, | text Jake over ten times, but nothing.
Sick with worry, | avoid the sidewalk cracks, thinking about the
million things that could happen. | mean, what if Jake is seriously
arrested? Will it hurt his shot of snagging a wrestling scholarship?
Will he still even be able to wrestle? Will he go to jail?

GAshley, youire home.6 My mom scares the piss out of me,
and | jump.

Shels rocking on a chair on the porch, cupping a mug.
0Why donit you have a seat?d

Her tone sounds bad. Is it Jake? Oh no, Dad saw me.

0Wherefs dad?0 | ask.

OHefs not home yet, and itis probably a good thing.6

0What are you talking about?d6 My stomach is jumpy like
Iim on a trampoline, and | canit get off.

QAshley, your coach called.6

Oh my God, the picture. After everything with Jake today,
I completely forgot. I swallow a lump and sit on the porch step.

OPlease tell me you werenit drinking at a tournament.o

ol wasnit drinking.0

oYouire lying, Ashley. I saw the picture.
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First she asks me to tell her I wasnit drinking and then she
accuses me of lying. This is so not good. And Coach D knows.
Weire frigging screwed, and | hate Christy for letting this happen.
What started out at the best day ever is turning into my worst
nightmare.

O0What the hell has gotten into you?6 Mom maneuvers to
the edge of the chair. 0Then, your father calls a little while ago and
I pnd out that you never stayed at Rachels aunt and uncles. You
spent the night at Jake Colels.0

Iim going to hurl Val burgers all over the porch.

0What are you talking about?6 | do my best to play dumb.

oDonit pull that crap with me, Ashley. You know exactly
what weire talking about. Dad broke up a pght with your friend,
Jake, and he had to report his address. He tried to give pve fake
addresses before they spoke to his brother, who gave up the real
address. Are you sleeping with him, Ashley? Your dad and I didnit
even know you two were still together.6 My mom asks placing her
mug on the ground and running her pngers through her shoulder
length hair.

0No.0 | say, pddling with my charm. Who cares if they see
it? Screw it.

0What do you have to say for yourself, Ashley Jean Clarke?
And what the hell has gotten into you? You have so much to lose,
and the rate youire going, youire going to be knocked up, miser-
able, and living in a shack like...6

0/
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She seriously didnit just say that. oLike who, Mom? Like
Jakels mom. What is wrong with you? If it wasnit for you and dad,
I wouldnit have to sneak around. You need to let me grow up and
make my own decisions.6

ols that s0?6 My mom stands up, walks toward the door,
and faces me. oYouire done, Ashley. No friends, no phone, no
computer, no softball. You have to learn what itis like to have noth-
ing for a while, until you earn our trust back. I never coined you to
be like this, Ashley. Sneaking around, lying, drinking, sleeping over
your boyfriendis house, probably having sex.6

olt wasnit like that, and 1im not having sex.0 | yell. A fam-
ily of four is walking by the house on their way to the boardwalk
stares at us, but | donit care.

My mom slams the door.

At the same time, | lie back on the porch and look up at the
star-plled sky. No softball, no friends, no Jake. | stand up, pick up
my momis mug, and pitch it into the side of the porch. It smashes

into a million pieces.
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1im bored. Like really bored. Like Geography class bored.
Itis been almost three weeks, and Dad still isnit talking to me. After
a couple of trips to see Gram, a million reruns of 0Gossip Girld,
too many hours of VH1 and MTV, four million pitches against my
mattress, oodles and oodles of hours of 0Guitar Herod, and four
smutty books courtesy of Gram later, 1im ready to hang myself.
Punishment sucks.

All I can think about is Jake. Everything | watch, reminds
me of him. I still donit even know what happened that night,
except that my dad found out his address. Yet, I donit dare ask. My
stomach is all twisty and yucky every time | think of the pght, Jake,
and this dumb-ass punishment.

And since Iim not allowed to play softball, there is
absolutely no way to escape this mess. Without softball, my life
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completely sucks. I mean, at least last spring when | was punished,
I was still allowed to hang out with my teammates and pitch. But,
this time, 1im stuck at home doing absolutely nothing. I let my par-
ents down. I let my teammates down. | let my coach down.

My dad needs rehab. Our lawn is perfect, but heis outside
for like hours every night watering, seeding, edging, and cutting.
My mom, on the other hand is taking another approach. She hand-
ed me this old ratty book, 0Ten Stupid Things Women Do to Mess
Up their Liveso and even highlighted some of the passages. She
also threatened me with counseling if I donit change. They need
to change. Not me. They need to change and treat me like a pfteen
year old, instead of a pve year old.

Mom says Jake has bad character. How does anyone
around here know about Jakeis character? They donit even know
him. They found out his mom died of a drug overdose and forbid
me to see him. My mom never even met Jake, and my dad met him
on two occasions that happened to be really sucky times for Jake,
like when his mom died and the pght.

Its weird. Jake hasnit stopped by at all through all this. In
fact, 1im not even sure if hes knows 1im punished. My parents
have been watching me like a hawk. I even tried to sneak into my
parentis room while they were sleeping to try to snag my cell phone
resting on my parentsi nightstand, but once I put my hand on it,
my detective dad woke up and stared at me. | turned around and
returned to my room.
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At least, today is the beginning of some normalcy. Iim
allowed to go back to softball practice, which I miss bunches. On
the other hand, this presents a whole list of other problems. Like,
live missed the last tournament, and I still havenit seen coach since
the picture mess. In fact, 1 donit even know what happened to
Emily, Kate, and Rachel. 1im, like, walking into this totally blind.

Mom drops me off at the peld early, and | immediately
spot Rachel a couple of steps ahead of me. | pick up my pace to
catch up with her.

0Hey,6 | say out of breath because for the last two weeks
I spent my time lounging in front of television instead of working
out. When dad refuses to pitch, I know hefs pissed.

0What the heck happened to you?d Rachel asks and stops.

oYou have no idea.d I say, plling Rachel in on the preworks,
pght, and punishment.

0That sucks.0

0What happened with the picture?d | ask hoping that |
wonit have to face even more punishment.

oKate, Emily, and I met with coach before the last tourna-
ment and told her what happened. We had to sit out the prst game,
which we lost by the way because Christy sucks, apologize to the
team, and thats it.0

o0Whew. Are you serious? | donit know what I would do if
softball was taken away from me. Itis like the only thing I can do
right.6
075



By nfd To

ol know what you mean,6 Rachel stares at the sky for a sec-
ond. 0Man, that sucks that your parents lost it like they did. Have
you talked to Jake?6

0No,6 | hang my head and stare at my cleats.

Rachel wraps her arm around me. 0Hey, why donit you
borrow my cell to call him or something?6

oYou have his number?6

0No, but I think you can pnd it.6 Rachel says, digging into
her bat bag.

She hands me her pink phone. 0His number is programmed
in my phone and his cell is so new, so | donit have it memorized
yet.0 | say, handing back the phone.

oSummer bummer. Can you call the phone company or
something? Hey, canit you look it up on the internet?6 Rachel asks
adjusting her sparkly red headband, which holds back her blond
bob.

0lim banned from that, t00.0

olill look it up.6 She pushes some buttons on her phone.
ols there anyone else who would have it?6

0Jakefs brother.0

oWell, I can depnitely get his number,6 she says, dialing
411.

0Cole in Cape Town, New Jersey, please.0 She pulls the
phone from her ear and presses one.

OHere.0 My heart is racing and my palms start to sweat.
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John says hello.

oJohn,6 | shout.

0Whois this?0

oltis Ashley, Ashley Clarke, Jakeis...0 | pause, but I guess |
am. ogirlfriend.6

0Hey, Ash.0

0Do you have Jakels cell phone number?6 | say, squatting
down on the grass trying to contain the bursting excitement rush-
ing through my body.

0Yeah, hold on.6 When John gets back on the phone and
relays the number to me. I press the numbers into Rachelis cell and
save it under Jake.

I press send and take a deep breath.

olill leave you two alone,6 Rachel says walking toward the
peld.

Jakes voicemail picks up.

0Jake, itls me. 1im punished, and | donit have my cell. My
parents found out that I stayed at your house. Anyway, | miss you,
and | want to see you, and 1im worried about you. So, call me or
something on this cell. I love you.6 | say yipping the phone closed.
My heart is beating so hard that I can hear it. Did | say, (I love
you?

I shove the phone in a little pocket on the inside of my
shorts waistband and grab my bag. Now, | just have to pgure out
how to miss practice if Jake calls me back. My stomach yutters. |

0
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scan the peld and locate a Mr. Bob. Perfect.

When Coach D arrives carrying the ball buckets, I canit
make eye contact with her. Instead, | concentrate on my throwing
form as | toss the ball back and forth to Rachel.

Coach D walks toward Rachel and 1. 6Ashley, glad youire
here. | want to talk to you after practice.0

00Kkay,0 | squeak swallowing a lump in my throat.

Rachel transfers the ball from her glove to her hand and
when Coach D is back in the dugout planning practice, she grins.

oDonit sweat it, Ash. | told you all the girls got together
already with Coach D. Weire in the clear. Seriously.0

| want to believe Rachel, but with the streak of bad luck
live been faced with lately, its hard to believe anything will go that
smoothly. The phone is still silent as Christy sashays her way onto
the peld like a diva.

QAshley youire back. Joy.6 She announces, rolling her eyes
and grabbing a ball out of the bucket.

OHowls Mark?6 | ask curious to her reaction to Lizzyks
pics.

Christy pretends she doesnit hear me and walks as far away
as possible from Rachel and me in left peld to begin her catch with
Amy. Loser.

By the middle of practice, the phone still hasnit moved.
Iim starting to get nervous, and 1im having a hard time concentrat-

ing and locating my pitches. Plus, the time away from the diamond,
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even two weeks, doesnit help. I attempted to get some throwing
time in, begging my dad to go to the peld, but my parents wouldnit
budge. I couldnit leave the frigging house.

Coach D calls the pitchers and catchers together to throw.
Rachel and | pitch to each other. At the same time, Christy throws
next to us with Emily. Weire silent. No way am | going to talk
about anything with Christy standing next to me. What will she
spread next? Itis all her fault.

oHow(s Jake, Ash?0 Christy asks, before going into her
windup.

Here she goes. 1im not biting. | have enough to deal with.

ONot talking to me, huh?6 she says, retrieving the ball from
Emily and setting up again. 0Well, I thought you should know that
hels been in Cape Town quite a bit. I hope he doesnit fall into his
old habits since youire punished, you know. That would suck. But,
who could blame him. Hefs a guy. And hefs Jake Cole.6

Christy winds up and pres. I picture myself grabbing Chris-
ty by her Ronald McDonald hair and punching her in the face.

OPretty bad summer for you, huh, Ash?6

| try to zone out Christy, instead focusing on Rachel and
my pitching, but | canit. What if Jake does cheat on me? | mean,
sheis right. Hels a guy, and technically we never talked about if
welre ofpcially girlfriend or boyfriend or anything. We hung out,
made out, and | slept over at his house.

Rachel starts giggling.
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oYouire so jealous, Christy. Jakeis no Mark.6

Christy stops mid motion. 0You should know, Rachel, you
should know.6 She winds up again and pres a fastball.

Rachel continues to giggle. 0Whatever.

After a sweaty, sweltering practice, Coach D calls us
together for our end of practice mile run, and we take off. Christy
is ahead of everyone, as usual, with her crew surrounding her like
bodyguards. Rachel and I stay in the middle of the pack.

oDid he call yet?6 Rachel asks.

0No,0 | say, trying to sound as upbeat as possible.

0He will,6 she says, taking in a deep breath. 0Do you want
to keep my cell for a while, so you can talk to Jake? Itis not like |
have a boyfriend or anything to talk to, so youill get more use out
of it than I will in this lifetime.0

0Thatls the nicest thing anyone has ever offered to do for
me. But, Rachel, I canit take your cell,6 I say. olill be done with this
punishment soon. Donit worry about it.0

0Yeah, but then what are you going to do? Will your par-
ents let you see Jake?6

oUnlikely.6 I say, seriously out of breath. live never been
able to run and talk at the same time. Which sucks and makes run-
ning even more boring and horripc than it already is.

After we pnish the run, Coach D calls us together to go over
our National warm-up scrimmage. Finally, a game in Cape Town.

0Ashley,6 Coach D waves me over after the talk.
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I walk over staring at the grass when Rachelis cell phone
starts to vibrate.

ol wanted to talk to you about the picture.6

Itis Jake. But | canit bail out of this ultra important conver-
sation about the pics.

0l already spoke to the other girls involved, and I just want-
ed to say that 1im very disappointed in you.6

The cell vibrates again. | sneak a glance at Mr. Bob.

0The four of you have very bright futures, and I hope that
you will make a better decision the next time something like alco-
hol or another temptation is introduced.6

My stomach is jumpy. | have to talk to him. ol will. Iim
sorry.0

0The rest of the girls were forced to sit, but since your par-
ents took it upon themselves to discipline you, | really donit think
its necessary for me to sit you when youive missed two weeks
because of the picture.0

Please be done. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot my
momis car. Crap. And Rachel is waiting for me by the dugout. |
need to talk to Jake.

oDonit thank me. Just make better choices in the future,
Ashley. I know sometimes peer pressure is hard to resist, but you
could play softball in college and engaging in certain activities,
especially illegal ones, is not the way to make it to the top of your

game.0
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I nod and help Coach D gather the balls for the ball buck-
ets. Then, I sprint, Mr. Bob bound, signaling to my mom to wait.

Mr. Bob is nasty and the toilet resembles a giant bowl of
brown soup. | pull out the cell phone and yip it open.

0Hey,6 Jake answers sounding chipper.

0Hi, Jake. 1im really sorry, but I got punished and stuff. It
been horrible. How are you? What have you been doing? Are you
okay? Did you get arrested? Are you hurt? What are you doing?9 |
repeat, holding my hand to my chest to halt my pounding heart.

oWooh. Slow down,0 he says. olts okay. | heard from
Rachel that you were punished. No worries.0

Heard from Rachel? She didnit tell me she talked to Jake.
Mr. Bob is cooking and the stench is making me gag.

o0What happened? Did you go to jail?6 | ask, deciding not
to waste time Rachel nagging. Its okay if theyire friends. I gulp,
trying not to breathe through my nose.

Jake laughs. 0The scumbag was going to press assault
charges, but he pulled out at the last minute. Your dad told me the
guy had drug charges or something.6

0Thatis a break.6 Seriously? My dad helped out Jake?
Maybe he doesnit totally hate him.

0So, when can | see you?d Jake asks.

ol donit know. 1im in for the summer.6 My legs feel heavy.
I want to sit down, but hell no. Gross.

0The whole summer? Isnit that a little harsh?6
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oYup. Thatis my parents. They think Iim having sex with
you or something.6

Jake laughs.

0What?6 | ask.

0No, itis just ridiculous. Do your parents always freak out
like this?0

oUh. Yeah. I was trying to explain all this on the board-
walk. You donit get it, you donit have to€¢ | stop myself before I
word vomit. 0Weill pgure something out,6 | add, hoping he missed
the part about his parents.

ol tried to stop by a couple nights, but you didnit answer.6

0What nights?6

oLast week and the week before, for a couple days.

olive been hanging out with Gram.6

oHow is she?0

0She looks great. And shels so happy and canit wait to show
off her new face.0 | say, smiling thinking of Gram. 0Where are you
now?0

olim in the Shade. But, weire heading down again next
week.0

My stomach drops. 0Why not this weekend?6

ol have a wrestling tournament this weekend in Philly.6

oLegal?6

oVery funny. Yes, legal. | have to give up pghting for mon-
ey for a while. 1im starting to train for the wrestling season, and |
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canit risk getting hurt. In fact, Coach talked me into running cross-
country to keep in shape. | canit get the crap kicked out of me
once a week and run cross-country. So, | agreed to pght one more
time in late August, then 1im done.6

For a minute, | try to picture Jake all Zen and running.

0Cross country?0

0Maybe you can help me train when youire let loose.6

oYeah. 1im in jail longer than you were, and I didnit even
freaking pght.6

GAshley, you in there? Are you feeling okay?6 My mom
yells, pounding on the door.

ol have to go.6

oLove you,0 he says and hangs up without waiting for me
to respond.

| stare at the phone like Jake will magically appear in this
smelly Mr. Bob with me. | would give anything to see him right
NOW.

GAshley,6 my mom vells.

olill be right out, Mom.6 | shove the phone back into my
shorts and push open the door.

0What the heck are you doing?6

ol had to go,6 | say walking toward the dugout. 0What am |
in jail? I canit even shit without you or Dad following me? Do you
need to check all my crevices, or do you still want to change my

diaper?6
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0Thatts a dollar.6

OWhatever.6 | pick up my bat bag and violently throw it
over my shoulder. Rachel walks next to me. How am | going to
hand the phone off to Rachel with my mom watching my every
move?

Rachel winks at me. 0See you Saturday, Ashley.0

oYou too, Rach.o

The phone digs into my hipbone. Sweet.
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A couple of days later, while 1im pulling my orange Crush
jersey over my head, | hear Rachels phone vibrating in my closet.
Instinctively, I walk over to my door to lock it, but then I remem-
ber Dad removed the lock after | was busted. So, I charge into my
closet, shut the door behind me, relax on a pile of clothes, and
grab the lit phone.

OHey, Ash.0 Jakels sweet voice sends shivers down my
spine. 0Just wanted to wish you luck with your scrimmage. Iim on
my way to my tournament.o

It would be so much safer if Jake and | text instead of talk-
ing on the phone, but I love hearing his voice. Itis like hefs actually
here in the closet with me instead of, like, a hundred miles away.

0You too,0 | say wiping the sleep out of my eyes. After last
nights two-hour talk, Rachelis battery is super low. lill have to hit
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her up for the charger today. Shefs the bestest friend ever, even if
she does have some weird friendship or something with Jake that
she doesnit talk about.

oLove you,0 he says.

oLove you too,0 | say, whispering back. I never thought in
a million years | would echo those words to anyone ever, especially
Jake Cole. But, Iim feeling them, bad. And itis becoming our good-
bye.

The phone goes dead. Instantly, I switch gears. | have a
tournament to win. | smile, stand up, open the door, and let the
light spill into the closet from my room.

QAshley, are you ready?6 my dad opens my bedroom door.

0Dad,0 | scream covering my chest and hoping heill think
Iim getting dressed, instead of snagging me holding Rachelis hot
pink cell phone.

oSorry,6 he shuts the door. 60Mom and | will be outside.6

Whew, that was a close one. | toss the cell in my bat bag
and pnish getting dressed.

As usual, we arrive at the peld super early, ahead of
everyone else, so | can get into my so-called zone. The only person
in the dugout is Kate, pale blond hair piled high on her head in a
ponytail, listening to her iPod.

Honestly, 1 donit even feel like playing today. Its not that
I want to give up softball or love it any less, but after the picture
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incident and everything that went on between Jake and Rachel,
playing for the Crush is exhausting.

GArenit you going to get out and sit with Kate?6 my
mom asks, anxious to get me out of the car. Lately, after the Jake
sleepover and picture incident, my parents and I are all weird. You
would think after spending hours and hours together stuck in the
house, we would be close, but I just donit get them. Itis like theyire
judging people before they really get to know them, and it sucks.

When | was pve, | was hanging out with this girl, Taylor,
who lived down the street. She seemed nice enough to me. | mean,
I didnit care that every time | went to her house, her parents would
pght and beat the piss out of each other. As long as the girl liked
to play with a ball or Bratz dolls, I was game.

During dinner one night, my parents got into an argument
about my dadis work schedule, and I asked my dad why he doesnit
smack my mom around if he doesnit like what she says, like Tay-
lors dad does.

The next day, Taylor and I were playing on my swing set in
the backyard. My mom walked outside and called me over and told
me we were going to the store and Taylor had to go home. I told
Taylor I had to go and that was it. Later, my mom told me | wasnit
alllowed to hang out with Taylor anymore. Day after day, Taylor
would knock on the door and my mom would tell her I was busy.

Itis the same thing with Jake. It like they have to control
who 1im friends with. When | met Lizzy, | learned to keep my
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mouth shut. I waited until my parents got to know and love Lizzy.
Then, when Dad found out Lizzys mom was arrested and accused
of assaulting a police ofpcer after a minor trafjpc violation, they al-
ready loved Lizzy. Instead of prejudging and fearing my friendship
with Lizzy, they welcomed her with open arms.

Kate spots our obnoxious red convertible, because no one
can miss an old guy driving an open cherry-red convertible, espe-
cially when itis the only one in the parking lot, and waves. | climb
out of the convertible.

0Hi, Ash. You ready for today?6 Kate asks me smiling.

0Yeah,0 | say unzipping my bat bag.

0Whats new? Are you still punished?6

oUh huh.6 I pick up my glove, cleats, and sliding pads.

0That sucks. Thank God Coach D only sat us for one
game, you know? | canit believe Christy posted that pic. The whole
team was pissed at her after that. You should have been here.6

| stay silent, remove my slides, and pull my slider on.

0You okay?0

0Yeah.0

0lim going to go and grab some Gatorade. Want some?0

Why canit | be all upbeat and peppy like Kate?

0lim okay.6

I spot Rache | getting out of a gray SUV. Shefs leaning to
the side, balancing her enormous bat bag on her shoulder. At the
same time, shefs talking to a couple of red-uniformed girls that are
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beginning to pll in the opposite dugout. Today, weire scrimmaging
Rachels old ASA team, the Shore Sharks.

0Hey, Ashley. Howid it go?6 Rachel asks.

0What?6 For a minute, | canit think of what shefs talking
about.

0The phone. Howid it go with Jake?6

0Amazing. Thanks again for the cell.6

o0lt was a no brainer, Ash. Oh and heres the charger. |
should have given you this earlier.6

0Thanks.0 | say, seizing the charger.

oYou know, something weird happened the other day.6 |
say. 0l was at my friendis Lizzys house and | got all weirded out
because | saw a picture of Andrew and Kate together at a party.
Iim so into Jake, but then I saw Andrew hooking up the same day
with some girl, and it creeped me out. What do you think? You
donit think I still secretly like him or anything?6

Rachel stops sorting through her bag and looks up.

0Andrew who?0

oRemember the guy I told you about, Andrew Sinclair?4

00h, yeah. Your prst boyfriend.6 She says, adjusting her
headband.

ol mean, do you think itis weird that | care what hels doing?6

Rachel looks down at her bag.

0What?6

00h, Lordy, youire probably not going to like this too
/1
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much. But, how long ago did you guys date?6 She looks up at me.

ol donit know, we, like, broke up around Christmas.6

0Christmas?0

0Yeah. Okay, saying it does make it seem ridiculous.o

Rachel rummages through her bag. ol donit think itis weird.
Itis normal. But seriously, I mean, youire totally with Jake now.6

She doesnit get it. 0l know.6 Feeling dumb for even bring-
ing it up.

OPlus, guys move on, Ashley. Sometimes, we like them
more than they ever liked us, and when they date and hook up, you
just have to deal.6

0He was my prst.0

Rachelis eyes bulge. 0What?6

0No, not like that. Like, he was the prst guy I really liked.0
| say, playing with my glove.

olt burns, Ash. But, itill go away. Trust me,6 Rachel says,
picking up a ball. 0Want to warm-up?6

The scrimmage is pretty laid back. Rachel pitches the prst
two innings and of course, no one, even from her old team, the
Shore Sharks, touches her riseball, fastball, or screwball. And to
think these girls hit her everyday at practice for two years, and
they still canit make contact with her pitches. Rachel winds up and
explodes off the mound with each pitch.

Next up, Christy pitches the middle innings. She pretty
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much shuts everyone down also, but in a different way. Christy
isnit as smooth as Rachel, and Iim not just saying that because |
hate her. Sheis all power with a knee-buckling change up that the
Shore Sharks couldnit judge. And Christy is ballsy. Sheill throw the
change up prst or last. She doesnit care.

| take the mound at the bottom of the pfth inning. Finally,
back on the mound. Back to pitching. Back to my thing. I wind up
and pre.

Two singles and a walk later, the Sharks are teeing off my
pitches like 1im throwing bunches of meatballs right down the
middle. Emily calls time out.

0You okay,0 she asks taking off her mask.

0Yeah,0 | say. Actually, 1im not sure what is going on with
me. My shoulders are tight and heavy and my pitches just donit
have the pop they usually do. Can two weeks make that much dif-
ference? Or am | suffering some sort of bad karma from all the
lying and sneaking around live been doing lately.

ORelax and throw your game. Itill come back.6

The next batter digs in. I wind up and pre. Smack. Chalk
puffs from Emilyis glove. 0Strike,6 the umpire yells.

| take a deep breath. I receive the ball and look at an
advertisement for Sunray Tans hanging on the center peld fence.
As | stare at it, | promise to never lie or sneak around again.

Three batters later weire out of the inning.

Iim the prst one up. I enter the box with my brand new bat
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and drive a single past the third baseman. After running through
prst base, | return to the bag and adjust my slider. The Sharkis prst
baseman stands in front of me.

0Hey, Ashley.6

I donit recognize the girl, but I probably ran into her or
played with or against her at some point after almost ten years of
softball. This happens a lot.

0Hi 0 | say.

ol heard you and Rachel are hanging out a lot. How(s the
team treating her?6

0Go0d.0

olsnit it weird?6

0What?6 | say, arranging my feet on the bag.

oYou know, Rachel was with Jake, and now youire with
Jake. Does it ever get weird between you two?0

The air sucks out of my lungs.

0No,0 | say, squinting and trying desperately to concentrate
on Coach Dis signs. But, Coach D is all blurry. I wipe my eyes and
adjust my helmet, trying to force thoughts of Jake, Rachel, Andrew,
and my punishment out of my head. Softball. Think softball.

Rachel rips a line drive to left peld, and I take off.

The Sharks cannot handle our pitching and we easily win
the scrimmage by eight. By the end of the game, weire scorching.
Itis freaking August hot, the air is warm and thick, and the sky is an
endless blue. No sea breeze today. Just static hotness.
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While Coach D reviews the Nationals agenda, my gaze
drifts to Rachel. What did she mean earlier by her comment that
sometimes we like guys more than they like us. Did she mean Jake?
I want to ask her to tell me every single solitary detail of her friend-
ship with Jake. But, then I sound like a jealous lunatic.

I pick at my nails, then at the grass. How can | be so damn
conpdent on the mound, but then turn into a giant insecure nerd
off the peld? If Rachel was really into Jake, she would never have
loaned me her cell phone. Right?

I almost giggle thinking about how much of a geek Iim
being. I must have way too much time on my hands or something,
dreaming up all these ridiculous conspiracy theories.

After Coach D hands out our Nationals itinerary, I join my
parents on the sideline. Max still has his nose in the DS, and my
parents are stone faced. No, ONice game, Ashley.6 Nothing.

We walk in silence to the convertible. | toss my bag in the
trunk. My dad spreads out the towel on the leather seat, and | make
myself comfortable. Itls going to be a long week before Nation-
als.

When we arrive home, my mom tosses a yellow manila en-
velope on my bed, along with my SEVENTEEN magazine. | look
for a return address. USA softball?

oDid you order something?6 my mom shouts over the
lawnmower sounds whizzing by my window. 0Did you ask dad? |

donit remember you asking me for our credit card?6
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oYeah,0 is all | say because 1im not really sure what is in this
envelope. | donit remember ordering anything.

My mom drifts out in the hallway, reading and opening
mail.

I shut the door behind her and rip open the envelope. A
black tee falls on my bed along with a card. I hold up the t-shirt. In
white letters is the word (Punishments.

I smile and pick up the homemade card from my bed. The
front is decorated with a Ferris wheel. Inside, it says,

I can picture your smile right now. I miss it. I miss you.
Love, Jake.

I hug the card, place it in my nightstand drawer next to the

charm and Rachelts cell phone, grab the tee, a pair of shorts, and
head toward the shower.
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Rachel, Kate, Emily and | smush into Kates SUV on our
way to York, Pennsylvania for the Eastern Nationals. This is it.
The big time. We did it. We made it. Weire facing some major com-
petition. And tons of college scouts always pepper the National
stands. Besides non-stop softball, Jake and I devised a well-con-
structed plan to meet up.

Thats right. Jakets at York College for wrestling camp, and
Iim a measly pve minutes down the road at a hotel for Nationals.
Its perfect, and we couldnit let the opportunity slip through our
pngers.

Rachelis singing Umbrella, accentuating the ay, ay, ay, ay to
the point where itfs sticking in my brain like cheap bubble gum on
the bottom of a shoe.

oShut up,6 Kate hip checks Rachel, and she belly giggles.
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Rachel and 1 sit on the far back two seats, and Emily and
Kate take a seat in front of us. It feels amazing and refreshing to
be out of my parentis house pnally, even though theyire behind
Kates car. My parents agreed that I am ofpcially off punishment
after Nationals, as long as | promise not to lie or sneak around with
Jake.

Things are looking up.

QAre you still punished?6 Kate asks.

oYup, until next weeko | say, looking down at my Adidas
slides.

oYour parents are harsh,0 Emily adds.

oYup.6

oUmbrella. Ay, ay, ay, ay,0 Rachel sings.

0Shut uuupp,6 Kate yells.

oYou girls ready to rumble,d Katels dad says, clad in an
orange Cape Town Crush hat.

0Dad.6 Kate rolls her eyes and grabs her pink vibrating cell
phone from the cup holder. She leans into her seat and her pngers
yy across the keyboard.

Emily reads my mind. 0Whos that, Kate?6

She looks up for a moment and answers, 0No one.o

oYou sure have a lot to say to no one,6 Emily says, pulling
out a bag of Doritos.

oDoritos at seven in the morning? Ew.0 | say.

oUmbrellaeéd Rachel sings with her iPod headphones

10



Jdg Lhjtirje

stuck in her ears. Kate tosses a pillow at Rachel. Rachel just catches
it and places it behind her head.

It takes us about three hours of highways, tons of trees,
and acres of open farm land to arrive at the softball complex. This
is it. Nationals. I never made it to Nationals before on my four-
teen-and-under team. All the teams here are good. Good enough
to win a tournament to qualify. Good enough to be national cham-
pions.

At the hotel, Katels mom leaves the SUV to retrieve room
keys, while Kates dad hunts for a parking spot.

Throughout the week, tucked away in the back of my
closet, Jake and I devised a plan to meet tonight at seven at this
coffee shop called Colonial in between York College and my hotel.
My plan is to beg my parents to let me go out with Rachel for an
hour. Then, Rachel and I are going to walk the pve minutes to the
shop, and lill have one hour to spend with Jake. Finally, time with
Jake. Itis been one long-ass month.

OLetis go girls,6 Kateis mom says.

Today is a total travel day. Games donit start until tomor-
row morning, so we have the entire day to do whatever.

We shufye out of the car and grab our stuff. This time,
Rachel is rooming with me, and Kate and Emily are staying with
Kates parents. Softballs will talk before Rachel, Kate, Emily, and |

will be allowed to stay in a hotel room alone again.
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oWant to go swimming?6 Rachel asks after wejve
unpacked. This particular hotel room isnit too bad. 1t much big-
ger than the one in Maryland. Itis a suite with two rooms, a tiny
kitchen, a miniature living room with a pull out couch, and a bed-
room with two double beds. Everything is brown with red swirlies
and paisleys @ the curtains, the bedspread, and even the chairs.
Rachel and 1 will sleep on the pull-out couch in the living
room. Mom, Dad, and Max will sleep in the bedroom. Thank God
Rachel and | donit have to listen to my dad snore all night.
0Yeah. Letis go.0 | say, grabbing my bathing suit.
ol want to go. | want to go,6 Max shouts jumping on one
of the double beds.
oMax, get down.6 My mom yells. 0Youire not going any-
where until you behave yourself.0
oDonit swim too long, girls. If you expend too much
energy, you wonit have anything for tomorrow,6 my dad warns us.
I wonder what heis going to do without any grass to cut for four
whole days. Heill probably suffer lawn mowing withdrawal symp-
toms and beg the hotel management to let him upkeep their lawn.
After | change into my bikini, I throw on a pair of shorts
and slip on my yip-yops. Rachel follows me out the door in a white
sundress over a polka-dot yellow bikini.
Rachel and | ride the elevator up to the top of the hotel. As
soon as Kateis mom told us about the swimming pool on the roof,
I couldnit wait to check it out.
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Once we arrive rooftop, we step out, and | let out a gasp.
The pool is amazing. It in ground, huge, deep with a diving board
and a slide. The crystal blue water is surrounded by tons of white
and blue striped fold-out lounge chairs.

Right away, I spot Christy, Amy, and Stephanie tanning on
three chairs. Christy is sitting up, reading InTouch magazine.

Rachel and I take two chairs and drag them as far away as
possible from Christy and her cronies clad in the skimpiest, obnox-
ious bikinis ever. When Christy spots me, she lowers her sunglasses
for a moment to check me out.

Rachel lounges on one of the chairs and applies her sun-
screen. 0So, are you meeting Jake?6

0Yeah.0

Wait a second. | donit remember telling her about our plan.

oHow do you know?6

oYou told me, Dummy,6 she laughs. 0How are you going
to do it?6

Did 1?7 | repeat my plan to Rachel.

0And lill cover for you. Your parents will completely
believe that weire going to the coffee shop, she smiles. 0lim so
excited youire going to get to see Jake again. You must be all jumpy
inside.0

oYeah, I am. I donit know what 1im going to do when | see
him. | mean, itls been over a month.6

I lie back down to tan.
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A few seconds later, a huge shadow blocks the sun. When
I look up, 1im face to face with Ronald McDonald.

0What?6 | scrunch my nose and eyes to make out Christy,
who is seriously starting to resemble a clown with all the dye jobs
and heavy make up.

0Can | talk to you alone for a sec?6

What now? | look at Rachel whois blocking the sun with
her eyes to observe the scene. She grins.

I swing my legs over the side of the lounge chair.

0What?6 | ask.

We walk over by the elevator.

oLook, I donit want to be the one to tell you this, but Jakels
been hanging out with Rachel ever since youive been punished.6

0What?6

oYou heard me. I know weive had our problems, but I hate
to see her acting like sheis your best friend, when shes hanging out
with your boyfriend behind your back.6

0And why should I believe you?6

0Believe what you want. I just donit want you to feel stupid
when you pnd out.0

Ronald McDonald turns around and walks away. My prst
instinct is to call Jake and ask him. My second is to torture Rachel
with questions until she tells me every single detail of her relation-
ship with Jake. I mean, they do have some sort of a past, and | did
pnd a picture of Rachel in Jakeks drawer.
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But why should I believe Christy? She hates me and has
consistently tried to ruin my life with lies. Last year. Andrew and
Mark. The torture. The lies.

I look over at Christy who is staring at me, along with
Stephanie and Amy. Shels not going to ruin my new best friend
and boyfriend like she almost ruined my future with the Crush. |
force her words out of my head, pretend we never spoke, and re-
join Rachel.

0What did slurpy want?6 Rachel asks while yipping through
US Weekly.

0Nothing.6 | say and lie belly down my towel.

oRachel and I are going to get something to eat,0 | shout to
my parents.

I twist the knob.

0Wait, what?6 My dad sprints out of the bedroom. 0Where
are you going?9

oltis like pve minutes up the road. A coffee shop called
Colonial.6

My dad looks at me, then at Rachel.

ol love donuts, and | always have one the night before a
game. It good luck,6 Rachel smiles at my dad.

Good one, Rachel. The softball angle always works. Heill
depnitely fall for it.

He lets out a deep breath.
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00kay, but one hour, thatis it. And if you see any college
boys, donit talk to them. Remember, college boys are over eigh-
teen, and thatis a crime.6

0Can | go?6 Max stammers out of the bedroom in his
Transformers pajamas.

I slip out of the door before my dad can answer.

Once outside, my stomach is all twisty, and 1im so excited
I could sprint. I straighten my plaid shorts and matching tee. The
outpt took me an hour to pick out, along with another hour spent
straightening my hair and doing my makeup, which is so unlike me.
Excitement is an understatement.

oYou look good. Jake is going to be so happy to see you,0
Rachel smiles. Sheis wearing a bright orange Crush t-shirt with
black cotton shorts and yip yops. | mean, if Rachel is interested in
Jake, she wouldnit be wearing something I usually wear to bed right
NOW.

| text Jake on our way to Colonialis to let him know I left.

We walk into the comfy coffee shop, and itis buzzing with
tons of softball girls, their families and some summer college stu-
dents. | scan the area. No Jake. Rachel and I pnd a table in the
middle of the shop and sit, eyes glued to the door.

0lim so excited for you,0 Rachel says.

0Me too.0

I check my watch again, even though the last time | looked
at it was less than a minute ago. It been forty-pve minutes and still
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no sign of Jake. Rachel threw back three doughnuts and a coffee
during the wait. | call Jake again. No answer. My stomach sinks.

OHefs probably just running late,0 Rachel reassures me
again like shefs been doing since pve after seven.

OHefs not coming.d | say. 0Jakefs always on time.o

0But, itls probably not his fault.6

| take in Rachelis bright blond bob, pale blue eyes, and per-
fect skin. She is gorgeous. Is it true? Did Jake fall for Rachel?

0He probably moved on. You know, since live been pun-
ished for so long.6

Rachel frowns, but even her frown is mixed with a tiny
smile. ONo way, Ash. Heis so into you.6

oHow would you know?6 I snap.

She looks down. 0Everything you say. Plus, you know, live
known Jake a long time, and | swear he never spent more than like
a week with one girl, even as a kid.o

oHow do you know him so well?6

Rachel pddles with her coffee lid.

ol told you. Weive known each other since we were small.6

oUh huh.6 I stand up and head toward the door. Tears are
stinging my eyes.

OWait, Ash.0

Iim pissed. Itis happening again. Jake is done with me.
Another guy is bored with me. I let it happen again. | let Jake in.

Iim done. 1im done with guys.
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QAre you okay?0 Rachel asks when she catches up with me.
I hand Rachel back her cell phone. 0Here.6

She looks at her pink razor phone, then at me.

0And if he calls, | donit want to know.d | swallow a lump.

After a silent walk, we arfive back at the hotel.

GAshley, you have to believe me, Jake is so into you.6

oYou would know.d

OWait. What is that supposed to mean?d Rachel grabs my
hand before | knock on the hotel door.

0You are hanging out with Jake. Christy told me.6

Rachelfs face drains of color. 0lts not what you think.6

0Whatever, Rach. Youire a liar and Jake is a pig. So, you can
freaking have him.6

I storm toward the elevator. | push down and the eleva-
tor door opens, then closes just as Rachel reaches the door. Screw
her.

0Ash, what are you doing?6 Kate asks me before pushing
the open door button.

oDonit let her in.6 | swat her hand away from the button.

0What?6

ol just need a break, Kate, from all this.0

00kay,0 Kate looks at me funny.

oWant to hang out with Emily and me? Weire going to a
coffee shop called Colonial.6
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I let out a deep breath. 0No0.6

oUh, okay,0 she says eyeing me suspiciously. The elevator
doors open and she steps out.

Now what?

0Where the hell have you been for the last hour?6 my dad
greets me at the hotel door. I peek around him and spot Rachel
lounging on the pullout couch watching television. 0You know,
Mom and | were going to let you off punishment when we got
back home. Forget it now.6

ol was downstairs,0 | say, nudging my head as a signal that
| needed to talk outside. Dad shuts the door.

ORachel is pissing me off, Dad. | needed a break.o

0Couldnit you just tell us?6 My dad rubs his scruff with his
hands.

oRachel was supposed to.6 | say rolling my eyes for effect.

He lets out a deep breath. 0Weill talk about your punish-
ment when we get home. Now, get some rest, you have a huge day
tomorrow.6 Dad holds the door open for me, and 1 slip by into the
bathroom.

It sucks having to share a room with someone you want
to strangle, so | take my sleeping bag, pillow, and one of Gramis
romance novels and set up shop on the yoor.

oStill not talking to me?6 Rachel asks, sprawled out, remote
in hand, and yipping channels.
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I stay mum, turn my back to Rachel, and pray the carpet is
bug free.

0ltis a complete misunderstanding, Ash. If youid talk to me
and let me know what you heard, I can clear things up.6

OWhatever.0 | get up, drag my sleeping bag, pillow, and
book into the bedroom and shut the door.

100






Stdrc " x+ @tftrs 20



Jdg Lhjtirje

Nationalis Suck! We lost three in a row yesterday after win-
ning only one and losing two the day before. As a whole, our pitch-
ing isnit bad, in fact, Rachel and | both threw no hitters yesterday
and still lost by one run. Our defense is terrible, and our bats are
freezing cold. I donit know if itis nerves or what, but we suck.

Emily tosses me the ball. Her shoulders are hunched and
she shimmies back to her squat. The batter digs in.

0Get behind your pitcher,d0 Coach D vyells from the
dugout.

As | wipe my forehead with my uniform shirt, a few measly
cheers arise from behind me.

I wind up and pre. A slow dribbler rolls beside me. Kate
and | move toward the ball. I let up, thinking Kate will grab it. She
does the same. The ball stops dead on the dirt.
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0Time out,d Coach D screams and stomps toward the
mound. Rachel grabs her glove and follows Coach.

0What the heck is going on? You girls play for the Crush.
The best ASA team in South Jersey. In fact, you were hand-picked
and expected to be the best of the best. We earn a spot at Nation-
als and everyone is just throwing it away.0 She shakes her head and
holds out her hand.

I place the yellow ball in her palm. Coach D hands the ball
to Rachel. I jog to the dugout and hang my head.

Its happening again. Like last year, 1im letting guy stuff
seep into softball. I mean, Rachel and | are doing amazing on the
mound. But, off the mound, at bat, and on the peld, weire all kind
of out of it.

Softball is my life. My love. My reason to go to school
everyday. The only thing Iim really good at. The thing that never
decides itis done with me or changes. I donit know what | would
do if I didnit have softball. Itis the one thing I can turn to when
everything else is crap. Like now.

After Rachel strikes out during the bottom of the seventh
to end the game and our bid to Nationals, we slap hands and begin
to gather our gear.

As Kate packs her bat bag, she wipes tears from her eyes.

oYou okay?0 | ask.

0This sucks. I mean, this was my last game with the Crush.
And | hate to end like this.0
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She looks up at me. Her pale blue eyes are almost white.

I wrap my arm around her shoulders.

oSorry, but we had some really great tournaments, too.
You have to think of those instead of this crappy one.6 | hate the
thought of playing without Kate next year, but | donit want to
make her even more upset than she already is. | stay mum.

ol know, but itis Nationals and 1im one the oldest, the
leader of this team.d She lets out a deep breath and plops on the
bench.

oDonit sweat it. Youire an amazing leader. We just sucked
this weekend.d | hug her.

Man, | hate change. Iim tired of everything changing. Like
my life is like a chance at the plate. And Iim facing a pitcher who
throws a bunch of fastballs all the time. Then, right when 1im ready
to slam a fastball over the fence, she decides to throw a change up
and throws me off balance, and | miss. Thatls me and my life.

We break apart and Kate lets out a deep breath. She gets
up and pnishes packing her bat bag.

Last year, | was so happy to make the Crush and move up
from my fourteen and under team. It was amazing and competitive
and perfect. Then, I met Christy. Shes like a cancer. She starts her
crap and it spreads throughout the team. In fact, | blame this hor-
rible tournament on her. And Jake. And Rachel.

I throw my bag over my shoulder and walk toward the con-
vertible.
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Emilyis face is bright red and sweat saturates her uniform
as she saunters behind me.

oltis frigging hot,6 she says.

Shefs right. It is hot already, and it only nine thirty. We
worked so hard to get to Nationals, and itls miserable hot, every-
oneis cranky, and the girls we played against were ridiculously good
and huge.

ORachel and Ashley, can | see you for a moment?6 Coach
D yells from the dugout. I look at Rachel, which live been trying
to avoid doing all weekend. It might appear difpcult when youire
sharing a room, but itls depnitely doable. A lot of romance novels
plus pretend sleeping, and a mom who loves Rachel, live hardly
had to talk to the sneaky skank. We turn around and walk toward
Coach.

0Girls, this is Coach Matthews.0

A guy with black hair and a black mustache wearing a blue
Team New Jersey collared shirt extends his hand.

0OHe was so impressed with your pitching performances
today, he would like to talk to you for a minute.6

At least something positive might come out of the week-
end,0 Coach D lets out a deep breath.

OHi, girls. I wanted to tell you how blown away | was by
your pitching. And I would like to invite you both to try out for
Team New Jersey.0

My stomach yips. Team New Jersey? Is he serious? Thatis
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like the best of the best. Even better than the Crush. New Jerseyis
best. Rachel and I are stunned silent.

OHere is my number and our website,6 he says, handing
Rachel and me his card. 0If your parents have any questions, have
them call me. The tryouts are in September. We only have room
for one pitcher so far, but we would love to take a look at both of
you.0

My hands are seriously shaking right now. This card is my
ticket off the Crush and away from Christy and Rachel for good.
That is, unless Rachel tries out because she is like way better than
me. And her pitches are faster than mine.

0Thanks,6 we both say in unison.

Rachel looks at me. 0This is amazing.6 She jumps up and
down holding the card.

I want to celebrate with her, but I stop myself because
sheks a slut. Instead, I turn around and walk away, holding my

excitement for the car ride home alone with my family.
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Itls been exactly forty-one days since live seen Jake. No
visits. No explanation. No more mail.

I want to believe the reason I havenit heard from him is my
lack of cell phone, but a nagging voice inside my head wonders if
hels just moved on. And moved on with Rachel.

I admit it. Sometimes | miss Rachel and wonder if 1 did
the right thing by ignoring her throughout Nationals. I never
really gave her a chance to explain herself, but I couldnit stand the
thought of hearing the words, Jake and | are together and youire
going to have to deal, come out of her mouth.

Instead of dwelling on Rachel and Jake, live been throwing
myself back into pitching against the wall or my mattress because
Dad still isnit talking to me. And live been spending bunches of
time with Gram, whots staying with us until the end of summer.
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oRummy,6 Gram says placing her cards down on the table.
At the same time, she leans her back against the kitchen chair.

She always wins.

The bandages are off, and | have to say Gram looks forty
instead of seventy.

OWhats got you so glum, Ash?6 Gram asks sipping a
McDonalds milkshake.

ORachel, Jake, my parents.6 | pll Gram in on the details,
including the fact that my parents extended my punishment until
the end of the summer after | was late coming home from the
coffee house.

0Ah, Ash. This could be a complete misunderstanding.
Lifels too short, Sweets. If you want Jakeis booty, you need to go get
him, and if Rachel is as nice as you say she is, then Iim sure its just
gibberish.6

I think about this. Gram makes it all sound so simple.

OHave you given Rachel a chance to explain why they were
together? And have you even talked to Jake?d She sips her shake.

0No,0 | look down.

oBefore you get your panties in a bunch, let them explain
themselves.0

I chuckle.

0ANd as far as your mother is concerned. Let me share a
secret with you.6 Gram leans forward, looks around, and whis-

pers. 0Your mom fell head over heals for this dirtball greaser scum
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bucket in high school. Slimy Steven came from a terrible family,
and Pop and | forbid her to see him. Well, your mother wouldnit
listen and snuck around with this guy for a few months. Then, he
broke her heart in a trillion pieces when he was caught with his
pants down in a closet at school with your motherts cousin. It was
all around town and your mother was devastated. Shefs just looking
out for you.6

My Gram places her cool hand against my cheek. I grab it
and hold it.

ONow, letis cut the crap and talk about books. Did you read
Final Seduction yet? I love that one.6

I smile. Gram and | talk books, and I squeeze her wrinkled,
cool hand.
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Soccer preseason starts today. Soccer season is a blast. I get
to play with all my high school friends again. Absolutely no pres-
sure. Finally. Another stressless soccer season.

Rachel and | havenit spoken since Nationals. | thought
about what Gram said, but 1im still not ready to talk about it. First,
I need to get over Jake. Then lill talk to her so she can pll me in on
their amazing relationship. Puke.

The Team New Jersey card is gathering dust on my night-
stand. live picked it up and put it back down about pfty times since
Nationals. Of course, Dad wants me to tryout, but 1im not sure. It
is a chance of a lifetime, but Iim crossed. Iim not sure if | want to
compete against Rachel. Isnit winning Jake enough? Why should 1
give her the chance to humiliate me by taking my boyfriend and my
spot on the team?
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However, Kate does age off the Crush this year, and the
Crush is stressing me out. So, a new team with new girls and no
Christy Mayer would be nice.

Sometimes | wonder if Jake ever called Rachel asking for
me. Man, | made it easy for the two of them to hook up. Program-
ming Jakes number into Rachelis cell, conpding in Rachel about
everything Jake, and letting her in. Letting them both in.

But, itk all good. live been here before. The broken heart
thing. The burn gets easier with time.

Not only is today the prst day of soccer, but it also Katels
seventeenth birthday. Lizzy called my house last night to tell me
shes throwing a huge bash for Kate tonight. Lizzyls mom took
off for Myrtle Beach yesterday with her latest boy toy and left
Lizzy the house to herself.

QAshley, youire going to be late for practice,6 my mom calls
from the kitchen. 1im still trying to pull my new short bob up into
a ponytail, but 1im failing miserably.

Thatis right. Last week, | visited the hairdresser, with a
copy of US Weekly, and chopped my hair. Tossed my long braided
ponytail in the mail and sent it to Locks of Love. A good deed to
make up for all the lying and sneaking around 1 did for a guy that
turned out to be another dirtball without having to tell my parents
they were right.

New Life. New Ashley. New hair.

I pull a tank out of my drawer, layer it over my sports bra,
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and pair it with Nike black shorts. I grab my spikes, socks, wallet
and toss everything into my yellow Sunray soccer drawstring bag.

My softball necklace falls out and onto the carpet. Urgh. |
pick it up and shove it in my nightstand drawer next to the bear,
underneath the cards, and shut the drawer.

OHere.6 My mom says, handing me a bagel and my
thermos. | peck my mom on the cheek.

Lizzy and | meet at the corner and walk the pve blocks to
the peld. Practice starts at eight sharp with a three-mile run. Every
year, | think the same thing as | walk to practice. | really should
start training before the prst practice. But, every year, | make the
same mistake. While I should be spending time getting in shape, |
donit, and the prst three-mile run is plled with cramps, coughing,
and heavy legs.

Kate is ear-to-ear smiles this morning.

OHappy birthday,6 | say and hug Kate.

0Thanks,6 she says taking a sip of water out of her water
bottle.

OHappy birthday, Kate,0 Lizzy adds. 0Youire coming
tonight, right?6

oWouldnit miss it.0 Kate beams, twirling around her car
keys.

ols today the day?0 | ask Kate.

oYup.6

0Good luck.6
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0You going?06 Lizzy asks me before slumping on the grass
trying to sneak in some relaxation time before Coach Kent tortures
us with the three-mile run. The entire team has to run it in under
twenty-eight minutes. If we fail, we have to keep running three
miles before every practice until we all make it under twenty-eight.
It torture.

oStill punished,6 | say and look down.

oParents a little harsh, arenit they? I mean, how long has it
been?0

oForty eight days.0 Forty-eight days since | last saw Jake.
Not that I care.

oHoly shit,6 Lizzy adds. 0That sucks, Ash. I didnit realize it
was that long.6

I squat. Lean forward, and pull blades of grass. Life sucks.

oLine up, girls.6 Coach Kent whistles and points to the
cement.

And itfs about to get worse.

After a particularly torturous practice, Lizzy and | practi-
cally crawl home.

oYou have to come. Kateis like one of your best friends.0
ol know. Maybe theyill let me off punishment today since soccer
started.0 | pray. I mean, how many more days can | spend sitting
in my room? | picture myself playing another hundred hand-held
games of solitaire.
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oWhy donit you sneak out?6 Lizzy asks rolling her t-shirt
sleeves and hooking them under her sports bra. 0You do it for Jake
all the time.6

Speaking of Jake, live yet to tell Lizzy that Jake and | are
done. 1im not in the mood for a big fat | told you so Lizzy lec-
ture.

olill be there.6

Lizzy smiles.

Right after pve oiclock dinner, I charge toward my room.

GAshley, I want you to help with dishes.0

Damn. So close. | was hoping to get ready while mom and
dad were cleaning up. Then, pnd the old EImo stool and take my
chances.

0And we want to talk to you.6 My mom says standing next
to the sink with the dishtowel resting on her shoulder.

0Dad and | decided that you can go out tonight under two
conditions.0

My stomach jumps.

olf you promise to stay away from Jake Cole, and you
promise not to lie to us anymore.o

oSure. Look, Iim sorry. It wonit happen again.o

My dad hands me my cell phone from his pocket.

oYour computer will be back tomorrow,6 he adds.

| take off and skip down the hallway.

0Wait, Ashley, the dishes.0
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00o0pps, sorry.d | turn around, skip back, grab the towel
and begin drying as fast as | can.

By the time, | straighten my short new do, apply my make-
up, pick out an outpt that shouts, ilim single§ and walk the three
blocks to Lizzyis, the party is already out of control.

People are peppered on the front step, in Lizzyis tiny back-
yard, and spilling out onto the street. Thereis no way this party will
last.

| squeeze past a guy and girl totally hooking up on the
front step and walk into Lizzyis house.

OWherefs Lizzy?0 | ask Kate who is sitting next to Andrew,
while Andrew watches an Eagles preseason game on Lizzyts brand
new Yyat screen.

oDownstairs.6 She says, smiling, but looking a bit bored.

0You drinking?6 Kate asks me.

ONot sure.0 | look at Kateis empty hands.

0lim not. I practically died today at practice and we have to
run three miles again tomorrow. Plus, | drove.o

ol know. Wait, you drove? Congratulations.6 | hug Kate
accidentally brushing my arm on Andrews thigh.

OHey, Ashley.6 Andrew wakes up from his football fog.

oHi, Andrew,0 | say looking down to avoid eye contact.

A chorus of drink, drink, drink, drink is coming from the
basement. | take the steps two at a time and spot Lizzy upside
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down being held by two players on the football team, with a plastic
tube in her mouth.

The guys yip Lizzy back to her feet and she stumbles my
way.

QAshleyis here!d she shouts. Sheis wasted, and Mark is be-
hind her squeezing her butt. 0My best friend in the whole wide
world. I love you.6 She falls into me, stumbles, and | catch a whiff
of her beer breath.

I grab the wall.

0You okay?0

0lim pne.6 Mark walks next to Lizzy, and she wraps her
arm around his neck.

0lim going to take her upstairs and tuck her in.6 Mark
winks.

oFat chance,0 | tell him, gripping Lizzyks arm. At the same
time, I snatch the red plastic cup out of her hand, toss it in the
trash can, and hoist her up the stairs.

After another half hour of Lizzy telling me how much she
loves me, Lizzyts asleep alone in her bed. I shut and lock the door,
grabbing the key that she uses when her mom brings guys home
before | leave.

When | walk down the steps | spot Amy chatting with Kate
and Andrew. Amy is holding another one of those red cups.

I walk past Kate and Amy. Should 1? I mean, last time alco-
hol and I spent some time together, it was not good. But, that was
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real alcohol. This is only beer. It canit be that bad. I mean, my dad
drinks it all the time. One cup of beer isnit a big deal.

0Ashley?6 Amy shouts. 0Where you going?6 Amy pddles
with her cut-off shorts with her free hand.

0The big metal thing that spits out beer.6

0The keg,6 Amy smirks. 0Thatis where Iim going, t00.0
Amy follows me.

A cute guy that Iim pretty sure goes to Cape Catholic is
plling his cup at the keg.

oWant some?6 We lock eyes and he smiles. Hefs cute in a
surfer boy kind of way with sun-kissed brown hair that hangs right
to his eyebrows and green eyes with brown speckles.

0No, thanks.d lill have to pnd another way to forget about
Jake. I canit drink. live worked too hard.

Amy is behind me, and surfer boy plls her cup while keep-
ing his eyes on me.

oDid you see him look at you?6 Amy asks me, then sips her
beer. OHefs staring at you.0

ONo heis not.6 My cheeks feel hot.

OHe totally is.6 Amy turns around to check him out. 0Hey,
did Christy tell you about Rachel and Jake?6

Just hearing Jakes name with Rachel causes my stomach to
turn inside out. 0Why?4

Amy twirls her blond hair with her index pnger.

oWell, Christy, didnit want to be the one to tell you. In fact,
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none of us wanted to tell you, but we saw Rachel and Jake together
eating at Mariofs pizza.6

QAre you sure it was them.6

oTotally. We were right there.

Now my face is yaming.

0Ashley Clarke, right?6 Surfer guy turns around from his
group of Cape Catholic soccer friends when he spots me.

oYup.6 | smile. Surfer guy holds out his hand, 0Ryan.6

I like the name, Ryan. Heill do. If Jake can move on, so can
I. Jake probably thinks Iim home still punished and pining after
him. Hello?

| stare at Ryants lips. I can do this. | can kiss another boy. |
have to. lill show Jake.

0Do you play soccer?d I ask, trying to continue the conver-
sation. The room is getting a bit blurry.

0Yeah.6 We look eye to eye. Ryanis not as tall as Jake, but
who cares?

0What position?6

0Striker.6 He smiles.

0Do you score a lot?0 | ask, attempting to yirt.

0Yeah.6 He breaks out in a huge smile and leans in closer.

Just kiss him. Get this over with. I step closer to Ryan until
Iim so close, I can smell his beer breath.

Ryants lips hit mine and he forces his tongue in between
my lips. It sloppy and warm and yucky, and nothing like it is with
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Jake, Andrew, or even my prst kiss with a guy friend. Gross.

I pull away and smile, so poor Ryan doesnit realize he has a
sucky pucker.

0Where are you going?6

olill be right back.6

I push through the back door. Amy follows me.

oDid you just totally hook up with Ryan Carr?6 | pull out
my cell phone and scroll down scanning for Jake. When | spot his
name, | push send.

But then, | yip the phone closed.

0What are you doing?6

0l have no idea.6 | sit down on Lizzys deck and pull my
legs into my chest. The outside is spinning and 1im confused. Why
did I just do? Kissed some random dude to prove that Jake isnit
the only one that can hook up with other people? I run my pngers
through my hair.

0Do you have any gum?6 | ask Amy whois still staring at
me open-mouthed while sipping from her cup.

Amy hands me a piece of Big Red.

I have to pnd Jake. I have to pnd out if he is with Rachel,
and | have to pnd out why he lost interest.

O0Wherels Kate?0 | ask Amy barreling through Lizzys back
door.
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In an ironic twist of fate, Iim ducking in the backseat of
Kates brand-new blue VW convertible staring at the back of
Andrew§s head. Technically, in New Jersey new drivers arenit
allowed to have more than one passenger in their car before their
eighteenth birthday. But, after | begged Kate and Andrew, explain-
ing that | had to talk to Jake, Kate agreed to take me as long as |
sprawled across the back seat. And Andrew came with us in case
she got lost.

OWhere is it?0 Kate asks as we cross the bridge, leaving
Cape Town and Sunray behind us.

OPast the zoo. Then, through a farm and down a winding
road into the campground.6

Kate scrunches her nose, smiles, and sneaks a peek at
Andrew.

Kate passes the zoo. The sky is still twirling. I know this
might not be the smartest thing in the world to do. To surprise Jake
like this. But, I have to know. Now.

ORight here,0 I yell.

She turns into the farm.

QAre you sure?0 Kate asks.

ol swear. Itis like this little community a little bit down this
road. Not at all what | expected.6

Kate pulls up to the gate. The card. | totally forgot.

oYou can just drop me off here,d I say nudging at the seat.
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Andrew climbs out of the car and folds the front seat.

When | stand up, weire face to face with barely an inch
between us.

0Thanks,0 I say quickly looking down. At the same time, |
bump my forehead on Andrewis chin. It hurts, but I swallow and
pretend it doesnit.

After rubbing his chin for a bit, Andrew sits down. Kate
backs up and turns the car around.

oCall me if you need a ride,6 she shouts taking off down
the road.

This is it. | jog down the stone-covered dirt street. What if
Jakets aunt and uncle arenit even here this weekend? What if Jake
isnit here?

I slow down my pace when | reach Jakes street and peek
around the corner. Aunt Valis Harley is in the driveway, and Jakeis
moped is resting on the side of the house. The living room is lit,
but the rest of the house is dark. All of a sudden, | feel something
on my leg. I slap at a mosquito on my calf.

My stomach twists, and | tiptoe toward the house. What
am | doing? Losing it?

I check my watch. Itis almost nine thirty. I tucked Lizzy
in, hung out, and hooked up with Ryan or Brian or whatever his
name is, and it isnit even close to my ridiculously early ten-thirty
curfew,

Jake hops down the steps two at a time and walks toward
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his moped. This is my chance. Where is he going? | sprint toward
the driveway.

As Jake walks the moped, we almost slam into each other
in the stone-covered street.

He stops and squints.

QAshley.6 He says, smiling, showing his gorgeous dimples,
and kicking out his kickstand. He lifts me up in a bear hug. I swal-
low a lump and look around for a sign of Rachel. He runs his hand
over my hair. 0Your hair.

ol cut it,6 I say, pulling away and running my pngers
through it.

ol like it. Itis different. In a surfer chick sort of way.0

0We need to talk,6 I say. Ugh. The same words Andrew said
to me just eight short months ago.

Jake grabs my hand and we walk toward the playground. |
stumble.

0So whatfs the deal? Why are you hugging me? | mean,
why donit you just get it over with. You used me, and when | was
punished, you dumped me. I know you couldnit talk to me or
anything, but you should have at least sent me a letter or something
telling me you were through with me.6

0What?6 Jake looks like he ate something gross.

0You havenit returned my phone calls, texts, you moved on
with Rachel, and you didnit meet me at Nationals. That adds up to
a dump. My parents were right about you. Just like Slimy Steve.6
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I place my hands on my hips, well what I thought was my
hips, but I miss. Then, I pnd my hips.

0What? Why donit you sit down, Ash.6

0lim pne. There you go. Always changing the subject, like
all this is my fault. Please.6

GAre you going to let me explain?d Jake sits on a piece of
wood that surrounds the playground.

0Go ahead.6 Why does he have to be so damn cute?

ol couldnit get out of camp to meet you. We werenit
allowed to leave. They had guys watching the dorms. Then, I lost
my phone at camp.6 He locks my eyes.

oLikely excuse.0 | say, rolling my eyes. | lie back on the
gritty playground sand, and stare at the stars, hoping to wake up
from this nightmare.

0And whats this about Rachel?6

OEveryone is telling me they saw you and Rachel together
eating pizza or something.6

Jake moves the playground sand around with his sneaker.

oDid she tell you anything?6

Just what I thought. He wants to check her story prst to see
if it will match with his.

0What should she have told me?6 | ask sitting up because
I want to see him squirm through this one.

Jake lets out a deep breath and looks up at the sky.

0ltis not what you think, Ash.6
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I canit take it anymore. 0Just freaking tell me, then. Tell me,
why you didnit call me or stop over. Tell me, why you ignored me
during my whole punishment. And tell me, why youire hanging out
with one of my friends. You donit tell me anything.6 A tear erupts
in the corner of my eye. | wipe it away before Jake can see it. No
more tears over a guy. | get up and start walking toward the road.

0Where are you going?6

OHome.6 | stumble. Jake grabs my arm and spins me
around.

ORachelis parents were in a drunk driving accident a few
years ago. Her mom was Killed, but her dad lived. Her dad was
driving, and he was drunk. They hit a tree. The reason everyone
saw us together is because we both go to this support group in
Cape Town for kids who have a parent that died.o

The wind sucks out of my chest. 0Rachel never told me
that.0

o0Who wants to tell someone their dad killed their mom?
Rachel is a good friend of mine. Wejve known each other since
we were little. Thatts it. We went through something similar, and
we usually grab lunch or something to talk after the group. Itis
nothing.0

I think back to the tournaments. | never remember meet-
ing Rachelis parents or her even mentioning them.

0There is nothing going on between me and Rachel, or me

and anyone.6
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The kiss. | feel like 1im going to puke. | swallow weird,
begin hacking, and canit stop.

Jake rubs my back. 0You okay?6

oYeah.0 | pnally catch my breath. 0l need to go home.6

Jake pulls me into a hug. He feels so big and nice. How am
I going to tell him about Ryan? Why did I react before I talked to
him?

And Rachel. I completely concocted a story in my noggin
that wasnit even true. Constantly, I complain that my parents treat
me like a little girl, and thatis exactly how I acted. Like a little girl
who reacts before she thinks.

0So thatfs why Rachel gave me her cell phone and every-
thing.0

0She knew how much I was into you because | would talk
about you non-stop.6 Jake stops and moves a hair stuck to the side
of my mouth. I must look like dog crap. Part of me wants to kiss
him, right here, right now, but I canit.

We walk to the trailer, and I climb on the back of the
moped. Jake helps me as | fumble with the helmet.

I lean on Jakes strong back and rest the side of my head
between his shoulder blades. Should I tell him about Ryan? Or
hope that he wonit pnd out?

0Wait,6 | pop my head up before Jake turns the key.

He looks over his shoulder.

oDid you hook up with anyone this summer besides me?6
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He places his hand on my hand. 6Of course not, Ash. |
was waiting for you.6

He turns around and starts the bike.

What did 1 do?
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