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Chapter 1

 Lane

 


And so it begins. The annual Memorial
Day weekend pilgrimage of the eastern seaboard’s most wealthy and
privileged families to Martha’s Vineyard. The summer stays, or
‘Stays’ as we locals call them, who swell my tiny seaside town from
barely fifteen thousand to an overwhelming hundred thousand
residents. Then, just like that, Labor Day weekend comes, and they
all migrate like birds flying south for the winter, back to their
uptown high-rises and gated communities on the mainland.
Thankfully.

The sudden influx of Stays does have
its perks though, like tips, big ones. And girls. Lots of them.
After going to school with the same hundred and fifty people since
kindergarten, the crowded beaches and pools are a welcome addition
to the summer, even if it means my quiet home town becomes a
tourist playground for a few months.

I wipe the sweat from my forehead then
slow my pace to a brisk jog to check the time. 11:00am. Crap. I’m
gonna be seriously late for work and Yale isn’t going to pay for
itself.

I glance up the already packed beach
and decide to skip the onslaught of families toting their French
nannies, bulky strollers, sticky kids and miniature sized dogs
along the boardwalk, and take a shortcut. I cut through the
manicured backyard of a multi-million dollar beachfront home and
hear some bubblegum pop song blaring from inside. I wouldn’t be
surprised if there’s a party still going on in full force from the
night before.

I hurry past the house and to my
parked car. I jump in, not bothering with the door because the
top’s down, then whip out of the parking spot and high-tail it up
the beach road that connects Edgartown to Oaks Bluff where I
live.

On the offseason Beach Bluff road is
practically desolate, so I’m trying to exercise extra patience with
the Stays coming in off the ferry and crowding the quiet two lane
seaside drive, but I can’t help pounding my fist against the
steering wheel impatiently.

A silver BMW M-5 directly ahead of me
continues to idle even though the traffic in front of him has
finally dispersed. “Damn, I’m gonna be so late.” I honk my horn to
hurry him up but I’m met with an indignant glance from him in his
rear-view mirror before he resumes what looks to be
texting

Seriously?

“Dude, let’s go,” I say, getting more
annoyed by the second. I honk again, this time a bit longer than
necessary, but I don’t care, I need to get home and change for
work. I can’t afford to be late and lose hours because some trust
fund kid’s too busy text messaging about whatever it is that fills
his time, except for a job.

Still, Mr. M-5 doesn’t bother to
acknowledge the sound of my horn, let alone the horns of the other
half dozen cars all stuck in the mini traffic jam behind
him.

Does this guy think he owns the damn
road? Although, I guess it is possible with all the old money in
this town, but right now he could be a freaking Kennedy for all I
care, I gotta go.

“Fine, you wanna play, Stay?” I crane
my neck to see past the M-5, and the road is clear for days. I
shift into first gear then press my foot on the gas without
releasing the clutch causing the car engine to rev so loud that
this time I get his full attention.

I give him a cocky smirk when I see
him glare at me in his rear-view mirror before I let up on the
clutch, pull the car sharply to the left and punch the accelerator
to the floor. The road is narrow on both sides, but I purposely
stay extra close as I pass him, just to piss him off. I hit sixty
on the speedometer in a matter of seconds then swerve back in front
of him, tossing a glance over my shoulder for his reaction. It’s
exactly what I’d hoped for. His arm sticks out the window flipping
me the bird as he lays on his own car horn.

Ha.

I throw my head back against the
headrest with a laugh and let the cool sea breeze rush over my face
before I hit my accelerator again, leaving him and the entire line
of summer stays in my rear-view mirror.

…

“Hey, Ma, you home?” I call, stepping
out of my sand covered shoes and knocking them together just
outside the laundry room door. Mom hates when I track sand all over
the house, but it’s kind of impossible not to, considering half the
island is beachfront.

“Yeah, sweetie, just getting ready to
go. You need something?”

“Nah, just checking. I gotta shower
then bail for work too. Hey, is Grandpa Frank home?” He’s gonna
love to hear about me smoking that Stay.

“Not right now. He and Irene went for
a walk, but they should be back soon. Oh, and there’s a letter from
Yale for you on the kitchen table. It’s from the financial aid
office.” She leans out of the kitchen doorway, her smile
contagious.

My shower can wait. I rush into the
kitchen. “Thanks, Ma.” I pick up the thin envelope and smile at the
big blue block letters across the top left corner. YALE. I shake my
head in disbelief that I’ll be the first in my family to go to
college and an Ivy League at that.

I’ve been waiting on the financial aid
letter for weeks now, but in our situation, qualifying for the rest
of the money I need for school shouldn’t be a problem. Money’s
tight, always has been at my house, but right now it’s even tighter
since Mom had to hire a full time nurse for Grandpa, leaving almost
no extra money at the end of every month.

I tear open the envelope. It’s not
quite as nerve-racking as when I opened my acceptance letter, but
it’s a close second.

I scan the letter and my hands start
to shake.

“Well?” Mom claps her
hands.

Impossible.

I take a deep breath and re-read the
letter, this time not skipping a single word. I even flip it over
to make sure I didn’t miss anything on the back. I didn’t. It’s
blank. Much like my mind at this very moment.

I look up at my mom and brace myself
for her smile to fall. “I didn’t qualify, Ma.” I drop the single
sheet of paper to the kitchen table.

“What? That can’t be.” She snaps up
the letter and reads it to herself, her hand rests over her heart
while her head shakes and tears fill her eyes. “Oh, Lane, I’m so
sorry,” she says as a tear spills over and runs down her
cheek.

I pull out a chair from beneath the
table, and the scraping sound it makes across the linoleum floor
causes my teeth to hurt. I slump into the seat and bury my hands in
my hair. How did I not qualify? How is that even
possible?

“I just don’t get it. How could they
say we make too much money to qualify?” I ask.

My mother paces our tiny yellow
kitchen, the letter gripped tight in her balled up fist, and it
makes me nauseous.

“It’s the fishing company. It’s got to
be,” she says, finally coming to a stop.

The fishing company? That doesn’t make
sense. Mom has been running Grandpa’s fishing company for a while
now, but she barely makes minimum wage for all her hard work. Not
to mention all four of us share a house so small I sleep on the
couch so Irene, Grandpa’s nurse, can have a room of her own, and
we’re lucky to have that. Martha’s Vineyard is no cheap place to
live.

I look at her confused. “But that’s
Grandpa Frank’s company. Why would it affect whether or not I
qualify for financial aid?”

“Well, honey, we had to transfer
ownership of the company into my name when Grandpa wasn’t able to
run it anymore because of his Alzheimer’s. He was forgetting too
much, like paying the vendors, and employees and even worse the
taxes. Sure, I guess on paper it looks profitable.” Mom shrugs then
looks again at the letter in her hand. “But after everyone is paid,
any extra money goes to paying for Irene.” Silent tears begin to
roll down her cheeks, and it breaks my heart. “I can’t believe
this. You’ve worked so hard.”

I get up despite my body feeling heavy
with disappointment and give her a hug.

“Mom, it’s okay.” I reassure her I’m
fine, but it’s hardly the truth. My mind spins in circles with
unanswered questions. What am I going to do? How am I going to
afford school now? Is my dream of going to Yale over?

I stuff down my own concerns when I
pull out of my mom’s hug and see the guilt in her eyes. This isn’t
her fault. She’s had to struggle way too hard as a single mom after
my father, who I’ve never met, got her pregnant and then took off,
to feel guilty about anything.

The jerk-off probably summers in the
Hamptons to avoid the local girl he knocked up and his bastard son
on Martha’s Vineyard all these years. Asshole. Life isn’t always
fair, and no one knows that better than my family.

I take the letter from her, glance it
over one last time then crumple it up and toss it in the
garbage.

“We can still make it work, honey,
maybe I can get a part time job at the Fish House to help out?”
Hope laces her tone.

“Ma, you’re not getting another job,
you’re busy enough as it is. It’ll be okay, I swear. I’ll figure
something out, but thank you,” I say, giving her another
hug.

“But…” she starts to protest when a
noise from the front porch startles her. She wipes the tears from
her cheeks and straightens her outfit when she hears Grandpa’s
voice just outside. She doesn’t want to cause him any unnecessary
worry. I know the feeling.

Grandpa shuffles in the front door,
Irene close behind him. “Hey, there’s my boy.”

“Hey, Grandpa. How was your walk?” I
try to sound chipper, but it comes out forced.

“It was fine except Irene kept
hovering over me the whole time. Can someone please remind her it’s
my mind that’s going, and not my body?” He takes off his cardigan
and hangs it on the hook by the front door before giving me a
wink.

“Now, now, Mr. Frank, I was not
hovering and you know it. I was just trying my best to keep up with
your speed walking,” Irene teases. I can’t help but smile despite
my current predicament. It makes me happy to see Grandpa having a
‘good’ day, and for the days that aren’t so good he has Irene,
which gives me and Mom peace of mind.

Grandpa walks into the kitchen and
ruffles my hair like he’s done since I was a kid but stops short
when he sees my mom.

“Jody? What’s the matter?”

“Oh, Dad, really, it’s nothing.” She
waves her hand dismissively but it’s obvious to everyone that’s not
the truth.

He looks at me for an answer and even
though I don’t want to burden him, I can’t keep this from him
either.

“It’s Yale, Grandpa. I didn’t get the
financial aid I needed.”

He takes a deep breath
that’s loud and raspy. “Well, I sure hope you’re not gonna let a
little thing like that keep you away from your dream? That’s not the Lane McCarthy I
know.” He scoots past me with a grin and gives my mom a pat on her
shoulder.

He’s right. I don’t give up that
easily. I didn’t give up when I wanted to make the varsity lacrosse
team as a freshman or when I wanted to be class president or
Valedictorian. I right my shoulders and steel myself. I worked hard
and made it happen then, and this is no different.

It’s a setback sure, and definitely a
challenge, but not an impossible obstacle I can’t overcome. I feel
hope and determination build as I devise a new plan. I’ll have to
pick up more hours at work to save enough money and then get a job
at school too, but it’s Yale. My dream. Grandpa’s right, I’m not
going to let a little thing like money get in my way.

I can do this.

I lift my mom off the floor in a giant
hug and spin her around. “Put me down.” She swats at my shoulder,
laughing. “You’re going to break your back.”

I set her back down on the ground and
plant a kiss on her cheek. She looks relieved to see my resolve,
and so does Grandpa Frank.

“I better get to work,” I say, meaning
both literally and figuratively, before giving Grandpa a firm
squeeze on his arm, a silent thank you.

“That’s my boy,” he says with a gleam
in his eye. “That’s my boy.”

 



Chapter 2

 Ashley

“Mom? Dad?” I call from the top of the
stairs.

I glance out the large bay windows to
check if they’re on the deck having cocktails with brunch and
watching the sailboats pass through the harbor, a favorite pastime
of theirs on the island, but the deck is empty except for a pair of
seagulls perched on the railing of the balcony,
squawking.

“Andrew?” I yell downstairs where the
theatre and our bedrooms are and again I’m met with no response.
“Is anyone home?”I shout and hear nothing but silence.
Finally.

I toe off my sandals and bury my feet
into the soft fibers of the living room rug. After spending nearly
six hours cooped up in the car with my parents, a moment by myself
is exactly what I need. I’m not sure I could have taken one more
minute of listening to my father talk politics or the overbearing
smell of my mother’s heady perfume.

I toss open the French patio doors,
causing the birds to take flight, and let the sunshine and fresh
sea breeze into the room. I take a deep breath of the salty air
then push the coffee table to the side of the room, plug in my iPod
and scroll to my favorite dance mix. I stretch my tight muscles and
let the music wake me fully from the short nap I just
took.

An infectiously fun pop song starts to
pump through the surround sound and a slow smile spreads across my
face. My parents would absolutely detest it; if it’s not Bach, it’s
not music according to them. I swear my parents were never
teenagers.

I spread my arms out wide, tip my head
back, and let the sun warm my face as I spin around to the snappy
chorus until I’m dizzy and thankful no one can see how foolish I
must look.

A sudden movement outside the window
stops me from dancing. My shoulders drop in relief when I realize
it’s not my parents, but some guy running down the beach,
presumably taking a short cut through our yard.

“Whew,” I say to myself before
beginning to dance again, this time with more technique, but still
for the fun of it. I am on summer vacation after all.

“What in heaven’s name are you doing?”
my father asks over the volume of the music, startling me out of my
own little world. “Will you please turn that noise off?”

I stumble backwards with
my hand over my heart before grabbing my iPod from the docking
station, abruptly ending the music he clearly finds so
reprehensible.

“I’m sorry, Daddy… I didn’t know
anyone was home,” I say, embarrassed to have been caught dancing so
unrestrained, a far cry from the practiced ballets my parents are
accustomed to seeing me dance. “I was just having some fun,” I
offer.

“Well that is quite clear.” He rolls
his eyes then looks at my mother, who stands next to him in
agreement.

“We could hear the music all the way
out in the driveway.” She places her hands on her hips causing her
layered Tiffany bangle bracelets to jingle.

“Please be more respectful of our
neighbors if you insist on listening to that…music,” my father
says. He places a bottle of wine into the wine rack and shoots me a
disapproving glance.

“I will, I’m sorry.” I stare at my
bare feet, wishing I’d just gone to the beach, when my mother
clears her throat to get my attention then tips her head to the
side and gestures to the coffee table with her eyes. “The Petersons
will be here any minute.”

“Of course. I’m sorry, Mother.” I bend
down and attempt to pull the table back into its previous location,
but accidentally catch the edge of the rug, causing the ornate
silver dish full of sea shells on top, to tip
precariously.

“Oh for Pete’s sake, Ashley. I’ll just
do it.” My father lifts the table up and places it back in front of
the couch precisely where it was originally.

My mother eyes me up and down and it
makes me feel uncomfortable to be scrutinized so close up. “Please,
dear, hurry downstairs and freshen up. All that flailing around is
ruining your blowout. You’ll look absolutely atrocious tonight if
your hair starts to frizz like you just walked in off the
beach.”

I run the palm of my hand over my hair
to make sure it’s still bone straight. It is. But it’s best to
indulge her, or I’ll never hear the end of it.

“I’ll go freshen up right
now.”

“Oh my goodness, dear, I almost
forgot. Your father and I just ran into Gregory while we were
checking on the boat.”

“Such a nice young man,” my father
chimes into the conversation as he prepares mimosas for their
brunch.

“So charming,” my mother agrees. “He
was positively delighted to hear you and Andrew had finally
arrived.”

Great. Gregory Chase. My
ex.

“That’s nice,” I offer while thinking
the exact opposite.

“He was so happy to hear you would be
joining him and your brother in New Haven this fall that I
suggested you two should get together to discuss being a new
student. I’m positive he can offer you insight on how to navigate
the social landscape from the very first day.” She acts like I’m
not privy to that information, from say, my brother who will be a
senior this year, unlike Gregory, who will only be a sophomore, but
she digresses. “And maybe you two can rekindle your romance from
last summer?” she says in a sing-songy tone.

And there it is. Her real
agenda.

That. Is. Never. Going. To.
Happen.

“Your mother’s right, it is never too
early to start networking,” my dad interjects. Because of course
school isn’t solely about learning, it’s also a networking
opportunity and according to my mother a place to fill your social
calendar. I stop myself from rolling my eyes. Whoever thought to
attend Yale just to learn? To better their future? Silly
me.

“I’ll be sure to talk to him at the
club tonight,” I say with a smile, trying to placate
them.

“Oh no, sweetie, I meant at the club
this afternoon for lunch,” my mother clarifies. “Hurry, hurry. I
told him you would be there in less than an hour.”

“Mother.”

“What, dear?” she says wide eyed and
completely unaware of how little I want to have lunch with Greg.
“You two make the cutest couple.”

“Made, Mother. We made a cute couple,
but we broke up. Remember?”

“Now, Ashley, that was the gentlemanly
thing for him to do. He needed to keep his focus at school instead
of trying to divide his attentions and risk letting you down,” my
father says like that’s the real reason Gregory and I broke up.
“So, let’s not fault him for that, shall we.”

Right. I’d like to tell
them the gentlemanly thing to do would’ve been for Gregory to treat
me more like a girlfriend and less like a prop. Or for him to stop
trying to constantly pressure me to sleep with him all summer long.
Or that the truth was I
broke up with him. I shake my head. What’s the
point in attempting to explain the vast many reasons Gregory and I
would never work out? The list would be far too long, and I’m not
sure my parents would believe Gregory Chase possible of doing wrong
in the first place.

“Fine,” I sigh, the dutiful daughter
as always. How bad could it be? It’s just lunch.

…

I pull around the circular driveway of
the Boat House Country Club and let a handsome valet in his early
twenties open my car door and help me out before handing me my
valet ticket. I tuck the ticket into my purse then step out of the
summer heat and into the air conditioned lobby of the clubhouse
where I’m immediately greeted by Mr. Billings, the club
manager.

“Why, Miss Whitmore, you look
absolutely lovely today. Welcome back,” he says bending slightly at
the waist, a full body nod.

“Mr. Billings, how are you?” I ask,
admiring the nautically themed room decorated for the summer
kickoff party later tonight. “Everything looks
beautiful.”

“Thank you, miss, it should be a
wonderful evening. I do hope you’ll enjoy yourself.”

“I’m sure I will,” I say, even though
the party itself is more suited for my parents, professionals at
working a room after all the years of campaigning for my father’s
Senate career.

My brother and I typically stay for an
hour or two, catch up with our friends and their parents then take
off, only to meet back up on the beach for a more age appropriate
party. The kind with red solo cups.

“Mr. Chase is in the dining room
waiting for you.” Mr. Billings gestures to a pretty blonde standing
behind a podium at the entrance of the club restaurant. “Madison
will be happy to show you right in. Enjoy.”

The girl, who looks about my age,
ushers me into the dining room where Gregory sits at a table
overlooking the ninth hole. Despite our past, even I’m capable of
admitting he’s a very good looking guy and by the smile on the
hostess’ face, she agrees.

His medium blonde hair is gelled
perfectly into place, and his light brown eyes look like they’re up
to no good. Which they typically are, so I’m still not sure how he
has my parents so snowed over. None the less, behind his good looks
is an air of superiority that has always turned me off, even when I
let my sixteen year old self get swept up in the idea of him. The
reality was not quite so swoon worthy.

“Beautiful,” Gregory coos in greeting
as I approach the table. He stands to pull my chair out for me, and
I’m reminded why my father thinks he’s such a gentleman.

“Hi Greg,” I say, brushing off his pet
name. He calls girls ‘gorgeous’ or ‘sexy’ all the time, which I’m
sure he thinks is charming, but I disagree.

“The waiter will be right with you.”
The hostess bats her eyelashes not so subtly at him, and I have to
keep myself from rolling my eyes at how obvious she is.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” he says with
a rakish grin, causing the girl to blush before she walks away,
adding an extra swing in her hips that Gregory can’t help but
watch.

“I texted Andrew to meet us, but he’s
playing the back nine before the party,” I explain casually,
opening my menu and hoping it’s clear to Greg this is not a date by
any stretch of the imagination.

“Yes, I know. I spoke with him earlier
today as well.” He grins like the Cheshire cat. “He mentioned he
thought the rest of your family would be at the Marina this
morning. Lucky for me, he was right. I ran into your mother and
father and… well, here we are.”

Lucky? By the look in his eye, I’m
confident it was no coincidence he and my mother just happened to
run into each other on the dock. I wouldn’t be at all surprised to
find out they were in league with one another devising this little
set up in the first place. Nothing would make my mother happier
than me getting back together with Gregory.

“Good afternoon and welcome to the
Field House Grille. May I start you two off with drinks or an
appetizer today?” The waiter’s voice startles me out of my
conspiracy theories, and I resume perusing my menu.

“Yes, I’ll have a long
island ice tea and a white wine spritzer for the lady.” Gregory
orders with confidence. He’s only a year shy of the legal drinking
age so he may
pass as old enough to get served, but it’s obvious I’m not old
enough to drink yet. “And then we’ll have an order of the calamari
to start and for our entrees she’ll have the sea bass, and I’ll
have the filet.” He shuts his menu and hands it back to the waiter
with bravado.

“I’ll actually have a
bottle of San Pellegrino please,” I say,
staring at my menu, trying to avoid the
embarrassment of being carded and then denied, or worse, my parents
finding out I tried to order an alcoholic drink, at the club no
less. “And what salad would you
recommend?” I start to ask, but the words get caught in my throat
when I finally look up and see the waiter.

Whoa.

He. Is. Gorgeous.

“Well…our house mixed salad is very
popular. It’s locally grown organic and is fresh picked daily. It
comes with a light raspberry vinaigrette dressing that can be
tossed on or left on the side,” he says, holding my
gaze.

“Oh. Yes. That sounds… yummy.” The
words come out all breathy, and I’m immediately humiliated at the
way I must have sounded.

Yummy. Breathy. Seriously,
Ashley?

“Then on the side, miss?” the waiter
asks, a faint smile playing on his lips.

“Yes, thank you,” I say, feeling my
face flush with warmth.

Apparently Gregory Chase isn’t the
only boy in town who can make a girl blush, and by the daggers
Gregory’s shooting the poor guy with his eyes, he knows it
too.

Gregory clears his throat and pulls
the attention of the waiter back on him. “Fine. We’ll have one
house salad with dressing on the side and an order of calamari to
start.” Then with a dismissive flick of his hand, “Now, go fetch
our drinks.”

Go fetch our drinks? Is he serious?
How can he think it’s okay to speak to someone that way? But before
I can say anything the cute waiter lets out an amused laugh that
surprises me.

“I’m sorry sir, but I’m gonna have to
see an ID first.” The waiter looks not at all sorry to ask, which
makes me have to hide a smile.

“You have got to be kidding me,”
Gregory starts. “I left it in the men’s locker room,” he explains,
but his confidence is shaken. No one ever challenges
Gregory.

“I’m sorry sir, but without a valid ID
I’m not gonna be able to serve you, but I’ll be happy to wait here
while you go and get it.” The waiter gives Greg a fake smile and
then me a real one. He clearly is enjoying himself.

It’s evident Greg’s not going to get
his way, so he finally concedes, but without an ounce of grace.
“How about you take your eyes off my date, and go do your job.” He
levels the waiter with his eyes. “And just bring me a damn coke
while you’re at it.”

“Will do, sir,” the waiter says with
artificial politeness, giving Gregory an almost imperceptible bow
before turning around and leaving.

This time, I’m the one who gets caught
watching one of the waitstaff walk away.

 



Chapter 3

 Lane

 


“What an ass.” I shove past the thick
swinging doors and into the busy kitchen.

“Qué pasó, my main man?” Mario, the
Grille’s line cook asks as I punch the order into the
system.

“Dude, I just busted some richie-rich
for trying to order drinks underage, and he had the nerve to yell
at me for looking at his date. Too bad for him, she was looking
right back,” I say with a cocky laugh before giving Mario a high
five. “Man, it’s the jerks like that, that always get everything in
life—the money, the power, the girl. Probably has some big fat
trust fund to pay for college too.”

“Sorry, man, but try not to let him
get under your skin, amigo.”

I know Mario’s right, I should just
let it go, but I’m sick and tired of Stays treating us locals like
we’re nothing. And who the hell tells someone to ‘go fetch’? What
am I? A dog? What an ass.

I drum my fingers against the metal
counter at the pass until Mario rings the service bell with a grin
and hands me their starters.

“Here, orders up and good
luck.”

I give him a nod then try to shove my
jealousy and anger down when I enter the dining room again, but I
feel it hovering right on the surface. I take a deep breath before
setting the calamari in the center of the table and the salad in
front of the girl.

“Is there anything else I can get you
right now?” I ask, and it’s hard to keep my eyes off of her long
dark hair, her light green eyes and her legs that go on for miles.
Maybe that douche had a point.

“No, I’m fine. Thank you,” she says
politely, and I wonder why she’s on a date with such an ass-hat.
Either way, girls like her don’t date boys like me. Unless they’re
trying to piss off their parents, which is fine by me, but she
doesn’t look like the rebellious type.

I turn to face him, lifting my
eyebrows. “And you?” I ask because it’s my job.

“Yes, there is something you can do
for me, how about you explain why my silverware is off of the
floor.” He holds up his dinner fork, but I don’t understand what
he’s talking about. Off the floor?

“Excuse me?” I reach for the fork to
examine it. I personally set this table less than an hour ago, and
the silverware hadn’t touched the ground. Why would it? But right
before I’m able to take the fork from him for a closer look he
opens his thumb and pointer finger letting the fork fall to the
hardwood floor with a loud ping that echoes through the dining
room.

“See.” He looks me right in the eyes,
a smirk plastered across his smug face, challenging me.

You have got to be kidding me. This
guy picked the wrong day.

I calmly pick the fork up off the
ground, bring it to my mouth and spit on the tongs before lifting
my apron and polishing it until it’s dry and shining. So much for
not letting him get under my skin.

“My apologies, sir.” I place the fork
back on the table in front of him like I’d accidentally brought out
the wrong appetizer instead of spitting all over the dude’s
silverware. “If there’s anything else I can do for you please let
me know, otherwise your entrees will be out shortly.”

I watch his eyes go wide with shock
before walking away looking cool, calm, and collected, even though
on the inside I’m totally freaking out. This is not going to end
well.

“Lane!” Mr. Billings shouts several
minutes later over the kitchen noise, his face beet red.

Not. Good.

“Did you or did you not just pick up a
dirty fork from the restaurant floor, precede to spit on it then
place it back on the table in front of Mr. Chase?” A large
throbbing vein in his forehead protrudes at an unhealthy height
while he waits for my answer, but it’s obvious he already knows
exactly what happened.

“In my defense, sir,
saliva is cleaner
than urine, which I had considered using.” I hope a little comic
relief will help defuse the situation, but it doesn’t.

“Lane,” he growls, not appreciating my
humorous quip.

“Mr. Billings, I’m sorry. I have no
excuse for my behavior. Well, I mean, I do. The guy was being a
total jerk. He dropped that fork on the floor on purpose, I swear.”
I take a deep breath and worry Mr. Billings isn’t breathing at all
by the color of his face, which is now a dark shade of
purple.

What was I thinking? I guess I wasn’t,
really. When the fork hit the ground, I just reacted. My regret is
immediate when I consider what I’ve done. I needed to get more
shifts at work, not lose my job, which by the looks of it, I was
about to do.

“Sir, I let him get to me, but it’ll
never happen again, I promise. I’ll go apologize to him right now.”
I start for the kitchen door.

“Stop,” Mr. Billings orders. “You will
do nothing of the sort. Lane, Mr. Chase and his family are very
influential here at the club and in this community, not to mention
the world. You cannot go around spitting on the silverware of the
youngest son in the Chase banking family and not suffer the
consequences.”

“What…I mean…who…” I
stammer. “You mean that
Chase family?” My mouth falls open.

“Precisely.”

Oh crap.

“Sir, please I had no idea, and I know
that’s no excuse, but I got some bad news earlier today about my
school loan, and I guess I just took it out on him. Please, I’m so
sorry,” I beg.

“Yale?” Mr. Billing’s tone softens and
his shoulders drop as he gestures with his eyes for me to follow
him into his office.

“Yes, sir, I…I didn’t qualify for the
financial aid I need,” I explain, once he’s shut the door, blocking
out the kitchen noise. He knows how hard I’ve worked to get into
Yale, and he also knows my family can’t manage to pay for it
without the extra help. “It’s a long story, but I really can’t
afford to lose this job. I was actually going to ask for some extra
shifts so I could try and save enough money this summer to pay for
it myself.”

“Lane,” Mr. Billings says with equal
parts disappointment and frustration in his tone. I keep my eyes on
the floor and brace myself for what I know is coming. I’m gonna
lose my job. “I can’t keep you on, you have to know that. Mr. Chase
insists you be fired immediately, and I have to agree. If word got
out that I allowed you to stay on in the dining room or if the
health board found out about your little stunt, we’d both be
fired.” He blows out a breath as he sits down behind his
desk.

He’s right, and there’s no one to
blame but me. “I’m sorry, sir. I completely understand. I’ll
leave.” I untie my apron, too embarrassed to even make eye
contact.

“Wait.” Mr. Billings says, sounding
more sympathetic than anything now. “Lane, I obviously can’t keep
you on as a waiter, but maybe I can still keep you on as
staff.”

I jerk my head up.
“Really?”

“Look, Lane, you’re a good kid.
Believe me, I know it’s not easy growing up here and having to deal
with people like that Chase boy all the time. I get it. But you
can’t act out on a whim like that.” He shakes his head clearly
disappointed in me and I feel bad for letting him down. “You have
to learn to let it go. How else do you think I’m able to deal with
half the patrons of this club? Mr. Chase included.”

I twist my hands around my apron. “I
really am sorry, Mr. Billings. I’d do anything to stay on, I really
need the work.”

“Don’t make me regret this.” Mr.
Billings tips his head back and takes a deep breath. “I’m moving
you to dish washing. And you are not to be on the floor. Ever. You
understand?”

I have to keep myself from hugging
him. I smile instead. “Yes, sir, I understand completely,
sir.”

“Now listen, it pays less than the
waiter job, so how about I get you some extra shifts in the garage?
But again, I need you to stay in the back and keep a low profile.
Got it?”

“That’d be perfect. I’m good with
cars.”

“Yes, I know,” he says. “Frank is
always bragging about you when I run into him in town, tells me you
two finally finished the restorations on that old Shelby. He’s
pretty proud.”

I nod, proud of what we built too.
“Thank you so much, sir. I won’t let you down again. I
promise.”

“And, Lane, please try to stay out of
trouble this time.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

…

I feel right at home in the valet
garage. The sound of metal clanking against metal and the smell of
oil and grease in the air is a welcome change from the sound of
wine glasses clinking and the smell of duck cooking. The absence of
wealthy trust fund kids is an added bonus; I might not like them,
but I love their cars.

“Excuse me? I call out over the noise
of the busy garage. “I’m looking for Mr. Parkman, Mr. Billings sent
me.”

A guy in his mid thirties rolls out
from underneath a sleek black Jaguar. “Oh hey, you must be Lane?”
He wipes the grease from his hands before giving me a firm hand
shake.

“Yes, sir. It’s nice to meet you, Mr.
Parkman.”

“Polite. I like that. But how about we
let my father be Mr. Parkman and you just call me Vic, alright?” he
says in a light friendly tone. “So, Mr. B says you’re good with
cars?”

“Uh, yeah I guess,” I say modestly. “I
helped my grandpa restore a classic we found in the junkyard.
Engines are my specialty.”

“That’s cool. That’s how I got started
fixing cars too, helping my dad out in the garage.” He gestures to
the car he just rolled out from under. “Well, around here only the
certified mechanics can do the tune ups.” I nod and follow Vic
through a short hallway and into a large tiled room with drains on
the concrete floor. “So, you my friend, will be washing and
detailing the cars.” He hands me a clean rag and a bottle of Armor
All with a grin. “Tips for detailing get split fifty-fifty between
you and the valet. Cool?”

Fine by me. As long as it keeps me in
the back and out of trouble like Mr. Billings wants, and keeps the
paychecks coming in, I’m all good.

After being introduced to the rest of
the mechanics, the detailing crew, and a few of the valet staff, I
get to work detailing a sweet Mercedes SUV. I take my time to make
sure it’s perfect before I pull it out of the garage for the valet
to pick up.

I work on four more cars before the
garage starts to close for the night, and Vic seems pleased with my
work.

“Nice job today, kid.”

“Thanks,” I say back while filling out
my time card.

“Hey, Lane?” A valet named Pete cranes
his head around the doorjamb into the back office where I’m
sitting.

“Yeah?”

“Dude, I need to bail out like right
away, but that SUV guy isn’t back yet. Think you can stick around
until he is?” he asks, but it sounds more like a plea. “You can
have the whole tip.”

I look at the clock on the wall. “No
prob.” Luckily dish duty doesn’t start until tomorrow, and whatever
he needs to do sounds urgent.

“Thanks, dude, you rock. I owe you
one.” Pete slaps his palm against the painted cinder wall before
taking off. I hear him shout into the garage about a kegger at his
house and it makes me laugh. Yep. Urgent.

I sit around the office for another
twenty minutes until the SUV owner is back and ready for his car. I
pull it around front and do my best impression of a
valet.

“Sir,” I say, stepping out and taking
his valet ticket. “May I help you with your clubs?”

“No, that’s fine, thanks though.” He
puts his clubs in the back then walks to the driver’s side and
sticks his head inside. I assume to check my work. “Nice,” he says,
discreetly handing me a tip. “It was a disaster when I dropped it
off. Thanks, man.”

“Thank you, sir. Have a nice evening.”
I pocket the cash without looking at it until I’m walking back to
my car a few moments later. I pull out the tip and come to an
abrupt stop in the middle of the parking lot when I see a hundred
dollar bill.

“What the…” I stare at the bill in
shock. This must be a mistake. Did he think he was handing me a ten
and accidentally gave me a hundred? I turn to head back to the
clubhouse, hoping to catch him before he leaves, when the shine of
headlights temporarily blinds me.

“Hey,” a guy calls out and when my
eyes finally adjust I see it’s him. I knew it was a
mistake.

“Oh hey… sorry, man. I was just coming
back to find you. Here you go.” I stick my hand in his window to
hand him back the cash, but he looks at me confused.

“Your money?” I say, jutting my arm in
a bit further, so he doesn’t have to lean to grab it. “I figured it
was a mistake, but I swear I just saw it or I would have handed it
back right away.”

“What? No, dude, no mistake. My car
was a wreck. You earned every bit of that.”

I pull my arm back out of his window
slowly, trying to decide if he’s messing with me or not. “You
sure?”

“Yeah, yeah,” he says, waving me off,
but not in a rude way. I shove the money back in my pocket and
think about how pissed Pete’s gonna be when he hears I got a
hundred dollar tip. “I just stopped to check out that ride.” He
gestures behind me, and I have to step back to see what he’s
looking at.

“Oh, thanks, man,” I say and can’t
help but admire it too.

“That’s yours? That. Is. Sick.” He
whistles like he’s cat calling a girl. “A ‘67 Cobra,
right?”

“No, it’s actually the ‘66 AC
427.”

He pulls his car into the empty spot
next to mine and gets out for a closer look. “Damn.”

“Yours isn’t too bad either,” I say of
his black G-class Mercedes SUV with the extra sport package and
dual side exhausts. Perfect for off-roading if you dare take a
hundred and twenty thousand dollar car out like that, which by the
amount of mud I washed off of it earlier, he does.

“Thanks, man, but she’s no classic
like yours.” He runs his hand appreciatively along the side of her.
“Do you ever take her out?” he asks.

“Yeah, a few times I’ve pushed her
hard up on Beach Bluff Road during the off season when the island’s
empty.”

“Oh, you’re from around here?” He
sounds surprised. “I would have guessed you were working during
summer break from college, like most of the club’s
staff.”

“Well, I guess technically I am. I’m
headed for college in the fall.”

“Yeah? Where to?”

“Yale,” I say, then stand a little
taller when he looks up in surprise.

“Dude. No way! Nice work, Eli.” He
reaches out to shake my hand, and I’m not exactly sure how to
respond.

“Uh, it’s Lane actually,” I say and
that makes him laugh. It doesn’t feel mean spirited though, more
like an inside joke I’m just not getting.

“Man, I totally miss being a
freshman.” He shakes his head, still smiling. “Hey, Lane, I’m
Andrew. Sorry about that, Eli is just a nickname us Yalies call
each other.” I must still look confused because he pats me on the
shoulder. “Don’t worry, you’ll figure it out once you get there,
and hey, now you know someone who can help show you the
ropes.”

“That’s cool. Nice to meet you,” I say
still embarrassed. “Hey, aren’t you going to the party?” I nod over
my shoulder toward the clubhouse.

“Yeah, I’m headed in. Parents wouldn’t
let me out of it,” he says, rolling his eyes.

“Well, it looks like it’s gonna be
nice,” I say, walking to the driver side of my car. “I guess have a
good time and uh, thanks again for the tip.”

“Yeah, no problem.” He gives my car
one last admiring look before pulling out a sport coat from the
back of his car. “Hey, Lane, you busy tonight?” he asks, putting on
the jacket and adjusting the sleeves.

“Uh, no. Not really.” It’s a
statement, but the way I say it, it sounds more like a
question.

“You should totally come hang out
later. A bunch of us are going up to the bluffs after the club,
kind of an after party. There’ll be a few more Elis there I can
introduce you to and I know a few of the guys would love to check
out your ride. Seriously, you should come by.”

What I should do is decline. I don’t
hang with the vacationers, I work for them. But it would be good to
meet some more students, and this guy seems cool. What the hell? It
is summer after all. And what’s the harm in a little party, even if
it is with the Stays?

“Yeah. I’ll swing by. Thanks,
man.”

 



Chapter 4

 Ashley

 


“Hey, sis.”

“Hey, yourself. Nice of you to show
up, even if it is an hour late.” I smile, relieved he’s finally
here. “And how was golf?”

“We played a hundred dollars a hole,
and I made nine hundred bucks, so I guess you could say it was
pretty good.” He takes a champagne flute from a waiter passing by,
and then nudges me with his elbow. “What’d you do all
afternoon?”

I scan the room making sure no one can
hear me complain. “Mother set me up on a lunch date with Gregory,
and he was …well, Gregory,” I say flatly. Andrew understands
exactly what I mean.

“Sorry, Ash, I would have joined you
two as a buffer if I’d known before hitting the course. I actually
talked to him earlier and he kept asking about you. I should have
figured he was up to something.”

“It’s alright. He’s
harmless, but I do prefer when I have to hang out with him that it’s
in a group. Less date like. The last thing I want is him getting
the notion we might get back together.”

“Speaking of groups, are you coming to
the bluffs tonight?” He eyes the waiter passing by with a fresh
tray of champagne then looks at me with a mischievous
grin.

I clearly know my brother too well.
“Yes, I’ll be your DD tonight.” I take a sip of water to exaggerate
my sacrifice. “But you owe me one.”

“You’re the best, little sis.” Andrew
grabs a new flute from the waiter then heads out to the balcony
where a group of his friends are gathered.

“Ashley, dear,” my mother calls from a
nearby table. “Won’t you come say hello to Mr. Chase?” she says in
a musical tone, although it’s not a question it’s a
command.

I put on my most well mannered smile
before approaching the table where my mother, father, Mr. Chase and
Gregory sit.

“Mr. Chase, how nice to see you
again,” I say as he stands up. He takes my hand in his and kisses
the back of it.

“Ashley, my dear, you have blossomed
into the most beautiful young lady.” From the corner of my eye, I
can see this pleases my mother immensely. “Don’t you agree, son?”
Mr. Chase asks Gregory as he sits back down.

“Absolutely.”

“Thank you.” I force a smile and try
to hide how uncomfortable I feel with everyone’s eyes on me,
especially Gregory’s, by swirling the ice around in my glass. “If
you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go freshen up my drink,” I say,
hoping to escape spending the rest of the evening stuck at the
table.

“I’ll join you.” Gregory
stands and places his hand on my lower back making it stiffen. “If
you’ll excuse us.”

I think my mother’s face might crack
in half she’s smiling so big at the way Gregory emphasized the ‘us’
and I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes.

“A water with lemon please,” I request
from the bartender then try to turn my body away from Gregory’s
lingering hand near my hip.

“Greg, buddy,” Andrew says from behind
me, clamping his hand on Gregory’s shoulder and turning him so I’m
free from his touch. Thank you, Andrew. “Long time no see,” he
jokes, considering they likely saw each other less than a week ago
at school. “So, you all ready to hit it?” Andrew asks, tossing his
keys in my direction, which I catch easily. “Let the old folks do
their thing?” He laughs, and it’s clear he’s partaken in a few more
flutes of the bubbly.

We say a quick goodbye to our parents
who seem pleased enough with our showing then head to the bluffs on
the south end of the island.

I pull off on one of the quiet country
roads that dead ends here, and already at least a dozen cars are
parked on the edge of the lookout where the red clay cliffs drop
off sharply to the aqua water below.

Andrew jumps out of the car the second
I put it into park while I sit and observe the growing group,
regretting my choice of clothes. The wind coming off the ocean is
cool and crisp compared to this afternoon’s heat and my thin
cardigan, and strapless sundress are hardly going to keep me
warm.

“Hey, man,” someone says, gripping the
side of the unrolled driver side window and scaring me half to
death. I let out a yelp before I turn to see which of Andrew’s
friends is to blame when I’m taken aback to see it’s the hot waiter
from lunch this afternoon.

He looks at me with an equal amount of
surprise on his face before he yanks his hands away from the window
and takes a step back.

“I’m…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare
you,” he stammers. “I uh…thought this was Andrew’s car.”

“No, it is Andrew’s car, I
just drove him here,” I explain. I try to get my heart back to a
normal speed but find it’s more difficult than it should be. I’m
not exactly sure if it’s still pounding from getting scared or from
who just scared me.

Just then, like he could hear us,
which is impossible unless I screamed louder than I thought, Andrew
looks over from a few cars down.

“Hey, Lane, you made it.” He jogs over
and gives the guy, apparently named Lane, a fist bump. “I see you
met my little sister.” Andrew nods his head in my direction before
opening the car door for me to get out. I move to step down, but
it’s no easy feat due to the car’s height paired with the cut of my
dress.

“Here.” Lane’s voice is low and
gravelly as he wraps his warm hand around mine and helps me get
down gracefully. I lift my eyes to meet his, and feel my face flush
from both the unexpected gesture and the smile he’s giving
me.

“Thank you,” I say once my feet touch
the ground and I find my footing. “I’m Ashley, by the way,” I say,
looking up at him. He’s taller than he seemed earlier today, and
his hair is messier than it had been too. If it’s possible, he’s
even more gorgeous out of his waiter’s uniform. He’s wearing a pair
of dark jeans hung low on his hips, a fitted plain white tee shirt,
and a light blue zip up hooded sweatshirt that matches his eyes
exactly. I look away, worried I’m staring, when I realize I’m still
holding his hand. I drop it like it’s seared my skin, then
immediately miss the warmth of it.

“I’m Lane,” he says and there’s a
tightness in his voice, like he’s speaking through a clenched
jaw.

I wonder briefly if I’ve offended him
somehow by letting go of his hand so abruptly until I feel the
silky lining of a dress coat being placed over my shoulders. I can
smell Gregory’s cologne, and it makes my nose wrinkle it’s so
strong.

“What the hell are you doing here?”
Gregory asks Lane from behind me, his hands resting on my
arms.

“Whoa, dude, what’s your problem? I
invited him.” Andrew jumps in, looking back and forth between
Gregory and Lane, confused as to what the problem is.

“You invited the help?”

“Dude, I’m outta here,” Lane says,
turning to leave until Andrew stops him.

“Don’t listen to him. I rarely do,”
Andrew jokes, before he pulls Lane away and over to a cherry red
convertible that I assume is his.

I turn on my heel and level Gregory
with my eyes. “You can’t speak to people like that.” I shrug off
his coat and hand it back to him with some force.

“Ashley, you can’t be serious.” I hear
Gregory say as I walk away and over to where my brother, Lane, and
a few other guys are now hanging out, leaving Gregory by
himself.

“Sorry about that guy. He can be a
real dick sometimes,” Andrew says to Lane when I walk up. That’s an
understatement. And I think after this afternoon, Lane is well
aware of that fact.

“No joke. That jerk got me
fired today. Well, I guess technically it was my fault
considering I cleaned his fork with my spit after all.”

“You’re kidding?” Andrew says, nearly
spitting his drink out from laughing.

“No, it’s true, but I think he was
more ticked off I made him look like an idiot in front of his date
than anything else.” Lane glances in my direction for a split
second before looking away again and I want to correct him
immediately. It most definitely was not a date, but Andrew cuts in
before I can say a word.

“Oh man, I bet he was so pissed. He
absolutely hates not getting his way.” Andrew leans against the car
next to Lane and gives him another fist bump. “Nice.”

The crowd around Lane’s car grows, as
more and more people come over to admire it, until Gregory saunters
over but is met with uncomfortable silence, which he tries to
fill.

“Whose car?” he asks nonchalantly,
like it’s not obvious who it belongs to.

“Nice, huh?” Andrew says.
“Fast.”

Gregory looks it over before turning
his nose up. “Maybe. But I doubt it’s as fast as mine,” he says
with his shoulders pushed back and his chest puffed out.
Guys.

“How about we put it to the test?”
Andrew crosses his arms as he looks at Gregory, but his smile tells
me everything I need to know. If Andrew says it’s fast, I tend to
believe him, and I imagine Gregory should too.

“His car against mine?” Gregory gives
a dismissive nod towards Lane’s car. “Sure, I’ll take that bet,” he
says with an arrogant laugh, like Lane’s car, and Lane, by
extension, is just some kind of joke.

Lane looks behind Gregory and gestures
to his car. “I assume that silver BMW M-5 is yours?” Then, under
his breath, I swear I hear Lane say ‘figures’ before he plasters a
smile on his face. “Then it’s a bet,” Lane steps into Gregory’s
space, his posture issuing a challenge. “What’ya say? A hundred
bucks?”

“Oooooh, a hundred bucks. Big
spender.” Gregory smirks as a few people laugh at his taunt. He
pulls out his wallet and thumbs through the bills. “How about we
make it five?”

Lane flinches, almost undetectably,
before he scoffs at Gregory. “Nah, man, I wouldn’t want to take
your money, it’d be too easy.” Lane leans back against the side of
his car with his sleeves pushed up and his arms crossed. Looking
cool and indifferent, like Martha’s Vineyard’s very own rebel
without a cause.

Gregory doesn’t buy it; I
can see it in his eyes. “Really?” He takes slow deliberate steps
around Lane’s car, like a lion stalking its prey. “You don’t want
to take my money?
Because you’re raking in the tips at the Grille,” Gregory says
condescendingly. “Or at least you were. Right, big guy?”

Andrew leans into Lane. “Dude, you
have to take this bet, you’ll totally smoke him.”

I’m not surprised Andrew is trying to
persuade Lane. My brother’s favorite pastimes are being persuasive
and taking chances. My father always says Andrew would make the
perfect politician or CEO, but I think Andrew rather likes to use
his skills for more advantageous endeavors. Like gambling and
girls.

“Yeah, I know, but…” Lane trails off
then quietly says to Andrew, “I can’t cover the bet. I don’t have
that kinda cash.” His eyes dart to me and when he sees I can hear
him, he shoves his hands in his pockets and looks away
embarrassed.

“Dude, I got you. You still have that
bill I gave you earlier?”

Earlier? Why would he have given Lane
money earlier? And how exactly does Andrew even know Lane in the
first place? I shake my head. I’ll have to get the whole story from
Andrew later, that’s for sure.

“Yeah…” Lane says, dragging out his
response; his brows furrow as Andrew covertly pulls out nine one
hundred dollar bills from his wallet and hands them to
Lane.

Lane’s eyes go wide. “What are you
doing? I can’t take this,” he says under his breath, trying to hand
the money back without anyone noticing.

“Yes, you can. Just pay me back when
you win.” Andrew clasps Lane’s fist closed over the money then
pushes himself off of Lane’s car, grinning at Gregory. Conversation
over.

“Make it a thousand and Lane’s
in.”

 



Chapter 5

 Lane

 


What. The. Hell?

Less than an hour ago I was scrounging
for five bucks to get a burger and fries for dinner because I
didn’t want to break the hundred dollar bill I got as a tip, and
now, I’m at the bluffs with a bunch of Stays with a thousand
dollars in my hand and apparently I’m about to drag race. Oh, and
the girl I haven’t been able to get out of my mind all day is here
with her jerk of a boyfriend, and she just happens to be Andrew’s
sister. Not exactly the night I bargained for.

I glance around at all the unfamiliar
faces cheering me on and stop when I come to Ashley’s. She’s
standing with a group of girls a few feet away, whispering back and
forth, but she’s not paying them any attention, she’s smiling, at
me.

Her long dark hair is blowing in the
wind and she looks cold, only wearing a thin sweater and a short
dress. I should look away since she’s already taken, but just like
this afternoon, I can’t take my eyes off of her.

“I’m all in.” I hear myself say, still
staring at Ashley, my adrenaline pumping. I’m not a big gambler,
but the chance to make a thousand bucks is just too much to turn
down, and if it means she’ll keep looking at me with that smile
then I’m in. All in.

Gregory pulls out his wallet again and
grabs a few more bills. He waves them in the air like it’s nothing
while I have mine gripped tightly in my fist.

“You’re on,” Gregory says smugly, like
he really believes he’s going to win, and I have to keep myself
from laughing in his face. I have this in the bag.

Some guy standing near Gregory shouts
for everyone to be quiet. “Alright, alright. Here’s the deal,” he
says. “You two will start up Lighthouse road where it forks.
Whoever makes it back to the bluffs first, wins. No other rules.
Agree?” He looks between Gregory and me.

“Agreed,” we say at the same
time.

I drive to the end of the road, about
three miles away from the bluffs, with Gregory close behind me. The
road is dark, quiet and fairly straight, a perfect place to race.
My heart pounds and the palms of my hands sweat as I pull up to the
starting line and wait.

I think about earlier today when I
passed him, Mr. M-5, on the beach road, and laugh at the way the
day has unfolded. It seems fitting we’re about to race for nearly a
month’s worth of pay washing dishes at the club, considering he’s
the guy who got me demoted to dishwasher in the first place. Taking
his money will be sweet revenge.

I give Gregory a sideways glance when
he pulls beside me, but I keep my face emotionless. My hands grip
the steering wheel so tight my knuckles start to turn white from
the force, and I’m wound up and ready to snap. “Let’s do this,
Stay.”

“Maybe I’ll hire you to spit shine my
shoes so you can pay Andrew back when you lose.” Gregory smirks and
I wince. I didn’t think anyone saw Andrew give me the money, let
alone him. “You didn’t really think anyone believed you had a
thousand dollars?” His laugh makes my blood boil. “What a
joke.”

That’s it. I jerk my stick shift from
first to neutral and then back into first position again, revving
my engine loudly.

The guy who set the rules, or lack
thereof, pulls up and parks. He walks to the middle of the road,
straddles the solid white line, and raises his arms.

My heart starts to hammer so fast with
a mixture of adrenaline, fear and excitement that I feel ready to
explode.

“On your mark. Get ready. Go!” he
shouts over the roar of our engines, dropping his arms to his
sides.

I slam my foot on the gas pedal and
let off the clutch with my other foot. My tires squeal against the
pavement, sending up a puff of white smoke caused by the friction
of rubber burning against the asphalt road. The smell is strong and
familiar.

In my peripheral vision, I can see
Gregory’s car fly off the line, but it takes only a fraction of a
second before I’m ahead of him. I shoot a look in his direction and
see he’s surprised. He shouldn’t be. My car is a classic roadster,
built to race, and can easily do one sixty if I have the road to do
it, no problem.

This is a short drag, and I won’t need
to get anywhere close to those speeds to win. I glance at my
speedometer as it hits the eighty mile an hour mark before I look
up and see headlights in the distance approaching me.

“Shit.”

I send a panicked look at Gregory, and
it’s clear by the wicked smile on his face he sees them
too.

I increase my speed to cut in front of
him, but he pushes forward matching my pace, keeping me from
changing lanes. Is he insane? Is winning really worth putting
someone’s life in danger for this guy?

I have no choice but to slow down. I’m
not gonna risk killing myself or whoever’s in that oncoming car for
a thousand bucks, and I can’t believe Richie-rich would either.
Clearly I don’t know the lengths this guy would go to
win.

I take my foot off the gas, but right
as I’m about to cut over and get behind Gregory, he suddenly slows
down, keeping me trapped.

“What the hell?” I shout even though
I’m sure he can’t hear me over the noise of our engines and the
frantic honking of the oncoming car. I quickly, but carefully, put
my foot on the brake to slow down without causing my car to fish
tail and lose control, when I see the blaring red glow of Gregory’s
brake lights slowing down as well.

“This isn’t a joke!” I scream, but he
continues to brake, causing me to play an involuntary and dangerous
game of chicken. I look back at the oncoming car that’s no more
than a hundred and fifty feet away now and see they’ve pulled off
on the side of the road as far as possible, but there’s still no
way all three cars are going to make it without a huge accident. I
make a split second decision. If he’s not going to let me slow
down, then I’m going to have to speed up. Again. But this time it’s
about more than a stupid bet. My car is faster than his and I’m
going to have to prove it. It’s life or death.

I tap my brakes to get him to do the
same then without a moment of hesitation I down shift into third
gear, shove my gas pedal to the floor and send my rmp’s into
critical mass, catapulting my car forward. Gregory’s car is nothing
but a blur as I pass it. With less than a car length between me and
the oncoming car, I cut my wheel sharply to the right getting out
in front of Gregory at the very last second.

My vision starts to get grey and fuzzy
around the edges. I realize I’ve been holding my breath. I take a
long deep pull of air that fills my lungs, clearing my sight, and I
don’t let up on the accelerator. At all.

I’m done with his guy and this race.
I’m pushing just over a hundred and fifteen miles per hour when I
fly around a small bend in the road right before it opens up to the
cliffs. I glance in my rear-view mirror and see Gregory’s at least
four car lengths behind me when I cross the designated finish line.
I slam on my brakes and skid across the red dirt, stopping less
than hundred feet from the edge of the cliffs.

I want to jump out of my car and rip
Gregory apart for the stunt he just pulled, but my car’s surrounded
before I can even get out, and I can’t see where Gregory is over
the crowd.

“Dude, you killed it,” Andrew says,
clapping me on the shoulder.

“You have no idea,” I say under my
breath, my heart still slamming against my ribcage.

When I finally get a glimpse of
Gregory, he’s on his cell phone acting nonchalant, like he didn’t
just try to kill me and I’m ready to blow. He saunters over, cash
in hand, and tosses it carelessly in my lap. “You obviously need
this more than I do.”

I throw the money to the side and push
open my door, ready to wipe that smug look off his face.

“Congratulations.” Ashley’s voice
stops me dead in my tracks from jumping her boyfriend as he walks
away.

“Thanks,” I say, wondering why she’s
here with me and not off consoling him as I flex and unflex my
fists, trying to stuff down my fury. I take a few deep breaths to
calm down and decide I’m not gonna fight him; he’s not even worth
it. None of this is.

“Dude, Greg’s probably on the phone
right now trying to get a nitrous tank put in his car, you totally
smoked him.” Andrew laughs watching Gregory sit in his car
alone.

I wipe my hands on my jeans then pull
out the cash he loaned me from my hoodie and hand it to him. “Here,
man, thanks.”

Andrew pushes my hand away. “No way,
dude. You earned that.”

“Are you serious?” I look at the
thousand dollars in my hand and then at the other thousand sitting
in my passenger seat that Gregory just threw at me. “I can’t take
this.”

“It’s yours.” Andrew grins. “I
insist.”

I stare at the money in shock.
“I…I…thanks, man,” I stammer. “This is going straight into my Yale
fund.”

“Wait. You go to Yale?” Ashley says,
her eyes wide, but before I can answer I hear a siren pierce the
quiet night air.

The sound drowns out the laughter and
chatter of the partygoers and the crashing ocean waves below. In an
instant the entire party scatters, taking off in all directions, a
chaotic flurry of cars and people, red solo cups littering the
ground.

Andrew and Ashley take off in his car
a moment before I throw mine into reverse since I’m too close to
the edge of the bluffs to pull forward, but I have to slam on my
brakes unexpectedly. Gregory’s pulled his car behind mine and is
blocking me from moving.

“Move, asshole,” I yell but he ignores
me until the lights of the cop car come around the bend, flashing
blue and red into the night sky. He gives me a sadistic wink then
peels out, whipping gravel up in his wake. I swing my car around
and punch my gas pedal to the floor, right on his tail.

“MVPD. Pull over. Now. ” I hear
Officer Evans shout over the patrol car’s megaphone.

Crap. I slam on my brakes and skid to
a stop. There’s no way I would ever try to out run the police. I
don’t have some rich father who could lawyer up and get me off with
a warning, and frankly everyone on the force knows me and my
family. Not to mention my car’s one of a kind on the
island.

I watch Gregory ignore the command as
he tears out of the parking lot onto State Road and disappears into
the dark.

…

“You have the right to remain silent,”
Sam says, placing my hands behind my back and securing the
handcuffs tight around my wrists with a click. “Anything you say or
do, can and will be held against you in a court of law.”

“Sam, are you serious?” I look at him
over my shoulder, making him wince.

“You have the right to an attorney. If
you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for
you.”

“Sam, please?” I beg, hanging my head
while he walks me to his parole car.

“Do you understand these rights I have
just read to you?” His tone is clipped and official.

“Yeah, I understand,” I answer before
he puts his hand on the top of my head and guides me into the
backseat carefully. Embarrassment and anger pulsing through my
veins.

Sam stands with the door ajar, one
hand resting along the doors frame as he rubs the back of his neck
with the other. He stares at me silently with what appears to be
sympathy on his face.

“Lane, what were you thinking?” he
asks. “Someone called in a description of your car for reckless
driving out on Lighthouse Road. You know I have no choice, I gotta
take you in,” he says in his normal non cop voice. The same voice
he uses when he’s at my house for birthday parties, or Wednesday
night dinners and the voice he uses to cheer me on at my lacrosse
games, which he’s never missed a single one.

“It was just a stupid race with some
rich kid who apparently has a bone to pick with me. I swear it
wasn’t even my idea.” I explain like that’s gonna get me out of
this predicament. “You saw him, right? The BMW? ”

“Yeah I saw him, but we only got a
call about your car. There’s nothing I can do about
him.”

I drop my head. Of course the car
called me in. I could have killed them. And a cherry red
convertible isn’t inconspicuous.

“I’m really sorry,” I say in a quiet
voice. I lean my head forward and rest it against the metal grate
that separates the backseat from the front and try not to throw up
from the smell of vomit and urine.

“I know you are. Me too,” he says, and
then gently shuts the patrol car door.

Sam’s a by-the-books kinda guy, so I
understand he has no choice. Even if I wished he’d bend the rules
considering he’s like family.

“Hey, Lane?” Sam says from the front
seat.

I look at him through the rear view
mirror. “Yeah?”

“I know you’re eighteen so legally I
don’t have to call your mom. But…listen, I also don’t feel
comfortable keeping this from her.”

“It’s okay. I’m gonna tell her.” I’m
disappointed in myself and ashamed to put one more thing on her
plate. I tip my head back on the seat, close my eyes tight and
fight the growing lump in my throat. “Like she needs anymore
stress,” I say so quite it’s barely audible to my own
ears.

“What was that, son?” Sam asks,
turning into the police station.

“Nothing,” I say, shaking my head. “It
was nothing.”

 



Chapter 6

 Ashley

 


“Ashley, dear?”

I push my sunglasses onto my head and
squint up at my mom standing on the deck above me. She’s dressed in
her tennis whites with a full face of makeup and her hair perfectly
done. That’s my mother. Even during exercise, she makes sure she is
presentable. Although, tennis at the club is hardly exercising for
her, unless hobnobbing is considered an aerobic sport these days,
in which my mother would certainly excel.

“Yes?”

“Your father and I are going to the
club for the day. We’ll meet you at six sharp for dinner at the
Grille and remember the Howards will be joining us so please make
sure you and your brother are on time.”

“Of course, Mother. Six sharp,” I
reply obediently.

“Oh and, Ashley, dear, I laid out a
dress for you to wear tonight. Have a wonderful day.” Without
waiting for my reply, I hear the French patio doors shut with a
click.

I pull my sunglasses back down to
shield my eyes from the late morning sun and let out a sigh. I’m
nearly eighteen years old; one would think I could dress myself.
Apparently not. Then again, I never push back. My father’s Senate
career causes us to constantly be in the public eye, so my mother
always strives to make us look like the perfect family, ready for a
photo op at a moment’s notice. It’s exhausting sometimes. Always
trying to be perfect.

“Hey, little sister,” Andrew says, a
towel draped over his shoulder and a glass of lemonade in his hand.
He plops down in the lounge chair beside me and takes a long sip of
his drink. I wonder if it’s spiked. “Crazy night, huh?”

“You can say that again,” I reply,
thinking about how quickly we had to leave last night and how I
wasn’t able to say goodbye to Lane. I take a sip of my own lemonade
before picking up my bottle of sunscreen. “So hey, how do you know
that Lane guy anyway? I ask nonchalantly applying the SPF like it
will somehow block Andrew from seeing how interested I am in his
answer. “I’ve never seen him around before?”

“Oh yeah, that guy is way cool. He
detailed my car yesterday at the club. Did an awesome
job.”

Detailed his car? “Wait, I thought he
went to Yale?”

“He will be. He actually grew up on
the island. Can you imagine? Living here year-round? I bet it’s
super boring in the winter.” Andrew takes my sun block and squeezes
out enough to cover his entire body, twice. “Anyway, we started
talking, and I found out he’s going to Yale in the fall. I wanted
to introduce him to some of the guys last night, but the race with
Gregory took over.”

Well that explains why I’ve never seen
him around before. A local.

I walk to the edge of the pool and dip
my foot in to test the temperature. “Gregory was so mad when he
lost. Did you see his face?” I smirk. “Sometimes he needs to be put
in his place, and by sometimes, I mean often and
always.”

“Right.” Andrew laughs. “Lane’s car is
so nice I knew it would beat Gregory’s no problem. Although, I’m
not sure if Greg was more pissed about losing the race, or because
of the way Lane was looking at you all night.”

“Really?” I sit on the edge of the
pool, emerging my legs in the cool clear water, and try to hide the
blush I feel spread across my cheeks. Was he really looking at me?
Like that? I think back to his steely blue eyes right after he won
the race, and I shiver despite the hot sun.

“Oh come on, you can’t tell me you
didn’t notice?” Andrew takes another sip of his drink then props
his hands behind his head and shuts his eyes. “I saw you looking
too, you know.” A small smirk crosses over his face.

I didn’t think anyone noticed. I push
off the side of the pool and let the water cool my flushed
cheeks.

When I break through the surface of
the water, I’m unpleasantly surprised to see Gregory standing on
the edge of the pool looking down at me.

“Hey, beautiful,” Gregory says as
casual and breezy as he’s dressed in a pair of linen white pants
and a pastel blue polo shirt. I climb out and feel his eyes roam my
body before I wrap my towel around me and sit back down on my
lounge chair. His eyes linger on my legs and I shiver again, but
this time, not in a good way.

Andrew stands up and blocks Gregory
from staring, applying more sun screen to his arms casually. Best
brother ever.

“So, you sailing today?” Andrew asks,
assessing the outfit and deducing as much.

“A quick jaunt out, but I’ll be back
in time for the bonfire,” he answers Andrew before he turns his
attention back to me. “Would you like to join me?”

Andrew shrugs. “Sorry, man, we have
dinner with the ‘rents tonight, but thanks for the invite,” he
says. “Oh hey, did you get out of there last night before the cops
showed up?”

“Yeah, but your new friend didn’t fare
so well,” he says with an arrogant laugh.

Andrew’s eyes narrow. “Dude, I’m not
sure what your deal is with him, but he’s cool. He’s going to Yale
in the fall, and I’m thinking he might just be Wolf material, so
lay off.”

“You can’t be serious?” Gregory says
incredulously. “He’s not one of us.”

“I’m totally serious. So stop and I
mean it.”

I don’t know much about the Wolf’s
Head, it’s called a secret society for a reason, but I assume, by
the way Greg is suddenly silenced, Andrew must carry seniority. The
tension rolls off both of them until Andrew breaks the standoff by
taking a sip of his drink and smiling.

“Well, I guess we’ll see
you at the bonfire tonight then?” Andrew asks his posture carefree
and casual again, making it clear he’s moving on from
whatever that just was.

“Yeah, I’ll be there,” Gregory says
before leaving without another word, his fists balled up
tight.

“Sometimes that guy…” I hear Andrew
say under his breath, taking the words right out of my
mouth.

…

The party is already in full swing
when we arrive. At least two dozen guys and girls mill around the
private beach while music plays softly and twinkle lights hang
above tables covered with catered hors d'oeuvres.

I stare at the flames of the bonfire
while they flicker and dance, breaking through the dark with bright
oranges, yellows and reds. The popping and crackling can barely be
heard above the laughter of everyone surrounding the fire with
sunburned shoulders and smiles on their faces. Bonfire parties are
always my favorite.

“Ashley!” A girl squeals. Hailey
Newhall, one of my closest girlfriends on the island, stands on the
other side of the fire enthusiastically waving me over.

I smile as I make my way over to her,
excited to see her again too.

“O.M.G. Ashley! How are you? I’ve
missed you so much!” Hailey throws her arms around my
neck.

“I’m great, Hales, how are you? How’s
New York?”

“Same as ever.” She waves the question
off, then without missing a beat, launches into her favorite
subject: Gregory Chase. “Have you seen him?” Hailey animatedly fans
her face with her hand. “So gorge.” A few girls standing around us
giggle in agreement.

“Yeah, I’ve seen him a few times,” I
say, unwittingly gaining the attention of the Gregory Chase fan
club. Oops.

“That’s what I heard. My mom said she
saw you two having lunch at the club yesterday and said you looked
‘quite cozy’ at the party last night. Her words, not mine. So? Are
you and he back together?” Hailey tries to act casual, but I can
tell she’s dying for the answer.

I choke on the fruity cocktail I’m
sipping and have to cough to clear my throat. “No. Not at all. We
just had lunch…as friends.” A look of relief, and hope, washes over
Hailey’s face.

“Really?” Hailey glances at the other
girls and then back to me.

“Promise. And you know, Hales, if you
wanted to go out with him I wouldn’t be upset, I swear.” Who am I
to stop them? Just because he wasn’t right for me, doesn’t mean he
won’t be right for her. This elicits another hug from Hailey before
she and a girl I recognize from the club, but don’t know very well,
begin to jump up and down squealing with excitement. I can’t help
but laugh.

All of a sudden, like Gregory can
sense a gaggle of girls fawning all over him, he saunters over,
drink in hand and a cocky smile on his face. It’s obvious he’s
already had a couple of drinks and is on the prowl.

“How are all of you lovely ladies
doing this fine evening?” He drapes his arms around Hailey, and her
friend’s shoulders causing both girls to giggle, but his eyes are
locked on me.

Ugh.

I glance around looking for an escape
when I spot Lane walking up the beach. Perfect.

“I’ll be back.” With a smile and a
wave I head in Lane’s direction.

His head is down as he crosses the
private section of the beach, staying close to the water’s edge but
avoiding the moving tide.

“Lane,” I call out over the noise of
the party and the waves, but he doesn’t seem to hear me, so I call
his name again, this time louder. “Hey, Lane.” He glances up and
scans the party, squinting before finally seeing me. A smile
flashes across his face. I smile back as I approach him, my flip
flops kicking up sand behind me.

“Hi,” I say. My drink, mostly
untouched, sloshes and spills over the lip of the cup when I stop
in front of him.

“Looks like you’re having fun.” He
nods at my drink and then up at the party.

“I actually just got here too. I’m
glad you came.” I feel my cheeks heat up, and I’m relieved it’s
dark enough that he can’t see. “I think Andrew’s around here
somewhere.” I look over my shoulder trying to locate him to point
Lane in the right direction.

“Ah, no thanks. I think
I’ll steer clear of your
kind of parties,” he says, shoving his hands in
the pockets of his cargo shorts.

“What do you mean
my kind of
parties?”

“Nothing, never mind.” He kicks at the
sand and looks uncomfortable.

“Oh no.” I cover my mouth with my
hand, remembering Gregory had implied Lane may have been caught by
the police at the bluffs last night. “Did you get in trouble last
night when the cops showed up?”

“Yeah, thanks to your boyfriend,” he
says with a sneer that makes me take a step back.

My boyfriend?

“I’m not sure what his deal is, but
he’s a serious dick.” Lane’s jaw is tight, and there’s not a hint
of joking in his tone.

“Gregory?” I ask wide eyed. Why would
he think Gregory is my boyfriend? I have a flash of Greg and I at
lunch together looking very much like a couple and then again at
the bluffs when he gave me his coat, something a boyfriend would
do. Oh.

“He is definitely
not my boyfriend,” I say
seriously. “He’s my ex, if you can even call it that. We dated for
like a second, but it was never very serious.” Why am I telling him
all this? Stop rambling, Ashley. I dig my toes into the sand. “But
you’re right about one thing. He is a dick.” I give Lane a playful
grin and watch the light from the bonfire bounce off his features
as his jaw loosens and a tentative smile spreads across his
face.

From a distance, I hear Gregory’s
voice, and when I glance over my shoulder, he’s stumbling our
direction, obviously drunk and completely uninvited.

“Speak of the devil.” I roll my eyes
and that makes Lane smile bigger.

“The rest of the staff is over there,”
Gregory slurs, pointing to the tent where the cater waiters are
busy putting out more hors d'oeuvres. Lane ignores his snide
remark, never taking his eyes off of me.

“It was nice seeing you again, but I
gotta go,” Lane says and I’m immediately disappointed that he’s
leaving.

“Are you sure?” I look down at my feet
and try to garner enough nerve to ask him not to go. “Stay,” I say
so softly it comes out as more of a whisper when I look back up at
him.

He peers over his shoulder across the
small peninsula to the lighthouse then back at me. “I’m sorry I
can’t… I…I have to work.” He looks genuinely disappointed, and I
wonder if he knows I am too. “But hopefully I’ll see you around,
okay?” He gives me a smile that makes my knees go weak before
taking off down the beach. In the faint light coming off of the
fire, I see him glance back at me before he cuts across the sandy
peninsula and disappears into the shadows of tall sea
grass.

Wait. Didn’t he say he had to work?
Why is he going to the lighthouse? I can’t focus long on where Lane
went when I feel Gregory’s arms wrap around my waist from behind.
He nuzzles his face in my hair at the base of my neck, and his
breath smells like hard liquor and pot.

“Now that he’s gone, I have you all to
myself.”

I whip my body around and pull out of
his arms. “Gregory. Stop.” I scan the crowd for Andrew when Gregory
steps in front of me preventing my escape.

“You know we were good together,” he
slurs, his breath stinging my eyes. He leans forward and takes my
face in his hands, ready to kiss me, but I shove him away before he
can. How obvious do I need to be for him to stop his
advances?

“Gregory, I’m sorry, but I don’t like
you like that anymore.” I try to keep my voice low so no one can
hear. I want to be frank, not cruel. “I really need you to stop
flirting with me and acting like we’re still together. It’s
starting to make me uncomfortable. Can we please just agree to be
friends and leave it at that?” I ask as nice as possible, not
wanting to cause a scene. Gregory takes a small step backwards, his
smirk falling flat and I’m afraid I may have been too blunt. “I’m
sorry, Greg,” I start to say when he takes an unexpected step
forward, his shoulders thrown back and his eyes narrowed at me. I
take a step back cautiously.

“Who do you think you are?” He speaks
so slow and deliberate that I’m no longer afraid I’ve hurt his
feelings, now I’m just afraid. “I’m. Gregory. Chase.” He takes
another step forward. “Little Miss Perfect thinks she’s too good
for me? But you’ll slum it with some local loser. You’re such a
tease. Always have been, always will be,” he says, spitting the
insult at me.

I gasp at his biting words. I feel a
rush of adrenaline flood my body. If he intended to tear me down,
he failed. The only thing he’s accomplished is pissing me
off.

That’s it.

I’ll show him ‘little miss
perfect’.

I step forward, fury tightening every
muscle in my body, and this time he’s the one who takes a cautious
step backwards but not far enough as I pull my hand back and let it
fly, slapping Gregory Chase right across the face. Hard.

Fuming, I turn on my heels to leave,
but I’m abruptly stopped when he grabs me by my arm and swings me
around to face him. The look on his face replaces my bright red
anger with pitch black fear.

“You. Bitch.”

 



Chapter 7

 Lane

 


He’s not her boyfriend.

I shake my head to clear my mind
before I steal one last glance over my shoulder at her as I walk
away, but it’s on a loop, and it’s all I can think. He’s not her
boyfriend.

I shake my head again, this time to
snap myself out of it. There’s no way a girl like that would go for
a guy like me anyway. Would she? I shut my eyes and replay the way
she looked at me through her long dark lashes, softly asking me to
stay, causing my stomach to knot.

“He’s not her boyfriend,” I say out
loud at the door of the lighthouse. I pull my keys from my pocket
as the sounds of the party float through the otherwise quiet night,
and I feel a stupid grin spread across my face despite the rude
remarks I just got from that ass-hat Gregory. Seriously, when will
the ‘help’ jokes get old?

“Let go. You’re hurting me,” a girl
yelps from down the beach. I spin around and from the light coming
off the bonfire I can see Gregory’s hand is wrapped around Ashley’s
arm, and she’s wincing in pain.

Without a thought, I drop my keys to
the ground and take off running, reaching them in seconds. “Let her
go,” I yell. My fists ball tight, ready to make him if I have
to.

“Mind your own business, loser,”
Gregory snarls back as he jerks Ashley by the arm eliciting another
cry.

“Lane,” Ashley says, struggling
against his grip, fear on her face.

I lunge forward and grab Gregory’s
arm, yanking him away from her with a force that surprises even me.
“I said Let. Her. Go.”

Ashley falls to the ground when
Gregory releases his hold. I kneel down and brush the hair from her
face as she rubs her arm in pain.

“Are you okay?” I search for signs of
injury as adrenaline pounds in my veins.

“I’m fine. I promise,” she says, our
eyes locked with one another. “Thank you.”

“Come to save the damsel in distress,”
Gregory says in a patronizing tone, looking down his nose at me.
Convinced Ashley’s alright; I jump up and face him. He’s poised and
ready for a fight, and that makes two of us. “You do know the
peasant doesn’t get the girl, right? The prince does.”

I can’t stop the laugh that comes out
of me. “Are you serious right now?” Who does this guy think he is?
“Dude, when a girl is screaming to be let go, it’s a pretty good
indicator that she doesn’t want you, prince or not.”

I hear a light snickering from behind
me before I see that a small crowd has gathered around and is
watching us intently. I’m surprised they haven’t all started
chanting ‘fight’ by the way they look on like we’re simply the
entertainment for the evening.

I turn back to Gregory and out of the
corner of my eye I see Ashley talking to her brother, and he looks
pissed. Join the club.

“You know what? She can slum it all
she wants with you. She’s nothing but an uptight frigid tease
anyway. Good luck getting into her pants.” Gregory wears an
arrogant smirk, his arms crossed leisurely across his chest like
he’s just landed a fatal blow.

My vision goes red. He’s about to find
out exactly how a real blow feels. To the face.

I lunge at him, and we both go flying
to the ground. He gets a quick hit to my gut that I barely feel
before I pull back and punch him square in the nose so hard that
the onlookers gasp at the cracking sound it makes. With so much
adrenaline pumping through my veins, I’m not sure if it was his
face or my hand that made the sickening sound, but I don’t
care.

He spits saliva and blood at me after
getting to his feet. I move in for another blow, but he lands a
punch to my face, busting open my lip. The metallic taste of blood
fills my mouth, and it spurs me on.

“Is that all you got?” I prod, swiping
my thumb across my bloody lip. He can’t resist the taunt and comes
at me again. Wedged in-between his fingers, like a set of claws or
makeshift brass knuckles, I see the jagged teeth of car keys
sticking out and I easily evade his swing, sparing my face from
being shredded. Damn this guy fights dirty. I get two more swift
shots in, one to his ribs and the other to his jaw before he and I
are abruptly pulled away from one another.

Andrew holds me back for a second then
lets me go when I don’t resist. I dust the sand off then wipe my
lip on my sleeve, never taking my eyes off Gregory who’s being held
back as well.

A trickle of blood pours from his
crooked nose. It definitely looks broken from my vantage point, and
a large bruise is already forming on his jaw.

“Apologize to her. Now,” I
demand.

He jerks himself free from his
friend’s grip. “You just made the biggest mistake of your life,” he
says, laughing and spitting blood into the sand. “Big, big
mistake,” he threatens, before stalking off.

My breath is labored when I turn
around to face Andrew and Ashley, and I’m relieved they don’t look
mad that I’ve beat up their friend and ruined their party. Well,
Andrew looks mad, but not at me. He’s shooting daggers into Greg’s
retreating back.

“I’m so sorry,” I say. “I just…he was
hurting you,” I finish. It’s the only explanation I can give
because it’s the only one that’s true.

“No, don’t apologize,” she says. “I’m
the one who’s sorry. Are you okay?”

I take a quick assessment of myself
and conclude I’m fine. I open and close my fist to make sure it’s
not broken. It’s not, and now I’m certain the cracking noise I
heard when I clocked Gregory came from him and not me. That gives
me a little more joy than it probably should.

“I’m fine,” I say even though my lip
is throbbing. I wonder if I need stitches.

“Dude. That was so awesome,” Andrew
says, returning with a napkin filled with ice. “If I’d seen him
grab Ash I would have done the same thing.” He claps me on the
shoulder and gives Ashley a brotherly look. “Thanks,
man.”

I nod. Everyone is back around the
fire now that the show is over, and in all the commotion I had
completely forgot about work. I look over at the lighthouse and see
Rusty standing outside the door. “Oh crap. I have to go.” I give
Ashley one last look before taking off back down the beach without
so much as a goodbye. The last thing I need is losing another job
because of Gregory Chase.

“Lane, where have you been?” Rusty
asks. He drops his old fashion watch into his pocket and
sighs.

“I’m so sorry, Rus. I had a…friend…who
was in trouble.” He looks over my face carefully and then with the
attitude of an old man who’s been in his own fair share of fights
he grins.

“Well, I sure hope the other guy looks
worse than you do, son.” He hands me the keys I dropped and gives
me a hearty laugh as he shuffles by. “Kids,” he says, shaking his
head with a smile. “Goodnight, Lane.”

“Night, Rus.”

I shut the salt rusted door to the
light house behind me and attempt to take a deep breath, now that
my adrenaline has leveled out some, but it’s hard after the jab I
took to my side. I climb the narrow metal grate stairs, all one
hundred and forty five steps to the top slowly, wincing a little
while I do. I should have taken the ice from Andrew before I took
off. Stupid.

As I sit down at the small desk and
prop my feet up. I flinch in pain when I touch my swollen lip. The
blood has dried, and it’s tender to the touch, but I don’t think
I’ll need stitches.

The light house is quiet,
and I’m just about to get my heartbeat back to normal when I close
my eyes and hear Gregory’s threat ringing in my ears,
‘you just made the biggest mistake of your
life’. I try to clear my mind, but a
slight panic starts to rise in me. What if his threat isn’t an
empty one? What if he presses charges? The thought of being
arrested again and seeing the disappointment on my mom’s face for a
second time in two days slowly turns my worry into a complete and
total panic attack until I hear the door creak open below, echoing
through the empty stairwell.

“Lane? Are you up there?”

 



Chapter 8

 Ashley

 


I hear noise from high above me before
Lane comes half way down the spiral staircase and stops. He seems
surprised to see me.

“I hope it’s okay that I’m here.” He
answers my question with a smile, then winces when the cut on his
lip stretches too far.

“Hi,” he says, reaching up and
touching the angry looking injury.

His swollen lip is a cringe worthy
shade of purpley-black and his hair is more mussed than before, but
he still somehow manages to look gorgeous, and I can’t help myself
from staring. How is it possible he looks this good after getting
into a fight? Not a little scuffle either, a real fight with blood
and broken bones that he got in for me.

“Lane, I’m so sorry. I feel
terrible.”

“Nah, it’s just a few battle wounds.
No worries, they’ll heal.”

“Thought you might need this,” I say,
holding up the ice wrap Andrew made.

“Thanks,” he says but neither of us
moves. There’s a beat of awkward silence as we look at one another
until I take a tentative step forward, toward the first stair, and
raise my eye brows, silently asking for permission to come
up.

“Oh, yeah, sorry. Come up.”

“Ouch,” I say when I finally reach him
and can see the cut up close. It’s worse than I thought.

I lift the makeshift ice pack to his
face and gently place it against his lip. He closes his eyes and a
small groan escapes him that I assume is from the pain, but I hope
it’s from the relief the ice brings.

I can’t stop myself from letting my
eyes roam his face while his are shut. His strong jaw, clenched
tight, is covered with a day of stubble and his suntanned skin
looks soft to the touch.

A trickle of cold water runs down my
arm from the melting ice and causes me to pull the icepack away
from his face all of a sudden. His eyes fly open at my unexpected
movement, and it’s then that I realize how close we’re standing to
one another. I take a step backwards, to the step below, and hand
him the icepack. “Be careful it’s dripping,” I say lamely. “So… you
work here?”

He looks around at our surroundings
then runs his hand through his already messy hair.

“Uh, yeah… I actually took over for my
grandpa a few months ago.” He glances up the stairs and then back
down to me. “You wanna see the top?”

I nod and follow behind him as we
climb the rest of the way up. I glimpse off the side of the railing
and down the middle of the spiraling staircase when we reach the
top and regret it immediately.

“Whoa there,” Lane says as he reaches
out and grips my waist when I sway slightly. His hands graze the
small sliver of exposed skin between my jean shorts and tank top
and it’s making me even more lightheaded than the
height.

“I uh… didn’t realize how high up we
are.”

“It took a little getting used to for
me too. Just give yourself a few minutes, and try not to look
down.” Lane smiles but keeps his hands wrapped around my
hips.

“I think I’m good,” I say after a
minute, then chastise myself because he lets go of me.

I continue to hold the railing tight
as we take the final few steps to the top of the lighthouse. “What
do you mean you took over for your grandpa?” I ask, trying to busy
my mind, so I don’t focus on the height, or the way his hands felt
on my skin.

“Oh yeah,” he says like he’s
completely forgotten what we were talking about before my dizzy
spell. “I took over for him when his health started to go a few
months back. He used to work here a few nights a week, actually
asked my grandma to marry him here. I think working here made him
feel close to her after she passed, ya know?” I can hear the
sadness in his voice, and I understand how he feels considering
this is my first summer on the island without my
grandfather.

“Oh. I’m so sorry. Is he…” I let my
question fade off not knowing how to finish.

“No. No… he’s okay,” Lane assures me,
and I’m relieved. “Just couldn’t do the job anymore, so I took over
his shifts. It’s just a few nights a week, and it gave me plenty of
study time during the school year. And I don’t know, it’s kinda
nice up here. Peaceful.”

“That’s right, Andrew said you grew up
here,” I say as a bright light passes over my face making me
temporarily blind. When I open my eyes again, I quickly turn my
back away from the rotating light and face out the window, the
height forgotten.

“Wow,” I say breathlessly. “It’s so
beautiful.”

I turn slowly to follow the revolving
light as it illuminates everything it touches. The reflected flame
casts a wide sparkling beam of light over the ocean’s surface, not
just protecting ships in the night, but making the menacing black
water look magical instead.

“Yeah, it is,” Lane says
quietly.

I continue to follow the light as it
shines on the tiny town I’ve called home every summer for as long
as I can remember. It’s the first time I see the lighthouse for
what it truly is; a beacon calling people home, and that’s how I
feel right now, even standing next to someone who I hardly know. I
feel like I’m home, maybe for the first time ever, and it’s a weird
and wonderful feeling.

“I wanted to say thank you again,” I
whisper, turning back to face Lane. It seems wrong to talk in my
full voice, afraid it will somehow disrupt the beauty. Lane turns,
and I’m taken aback at how handsome he is even with the cuts and
bruises peppering his face.

“You’re welcome,” he says, rubbing the
back of his neck, his voice low.

“I really don’t know what has gotten
into Gregory lately. I’m so sorry.” I shake my head, embarrassed
Lane thought Gregory and I were a couple and even more embarrassed
by the things Gregory said about me in front of Lane.

“Don’t apologize for him. No girl
should be spoken to like that, or grabbed in that way. Ever.” The
fire in his eyes is so intense it makes my stomach
flutter.

“I slapped him, by the way.
Hard.”

The intensity in Lane’s eyes changes
from burning fury to amusement. “Really?”

“I did,” I say with a laugh even
though the events that followed were anything but funny. “Right
before he grabbed me, I slapped him so hard it left a welt on his
face.”

“Atta girl,” Lane says. “That guy
deserves a whole lot more than a slap by a pretty girl and an ass
kicking from me…but it’s a start.” He chuckles.

Pretty girl?

I feel my cheeks warm. Was Andrew
right? Is it possible Lane might like me? And was Gregory right
when he accused me of liking Lane?

He really is unlike any guy I’ve ever
met before. In the last day I’ve seen him show more character than
I’ve ever seen Gregory Chase or any of the other guys I know,
except for my brother, ever show. I’d come here with the excuse to
give Lane the ice pack, but deep down, I really just want to get to
know him more.

“Do you want to hang out?” I blurt out
before I can stop myself and I’m shocked by my own boldness. What
is this boy doing to me?

Lane looks around the small room then
walks over to an old wooden desk and chair that’s in the corner and
gestures for me to sit down. “Uh, yeah. Sure,” he says. “Sorry
there’s not much to do up here though. I usually just read or
listen to music.”

Oh. He thinks I mean right now. I
shake my head at myself. I’m so bad at this. I should change my
mind, so I don’t make a fool out of myself, but I don’t want too. I
really want to see him again.

“Ahh, no. Not now,” I say, taking a
deep breath because I’ve never done this before. “I mean…like
tomorrow… night?” I’m hopeful that he’ll understand what I’m
asking, and I won’t have to spell it out.

I’m quickly losing my nerve as he
stares at me, saying nothing. What if I’ve misconstrued everything
and he’s just a do-gooder who’s not at all interested in me? Before
I can change my mind, run down the stairs and never look back, his
voice breaks through the uncertain chatter in my mind.

“Oh.” His eyes widen minutely in
understanding. “No.”

“No?” I repeat, my voice cracking. Why
didn’t I run? My face is on fire, and there is no hiding my
embarrassment.

“No.” He shakes his head. “I mean,
yes. I would love to hang out, but no, I can’t tomorrow. I have to
work.” He shoves his hands in his pockets, looking momentarily shy
before nearly knocking me over with a lopsided smile. “How about
this weekend? I’m off on Saturday. We could have
dinner?”

My heart begins to slow down as the
butterflies in my stomach start to speed up. “Then it’s a
date?”

He flashes me a smile that makes me
feel dizzy all over again.

“It’s a date.”

 



Chapter 9

 Lane

 


“Settle down and come here,” Grandpa
says, getting out of his recliner. He’s been watching me with a
fair amount of amusement over the last hour while I’ve run around
the house getting ready for my date.

I glance in the mirror then throw my
hands in the air in frustration. I’m wearing my black work pants
and white button down shirt, but the only neck tie I own is the one
that completes the club uniform, which I refuse to wear on a date,
to the club no less. But even without the club’s tie on, I still
look like I’m about to wait tables, instead of going on a date with
Ashley Whitmore.

I follow Grandpa down the small
hallway, lined with years of pictures of my mom and me growing up
and into his bedroom. “Now, I know I’m just an old man, but I do
know a thing or two about how to dress for a date. I still think
you should wear a sports coat,” he says, opening his closet. “And
I’m not sure what ‘old school’ means, but you have to at least wear
a tie, no matter what ‘school’ you belong to.” He chuckles. He’s
sharper than he lets on some days.

“But…”

“Here.” He holds out a grey silk tie
with wide white diagonal stripes on it. It’s nice. I knot the tie
then check myself out in the full length mirror covering his
sliding closet door. The tie works, and I don’t look like a waiter.
Much.

I run my hands through my hair
nervously, messing up the style I just spent twenty minutes on. I
quickly fix it back into place and face Grandpa again. I’m as ready
as I’ll ever be.

“Well, how do I look?” I ask surprised
by how nervous I am.

“You look like you like this girl,” he
says knowingly and he’s right.

…

While on my way to meet
Ashley at the club, after a quick stop at the local florist shop to
pick up a bouquet of roses, I can’t help but laugh at myself. The
entire time Ashley and I were looking out at the town from the top
of the lighthouse I was trying to man up enough nerve to ask her
out. Car races, sure. Fist fights, no problem. Asking a girl out,
no, asking this girl out on a date, total wuss.

Even though Ashley
technically asked me out, I called ahead and made a reservation at the club for
dinner. Madison was happy to give me the best table in the house,
the corner one overlooking the water. I want to show Ashley I can
give her what she’s accustomed to.

I wipe my sweaty palms on my pants one
last time and try to act like I’m not stressing out when she pulls
up and gets out of her car.

She looks stunning. Her long dark hair
is pulled up in a high ponytail, and I can’t stop staring. I let my
eyes follow the curve of her neck down to the sparkly tank top
she’s wearing and then to the short black shorts she has on,
showcasing her long toned legs, the whole outfit topped off with a
pair of heels. High ones.

Damn.

“Hi,” she says, a beautiful smile
lighting up her sunburned cheeks. Or is it a blush? “Thanks for
meeting me here, my parents are hosting a dinner party tonight at
the house, it’s complete chaos.”

“No problem.” I nod pulling out the
bouquet of flowers and jutting them out at her like an
idiot.

“Thank you,” she says, delicately
taking in their scent.” They’re beautiful.”

I stand there staring at her like a
fool. Those flowers have nothing on her.

“Well…should we?” Her voice jolts me
from my thoughts. She starts to walk around to the passenger side
of my car before I stop her.

“Um… I actually got us a reservation…
here,” I say.” If that’s okay?” I add quickly.

She glances at the
entrance of the club and then back to me. “Oh. Of course. That was
so thoughtful of you,” she says sweetly, but I wonder if it’s the
truth. I hadn’t actually considered she might not want to be seen
with me at her country club until this very second. Gregory may not be the
only one to accuse her of ‘slumming it’ because of me.

“We can go somewhere else,” I offer as
my mind races for a restaurant that’s nice enough to take her to,
but one I wouldn’t need a reservation at on such short
notice.

“No, Lane, this is great.” The smile
she gives me calms my nerves until I walk into the lobby of the
club as a guest and not for work.

Mr. Billings sees us from across the
lobby and quickly makes his way over to greet Ashley. He turns his
attention to me next and speaks under his breath, “Lane, I don’t
have you on the schedule tonight, and you’re a little over dressed
for dish washing.”

Dish washing? You’ve got to be kidding
me. I obviously didn’t think this decision to bring Ashley to the
club for a date thoroughly through. “Sir,” I whisper back, trying
to keep my voice so quiet Ashley won’t hear, “I’m on a
date.”

Mr. Billings straightens up and looks
at Ashley who is politely ignoring us, but I can tell she’s heard
the entire exchange by the way she keeps staring at her feet, like
they’re the most interesting things she’s ever seen. Inside I’m
dying. I widen my eyes at Mr. Billings begging silently for a life
preserver.

He clears his throat and gives me a
knowing nod, “Mr. McCarthy, sir, Miss Whitmore, right this way.” He
gestures with a wide sweep of his arm toward the dining room
entrance. I wonder as we walk if Mr. Billings is trying to help me
out by treating me like a member, or if he’s covering his butt
after insinuating a member’s date should get to the back and wash
dishes. Either way I’m relieved when Madison shows us to a table
tucked into the corner of the dining room with an amazing view of
the harbor.

“This is really nice,” Ashley offers
once we’re seated and looking over our menus. I know she’s been
here before, and this is probably not all that special of a
restaurant to her, but I appreciate her acting like it is. It makes
me feel like I’m not failing completely. Yet.

A new waiter, one I’ve never met
before, which I’m thankful for because I don’t feel like getting
razzed in front of Ashley by one of my friends, takes our orders
then returns promptly with our salads.

I look down at the multiple sets of
forks, knifes and spoons in front of me and realize I have no idea
which utensil is for which course, even though I’ve set these
tables a million times. I’ve never actually eaten at this nice of a
restaurant or paid any attention to which utensil the Stays use.
Crap. I steal a quick glance at Ashley’s place setting while she’s
telling me about growing up in Hartford and luckily I’m able to
deduce which fork she’s chosen to use.

Crisis averted.

We fall into comfortable conversation
during dinner, never experiencing any awkward first date silences.
She’s easy to be myself around, and I like to listen to her talk.
She’s smart and funny, and when she laughs it makes me want to say
something funny again so that I can keep hearing it. What is this
girl doing to me?

“And how was everything this evening?”
our waiter asks, his eyes lingering on Ashley, and I suddenly
understand why Gregory yelled at me.

“It was great, thanks,” I say, pulling
his attention back to me.

“Very good, sir.” He nods, discreetly
placing the bill next to me and walking away.

I stop myself from making a choking
sound when I open the thin black leather folder and see a hundred
and twelve dollar bill for dinner tucked inside. I’ve worked here
for three summers so I shouldn’t be surprised by the total, but I
am. I clearly miscalculated when I got cash out of my savings
earlier today.

Shit.

I do a quick calculation in my head
and realize I have a little less than a hundred bucks left on me
after buying Ashley flowers and filling up my tank. My heart starts
to pound, but I try to keep my face expressionless while my mind
scrambles with a way to pay for dinner.

I give her a quick smile as a plan
develops. “Will you excuse me? It seems I left my wallet in the
car,” I say to her nonchalantly, even though on the inside I’m
freaking out.

“Of course,” she says, glancing at the
check then back up to me. “But—”

“I’ll be right back.” I give her my
most confident smile before casually walking out of the restaurant
and then out the front door. The fresh air hits me like a welcome
drink of water in the desert, and I’m able to take a few deep
breaths to calm myself down.

My plan will work. I hope. Otherwise
I’m gonna have to beg Mr. Billings to take it out of my
paycheck.

“Vic?” I call out into the mostly
empty room but don’t see him anywhere.

“Vic’s gone for the night,” Pete says
from a table in the back of the garage where he has his feet
propped up and is reading a magazine. “A little over dress for
detailing, don’t ya think?” He smirks.

Funny. Haven’t heard that one
before.

“Dude, Pete, can you do me a huge
favor?” Technically he still owes me one. “I’m on a date right now,
and I don’t have enough cash to pay the bill.”

“Who’s the lucky lady?” he says,
wagging his eyebrows up and down exaggeratedly.

“Ashley Whitmore.”

He drops his feet from the table with
a loud thud. “Whoa.”

“Exactly.” I tap my foot frantically
on the concrete floor. “So?”

“Oh yeah, sure, bud.” He pulls out his
wallet and hands me twenty five bucks. “It’s all I got on me,
man.”

“No, it’s great. Thank you so much,
I’ll pay you back tomorrow,” I say before running out of the
garage. It won’t be a huge tip, but at least it’ll cover the
bill.

I jog up the stone path
back toward the clubhouse, cash in hand, and come to an abrupt stop
when I see Ashley standing outside clutching her purse and flowers
as she scans the parking lot. Why is she outside? I haven’t been
gone that long,
have I?

I straighten my tie and quickly walk
the rest of the way up the path, hoping I’m not
sweating.

“Is everything okay?” I
ask.

“Everything is fine.” She smiles.
“Ready?” she asks, wrapping what looks like a thin black scarf
around her bare arms.

“Okay. Sure. Let me just run in and
take care of the bill real quick,” I say and head for the front
door.

She reaches out and grabs my hand as I
walk by stopping me. “I took care of it already.”

“But—” I start to say before she cuts
me off.

“Lane, I asked you out, remember?” she
says softly. She looks down at our entwined hands and then back up
into my eyes. “It’s my treat.”

She took care of it? Her
treat?

I’m pretty confident she
must know, or at least suspect I couldn’t cover the bill and that’s
why she paid for dinner and not because she technically asked me
out.

“Uh, thanks,” I say, letting go of her
hand and feeling like a complete fool standing there with a wad of
crumpled bills in one hand and my pride figuratively crumpled on
the ground.

Great. First. Date.

 



Chapter 10

 Ashley

 


I glance at the clock on my car’s
dashboard after pulling out of the club’s parking lot and head down
the coast towards home. I switch off the music, too flustered to
concentrate. I can’t believe it’s only eight and our date is
already over, and worse, I can’t stop over analyzing what went
wrong. Did I do something? Say something? I’m at a loss.

I’d thought it was going so well,
except for the small hiccup when we first arrived. But I’m pretty
sure Lane didn’t realize I overheard Mr. Billings insinuate he was
over dressed for washing dishes. Thankfully.

Otherwise, the evening had
been great. Our table had a beautiful view of the boats in the
harbor, dotting the dark water with the warm light of their berths.
But I hardly paid them any attention, too caught up in staring at
Lane. He was wearing a gorgeous tie that brought out the gray in
his crystal blue eyes and his hair was perfectly messy in that
stylish I just fell out of bed
kind of way. And our conversation had been
effortless. I found myself laughing easier and more often than
usual, and Lane seemed to be having as nice a time.

As first dates go, it was wonderful.
Or at least I’d thought so, until the end.

I’m not sure what transpired in such a
short amount of time, but when I met Lane outside after taking care
of the bill, since I’d technically asked him out, everything that
had felt so easy all night felt awkward and forced. Lane eventually
thanked me for dinner before walking me to my car and giving me a
handshake goodnight. A handshake? I didn’t know what else to do
than to leave, quickly.

“Great first date, Ash,” I say out
loud, chastising myself for blowing it, but still not sure what had
exactly gone so wrong. Maybe I’ll never know. I doubt Lane will be
calling me again.

A car horn breaks me from my thoughts.
I glance in my rear-view mirror and see Lane flashing his
headlights at me. Did I forget something? Like a pat on the
back?

I pull into the beach’s parking lot
and unroll my window as Lane pulls his car into the spot next to
mine. He jumps out of his car, not bothering to use the actual
door, and I can’t help but swoon a little. He looks so effortlessly
cool.

“Is everything okay?” I ask, wondering
why he’s flagged me down.

“No, everything is not okay,” he says,
opening my car door.

“What’s wrong?”

He takes my hand in his, a shy smile
playing on his lips. “What’s wrong is that I don’t want our date to
be over.”

I take a deep breath returning his
smile and reveling in the feel of his hand wrapped around mine. “Me
either.”

“I’m so sorry for before, I
just…well…I just wanted to take you on a great date, but I think I
failed.” Lane tightens his hands around mine and takes a step
forward leaving only a small distance between our bodies.
“Bad.”

“No, it was great. I’m sorry if I did
something…” I want to look down, worried he’ll confirm somehow I
ruined the date, but I can’t break away from his gaze.

“No, no, you didn’t do anything wrong.
The club was nice…but to tell you the truth that’s not really me.”
Lane shrugs and lets out a shaky laugh. “I’m more of a hamburger
and milkshake kind of guy, but if you’ll give me another chance,
I’d like to take you out again.”

I can’t help but laugh. A burger and
milkshake was exactly the kind of date I’d expected and actually
hoped for. “I’d really like that,” I say, excited for another
chance to spend time with him.

Lane rubs his thumb across the back of
my hand, wearing a smile on his face that reaches all the way to
his eyes. “How’s now work for you?”

I nod happily. “Now is
good.”

“One thing though.” He looks down at
my heels and lets his eyes linger on my legs before looking back up
at me. “You might want to change shoes.”

“I have some sandals in my
trunk.”

Reluctantly, I let go of Lane’s hand
to grab the pair of shoes from the back of my car when a cool
breeze blows off the ocean, causing me to shiver.

“You got a jacket in there too?” Lane
asks as I pull off my heels and swap them with much more
comfortable footwear.

“I don’t, but I’m fine,” I say and
then as if to contradict myself my skin explodes with goose
bumps.

Lane laughs then walks to his car and
pulls out the light blue zip up hooded sweatshirt he was wearing on
the bluffs from his back seat. He holds it open so I can stick my
arms in and when I do his intoxicating smell surrounds me. Sea
salt, sunshine and boy.

“Better?” he asks, stepping in front
of me again and rubbing his hands up and down my now covered arms
to help warm me up.

“Perfect.”

Lane’s hands stop moving but stay
wrapped around my arms, and the way he’s looking at me makes
another shiver go through my body.

“So, where are we going?”

“Now that’s a surprise,” he says with
a wink before he takes off his tie and tosses it in the back seat
of his car. He untucks his crisp white dress shirt then undoes the
first few buttons revealing a baby blue tee shirt underneath that
matches his eyes. After rolling up his sleeves he instantly looks
more relaxed, and so hot I bite my lip.

He opens the passenger side door and
helps me in before making his way around to the driver’s side and
leaping in with a wink. I’m not sure if he’s trying to kill me, or
impress me, but either way, he’s doing a fine job at
both.

“One last thing.” He leans forward and
cups my face in his hands with a playful grin on his face. I suck
in a breath as my heart hammers in my chest. Is he going to kiss
me? I let my eyes flutter closed when I feel his breath touch my
skin. His soft lips press against my cheek and linger for a moment
before he pulls away.

“What was that for?” I ask
quietly.

“For giving me a do-over,” he says
with a boyish smile.

Yep. He’s trying to kill
me.

…

Oaks Bluff is only a short drive down
the beach, but I haven’t been to this part of the island in years.
Lane pulls into a parking spot on the boardwalk and quickly gets
out, this time using his actual door, before opening
mine.

“Thank you,” I say as I step out. Lane
reaches down and tucks a stray hair behind my ear that fell loose
during the windy drive, causing goose bumps to spread up my arms
and down my legs.

“Still cold?”

“No.” I smile.

“Are you hungry?” he asks, and I’m
embarrassed to admit I am since we just had dinner, but like most
fine restaurants, the food at the club is served in ridiculously
small portions.

“Starving,” I confess when my stomach
growls as if on cue. This brings a huge smile to Lane’s
face.

“Good,” he says, taking my hand in his
and leading me up the boardwalk to a small hot dog cart. “Me,
too.”

“Lane, my man,” the vendor tending the
hotdog stand says as we approach.

“Hey, Larry. Two dogs and two cokes
please.” He pulls out his wallet and looks down at me smiling. “My
treat.”

“Thank you,” I say, grateful that
whatever had made the end of our earlier date so awkward was
clearly gone now. I slip my hand into his and lace our fingers
together, feeling comfortable with Lane like I’ve never felt on a
first date before, or I guess a second date to be precise, and I
like the way it feels.

We sit down in a small gazebo just off
the boardwalk that overlooks the water and devour our hot dogs and
sodas.

“That was amazing,” I say taking
another sip from my drink. “I haven’t had a hot dog and coke in
years.”

“Really?” Lane asks, looking at me
like I’m an alien. I shrug. It’s embarrassing but true.

“Really. The last time I had one we
were visiting New York City and our nanny took Andrew and me to
Chelsea pier for the day.”

“Wow. I eat them at least once a week
in the summer.”

“Is that how the hot dog vendor knows
you?”

Lane laughs. “No, I actually grew up
down the street. I kinda know everyone who lives around here.” Oh.
Of course.

“That must be nice. I’m not even sure
my neighbors know my name, unless they voted for my
dad.”

“Yeah, most of the time.” He shrugs,
shaking the ice in his cup around and around.

“What do you mean?”

“No. It’s great. It’s just everyone
knows everyone’s business.” He gives me a tight laugh, peering over
his shoulder and looking uncomfortable.

“I know what you mean.” I give him a
sympathetic smile because I know how it feels to live under a
microscope.

“Hey, how about dessert?” he says,
changing the subject. “There’s an ice-cream parlor just up the way
that’s amazing.”

“Absolutely.” I smile.

We walk further down the boardwalk to
an old-fashioned soda shop that looks like it is right out of the
1950s. A bell rings as we go inside and the smell of fresh baked
waffle cones wafts through the air and makes my mouth water. A cute
girl behind the counter wearing a pink and white uniform with a
matching hat gives Lane a wave.

“Hey, Lane, I heard you were on a
date,” she teases.

I look up at Lane feeling my cheeks
flush.

“Hi, Megan. Let me guess, Larry was
just here?” Lane says, rolling his eyes.

“Yep.” She pops her gum. “Heard about
the bluffs too. Tough break.”

Lane finches as he glances down at me.
“See what I mean?” I do. And I thought gossip traveled fast at the
club.

Lane places his hand on the small of
my back, making my stomach flutter as he orders us two double scoop
waffle cones; mine covered with sprinkles and Lane’s with chopped
nuts.

“It’s on the house,” the girl offers
before waving us goodbye. “Have fun you two.”

“You weren’t kidding, everyone really
does know everything,” I say when we step outside. Lane reaches
over and wraps his hand around mine again, making me feel warm all
over despite the cool breeze coming off the ocean.

“You have no idea.”

We walk down the boardwalk hand in
hand, our arms swinging between us, as we eat our ice-cream. I
blush every time I catch Lane staring at me and giggle every time
he catches me sneaking a glance at him. Both of us with silly grins
on our faces.

As we turn the corner, at the edge of
the boardwalk, right in front of us is a perfectly preserved turn
of the century carousel.

I gasp at its beauty. How have I never
been here before? Although, a community carousel is the last place
that my parents would ever think to bring us. A ride on a schooner
is more their speed.

The carousel is covered in small
bulbous lights that cast a warm glow over the richly colored horses
each with a different face and intricate carvings on their saddles.
The sounds of children and parents laughing intertwine with the
carnival style music coming from the ride and I can’t stop myself
from hopping up and down on the tips of my toes like a child. Lane
chuckles.

“Come on,” he says, gripping my hand
tightly as we watch the ornate horses spin around and around and up
and down until he points at a big brass ring when it spins by. “If
you can grab the ring the ride’s free.” He gives me a smile and
like a couple of kids we run along the side of the carousel until
we both grab onto the ring and hoist ourselves up and onto the
ride, laughing and out of breath.

I move to a stationary white horse
wearing a deep red saddle and without saying a word Lane lifts me
up, in one swift motion, and sets me down so I’m face to face with
him riding sidesaddle. He grips the horse’s gold post with one
hand, and I can’t help but admire his sinewy arms, lean and
strong.

“You are so beautiful,” he says,
looking into my eyes as he brushes his thumb against my cheek with
his other hand. His sincerity takes my breath away.

I wrap my arms around his neck drawing
him closer until he’s standing between my legs. His soft smile
fades into a smolder as he leans forward, his eyes never leaving
mine, causing my breath to hitch with the anticipation of his lips
on mine.

I close my eyes as he closes the short
distance between us achingly slow. My heart skips a beat when I
finally feel the warmth of his lips press against mine. He tastes
like ice cream and smells like summertime, and I suddenly wonder if
the swirling I feel is from the ride or from his kiss.

He pulls away slightly before wrapping
his hand around the base of my neck and pulling me into his lips
again, making me certain of one thing.

I’m swirling, and it’s definitely from
his kisses.

 



Chapter 11

 Lane

 


“Goodnight,” I say quietly, reluctant
to get off the phone, but it’s a necessary evil if I want to
function at work tomorrow.

“Night,” Ashley whispers back, sending
a chill up my spine, but neither of us hangs up.

I roll onto my back, readjust my lumpy
pillow, and stare at the living room ceiling. I listen to her
breathe until it becomes quiet and even. “Sweet dreams,” I murmur
before drifting off to sleep as well.

“Rise and shine,” Mom says in my ear,
waking me from what feels like barely an hour of sleep. I glance at
my phone and see I’m not too far off. Three hours. Ouch.

I rub my eyes then begrudgingly sit
up. “Morning.” I yawn.

“Up late? Again?” A knowing grin
spreads across her face. “Whoever she is, I want to meet her.” And
suddenly I’m wide awake.

“What?” I say, playing
dumb.

“Don’t what me, mister.” She wags her
finger like she’s laying down the law, but she’s smiling too big to
be taken seriously. “Grandpa told me you were practically floating
when you got home from your date last weekend. Her name’s Ashley,
right?”

I nod, running my hands
through my hair. Of course I want
to introduce Ashley to my family. I’m only
hesitant because Mom doesn’t know Ashley’s a Stay. Considering the
way my father, or sperm donor is more like it, and his family
treated her, she’s always been a little standoffish of the summer
residents. And the last thing I want her to think is that this is
just some summer fling for Ashley because I think it’s becoming
more than that. For both of us.

“How about you bring her over tonight
for dinner?”

“Can’t. I’m pulling a double at the
club tonight, what about tomorrow?” I pick up my phone. “But I’ll
have to call and make sure she’s free,” I say even though I know
she is. We already made plans to go to the movies, but I don’t want
her to feel obligated to have dinner with my family if she doesn’t
want to.

“Hi,” Ashley says when she answers,
and I can hear the smile in her voice. “Did you get enough sleep?”
I smile at her concern for me even though she obviously got just as
little sleep as I did.

I nod even though she can’t see me and
then cut right to the chase. “Okay, you can say no if you want, I
promise.”

“Okaaaaay.”

“So, my mom wants to have you over for
dinner tomorrow, but if you don’t want to I totally understand. I
mean, I know how much you were looking forward to the movies and
all, so we can do dinner another time,” I ramble. “Whatever you
want to do.”

Ashley giggles. “Lane, I thought it
was going to be something bad. Of course I’d love to come over for
dinner.” Suddenly all my nervousness is gone, and I’m not exactly
sure why I was nervous in the first place. My mother is going to
love her because I’m finding it hard not to as well.

“I’m working tomorrow until six. Do
you want me to pick you up when I’m done?”

“I actually have a tennis lesson, so
I’ll just meet you at the club afterwards.”

“Can’t wait. See ya tomorrow,” I say,
wishing I could see her sooner.

“Have a great day,” she says before
hanging up and leaving me to my day full of dishes.

…

Work goes by in a flash, and I wonder
if Ashley spent as much of her day thinking about me as I did about
her. It’s almost midnight when I finish the last of the dishes in
preparation for tomorrow night’s silent auction.

“Adios, Lane, see ya mañana,” Mario
says as we walk out the staff entrance and into the almost empty
parking lot.

Thankfully I’m working the garage
tomorrow and not the auction; it’s always a madhouse on special
event nights in the kitchen.

“See ya, man,” I say before I feel a
pair of tiny hands wrap around my head and cover my
eyes.

“Guess who?”

I can smell Ashley’s cotton candy body
spritz wafting off her warm skin, and her voice is like musical
notes to my ears, but I’ll play along.

“Hmmm,” I say, covering her hands with
mine then gliding them down past her wrists and across her thin
forearms, causing her skin to explode in goosebumps. “I think I’m
gonna need another clue.” I slowly turn around, so she’s still
covering my eyes and run my hands down the length of her torso to
her waist, pulling her into me until we’re flush with one another.
“Nope, still not sure,” I tease. “Maybe I need just one more little
clue.” I lean down and kiss the side of her neck, letting my lips
linger and causing her to drop her hands from my eyes.

“Hi,” she whispers, smiling up at me
when I finally pull myself away from kissing her soft skin. Which
is no easy feat.

“This is a surprise. I didn’t think
I’d get to see you until tomorrow.”

“I couldn’t stay away. I hope you
don’t mind?”

“Of course I don’t mind.” I glance at
my watch. “How long do I have you for?”

“As long as you want.” She smiles and
bats her lashes.

Man this girl has my number. How about
forever?

“Really, no curfew?” I ask
skeptically, considering I’ve had her home by midnight all week
long.

“My parents were exhausted after
sailing all day, so Andrew and I grabbed a late dinner here and
then I told him I’d get a ride home with you.” Ashley bites her
lip. “So, technically my parents didn’t say when I needed to be
home…” she trails off.

Ahhh, a loop hole. No
arguments here. “Well, I won’t keep you out too long. I wouldn’t want you
getting in trouble because of me,” I say with a wink.

“Oh, I think I might already be in
trouble when it comes to you,” she says, giving me a flirty smile
that makes me hotter under the collar than the humid night
air.

“Come on, you,” I say, taking her by
the hand and leading her down the stone path to the pool. The cool
water will be a welcome relief against the late night
heat.

“Lane, are we even allowed to be in
here right now?” she asks, looking over her shoulder at the main
club house and then back to me.

“There’s practically no one left in
side except the janitorial crew. We’re fine. And you’re a member,
so you have every right to be here if you want.”

“Yeah, during the day.” She looks
nervous. “And we don’t even have bathing suits.”

I untuck my shirt then peel it off
over my head and let it drop to the ground. “No, you’re right. We
should go,” I say, starting to unbutton my pants as Ashley’s eyes
go wide.

She glances around the darkness then
slowly shakes her head. “What in the world has gotten into me?” she
says under her breath, but I think it’s a rhetorical question so I
don’t answer except to smile.

She slips off the wide straps of her
form fitting dress, then wiggles it down until it pools at her
feet. She crosses her arms self-consciously around her waist and
pulls at the bottom of the cute little purple boy shorts she’s
wearing, matching bra included.

She looks so innocent and sexy at the
same time I have to tear my eyes away so I don’t make her
uncomfortable, although she’s wearing more than most girls do at
the beach. But she’s not like most girls.

“Come on,” I say, taking her hand and
running with her to the edge of the pool then jumping in cannonball
style. We both break through the surface of the water
laughing.

“Wow, this feels so nice,” she says,
treading water.

I wrap my arms around her waist and
move us from the deep end to the middle where I can stand. Ashley
surprises me by wrapping her legs around my torso and it feels
completely natural to have her so close.

“Yeah it does,” I say, taking her in.
The way the moonlight makes her green eyes look even brighter and
how the water glistens off her suntanned skin, flawless, except for
a small oval scar on the side of her arm.

I brush my thumb across it.” What
happened?”

“Oh, that.” She looks at the scar. “I
dropped my flat iron, burned myself pretty bad.”

I lean down and kiss the pink skin.
“But your hair’s already straight,” I say.

She looks slightly uncomfortable as
she runs her palm over her drenched hair. “It’s not actually
straight. It’s naturally curly.”

“Why do you always wear it straight?’
I ask. “I bet it’s pretty all curly.”

She shrugs and I sense she feels self
conscious. Girls.

“Okay, so you have naturally curly
hair, what else?” I say, spinning us around in a circle making the
water ripple out.

“What do you mean?”

“Tell me something else I don’t know
about you.” Like…if you’re as crazy about me as I am about you. I
shrug casually. “It doesn’t have to be your deepest darkest secret
or anything, just something I don’t know yet.”

I see her wheels turning, and when she
makes eye contact with me again, I’m surprised to find her looking
slightly shy. “Um…well…I wish I was a dancer,” she says
quietly.

I wrap my arms tighter around her
waist. “But, you said you’ve been doing ballet for years.” I smile
because I’ve imagined her in those little skirts and leotards. A
few times.

“No, I mean…I wish I could dance,
professionally.” She looks at the water, clearly unsure of
herself.

“Why can’t you?” I ask. She’s been
dancing for over ten years; she has to be good, probably
great.

She lets out a tight laugh. “Right,
like I could ever tell my parents that I’d rather go to a dance
conservatory than Yale. And that I want to dance contemporary and
not ballet. They would never allow it. Anyway, it’s just a silly
dream since I’ve actually never danced in that style, in front of
anyone before.”

“Dance for me.”

“What? No…no…I can’t.” She shakes her
head as her whole body stiffens. “Anyway, it’s my turn, tell me
something I don’t know about you,” she says, trying to change the
subject.

“Dance for me,” I ask again, this time
in a whisper, brushing my thumb across her cheek.

She shuts her eyes and leans into my
touch. “Lane, I can’t.”

“What are you worried
about?”

“It won’t be perfect,” she admits,
opening her eyes and looking truly vulnerable for the first
time.

Watching her, so unsure of
herself, I wish she could see herself through my eyes. To me,
she is perfect.
“Baby, if it’s something you love to do,” I lean in and give her a
small kiss, “I want to see it, regardless if it’s perfect or
not.”

“I can’t,” Ashley says, unwrapping her
legs from around my waist and swimming to the edge of the
pool.

I swim to her side and rest my arms
along the pebbly lip of the pool, my chin propped up on my hands.
“I bet you can, and I bet you’re amazing. Will you? For me?” In her
eyes, I see the war she’s fighting with herself. “Okay, how about
we make it a real wager?” I offer.

“Haven’t you had enough betting?” she
asks and she’s probably right, but I want to know everything there
is to know about her and I feel like watching her dance might just
be the door to her soul.

“Different stakes, different rewards.”
I shrug smiling, and I can see her armor break when she finally
smiles back.

She lets out a deep sigh. “What’s the
wager?”

“I’ll show you mine, if you show me
yours.”

“Lane!” Ashley says, splashing water
at me, and even in the dark I can see her blushing.

I laugh, shaking the water droplets
from my face. “That’s not what I meant…exactly. You show me
something that scares you, and I’ll show you something that scares
me,” I proposition, wrapping my arms around Ashley’s
body.

“So? You in?”

 



Chapter 12

 Ashley

 


Am I in?

My eyes lock with Lane’s as I search
my heart for the answer. I want to say yes, I want to show him
every part of me. Maybe for the first time in my entire life.
Perfect or not.

I nod my head slowly, still unsure,
but willing to take the chance. Or ‘roll the dice’ as Andrew would
say.

“Yes?” Lane asks, and I can see the
excitement in his eyes.

“Yes, I’ll dance. For you.” The moment
I say the words out loud all of my doubts and fears slam back into
me. What if I’m not good enough?

As if Lane can sense I want to
backtrack, he cups my face in his hands and kisses me so soundly
all my worries fall away. I don’t want to hide myself from him. I
want to be silly and unrestrained with him. Hopeful and romantic,
scared and vulnerable. Me. I just want to be me with
him.

“Wait, where am I supposed
to dance? And I have no music. And Lane…I’m in my underwear,” I
whisper like it’s a secret. Maybe I should rethink this.

Lane lets out a deep laugh, then lifts
himself from the pool. He reaches back and plucks me out of the
water with ease and pulls me into his chest.

“Baby, you can dance wherever you feel
comfortable,” he says, kissing my forehead. He let’s go of me and
picks up his pants from the ground and starts to dig in the
pockets. He fishes out his phone and begins to scroll through his
playlists. “See, music.” He waves the phone at me. “And I’ve seen
those dance shows on TV, and you’re wearing way more than some of
the contestants I’ve seen wear before,” Lane points out as I glance
down at my matching bra and panties. “But baby, if you don’t want
to, you don’t have to.” Lane tips my chin up so our eyes meet, and
I can tell how sincere he is. There’s no pressure. “You know, I
could probably come up with something else we could do if you
really don’t want to dance.” Lane winks, making me laugh. I bet he
could. So could I.

I shake my head no. “I want to…dance
for you.”

I can feel my heart race as I walk to
the edge of the stone patio, lined with lounge chairs, to a grassy
area just beyond it. Lane presses play and the soft tinkling of
piano chords drifts in the air. I close my eyes, take a deep breath
and let my body move.

I envision myself as nothing but a
tiny bird, gliding in the wind, diving into the mist coming off the
early morning ocean waves, then flying throughout the day, twisting
and turning, and swooping and sailing until finally sweeping across
the night sky at soaring heights. Free.

I hesitate opening my eyes when the
music stops as my chest rises and falls. I’m no longer free like a
bird, but grounded with apprehension. My eyes flutter open, for
just a moment, then close again when Lane takes me in his arms, and
kisses me with so much passion my skin feels like August. I’m left
panting when he eventually murmurs against my lips. “You are
breathtaking.”

“Ashley? Ashley Whitmore, is that
you?” A shrill voice calls my name. I tense. I’d know that voice
anywhere. Hailey’s mom, Kiki Newhall, the biggest gossip at the
club.

Lane keeps his arms tight around my
body covering me, but Mrs. Newhall looks positively
scandalized.

“Hello, Mrs. Newhall.
Kiki,” I say, trying to remain calm. It’s not all
that late, and from this
distance I’m sure it looks like I’m wearing bikini, nothing
salacious here. Although, if she just saw me and Lane
kissing…well…that was hot.

“What are you kids doing out here so
late?” she asks, lifting up on her toes, I imagine to get a better
look at Lane.

“Just went for a night swim, it was
hot today. Don’t you agree?” I ask lightly, like I’ve done nothing
wrong.

“Well, yes, I guess you’re
right, it was quite stifling. However, I spent most of my day inside preparing for the
auction.” The auction, of course. Kiki, as she insists all the kids
call her, I think to make her feel young, heads up the silent
auction every year; I just hope the auction isn’t the only thing
that stays silent. But the odds are not in my favor.

“Yes, Mother is looking forward to
it,” I offer politely. “Well, it was nice to see you.
Goodnight.”

She clears her throat. “Nice to see
you too, Ashley. Please let your mother know I look forward to
seeing her tomorrow.” Great.

Lane keeps me folded in his arms until
we no longer hear her high heels clicking against the pavement. He
scoops up our clothes and takes my hand. I’m in a fit of giggles by
the time we reach his car.

“I cannot believe we just got caught,”
I say, trying to catch my breath.

“By a woman named Kiki.” He
laughs.

I slip my dress over my head as Lane
throws on his pants. “Do you think she saw us kissing?” I ask as he
puts back on his shirt and I already miss his abs. “Even worse, do
you think she knows I was in my underwear?”

Lane opens the car door for me. “Nah,
I think it was too dark to tell it wasn’t a bathing
suit.”

“Let’s hope so, for my
sake.”

I can still feel the tingling left
behind on my lips from Lane’s kiss as he rests his arm over the
back of my seat, wearing a comfortable smile on his face. We pull
out of the parking lot and onto the road that runs along the
coastline, and I feel free like a bird again. Free from the weight
of expectations and responsibility, able to fly as the wind whips
my hair in all directions. Happy.

I let the feeling bubble up in me
until I can no longer contain it. I raise my arms into the night
air and let out a small squeal as he drives us down the beach road.
Lane laughs, and then, before I can get embarrassed by my behavior,
throws his head back and yells into the quiet night.

When we get home, Lane parks
underneath the branches of the weeping willow tree just outside my
house and it feels like we’re in our own little world. Hidden away
from everyone and everything except the fireflies, who glow and
twinkle all around us.

“You really are breathtaking,” Lane
says so softly it’s almost a whisper before brushing a curl from my
face and tucking it behind my ear. He plays with the ends of my
hair, running his thumb around the spirals of my natural curls, and
for the first time I think they’re beautiful. “Thank you for
dancing for me tonight.”

I want to tell him thank you back, for
upping the ante and pushing me to be…me. Instead, I lean in and
kiss him. Tomorrow I’ll be prim and proper again, but tonight I
want to be as wild as my hair.

My lips are swollen, and I’m panting
when we finally pull apart. Every inch of me is buzzing with
desire, his pull on me like a riptide. “I wish I didn’t have to
go,” I say, glancing at the time.

Lane sighs, running both hands through
his hair. “You have no idea.”

I think I do.

“If it gets any later it’ll be hard to
explain what I’ve been up to if my parents wake up and catch me.
And I think Andrew’s even home already.”

“Are you
sure you have
to go?” Lane says, leaning in and capturing my
lips one more time. Oh, he’s good.

I let him bury his hands deep in my
hair until I’m about to let the cards fall where they may and never
go home again.

“I…I have to…” I say, my resolve
weakening by the second as Lane kisses down my neck.

“Alright, if you must,” Lane finally
says when I unball my fists, letting go of his shirt.

“I must.” Reluctantly, I give him a
peck goodnight then reach for the door handle but stop short when I
remember I’m forgetting something. “Wait. I almost
forgot.”

“What is it, baby?” Lane asks, looking
around the car for my forgotten item.

“Our wager…if I showed you mine, you’d
show me yours. Something that scares you.” I say. “A bet’s a
bet.”

Lane pauses. His smile fades into
something more serious, still content and happy, but there’s an
intensity in the way he’s looking at me now. He takes my hand in
his and brushes his thumb across my skin before placing it against
his chest, letting me feel his heart beat beneath my palm. It’s
pounding, and it makes my pulse race too. His eyes never waver from
mine, and I’m desperate to know him, to know what it means when
he’s looking at me like he is.

“What scares you, Lane?” I breathe in
the small space between us.

“How fast I’m falling in love with
you.”

 



Chapter 13

 Lane

 


“Hey, you,” Ashley says, crossing the
parking lot in a cute little yellow dress. Her hair is stick
straight, and I’m secretly disappointed it’s not down and curly
like it was last night. It was so beautiful. I’m also disappointed
she’s not still wearing her tennis skirt. I mentally slap myself
and my one-track mind, but Ashley isn’t making it very easy on
me.

I wrap my arms around her tiny frame
and kiss her hello. I’m weirdly nervous and not because Ashley’s
about to meet my family for the first time, but because we haven’t
actually spoken since I told her I was falling in love with her
last night. I hope I didn’t freak her out.

“You look amazing,” I say, opening the
car door and helping her in.

“You’re not so bad yourself.” She
winks when I hop in the car, and I wonder if I’m not the only one
with a one-track mind around here, by the way she’s staring at
me.

I reach over and put my hand on her
tanned knee, my fingers grazing the edge of her skirt, causing
Ashley’s cheeks to flush soft pink. “We better get outta here
before I change my mind and take you to that dark theater and not
let you watch a minute of that movie.”

“You know that’s not a half bad idea,”
Ashley says before kissing my cheek. “But I’m actually looking
forward to meeting your family, so we should probably put this,”
she kisses my lips, “on hold until after dinner.”

I shake my head to clear it. Damn.
This girl is turning me inside out.

“If you insist,” I say, whipping out
of the parking lot and heading up the coast. “Are you nervous?” I
ask as we drive, my hand still resting on her knee.

She fidgets with her hair and then her
dress before looking at me with a tentative smile. “A little. Is
that silly?”

“Nah, but you have nothing to be
nervous about. They’re gonna love you.” I hope. I’m not at all
worried about Grandpa liking Ashley, but Mom might be another
story.

I pull into my neighborhood, or the
Campground as it’s known to both locals and Stays, and enjoy the
look of surprise on Ashley’s face.

“You live here?” she says, her eyes
wide and sparkling. “It’s so… magical.”

Each small house looks like a colorful
gingerbread cottage right out of a fairytale. It’s hard to see it
as anything but home, since I’ve lived here for so long, but even I
have to admit during the light festival it really does look
cool.

I drive extra slow so Ashley can take
in each front porch decked out with paper lanterns, hanging in all
different shapes and sizes, glowing in the early summer
evening.

“It’s pretty quiet here during the
year since only a few of the cottages have year round residents,
but during the summer the neighborhood has a real vacation
feel.”

“I absolutely love it,” she says,
smiling from ear to ear. “My grandfather brought Andrew and me up
here once to see the lights, and I still remember thinking it was
something out of a dream.”

“Well, home sweet home,” I say,
pulling up to my house. Ashley gets out of the car and straightens
her sundress. “You ready?” I ask. She nods, not seeming nervous at
all as we walk hand in hand through the front door.

“Well, well, well,”
Grandpa says, getting up from his recliner. “This must be
the Ashley our Lane here
can’t stop talking about.” He shuffles across the small living room
and takes Ashley’s extended hand in his. “I sure can see why he’s
so head over heels.”

“Subtle, Grandpa,” I say
sarcastically, making both him and Ashley laugh. While it may not
have been subtle, it certainly did break the ice.

“Hi, Mr. McCarthy,” Ashley says
politely. “It’s so nice to finally meet you.”

“You too, my dear, but please feel
free to call me Grandpa Frank. All the kids do.”

Ashley smiles up at me and then back
at my grandpa. “Well then, it’s very nice to finally meet you,
Grandpa Frank.”

“Sweet this one,” he says to me while
patting the back of Ashley’s hand and it’s obvious she has him won
over.

Irene pokes her head around the corner
from the kitchen and waves us in. “You kids come on in, dinner’s
almost ready. Your mama’s just pulling it out of the
oven.”

“That’s Irene, Grandpa’s nurse,” I
tell Ashley as we walk into the kitchen, Grandpa close behind
us.

“It’s nice to meet you, Miss Ashley,”
Irene nods, wiping her hands on a kitchen cloth.

“You too,” Ashley says, seeming right
at home standing in the middle of my crowded kitchen.

My mom sets a casserole dish in the
center of the table covered with tinfoil before untying her red and
white apron and tossing it over the end of her chair.

There’s just a beat of silence before
I remember my manners.

“Oh. Mom, this is Ashley Whitmore,” I
say, looking down at the girl on my arm and feeling proud she’s
somehow mine. “Ashley, this is my mom.”

“Hello, Ms. McCarthy. It’s nice to
meet you,” Ashley says, giving mom a handshake. “Thank you so much
for having me over for dinner.”

“Well, it’s very nice to meet you too
Ashley, and you’re very welcome. Please call me Jody.” There’s a
brief moment of silence while we all five stand smiling at one
another before a bell on the stove rings. Perfect timing. “So,
who’s hungry?”

Grandpa pulls out a chair for my mom.
“For your famous meatloaf? You betcha.”

“I hope you like meatloaf,” I whisper
to Ashley when we’re seated. I can’t believe I’d never thought to
ask if it was something she even ate. Stupid.

“It smells amazing, Jody. Meatloaf is
one of my favorites,” Ashley says before giving my leg a squeeze
under the table. Okay. I get it. I can chill out.

“So, Ashley, how did you and Lane
meet? Mom scoops a heap of mash potatoes on her plate then passes
the bowl to Grandpa. “Did you all go to school
together?”

“No, ma’am, we actually met at the
club.”

“Oh, that’s right. Lane said you had a
tennis lesson earlier. You must be very good. How long have you
been teaching?” Mom asks casually, making me choke on my green
beans.

Irene slaps my back a few
times while I cough. “No, Ma, Ashley had a tennis lesson at the
club.”

Slow understanding registers across
Mom’s face and this is exactly what I was afraid of. “Oh,” is all
she says before taking a long sip of water and exchanging a look
with Grandpa. Great.

I struggle for something, anything to
fill the silence, when I’m saved by my girl.

“Has Lane mentioned we’ll be going to
school together in the fall?” Ashley asks, without skipping a beat,
addressing the whole table.

“Another Yalie, huh?” Grandpa says,
his pride clearly evident.

“Yes, sir, my brother too. He and Lane
have bonded over their mutual love of cars.”

“You don’t say? Well, won’t that be
nice to already have made some friends once you get to school.”
Grandpa looks at me, but I think he’s speaking to Mom more than
anything.

“Yes, that will be nice,” Mom agrees.
I can tell she’s still surprised Ashley’s a Stay, but I think the
shock has worn off. In retrospect, I probably should have told her
ahead of time.

The rest of the conversation over
dinner flows easily. It feels like Ashley has always sat in the
seat to my right, like that’s where she belongs. Mom did flinch
subtlety when Ashley said she was from Connecticut, just like my
father had been, but by the time dinner had finished and Ashley
volunteered to help mom with the dishes, I could tell my mom was
warming up to her. A little.

…

“Well, it’s getting late, I better get
Ashley home before my shift at the lighthouse,” I say, standing up
from the couch and stretching.

“Oh, sweetie, I have some leftovers
for you to take in case you get hungry later,” Mom says. She pulls
on my sleeve, and I take the hint and follow her into the
kitchen.

“You know I usually just take a
protein bar.” I eye her.

“I know, I just wanted a second to
talk to you.” She crosses her arms. “I really wish you would have
warned me.”

“I’m sorry, Ma. I wanted you to get to
know Ashley before assuming she’s just like the rest of
’em.”

Mom glances out into the living room
where Ashley is hugging Irene and then Grandpa goodbye. “She is a
lovely girl, Lane… I just don’t want you to get your heart broken
if this ends up being nothing but a summer fling for her.” I nod,
understanding where she’s coming from. “I’m only trying to look out
for you, kiddo, because I love you.”

“I know you are, and I love you too,
Ma.” I give her a hug then toss my arm over her shoulder. “Don’t
worry.”

“Thank you so much, Jody, for having
me over,” Ashley says when we walk back into the living
room.

Mom gives Ashley a hug goodbye.
“You’re very welcome, come on over anytime.”

I smile. “Thanks, Mom,” I say, and I
know she knows what I mean.

“Well?” Ashley asks when we’re back in
the car and have pulled out of my driveway, but the smile on her
face tells me she already knows the answer.

“You know you’re like a pro,
right?”

“With parents? Years of practice and
an entire summer of etiquette classes.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I wish.”

“Well, they loved you,” I say,
reaching over and brushing my thumb across her cheek, the word
rolling off my tongue with ease.

“I loved them too,” she says, leaning
into my hand.

The light from the passing lanterns
bounces off Ashley’s face, and I feel a knot twist in my stomach
thinking about her with my family and how easy she was around them.
As if it’s possible, I think tonight’s made me fall even harder for
her than I already have.

I stop right before the turn out onto
the main road and gently pull Ashley towards me, my hands on each
side of her face. I kiss her long and soft. It’s the only way I can
tell her how I’m feeling without using the three words I want to
use.

When we part, her eyes are as
unfocused as my mind, swirling with unsaid feelings.

“Baby, about last night…” I begin,
feeling my nerves return full force. I have to make sure I didn’t
say too much, that I didn’t scare her, but she stops me by putting
her finger to my lips.

“You’re not the only one falling
fast.”

We stare into one another’s eyes
without saying a word until a quick honk sounds from behind
us.

“I think they mean us,” she says with
a soft laugh, and just like that, all my worries are
gone.

 



Chapter 14

 Ashley

 


I can’t sleep.

The bright red numbers of my bedside
clock read two eighteen in the morning and I’ve been tossing and
turning for hours thinking about Lane and our mutual confessions.
We’re falling in love.

I throw off the covers that feel like
burlap against my skin compared to Lane’s touch and peer out my
bedroom window. The circling beam of light from the lighthouse is
calling me. I have to see him.

This isn’t the first time
I’ve decided to listen to my heart and not my head when it comes to
Lane, and I’m sure it will not be the last, but this
is the first time I’ve
ever snuck out.

I tiptoe up the stairs and freeze when
the top step creaks, echoing throughout the quiet house. I hold my
breath, afraid if that doesn’t wake them, my hammering heart surely
will. I take a few shallow breaths listening for movement coming
from their room, and I am relieved to hear nothing but the ocean
waves crashing outside. Whew.

I sneak back down the stairs, this
time without making a sound and flush the toilet in my bathroom to
conceal the noise of the sliding glass door opening and closing.
Andrew taught me this trick years ago, but I never needed it until
tonight.

I shut the sliding glass door behind
me and with a quick look over my shoulder to ensure the upstairs
windows are still dark, I run full speed ahead onto the beach and
down the peninsula toward the lighthouse.

I feel exhilarated running across the
dark beach, the cold sand under my bare feet while my white eyelet
nightgown blows in the warm night breeze.

When I reach the light house I’m
slightly out of breath. It dawns on me as I knock on the locked
door I could have texted Lane before coming so I wouldn’t be
standing in the pitch black night in nothing but a
nightgown.

The lock clicks loudly before the door
scrapes open just enough for Lane to peek out. His eyes widen in
surprise when he sees me. He swings the door open, reaches out, and
wraps his hand around my waist pulling me inside.

He shuts and locks the door behind us
then gently pushes my back against the cool metal. He leans his
entire body into mine as his warm breath washes over my skin
causing me to shiver. “Am I dreaming?”

I lift my arms around his neck and
pull him so close that his hips press against me when I rise up on
my toes to meet his lips. “Hi,” I whisper.

“Hi yourself,” he murmurs against my
mouth then kisses me so deep it leaves me breathless by the time he
pulls away. “To what do I owe this surprise?”

“I couldn’t sleep,” I say, looking up
at him through my lashes because I know it drives him crazy. “I
hope it’s okay?” He licks his lips and the look in his eyes tells
me it’s more than okay.

“I was actually just thinking about
you, and now I have the real thing,” Lane says, taking my hand and
leading me up the stairs. I’m surprised to see a blanket laid out
on the floor when we get into the warm cozy room at the top. Two
small pillows are propped up against the wall and Lane’s iPod sits
on top of a few scattered car magazines.

“We’re not allowed to sleep while
working, but we keep some blankets and pillows in the storage room
down stairs. Sitting in that chair,” Lane gestures to the small
wooden chair next to the desk, “gets old. Fast.” And as if to prove
his point, he twists back and forth cracking the vertebrae in his
back.

“Ouch,” I offer as Lane sits down on
the blanket.

“I’m better now that you’re here.” He
winks before taking my hand and gently pulling me down on the
blanket too. Smooth.

“So… you were just thinking about me,
huh?” I ask, raising my eyebrows in jest.

“Baby, I’m always thinking about you,”
he answers without an ounce of teasing in his voice. His honesty
makes me melt like honey as I lay my head on his chest, wrap my
arms around his stomach and breathe in a sigh of contentment. This
is exactly where I want to be.

Lane wraps his arms around me and
kisses the top of my head. “So, how long can you stay?” he asks,
pulling a blanket over us, warming me instantly.

“I snuck out, so I guess as late as I
want, or until it gets light out.”

“Well, well, well,” Lane clucks. “I
sure hope you don’t get caught. I have a feeling this sudden change
in behavior, might just be attributed to me,” he says jokingly, but
it’s true. I am changing.

We lay quietly staring out the large
glass windows at the twinkling stars. “Make a wish,” I say when a
shooting star streaks across the sky.

“Already came true,” Lane whispers,
running his fingers down my exposed arm.

I prop my head on his shoulder, so
we’re face to face, and smile. “Mine too.”

“Baby, thank you again for coming over
and having dinner with my family earlier. It meant a lot to me and
them.” He looks into my eyes, and I can feel how much it really did
mean to him, and it makes me smile.

“I loved meeting them too. Your mom
and Irene are so nice, and Grandpa Frank is a riot. Being around
your grandpa tonight made me miss my grandfather so much, they are
a lot alike actually,” I say, my heart clinching that I’ll never
get to introduce Lane to him. “He passed earlier this year. I think
you would have liked him, and he would have liked you
too.”

“Yeah?” Lane says, adjusting so we’re
lying down and my chin is now resting on his chest.

“Yeah.” I close my eyes and think
about him. “All my favorite memories are from spending the summers
here with him. He loved this island so much. He lived south of town
overlooking Nantucket, and when I was really little, maybe six or
seven, we would sail out and around the island, and he would always
let me steer. Called me Captain Whitmore and followed all my
orders, even when I made him wear a princess crown,” I say,
remembering it like it was yesterday.

“Then when we would get home he’d read
to me ‘The Twelve Dancing Princesses’, my favorite fairy tale, and
I would act out all the dances as he read aloud until I was so
sleepy that I would crawl into his lap and fall asleep. It’s
actually the reason I started to dance,” I say, smiling that I’m
able to share these memories with Lane.

“Will you dance at school?”

I shake my head. “It’s hard to imagine
not dancing anymore since I’ve been doing it so long,” I say. “But
my parents only let me do ballet because it would look good on my
college applications as an extracurricular. Otherwise they think
it’s a waste of time.” I shrug. “That’s why I never even broached
the subject of applying to conservatories instead of conventional
colleges. There’s no way my parents would even entertain the idea,
especially if I wanted to change from classical ballet to something
as uncouth as contemporary.”

“But you were incredible.” Lane runs
his hand through my hair causing goose bumps to spread across my
skin. “Maybe you can take some classes at Yale? I’m sure they offer
something. The course catalogue is huge.”

“Not likely. My parents already picked
all my courses for the fall. They wanted to make sure that I didn’t
get side tracked with any ‘unnecessary classes that didn’t meet
their standards.’ Their words, not mine,” I scoff.

“Seriously?”

“Completely.”

“Well, you won’t mind if I’m not in a
rush to meet the folks will you?”

“Why do you think I haven’t broached
the subject yet?” I say with a smile, nudging him in the stomach.
Lane laughs then pokes my side just above my hip where I’m most
ticklish. My laughing only eggs him on more, until I can hardly
breathe.

“Please. I. Can’t. Breathe.” I beg
between fits of giggles. When he finally stops his relentless
assault I’m able to take a few deep breaths before I try and tickle
him back.

“Oh, no, you don’t.” He moves with
lighting fast reflexes, grabbing my hands and pulling me on top of
him. Which is not such a bad place to be.

Our laughter completely dies as my
body presses firmly against his.

He reaches up and pushes my hair from
my face. His fingers brush down my cheeks until he cups my face in
his hands. I close my eyes and let him guide me closer, our lips
finding each other easily.

My hands travel down the length of his
chest and abdomen before I reach back up and rake them through his
hair. The movement of my body against his elicits a quiet moan,
making my stomach coil. I get lost in his touch as he trails his
lips down my neck. His hands roam the curves of my body, up my
spine and into my hair while I greedily pull myself against him
again and again until our breaths are labored.

“I think. We need. To slow down,” I
hear him say between the kisses he’s leaving across my collar bone
and down my shoulder, the thin white strap of my nightgown slipping
off. “Or… I’m not sure I’ll be able to.”

He’s right.

I stop moving, and we both take a few
much needed breaths as we press our foreheads together. I think he
can read my mind because I’m not sure I would have been able to
stop either. It takes another minute before I push my body off of
his so that I’m curled against his side, my head resting on his
chest again.

I listen as his heart, and my
breathing both eventually go back to normal, but the sensation on
my skin where his hands and lips touched still tingles.

“That. Was…” I smile against his chest
because I know exactly what he means even though he doesn’t finish
his sentence.

“You can say that again.”

“Wow.” He’s still a little breathless,
and it makes me giggle.

I lay in his arms until I feel myself
starting to drift off. I rub my eyes to stay awake and find Lane
looking at me with a content smile on his face while faint streaks
of orange and pink light up the early dawn sky.

“I have to go,” I say reluctantly,
wishing I could stay in his arms all night long.

Lane places a finger under my chin and
lifts my head up to meet his, looking deep into my eyes. His kiss
leaves me speechless in its sincerity. No more words are necessary
tonight anyway. He unwraps his arms from around my body, and I
immediately hate the rising sun, blaming it for the loss of his
touch.

I blow Lane a kiss before running
across the peninsula, through the tall sea grass, and onto the
beach in front of my house. I steal a quick glance back at the
lighthouse and take a deep breath, biting my lip at the thought of
us wrapped around one another. A perfect night.

“Ashley Elizabeth Whitmore.” I whip my
head around at the sound of my name being growled from the deck
above me. “Get yourself inside this house right now,” my father
says, holding a steaming cup of coffee in his hand, his knuckles
bone-white and anger written all over his face.

An almost perfect night.

 



Chapter 15

 Lane

 


As I drive, I squint from the glare of
the rising sun bouncing off the water. I’m thankful my shift at the
club doesn’t start until six tonight. Pulling a night shift at the
lighthouse and then a day shift at the club is brutal.

I fully plan on sleeping the day away
and if I’m lucky I’ll dream about the way Ashley felt in my arms.
Just thinking about her in that tiny white nightgown, her shoulders
bare and tan, and her hair falling all around me is driving me
crazy. It got pretty hot and heavy pretty fast and even though
everything in me was screaming to keep going, I knew we needed to
cool off. Stupid conscience.

I shake my head, trying my best to
think about baseball or something else less exciting, but it’s
almost impossible to get her out of my mind.

I pull into the gravel space beside
the house so I can come in through the side door and not wake
anyone. I want to fall onto the couch and get some serious zzz’s.
Working three jobs and then filling any and every possible free
minute I have with Ashley is wearing me out, but I’m not
complaining. I’d work five jobs and give up sleep altogether if it
means I get to keep spending time with Ashley now and in the fall
at school.

I toss my keys in the air and catch
them while I walk to the door when my phone buzzes with a text
message. Who would be texting me at six in the morning? Please
don’t be Mr. Billings. I don’t think I can manage pulling another
double on no sleep. I’m surprised to see it’s from Ashley. Maybe
she can’t stop thinking about us too. I open the text while
unlocking the door. I stop abruptly, leaving the keys dangling in
the lock.

911

This can’t be good. I hit the A on my
keypad to speed dial Ashley then pace the gravel waiting for her to
pick up.

“Lane,” she says, but I can barely
hear her she’s talking so quietly, her voice muffled.

“Is everything okay?” I ask before I
hear her sniffle. Is she crying? “Baby, what’s wrong?” The knot in
my stomach twists with worry. Did I do something?

“I got caught sneaking out. Well, in
actuality I got caught sneaking back in.” She sniffles again. “My
parents are so mad. They’ve been yelling at me for over an
hour.”

I run my hands through my hair taking
a huge sigh of relief. “You scared me half to death.”

“I’m sorry… I’ve just never really
been in trouble before…” she says slightly embarrassed.

“Well? How bad is it?” I try not to
let the smile on my face show in my voice, but I can’t help it. It
doesn’t surprise me she’s never really been in trouble before;
she’s kinda perfect that way.

“I don’t know yet, but they threatened
to not let me see you anymore.” Her voice cracks like she’s on the
verge of tears again. “They said they heard that I’ve been running
around town acting like a girl from the wrong side of the tracks.
Can you believe that? I bet Kiki Newhall said something to them. I
swear they’re convinced you’re some kind of delinquent who’s going
to ruin my life.” I can hear the anger building in her every word.
“They don’t even know you.”

I lean back against the side of my
car, the knot in my stomach doubling with a mix of anger and worry.
This is exactly what Mom has always warned me about. The summer
stays don’t care how hard you work or what you’ve accomplished, if
you’re a local, you’re a nobody.

I run my hands down my face to try to
calm down. They don’t know me and when they do they’ll see I’m not
some delinquent. I hope.

“Baby, don’t worry,” I say, trying to
sound self assured, but knowing her parents may never accept me—no
matter what. Maybe the 911 text wasn’t all that uncalled for. This
is beginning to feel like an emergency.

I don’t want to lose Ashley because of
a stupid rumor or preconceived notion about locals her parents
might have. I can’t. I need them to see, for themselves, how much I
care for Ashley and that I’m far from being a delinquent. I mean,
I’m going to Yale after all, they’ll have to at least give me some
credit. Right?

“I should meet them,” I offer. “They
just need to get to know me. See how much you mean to me. See I’m
going places,” I say confidently.

“Well that’s good, because they’re
insisting on meeting you. I’m so worried they’re going to be
awful.”

“It’s going to be fine, I promise,” I
say, trying to reassure her and myself at the same time. “I have to
work tonight, but I have tomorrow night off.”

“Okay.” Ashley sniffles, but sounds
less upset now. “I’ll let them know. I better get off the phone,
I’m grounded until otherwise notified by my father.”

“Don’t worry, baby, I’ll see you
tomorrow,” I say before hanging up the phone and shoving it back in
my pocket.

Great.

I rub my eyes, exhausted and hoping
I’ll be able to sleep at all now that I know I have to meet
Ashley’s parents. I have a feeling it’s not going to be as easy as
it was when she met mine. But it’s imperative I get them to see I’m
good for Ashley, and I have a bright future ahead of me. I just
hope that’s not easier said than done.

I’m able to sleep, but it’s restless,
to say the least. I toss and turn on the couch for hours before the
noise of the house and the worry about tomorrow wakes me
up.

I stumble into the kitchen, tired and
stressed.

“Oh, my boy, you look terrible. Why
don’t you go back to sleep in my room for a little while,” Grandpa
offers, eyeing me as I slump into a chair at the kitchen
table.

“Thanks, Grandpa… but there’s no
hope.”

“Uh-oh. Girl problems?” Grandpa asks,
sliding me a cup of coffee across the table.

“You could say that.”

I move through the rest of the day
like a zombie, but luckily for me, the night is so busy at the club
I barely have time to breathe, let alone worry about anything
besides the matter at hand. Dishes and lots of them.

Ashley calls right as I’m getting off
of my shift and just seeing her name lit up on the screen of my
phone makes the tension in my shoulders release. This has got to be
a good sign, right?

“Hi, baby.”

“Hi,” she says back and I can tell
she’s smiling, but something in her voice sounds just a little
off.

“Is everything okay?”

“I wanted to let you know dinner will
be at six sharp tomorrow night. Will that work?” Her tone is
formal, so I assume her parents are in the room or monitoring the
call. My hope that the anger over her sneaking out had passed,
which would definitely make tomorrow go a whole lot smoother, is
out the window.

“Uh, yeah, six will be fine,” I say
even though I want to say so much more. I want to talk all night,
despite my sleep deprivation, until we can’t keep our eyes open one
more second, but I know I have to let her go. Hopefully not for
long if I can do anything about it.

…

“Up and at 'em sleepy head,” Irene
says, waking me from a deep sleep.

I peel my eyes open and squint up at
her smiling face.

“Morning.” I sit up and run my hands
over my face and through my hair, allowing myself another second to
fully wake up.

“Breakfast is on the table and getting
cold,” she says, walking back to the kitchen.

The smell of bacon wafting through the
house makes my mouth water. “Irene, you didn’t have to do that.” I
follow her into the kitchen and take a seat at the
table.

“I know I didn’t.” She winks. “Mr.
Frank and I are headed out for the day and your mama is at work, so
eat up and enjoy the peace and quiet.”

I pop a crispy piece of bacon in my
mouth and give Irene a huge grin. “Mmmmm,” I hum, drowning my stack
of pancakes in maple syrup. “Thanks again, Irene,” I mumble with my
mouth full.

She shakes her head at me all the way
out the front door, making me laugh. I reach for the sticky carafe
again. There can never be enough syrup.

On the table, underneath my napkin, is
a letter addressed to me, return address Yale.

Yes.

I hope it’s the work study info I’ve
been waiting on. Best case scenario I’m working with the athletic
department; worst case, the dining hall. I think I’ve served enough
food in my life. But whichever one, as long as it helps pay the
tuition, I’m good.

I carefully tear open the envelope and
pull out the piece of paper. I unfold it one handed while I cut a
huge piece of pancake and shove it in my mouth with my other,
scanning the letter while I chew.

Simultaneously the room begins to spin
uncontrollably as my heart speeds up to what feels like a dangerous
level of beating, and my eye sight starts to blur.

A thin layer of sweat covers my entire
body as I drop the letter to the table. I shove backwards in my
chair, causing a scraping sound on the linoleum floor that makes
the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and I run to the
bathroom as quickly as I can.

Falling to my knees, I
wrap my arms around the cold toilet and throw up the entire
contents of my stomach while the words character, standards, behavior, scholarship
and rescinded
all slam against my skull like a sledge hammer
causing me to dry heave. Repeatedly.

All my hard work in the
shitter.

 



Chapter 16

 Ashley

 


I can’t stop pacing the foyer waiting
for Lane to arrive. It’s been barely twenty four hours since I’ve
seen him, but it feels much longer considering I’ve spent most of
those hours in my room, staying away from my parents the best I
can.

The strike of our grandfather clock
startles me. It’s six on the dot. “Please be on time, please be on
time,” I whisper to myself as the sound of the clock chimes again
and again. My parents are sticklers for punctuality and tonight
will be difficult enough if they’re not already annoyed if Lane is
late. I hear the faint sound of a car door shut followed by a soft
knock at the door. I take a deep breath of relief. Right on
time.

My heart picks up speed, and I wonder
if Lane is more nervous for dinner with my parents than I am, but
it’s doubtful. I pull open the door and my question is answered.
Lane is definitely more nervous. His face is pale and lifeless, and
there’s no light in his eyes, they’re flat and full of
worry.

I reach out and take his hand. “Hi,” I
say, pulling him through the doorway and giving him a soft smile.
His smile back is weak and empty. Wow. He really is
nervous.

I want to say something, anything,
that will make this less nerve-wracking for him, but I don’t want
to mislead him that this dinner is going to be anything other than
an inquisition. Luckily, for him it won’t last forever. Two hours
tops and he’ll be able to escape, unlike me, who is grounded for
the unforeseeable future.

I lean in to give him a small kiss
before walking into the living room for the formal introductions to
my parents, but he pulls away looking anxious. “Baby, I need to
talk to you.”

I place my hand against Lane’s cheek
hoping it will help calm him, even if only a fraction. “About how
much you don’t want to be here? I can tell.” I smile to show him
he’s not alone. “This isn’t going to be fun for either of us, but
you look like you’re about to go in front of a firing squad,” I
say, trying to break the tension. “They’re going to love you, just
as soon as they get to know you.” More than anything I hope that’s
true.

“No, it’s not just that. I…uh…well, I
just found out I’m not going to be able to go to—”

“So, you must be Lane,” my father
says, his booming voice interrupting Lane.

Lane’s face becomes a whole shade
whiter than it already was as he attempts to put on a confident
smile, but all I can see is trepidation and fear pouring off of
him.

“Uh…yes, sir. I mean… hello, sir. It’s
nice to meet you.” Lane reaches out to shake my dad’s hand and I
can see it tremble slightly.

“Yes, well, I would have rather met
you under circumstances that did not involve my teenage daughter
waltzing in at sunrise,” my father says bluntly, leaving Lane’s
hand hanging in midair. “I do hope that’s not typical behavior we
can expect from you?” he asks, leveling Lane with his stare. “That
is, if we allow you and Ashley to see each other again.”

That didn’t take long.

I take Lane’s hand and give it a
squeeze. We’re in this together. My father’s eyes dart to our
joined hands and his jaw tightens.

This is going to be one long
night.

“Come in and meet my mother,” I say.
It’s the only thing I can think to do before the tension gets any
thicker. I pull Lane past my father and down the hallway to the
living room mouthing the words, ‘I’m so sorry.’ He gives me a blank
stare back.

This is not good.

My mother stands from her chair when
we enter the room and gives Lane a once over without an ounce of
subtlety, and I can already see her comparing him to
Gregory.

“Mother, this is Lane. Lane, this is
my mother, Evelyn.”

“Mrs. Whitmore, please,” my mother
says. I have to stop myself from choking on how starkly opposite
she is from Lane’s mother. I didn’t miss the fact that Lane’s mom
took time warming up to me, especially after learning I was here
summering with my family, but my mom is being downright
frosty.

“Mrs. Whitmore, it’s nice to meet you.
You have a lovely home, thank you for having me over,” Lane says
politely, but slightly robotic.

My mother scrutinizes him from head to
toe. He’s wearing the same outfit he wore on our first date minus
the tie, which looks a lot like the club uniform. This is not lost
on my mother.

‘Did you just come from work?” she
asks, and by the way she spits the word, you’d have thought work
was a different kind of four letter word.

Lane looks down at his outfit,
embarrassment on his face. “No, ma’am,” he says, releasing my hand
and fiddling with his white shirt even though it’s fine. He looks
handsome and is dressed no different than Andrew would be when
meeting a girl’s parents, except for possibly wearing a dress coat.
Nice casual.

Nervous chatter bubbles up in my
throat. “Lane also works at the lighthouse,” I say to alleviate the
momentary silence that has filled the room and to highlight Lane’s
work ethic.

“Yes, Ashley we are well aware that he
works at the lighthouse considering that is where you were
traipsing home from yesterday morning,” my father says, crossing
the room.

Oops.

He pours himself and my mother a glass
of wine before motioning us to sit down. My legs feel like jello
from all my pacing, so I’m happy to oblige.

“So, Lane,” my father says, still
standing when he speaks, causing us both to crane our neck, “tell
us a little about you.”

“Uh, well, sir,” Lane stammers. “I
grew up here on the island, in Oaks Bluff, and I…uh…well you
already know I work at the club and the lighthouse,” he finishes
abruptly, seeming unsure what to say next while wringing his
hands.

“And your family? What does your
father do?”

Lane’s eyes settle on his feet. “Uh,
my dad…isn’t really around.”

“Oh,” my father says like he’s not at
all surprised by this admission and maybe even a bit smug that all
of his assumptions are seemingly spot on in his mind.

“Lane lives with his mom and grandpa,
and he’s great,” I say. “He owns the McCarthy Fish Co.
downtown.”

“Well, my mom actually owns and runs
it now because my grandpa has some health issues,” Lane clarifies
for my parents. “But…yeah my grandpa started it over 30 years ago.
He’s one of the island’s biggest employers.”

“Well it sounds like your grandfather
is quite the accomplished business man,” she sips her wine, seeming
to choose her words carefully, “for a small town. And do you plan
on going into the fishing trade as well?” my mother asks, walking
to my father’s side. Both of them still standing, looming above us,
intimidating and formal.

“Actually, Mother, Lane is attending
Yale in the fall, just like I am,” I say curtly.

I look at Lane expecting to see him
right his spine with confidence at his achievements, but all I see
is shallow pallor. He looks positively green.

“I uh…have been accepted to Yale in
the fall, ma’am,” Lane says, staring at his feet again and I wonder
why he seems so uncomfortable. This is his golden ticket, so to
speak, to win over my parents. Yale is not only my father’s alma
mater, but also my grandfather’s and his father’s before him, all
Yale men. If anything is going to impress my parents into accepting
Lane, it’s this.

“Well, that is something,” my father
says slightly less judgmental.

It’s about time.

“Thank you, sir.” Lane says,
swallowing hard.

I sense his mouth must be as dry as
mine now that I’m able to finally take a breath; I think the worst
is past. “Do you want some water?”

Lane pulls at his shirt collar like
it’s suddenly too small. “That would be great. Thank you,” he
answers but there’s something in the way his eyes look that seems
sad. And scared.

I smile to reassure him he’s doing
great before getting up.

I feel a brief moment of relief away
from my parent’s judgmental eyes as I watch the ice crack and rise
in the glass of water, then immediately feel bad for leaving Lane
all alone. I take a small sip to wet my mouth before walking back
into the lion’s den.

“So, do you plan on rushing one of the
fraternities or any of the other social clubs?” my father asks Lane
when I walk back into the room. “You know Andrew is a Wolf Head, it
might do you some good to get to know him.”

“Actually, Daddy, Lane and Andrew are
already friends. That’s how Lane and I met.”

My father’s eye brows arch in surprise
and then settle into what looks like approval. “Is that right?” he
says, sitting down on the sofa, crossing his leg casually. The
tension in my shoulders vanishes. I knew Yale, and apparently my
brother, would be the way into my parent’s good graces.

“Andrew and Gregory were just saying
how Lane is Wolf material,” I add. Well, Andrew said so, but Greg
was there. So, close enough.

“That is fantastic,” my father says,
smiling.

Mirroring my father, I smile too. It’s
starting to go better than I’d expected.

“You know, Andrew’s going to be
President this year, so you’re a shoe in if he thinks you have what
it takes.”

“Well, sir. I…um…” Lane starts to say,
but he can hardly get a word out. “I’m not sure I will.”

“And pray tell why? How else do you
expect to make the proper contacts for networking in the future?”
my father asks. There’s no judgment in his question, it’s laced
with concern that Lane doesn’t know the real purpose of the social
aspects of collegiate life. In his opinion.

“Well, sir, I might not attend Yale in
the fall after all.” I stop walking and stare at Lane.

“I’m sorry?” my father asks. He isn’t
the only one who’s confused.

Lane looks at me instead of my father
when he clarifies. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to afford
it.”

His distress pinches my heart. Lane
has been working so hard to afford the cost of tuition not covered
by his partial scholarship, so I’m confused by his sudden lack of
confidence. He’s been positive with the work study program, it
would be tight, but he’d be able to make ends meet. I imagine it
still feels daunting to have the cost of school riding on his
shoulders.

“Lane has been working really hard to
earn money this summer to pay for his tuition. He’s just being
cautious because he’s still waiting to hear back about the work
study program.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Lane says
under his breath, every word laced with disappointment. “I… lost my
scholarship.”

The pinch in my heart feels more like
a vise grip now, making it hard to breathe. I immediately
understand what he’s said and the implications of what that means.
I inhale a clipped breath as the glass of water I’m holding slips
in slow motion to the hardwood floor and shatters into a hundred
pieces. Like my heart.

He lost his scholarship.

 



Chapter 17

 Lane

 


When the glass of water Ashley was
holding hits the floor, I shoot out of my chair.

“Baby, are you okay?” I scan her skin
to be sure she hasn’t cut herself. She looks fine except for the
blank expression on her face. “Don’t move,” I say with my arms
spread out, looking down at her bare feet for a way she can safely
avoid the shards of glass all around her.

“Oh, Ashley, could you be anymore
careless?” Mrs. Whitmore huffs, walking out of the room. I hope
she’s going to get a broom, or maybe call a maid; either way she
won’t be expending any more energy berating her
daughter.

Ashley wasn’t kidding when she said
tonight was going to be difficult, and I had wanted so badly to
make a good impression, but now that was totally shot.

In hindsight, I should’ve canceled as
soon as I received the letter this morning, but I didn’t want to
let Ashley down. And even with the few hours I had to process it,
it still doesn’t seem real that I lost my scholarship. The events
of this morning hitting me again, like a tidal wave.

When nothing was left in my stomach,
and the muscles in my shoulders and back were wracked with pain
from dry heaving, I forced myself up and back to the kitchen. I
grabbed the plate of food that was making my stomach churn and
dumped it in the trashcan before picking up the letter and reading
it. Again. Hoping between the bathroom and the kitchen it had
somehow changed its intended message.

Not the case.

Dear Mr.
McCarthy,

It has been brought to our
attention you have recently violated our strict code of conduct by
engaging in reckless behavior unbefitting of our scholarship
recipients.

We have a long proud
tradition of providing scholarships to students who demonstrate the
upmost character and high regard to the ideals of our fine
institution. We feel we can no longer extend this honor to you and
trust that your judgment is in line with our standards.

Your admittance has not
been revoked, as you were not found negligent, but we do hope you
can make better choices in the future, or we feel this prestigious
university may not be a good fit for you.

Cordially,

Edward K.
Davenport

Scholarship Honors Board
Chairman

I dropped the letter on the table and
called Ashley but got her voicemail, forgetting she was grounded,
and that included her phone. Shit. This was not something that I
wanted to leave a message about.

“Hey, babe, remember that
time I raced that ass-hat I thought was your boyfriend? Yeah, well,
apparently Yale found out that I got arrested that night and
decided to pull my scholarship. I guess your parents are right, I’m
a delinquent that’s going nowhere in life. Call me. Oh, and by the
way, I love you.”

Yeah, that sounds about
right.

“I’m so sorry, Lane,” Ashley whispers,
gently pulling me back into the here and now. I nod because I know
she means the scholarship and not my broken glass of
water.

“Let me help you.” Glass crunches
under my dress shoes as I pick Ashley up at the waist and set her
back down on the rug, out of harm’s way.

“What do you mean you lost your
scholarship?” she asks, trying to keep her voice low so her father
doesn’t hear. Either that, or she’s trying to not embarrass me any
more than I already am, having had to admit to her and her parents
what a failure I am. I guess it was too much to hope that the
subject of school could be avoided until I had a chance to talk to
her alone.

“Yes, that’s what I’d like to know,”
Mr. Whitmore says, standing again and crossing his arms.

This day has gone from bad to worse
and fast.

“Umm…well, I think there’s been some
kind of mistake. I’m looking into what can be done, sir,” I
explain, hoping that will suffice without having to get into the
details.

“Mistake?” Mr. Whitmore says
skeptically, his brows raised. “The only way I have ever heard of a
scholarship being revoked is when a student violates the ethics
code, typically by getting in trouble with the law.”

Everything in me is screaming. Lie.
Lie. Just make something up and cover your ass, but I can’t do it.
I’d never lie to Ashley or her parents, no matter how bad it’s
bound to turn out. It’s just not who I am.

“Well? Did you get in trouble with the
law, Mr. McCarthy?” Mr. Whitmore asks but it sounds more like an
accusation than a question, and he looks like a man who likes to be
right.

I suck in a deep breath and brace
myself for her parent’s wrath and Ashley’s certain disappointment
in me. “Sir, I promise it was a misunderstanding. It was a friendly
race that got out of hand.” I look at Ashley and see she knows I’m
talking about the race with Gregory at the bluffs.

“Oh, Lane.” She covers her mouth with
her hand. She looks so disappointed that my heart drops into my
stomach. Her parents be damned, it’s her opinion that matters to me
most, and by the look on her face, I’ve let her down.

Mrs. Whitmore returns with a broom and
dust pan and starts to clean up the glass all around us, unaware of
the last few minutes. “Is everything alright?” she asks as a
suffocating silence lies over the room like a heavy
blanket.

“Everything is not alright. Ashley, I
think it’s time for Lane to leave,” Mr. Whitmore says sternly.
“Please see him to the door and come back in here immediately so
your mother and I can speak with you. Alone.”

“But—”

Ashley’s mother cuts her off. “You
heard your father.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” I say because what
else is left at this point.

“I’m sure you are,” Mr. Whitmore says,
his tone as sharp as the slivers of glass still covering the floor.
He turns his back to me and refills his glass of wine, letting me
know in no uncertain terms he’s done.

“Mr. Whitmore, Mrs. Whitmore.” I nod
at each of them politely, even though neither is looking at me,
before I walk out of the room, Ashley close behind.

At the front door I expect to see
Ashley as disappointed and distant as her parents, but she’s not.
Her cheeks are flushed and her eyes are wet as she wraps her arms
around my neck.

“It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure
it out,” she says encouragingly into my ear, then pulls back so our
foreheads are pressed against one another. “I promise.”

I feel undeserving of her. “I’m so
sorry, baby, I’ve messed up everything.”

“Ashley Elizabeth,” her father says
loudly from the other room, startling us.

“Meet me at the lighthouse,” Ashley
whispers before opening the door. “I’ll figure out a way to get
out.”

I want to tell her no. I don’t want
her to risk getting into any more trouble on account of me, but
even more, I want to wrap her in my arms and let this day fade away
in her kisses. Because I’m selfish like that.

“I’ll be there.”

 



Chapter 18

 Ashley

 


After saying goodbye to Lane my eyes
fill with hot tears. I shut the door, and return to the living room
per my father’s request, readying myself to stand up to
them.

For my entire life, I’ve been the
dutiful daughter. Yes, ma’am, yes, sir. Never talking back, always
being seen but never heard. It’s infuriating. I’m almost eighteen
and they still treat me like a child incapable of making my own
choices, whether it’s about what school I go to, what classes I
take when I get there, which friends I socialize with and most
importantly who I fall in love with.

I want them to hear me, maybe even for
the very first time. Being with Lane has changed me and I never
want to go back to being the girl that lets her parents dictate her
whole life. Because that would be a life without Lane.

“Ashley, sit down.” My father gestures
to the seat Lane had just been sitting in moments before, the
broken glass mostly cleaned up.

“I’ll stand, thank you.” I cross my
arms, purposely being defiant.

I’m still shocked at how the evening
transpired even though I knew it was going to be tense. I just
never imagined it would have turned out like it did. I want to
scream and yell at how they treated Lane, but if I act like a child
throwing a tantrum, that will only result in my parents being
right. I refuse to give them the satisfaction.

My father’s eyes narrow at me. “You
will sit down, right now, young lady,” he says eerily
quiet.

My heart starts to beat double time,
but I hold my ground. “I’ll sit as soon as you apologize for the
way you treated Lane,” I say, jutting out my chin.

My father’s face turns as red as the
glass of wine he’s holding before he sets it down on the coffee
table and takes a deep breath. His face transforms from raw anger
to calm intensity like it does when he’s debating a political foe
and that’s scarier than any amount of yelling.

“You may stand, but that will not
change the fact that your mother and I will do no such thing as to
apologize,” he spits. “That boy is exactly the person we thought he
was. He is going nowhere in life, Ashley, and it seems he’s not
going to Yale either, which doesn’t surprise me in the least.” His
smugness makes the tears pooling in my eyes spill over and run down
my cheeks.

“That race wasn’t even his idea,” I
snap. “It was Andrew’s. And Gregory raced too.” I feel bad for
throwing my brother under the bus, but I’m too desperate for them
to see Lane isn’t just some loser who’s going nowhere in life to
stop myself. He’s no different than their own son and their
favorite golden boy, Gregory.

“I hardly believe that
your brother and Gregory would do anything of the sort,” my mother
says, putting her hands on her hips. “And speaking of Gregory
Chase, I’m sorry, but he’s the boy you should be dating.”
I snort. You’re sorry? More like, you’re sorry you’re
not sorry. “He’s a good
boy from a great family, Ashley,” she finishes and I can’t stop
myself from rolling my eyes.

“Good boy?” A shiver runs down my back
thinking about the way Gregory grabbed me on the beach and what
might have happened if Lane hadn’t shown up. “Hardly.”

“Well then, why don’t you explain to
me why last year I heard nothing but glowing reports about you and
Gregory amongst our friends at the club?

“What does that have to do with Lane?”
I ask, but I’m afraid I already know the answer.

“Don’t believe Kiki Newhall didn’t
delight in telling me Hailey and Gregory are now an item, right
after she got done telling me all about you and Lane gallivanting
in the middle of the night at the club pool. Scantily clad, I might
add.”

Crap. I knew that woman couldn’t
resist gossiping. “Scantily clad?” I say, trying not to blush at
the memory and also trying to cover my butt, so to speak. “It’s
summer, Mother. Would you rather I wear jeans and a sweatshirt to
swim in as opposed to a bikini?” It was practically a bikini. Kind
of.

“While Lane might be an
exciting summer fling, Ashley,” she says dismissively, “you have
made some very poor choices in regards to him, so, let’s not let
him ruin your bright future any further.” She smiles. “Not to
worry, the summer’s not a complete loss, maybe you and Gregory can
still patch things up. It didn’t sound like he and Hailey were
all that serious.”

My mother’s tone is so casual at the
idea of me just tossing Lane aside that my mouth falls open. Lane’s
not going to ruin my future. He is my future.

I’m not sure what it’s going to take
for my mother to see Gregory and I are never getting back together,
but for right now, it’s no use. I feel like I’m waging an
unwinnable war and the casualties are going to be far too great. In
a few weeks I’ll be eighteen and then right after that I leave for
school. My only concern now is to make sure Lane is there
too.

“Fine. Believe what you like,” I say
to my mother, my tone sharp. “This is pointless. You two are never
going to change and it doesn’t matter to me anyway, so is there
anything else?” I ask, my pulse racing. I’ve never talked back.
Ever.

My father’s nostrils flare at my
defiance. “You, my dear, are grounded for the rest of the summer
and are not permitted to see that boy anymore. Do you understand
me?”

“You can’t do that!” I yell at them
for the first time in my life, “I’ll be eighteen soon, and I won’t
let you keep me from being with him.”

“As long as you’re under our roof, you
will do as we say,” my father growls.

“Well maybe I won’t be under your roof
for long,” I threaten before running down the stairs, fresh tears
streaming down my face. I won’t get my grandfather’s inheritance
until I’m twenty-one, but Andrew would help me out. I know he
would. They can’t keep me from seeing Lane. I won’t allow
it.

I’m still laying on my bed crying when
my mother comes down to check on me. I don’t want to talk to her or
my father. I want to talk to Lane.

“Ashley, one day you’ll see we are
just looking out for you and your best interests,” she says from my
bedroom doorway. “We’re going to the club for dinner, but we’ll be
back soon and hopefully we can try speaking again when your
emotions are not running so out of control.”

I refuse to acknowledge her. I know
it’s childish, but I could care less at the moment.

I hear my bedroom door shut with a
soft click and then the front door open and close before I throw on
a pair of sandals and slip out the sliding glass door.

Lane stands with his back to me. He
turns around as I brush against the tall sea grass. I give him a
shy, sad smile. I don’t know what else to do or say about tonight.
His eyes seem to say what I can’t, they’re full of regret and
heartache and apologies. But it’s the smile that he gives me back
that captures exactly how I feel about him. It looks like
love.

I blink a few times, watching him
watch me, and I’m suddenly overwhelmed by this boy and the way I
feel about him. I wonder if he can see it in my smile too. I have
fallen completely and wholly in love with him.

I run the last few feet until I’m
cradled in his arms. I nuzzle into him as one of his arms tightens
around my lower back while the other runs up the length of my spine
until his hand is buried in my hair.

“I’m so sorry,” I cry into his
shoulder, my own arms clutched around his waist.

“No, baby, I’m sorry. I messed up
everything,” he says, pulling away slightly so I can see his face.
“I don’t know how, but somehow Yale found out about my arrest, and
they took my scholarship away.” Lane hangs his head. “I didn’t want
to tell you like that. Your parents are right…you deserve so much
more than me.”

How could he think that? He’s
everything I could ever want or hope for. My parents couldn’t be
any more wrong if they tried and right now…neither could
Lane.

I lift up on my tiptoes so I can look
him in the eyes. I need him to see how serious I am. “Please don’t
pay any attention to what my parents think. They don’t know you,
and I’m not so sure they even know me. Lane, I don’t care if you go
to Yale or community college or no college at all. You are all I
want, no matter where we are, no matter what we do. No matter
what.” I give him a smile I hope will convey how much he means to
me, although I’m not sure that is even possible.

“You mean it?” Lane asks
seriously.

“I do, with all of my heart,” I
whisper, staring into Lane’s eyes and I do mean it. I’ve never been
so sure of anything in my life.

Lane moves his hands to my face and
brushes his thumbs across my cheek bones before leaning down and
giving me a soft kiss.

“You are all I’ll ever want too, no
matter what,” Lane says, against my lips, his eyes closed.
“Always.”

 



Chapter 19

 Lane

 


Pete hands me a twenty and slips the
other twenty into his pocket. “That Stay just tipped me forty bucks
on your detail job. Nice work, bro.”

“That’s cool,” I say, shoving the cash
in my wallet. I finish the interior of a ridiculously nice Audi A8,
that still has its new car scent, then toss the rag on the counter
and admire my work. Damn. The car looks awesome.

I’ve been pulling double shifts at the
club all week trying to figure out what in the hell I’m gonna do
now that Yale is a no go, and it’s helped keep my mind off how long
it’s been since I’ve seen my girl.

Ashley’s parents haven’t let her out
of their sight since that giant disaster of a night that was
meeting the folks.

We’ve managed to sneak in a few late
night conversations when Andrew’s been home and loaned her his
phone, but it’s been killing me not to see her, or hold her, or
kiss her for so long.

I can’t believe how different my life
was just a couple of weeks ago and how quickly it all can change. I
didn’t even realize she was what was missing in my life. Now, she’s
like air to me and the absence of her is suffocating.

“Hey ,Vic,” I call out over the noise
of vacuums and music filling the garage.

“Yeah, man?”

“I’m outta here. Thanks again for
switching my schedule around,” I say, clocking out and feeling
excited for the first time in almost two weeks.

“No problem. Have fun in the city,
man.”

As I run to my car, I pull out my cell
to finish up some last minute preparations for my trip to Boston in
the morning.

“We’re golden. See you at eight am
sharp, brother,” Andrew says before hanging up.

Perfect.

…

Squinting against the bright morning
sun, I sip my coffee and wait for Andrew. The ferry line is filling
up quickly which doesn’t surprise me. The Fourth of July weekend
always makes for high traffic on and off the island.

Andrew honks his horn as he pulls in
line next to me, but the only thing I can focus on is the way
Ashley’s face lights up when she sees me.

“What’s going on?” she asks after
throwing open her door and practically flinging herself into my
arms. I hold her tight as I stumble backwards and for the first
time in what feels like forever I can breathe.

“What’s going on is mom and dad think
you and I are going to the city for the fireworks show, but really
I’m meeting up with some friends, and we’re taking Chad’s parent’s
jet to Atlantic City while you two love birds hang in Boston for
the next two days,” Andrew says with a wink.

Ashley looks back and forth between us
like she’s still trying to wrap her mind around what Andrew’s just
said.

“Really?”

“Really,” I say, picking her up and
spinning her around in a circle while she squeals so loud it makes
me flinch and laugh simultaneously.

The sun washes over her face and makes
her eyes sparkle while we wait on the mainland dock for Andrew to
disembark after the short ferry ride from Martha’s Vineyard to
Woods Hole.

“I still can’t believe you two did
this,” Ashley says, smiling up at me as the wind whips her hair and
sugary scent all around me. It reminds me of being on the carousel
on our second first date when I buried my hands in her hair and
kissed her for the first time. I lean down and kiss her again
feeling my heart race the same way it did the first time and every
time I’ve kissed her since.

“Alright. Alright. Can you two at
least wait until I’m outta here? You’re still my little sister, ya
know,” Andrew says, grinning at Ashley.

Ashley throws her arms around Andrew’s
neck. “Thank you so much, Andrew. You have no idea how much this
means to me.”

He looks at her smiling face when she
lets go then playfully messes up her hair. “Yeah, I think I
do.”

“Thanks again, man,” I say, wrapping
Ashley back under my arm and kissing the top of her
head.

“Dude. No prob. I’d do just about
anything to make Ashley happy, and it seems like I’m not the only
one these days.”

I give Andrew a nod. He’s right. I’d
do anything for my girl.

“So I’ll see you two back here the day
after tomorrow to catch the last ferry back to the Vine.
Cool?”

“Sounds good.” I grab Ashley’s waist,
making her giggle as I walk behind her to the passenger side of my
car. Andrew shakes his head smiling at us as we get in, and then
peel out onto the road.

Almost three days with Ashley all to
myself. After being apart so long, I want to soak up every single
minute we can get together, well, except for the few hours later
today that we’ll be separated, that is if she doesn’t kill me for
what I have planned. It’s still early, so I decide telling her why
exactly I planned this trip, other than to get a few uninterrupted
days with her, can wait just a little longer. Instead, I reach my
hand over and entwine it with hers and soak in every second of her
smiling face.

…

“Where are we?” Ashley asks as I pull
into the tight parking spot behind an old brick building in the
heart of the city.

I circle in my seat to face her and
hope this surprise will be a happy one, considering for the last
hour of the drive I’ve been rethinking the whole damn thing. She
might not be happy about this. At all.

“Ummm,” I say, fidgeting with my car
keys. The sound of them clinking against one another covers up the
sound of my foot nervously tapping against the floor.

Ashley reaches out and takes a hold of
my hands, stilling the keys and my nerves. She just has that way
about her.

“Okay.” I start again. “I have a
surprise for you.”

“Lane, this trip, time with you, is
the best surprise ever. I can’t imagine more,” she says with a
twinkle in her eyes.

Okay, Lane. It’s like a band aid. Rip
it off quick. Just tell her what you’ve done and pray she doesn’t
get mad.

“Baby, remember at the pool when you
danced for me?”

“Yeah…” Ashley says, making it sound
more like a question than a statement.

“Well…” I let out a huge breath. “I’m
sorry I keep stalling, I’m just starting to think maybe this wasn’t
the most thought out plan.”

“Lane, you’re starting to make me
nervous,” Ashley says, scrunching her eyebrows.

I run my hands through my hair making
me look as frantic on the outside as I’m suddenly feeling on the
inside. “Last spring, just in case I didn’t get into Yale, I
applied to a few back up schools.”

“Of course. That’s smart.”

“I also applied to a few back up
schools for my back up schools, because ya never know,
right?”

“Okaaay,” Ashley says, dragging it
out, clearly ready for me to get to the point which I’m rambling my
way to.

“Well, Boston Community College was
one of them, a back up to my back up schools, and it’s not too late
to accept their offer of admissions. I’ve done the math, and with
what I have saved up and what I can earn if I get a job, tuition
along with room and board should be doable.”

Ashley gives me an encouraging smile,
but I can tell she’s not giving up hope I can still make Yale work,
even though I’ve spent countless hours on the phone with the school
trying to rectify the situation to no avail. She thinks a family
friend, who’s on Yale’s admissions board, might be able to help,
and wants me to speak with them next week at the new student alumni
cocktail party, but Yale admittance or not, her parents are hosting
the event and there’s no doubt in my mind I am not
welcome.

“Lane, that’s great, but I still think
we can get your scholarship reinstated, so no giving up yet. Okay?”
she says optimistically and I know she just wants to help make my
dreams come true, and I’m hoping this trip just might make hers
come true too. “I don’t understand what any of this has to do with
my dancing though.”

“Well, I was thinking maybe we could
be in Boston… together,” I say, gesturing to the brick wall we’re
parked in front of. Ashley’s eyes go wide with shock.

“The Boston Contemporary Dance
Company,” she reads off the brick wall so quietly I can barely hear
her before her face goes pale white. I no longer have to wonder if
I made a mistake.

I have.

 



Chapter 20

 Ashley

 


I blink trying to clear my eyes as
they slowly lose their focus on the faded white washed words
painted against the red brick wall. The Boston Contemporary Dance
Company.

I know exactly who they
are.

I look at Lane through the blur of
tears pooling in my eyes and can make out the distinct look of fear
on this face. He looks like I feel.

“Baby.” He cups his hands around my
face. “Baby, I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I’m so stupid… I wasn’t
thinking,” he says, wiping the tears away that are now running down
my cheeks.

“Lane—” I start, but he cuts me off
before I can finish.

“I’m so selfish.” He drops his hands
to his lap and hangs his head. “I thought you could dance and I
could go to school here in Boston, and we could still be together.
I feel like an idiot. Like anyone would willingly give up going to
Yale, it was a stupid idea. I’m so sorry.” He runs his hands
through his hair. “Please don’t cry, baby, we can go.”

“Are you done?” I ask, waiting to see
if he has anything else to say for himself.

“I’m just sorry,” he says one last
time, looking dejected.

“I’m not,” I say, letting a slow smile
spread across my face. I can’t believe he did this. For me. I throw
my arms around his neck and bury my face into his shoulder. Fresh
tears fill my eyes and spill over, leaving tiny wet spots on his
tee shirt as he wraps his arms around me.

“You’re… not mad?” Lane asks,
uncertainty written on his face when I pull away from his
hold.

“I am the complete opposite of mad,
Lane.” I wipe away the happy tears. “No one apart from my
grandfather has ever encouraged my dream of dancing. It’s always
been a means to an end as far as my parents were concerned.” I
sniffle. “They would have preferred I play the violin, but he
convinced them dance would be equally well received as an
extracurricular for college applications,” I explain, reaching out
and taking Lane’s hands in mine. “I could never be mad at you, and
how you could worry that you’re being selfish is beyond me. You’re
the one who’s struggling right now about how to achieve your dream
of going to Yale, and you do all of this,” I gesture around us, “to
help me achieve mine. Lane, that’s not selfish, that’s…” I trail
off. Love.

“Baby I—” Lane starts to whisper, all
the worry gone from his face, but I interrupt him with a kiss when
I feel the words bubbling to the surface. I want to tell him how
much I love him.

“Lane…I’m in—”

“You’re in?” Lane asks before I can
finish, a hopeful smile on his face.

In?

Oh. The audition.

I’d let the reality of the actual
audition slip away, overwhelmed by Lane’s gesture and my feelings
for him.

I whip back in my seat, my eyes wide.
I have no routine; no clothes, no music and I’ve had no practice.
As reality fully sets in, I feel my heart start to race, my hands
start to tremble, and it’s hard to catch my breath. I’m on the edge
of a full blown panic attack.

No. I am not in.

“I can’t do this,” I say, making
Lane’s smile fall flat. “I can’t. I can’t,” I murmur as my mind
races with all the reasons this is going to turn into an undeniable
disaster. I just can’t.

“Wanna bet?” Lane says, taking my
hands in his. “Baby, listen to me, you can do this. This is your
dream and you’re going to be great.” His soft reassuring tone keeps
me from falling over the edge completely.

I shake my head. “I’ve never danced
contemporary for anyone before.”

“You danced for me,” Lane says like
it’s the same thing. It’s not.

“This is different…these are
professionals. I can’t just wing it.”

“Yes, you can, Ash. I’ve never seen
you more beautiful and alive than when you danced for me. I may not
be a professional, but I know what I saw. You were
amazing.”

I let the new tears, pooling in my
eyes from his kind words, fall. “But…”

“Baby, it’s your call, but what’s your
dream worth if you aren’t willing to put it all on the line and
take a risk? It might just be a gamble you win.”

I stare at Lane, letting his words
wash over me like the waves over the sand. Are my dreams worth it?
Worth the risk? Worth the reward? And worth the regret if I don’t
try?

They are. And I am. This is my
dream.

I kiss Lane and pour every ounce of my
love into it. “I’m all in,” I say, smiling against his
lips.

“Now, that’s my girl,” he says before
kissing me back, hard.

“Wait,” I say, halting our kiss,
reluctantly. “I’m sure they have a dress code. I know the
conservatories do when you audition, and even if they don’t, I
can’t go in there in jean shorts and flip-flops. They’d laugh me
right off the stage.”

I glance around, searching for
anywhere that might sell something that even closely resembles
dance attire. Coffee shop, bookstore, Mexican restaurant. Damn.
Maybe my pajamas could pass? When I turn and face Lane, he’s
smiling. How can he be smiling when I’m considering wearing my pj’s
to the biggest audition of my life?

“Would this help?” Lane reaches into
the back seat and lifts up a black bag I hadn’t noticed was there,
his smile even bigger than before, if that’s possible.

“But how…?” I ask as he hands me the
bag I keep tucked in the back of my closet full of my dance
gear.

“Andrew,” Lane says, proud of himself
for thinking of everything. “I didn’t want you to have to dance in
your underwear again, at least not for anyone but me.” Lane winks
making me laugh.

I pull out the contents of my bag and
ruffle through a sea of white, pink and black leotards and tights.
There is no way around it; I’m going to look like a ballerina. I
grab a pair of white tights and my favorite black leo that’s mostly
backless except for a thin black cord that cuts across the middle.
It’ll do.

“So, how much time do I have?” I ask,
not entirely sure I really want to know the answer.

Lane glances at the time on his phone.
“Twenty minutes.”

“Twenty minutes? That’s hardly enough
time to change and stretch, let alone try and come up with a
dance.” I take a deep breath to calm my nerves. I’m just going to
have to make it up as I go along. I can do this. It’s worth
it.

My whole life has been practiced up
until the day I met Lane. He has brought out in me a girl who is
allowed to be free and open and perfectly imperfect. A girl capable
of making it up as she goes along. Be it dancing or
life.

“Well, then I better hurry.” I lean
over and give him a kiss, wondering if he purposely cut it close so
I didn’t have time to chicken out. Smart.

I change quickly, opting to keep my
hair down instead of putting it up in a bun so I look less like a
ballerina. I stare at myself in the mirror, and I know there’s one
last thing I need to do. I grab the spray bottle from my bag that I
use to spritz my Pointe shoes when there’s no rosin around, and
start to spray my hair. When I finish, I can’t help but smile. My
mother would hate the sight of me in my ballet outfit with my curls
let loose. But today isn’t about her, and letting my hair be
natural is my outward expression of my inward hopes and dreams. To
just be me.

“You look beautiful,” Lane says as I
step out of the changing room. He wraps his arms around my waist
and pulls me tight against his body. My cheeks flush at the feel of
him through my thin leotard.

“Ashley Whitmore,” a woman at the
auditorium doors says, startling me. It’s my turn.
Already.

Lane gives me a quick hug before
letting me out of his embrace.

“Yes, ma’am, that’s me.” I answer,
walking towards her, but silently wishing I was still in Lane’s
arms since my legs are shaking so bad it’s hard to
stand.

“Hey,” Lane says from behind me,
causing me to glance at him over my shoulder. “Break a leg.” He
winks, and I’m not sure he has to worry. At this rate, I just
might. My legs feel more unstable by the second, but I try to give
Lane a reassuring smile before the woman clears her
throat.

I turn back around, feeling my palms
start to sweat. I take a deep breath before stepping into the
auditorium.

“Oh and Ash?” Lane calls out, getting
my attention once more and making the woman beside me huff with
impatience.

“Yeah?” I ask, turning towards him
again.

“I love you.”

And all at once my nerves are
gone.

 



Chapter 21

 Lane

 


An indescribable energy
zips through my body the moment the words leave my mouth. My heart
doesn’t pound out of my chest, and my palms don’t sweat like I’d
imagine they would when I finally told
Ashley how I feel. Instead, when I say the words out loud, I’m
certain nothing I have ever said or felt has ever been truer. I
love this girl.

I watch as her body responds to my
declaration by going perfectly still, her eyes lock with mine, and
her smile tells me everything I need to know. She loves me
too.

She turns back without a trace of fear
and disappears into the auditorium.

I glance at the clock on my phone and
know from the dance company’s website I have at least an hour to
kill while Ashley goes through the audition process. I’m
practically walking on air and decide that pacing back and forth
outside the auditorium with a crazy ass grin on my face might freak
out the other dancers. I grab Ashley’s bag, toss it my trunk then
scan the nearby storefronts for something to do while I
wait.

I’m immediately assaulted by the smell
of chocolate, coffee and books as I push open the door to the small
coffee shop right across the street from the dance studio. It
appears less like a Starbucks and more like a library with a spiral
staircase that leads to a second story landing with floor to
ceiling shelves overflowing with books. It’s aptly named Books and
Biscotti.

A girl with bright pink hair and
several piercings in her face takes my order and despite her hard
exterior she has a warm inviting smile, and makes one hell of an
iced coffee.

I take a sip of the cool drink and
take in my surroundings. “This is amazing.” I gesture to the coffee
first and then to the upstairs.

“Thanks. It’s a special blend we make
in-house.”

“And up there? Is that like a
library?” I ask, not sure if the books are for customers to enjoy
while here or if they’re for sale.

“Feel free to sit and read, or buy.
Both are cool,” she says, picking up her own tattered book from off
the counter. “And let me know if you need anything else,
kay?”

I head up the winding staircase and
I’m reminded of the lighthouse and the last time Ashley and I were
there together. The night she told me about her grandfather reading
to her as a child and how that inspired her to dance. Maybe I’ll
luck out and they’ll have a copy of it. Her birthday is soon, and
it’s kind of a fitting gift considering why we’re in Boston in the
first place. I chew on my straw trying to remember the name of the
book. It had something to do with dancing and princesses, but I
can’t think of the exact title.

I glance around at the other people
scattered throughout the shop then over the railing at the barista
who just helped me. The music is playing pretty loudly, definitely
not your typical book store, so I clear my throat hoping I’m not
about to make an ass out of myself by yelling down to
her.

“Umm…excuse me?” I say just loud
enough for her to hear me over the music.

“Yeah?” she calls back even louder and
not fazed at all. Whew.

“Do you have a book about
princesses…who dance? I think there’s a bunch of them, like ten or
something.” I shrug, as two girls across the balcony laugh, but I
don’t care. It’s for my girl.

She smiles. “You mean The Twelve
Dancing Princesses?”

“Yes. That’s it,” I say, relieved she
knows what book I’m talking about.

“Yeah, we do. It’s an old imprint from
the twenties if I remember right. In pretty good shape.” She scans
the shelves rolling the piercing in her cheek between her thumb and
pointer finger before gesturing to the bookshelf on my right. “That
bookshelf is mostly folklore and fantasy so it should be in
there.”

“Thanks.” I nod, hoping she’s
right.

I browse the shelves until
I find it tucked between a copy of The
Hobbit and Animal
Farm. The spine is worn, but the pages are
in good condition. I hope it looks like the one her grandfather
used to read to her, but either way I think she’ll love
it.

Not wanting to be late, I skim a few
more shelves then head down stairs to pay. A small carrousel of
cards sits next to the check out and I find a card covered in pink
balloons. Perfect. I slip the book and card into a plain brown
paper sack and stick it under the front seat of my car for safe
keeping before heading back into the studio.

I’m definitely not late. It’s nearly
two hours later when the door to the auditorium creeks open and
Ashley steps out in her leotard and tights, her face bright pink
and glowing.

“How’d it go?” I ask, jumping up from
the cold stone floor. I reach out to wrap her in my arms, but she
hops backwards and out of my grasp.

“Noooo, I’m all sweaty.” She giggles.
“You might want to wait until I take a shower.”

“Come here, you.” I grab her around
the waist and lift her up into my arms, her whole body vibrating
from the inside out with happiness. “Now tell me, how’d it go?” I
ask again, kissing her smiling cheek.

“It was amazing.” She
loops her arms around my neck and gives me a chaste kiss.
“And you are
amazing for doing this for me,” she whispers against my mouth
before kissing me again, more deeply.

Reluctantly, I set her down when
another dancer comes out of the auditorium doors, startling us from
our own little world.

I take her hand and pull her to a set
of chairs that are tucked into a corner away from the auditorium so
we won’t be interrupted again. “So?”

She looks at me with a smile so sweet
and happy that it crinkles her eyes and makes me want to see that
smile for the rest of my life. “Well, it’s all kind of a
blur.”

“I want to hear about every second,” I
say. “No matter how small the detail.”

“You sure?” she asks.

I settle back in my chair. I’m not
going anywhere. “Everything.”

“Lane, it was so exciting, and scary,
and… and…amazing,” she says with a sigh, falling back into her
chair looking exhausted and relieved and happier than I’ve ever
seen her. “It was the longest two minutes of my life.”

Two minutes?

“But, you were in there for almost
three hours.”

“I know! After I did my solo they
asked me to stay, with a handful of other dancers who had
auditioned earlier, and they taught us a choreographed number.
That’s what took so long,” she explains. “The solo I did was two
minutes long, but it felt like a lifetime since I had to make it up
on the spot.”

That was my fault. The website said to
come prepared with a two minute solo, I just figured she’d have one
she already knew. Oops.

“Baby, I’m so sorry.”

“No. I’m glad I had no idea you
planned the audition. Instead of over thinking what I should do and
trying to make sure I did everything perfect, I just danced. I let
myself feel the music and then poured myself out on that stage,
thinking about you.”

I lean forward and put my finger under
her chin, lifting her lips to mine. “I am so proud of you,” I say,
staring into Ashley’s eyes, in total awe of my girl.

“Thank you, baby,” she replies as I
brush a curl from her face. She leans into my hand and kisses my
palm before looking up at me through her lashes. “I never could
have done this without you,” she whispers.

I stand up and give her a quick kiss
on the forehead, her sincerity overwhelming me to the point that I
have to swallow down a growing lump in my throat.

“Now about this shower…” I say with a
flirtatious wink, trying to get a hold of my emotions before they
get the best of me in the middle of this dance company’s
studio.

I’m rewarded with a slap to my arm and
a bright pink blush that floods Ashley’s cheeks. Man I love this
girl.

 



Chapter 22

 Ashley

 


Rays of soft sunlight flutter in
through the curtains waking me gently from my deep sleep. I stretch
my sore muscles as I roll over and glance at the clock. On the
pillow next to me is a small piece of paper folded neatly in half.
I sit up and yawn, causing the blanket I’m under to pool around my
waist as I pick up the note.

Wanted to let you sleep
in.

Ran to get us
breakfast.

Be back soon.

Love,

L

“So sweet,” I swoon out loud, falling
back into the feathery pillows, a smile on my face and Lane’s note
clutched in my hand.

I’d practically fallen into a heap
last night after taking a shower and devouring the cheeseburger
Lane ordered for me from room service, so exhausted I could barely
keep my eyes open. The last thing I remember was curling up in
Lane’s arms and hearing his heart beat through his soft white
tee-shirt.

I’m crawling back in bed after a quick
trip to the restroom when the door clicks and opens. Lane peeks his
head in through the crack, then gives me a heart stopping smile
when he sees I’m awake. He pushes the door open with his foot, his
hands full with two coffees and a white paper bag.

“Morning,” he says, setting the
coffees down on the table by the window then coming over and
kissing me hello.

I kiss him back, thankful I brushed my
teeth already.

“Hi,” I reply with a smile before I’m
hit with the scent of fresh baked pastries. “Yum, that smells so
good.” I nod toward the bag.

“For you,” he says, opening it and
letting me peer inside.

“You didn’t have to do this.” I pull
out a glaze donut and lick my lips as my mouth begins to
water.

Lane eyes my lips “You
didn’t have to do that.”

I take a quick bite of the sugary
treat then lick my lips again, eliciting a soft growl from Lane.
“Oh, you mean that?” I taunt.

“Exactly,” he says, taking the donut
from my hand and dropping it back in the bag on the bedside
table.

I fall backwards giggling as Lane
crawls onto the bed, puts a hand on each side of my head and hovers
his body over mine, the donuts all but forgotten. I lick my lips,
this time unconsciously, waiting while he lowers his body
agonizingly slow until it’s pressed against mine, our lips finding
one another easily.

“Sweet,” he says, flicking his tongue
out and running it across my lips, his voice husky and his eyes so
full of fire it makes me shiver.

Deepening our kiss, our hands move
hungrily over one another’s bodies until the soft rays of the
morning sun have become the bright beams of early afternoon
light.

My lips feel sore in the best kind of
way, and I’m fairly certain my hair must look like a crow’s nest as
Lane and I catch our breaths.

“As much as I want to stay in bed and
kiss you all day long, we do have some sights to see,” Lane says
reluctantly, but still continuing to kiss down my neck. I’m not
convinced he really plans to leave the room, which I’m totally okay
with.

“Do we have to?” I protest, arching
into him still breathless, but joking. Kind of.

Lane rolls over and rubs his hand down
his face, fighting a war with himself that makes me smile because I
know how he feels. He takes a few deep breaths then jumps up, walks
to the window and throws open the curtains letting the almost
blinding sun into the room. “Okay. Up.”

“Fine,” I huff with a smile. “Give me
thirty minutes.” I hop off the bed, grab my bag and pad barefoot
into the bathroom to get ready.

I spray on the candy scented body
splash Lane loves, do a quick turnaround in the mirror, then step
out of the bathroom dressed in a pair of white jean shorts, a blue
and white striped top and my red flip flops, my hair down and
curly.

Lane’s eyes roam my body. “You look
very patriotic…and really good…”

“Don’t start that or we’ll never get
out of here,” I tease. “So, where are we going?” I’m curious what
he has planned that’s so important we had to stop
kissing.

“Well, I kinda wanted to walk the
community college campus if that’s where I’ll be spending the next
year.”

Of course.

I feel my smile fall at the mention of
the community college. I can’t help but be sad at the idea of us
being separated in the fall.

“Baby, don’t worry,” Lane says,
cupping my face in his hands. “You’re gonna get the spot with the
dance company, and we’ll be together all year.”

I’m doubtful, with all the amazing
talent I saw that I’ll get a spot in the company, but I’m not going
to give up trying, not anymore and I’m definitely not going to ruin
our day. “You’re right. Next year will be great,” I say cheerily,
putting a smile back on Lane’s face and hope in both our hearts.
“Let’s go check out the campus, and maybe we’ll find some cute
apartments nearby for me.”

…

The campus is beautiful. Dozens of red
brick buildings covered in deep green ivy pepper the quaint
property and a small central courtyard, filled with summer students
milling about is lined with cherry blossom trees and walking
paths.

“Do you love it?” I ask Lane as we
walk off campus and back onto the busy city street, our hands
entwined.

He takes a deep breath followed by an
even deeper sigh before answering.

“It’s great…I guess. It’s just not
Yale,” he says, looking down at his feet. “I worked so hard to get
in, and now because of one stupid mistake and circumstances beyond
my control I feel like all my hard work was for
nothing.”

I give his hand a gentle squeeze.
“Don’t give up just yet. We still have the Yale meet and greet to
see if something can be done,” I offer, hoping I’m not setting Lane
up for another disappointment.

He nods giving me a smile, but I can
tell it’s forced. “Let’s not worry about that today,” he says,
trying to change the subject and both of our moods. “I have a
surprise for you.”

“There cannot possibly be any more
surprises.”

“Just one more,” Lane says with a
twinkle in his eye, putting Yale and his lost scholarship behind
him, even if temporarily, and I know he’s doing it for
me.

An hour later, and at least a half
dozen stops along the way so I can browse the shops, we arrive at
Esplanade Park on the water’s edge. Red, white, and blue banners
and flags hang everywhere my eyes can see, and a huge stage that
resembles a clam shell with stars dangling from the ceiling rises
up in front of us.

“We’re going to the Boston Pops?” I
hop on my toes and tug at Lane’s arm like a child.

“See, Andrew wasn’t lying
when he told your parents what you
would be doing,” Lane says with a mischievous
smile, making me laugh.

The fireworks are spectacular. Lane
and I watch them burst above us, his arms wrapped tightly around my
body, as we sway to the accompanying music.

We fight the crowds out of the park
and make it back to our hotel fairly quickly. My feet are tired,
and my shoulders are sunburned, but I’m happy. Happier than I have
ever been, and I know it’s because of Lane.

We step into our room to find
housekeeping has been there. The curtains have been drawn closed,
and the bed is made up with tiny chocolates resting on each of our
pillows. A small lamp in the corner casts a warm glow throughout
the room, and unlike last night when I was so exhausted it barely
dawned on me Lane and I were sharing a hotel room, tonight every
fiber in my being is well aware of that fact. Alone. All
night.

I stand in the middle of the room
awkwardly while Lane pulls out his wallet and sets it on the
dresser along with our room key, perfectly at ease.

“Ummmm…” I say, fidgeting with my
hands, not sure what to do with them as Lane walks over and stands
right in front of me. “I guess we should… go to bed?”

Lane’s eyes brighten. “If you insist,”
he says in that charmingly flirty way only he can pull
off.

I know exactly what to do with my
hands now. I pull back and swat at his arm, giggling. He captures
my hand before it makes contact and pulls me close until our bodies
are pressed against one another. My laughter fades when I see the
way he’s looking at me with such reverence it takes my breath
away.

“I love when you laugh like that,” he
says softly, tightening his arm around my waist, pressing us even
closer. He brushes his thumb across my cheek as I lift up on my tip
toes kissing his neck, his jaw, his cheek and finally his
lips.

“I just love you,” I
whisper.

Lane’s lips crash down against mine as
he lifts me up and buries his hands in my hair. My arms and legs
wrap around his body as he walks us backwards until the back of his
knees hits the edge of the bed. Laying us down, our kisses are
unrestrained like never before. “I love you so much, Lane,” I
breathe.

“I love you too,” he says over and
over as he kisses me again and again while we make love until the
first ribbons of pink and purple light from the rising sun start to
flitter in through the muted cream curtains.

 



Chapter 23

 Lane

 


On our drive back to the ferry dock to
meet Andrew, I can’t stop stealing quick looks at Ashley. She’s
dangling her feet out the car window as her hair blows in the wind
and a carefree smile plays on her lips.

I can barely concentrate on the road
thinking about the way Ashley felt in my arms last night. Her sun
kissed shoulders, long legs, and soft lips flash behind my eyes.
This girl has me tied up in knots, and I love it. Noticing I can’t
take my eyes off her, Ashley pulls her legs in, leans over and
whispers in my ear. “I love you.”

Her words, just like last night,
ignite a fire in me. I want nothing more than to pull the car over
and kiss her, hard. “You’re gonna have to stop telling me that,
otherwise I might not take you home at all. Keep you all to myself.
Forever.”

“Well, if that’s the case…” she says,
twisting her body and tucking her feet under so she’s perched on
her knees. “I,” she says, coming closer and brushing her nose along
my jaw. “Love,” she whispers, nuzzling her lips against my ear
lobe. “You,” she breathes quietly before fully assaulting my neck
with her mouth.

That’s it.

I whip the car over to the side of the
old country road we’re on, throw the gear shift into neutral, and
pull the emergency brake. I un-click Ashley’s seatbelt lightning
fast and pull her onto my lap. Her tanned legs straddle me as I
bury my hands deep in her hair and return her advances kiss for
kiss. Each of us pushing and pulling and wanting and taking every
bit the other is giving.

“I. Need. Air.” Ashley pulls away from
my mouth, her back pressed against the steering wheel. I shift
slightly and take a few long deep breaths myself. Dusk is setting
on the quiet tree lined road and the only things I hear are the
sounds of crickets in the distance and Ashley and my heavy
breathing.

I watch Ashley, her eyes closed and
her chest heaving, and I wonder if oxygen is really all that
necessary. I want to kiss her again. I reach up, wrap my hand
behind her neck and slowly draw her to me.

“I could stay with you like this all
night long,” I whisper against her lips, savoring every second we
have left of our trip.

Her eyes flutter open then go wide
with panic. “It’s dark,” Ashley says, rolling her body off mine
abruptly, and putting back on her seat belt. “Lane, we’re going to
miss the ferry.”

Crap. No more kissing for
me.

…

“Cutting it pretty close there, sis,”
Andrew says when we meet him on the main deck of the ferry, ours
the very last car to arrive.

“Um, we had some overheating
issues…took awhile to cool it down,” Ashley says, giving me a sly
smile.

I wink at my girl. “She’s right. It
was super hot.”

“All right, that’s enough lover boy.
That’s my sister you’re drooling all over,” Andrew says with mock
disgust in his voice, but a genuine smile on his face.

I pull Ashley into my arms and lean us
against the railing. “So, how was your trip?” I ask
Andrew.

“Let’s just say it got pretty crazy.
So, obviously it was awesome,” he says with a mischievous grin. “Oh
and I think I own a bed and breakfast in upstate New York. Betting
got deep at the private poker table.”

“Okaaaay.” Ashley eyes him. “I’m going
to assume you’re kidding.”

He pulls out a set of keys from his
pocket and jingles them in front of our faces. “Nope.” He
laughs.

Ashley shakes her head but is clearly
amused by Andrew. “Only my brother.”

“Blame Chad. He bet me to go big or go
home. What else could I do?” Andrew shrugs. “I’m thinking winter
break we party at the B&B? You guys down?”

I laugh. Andrew is one of a kind.
“Sure man, count us in.”

“Speaking of Chad, he said he’d try
and come out to the island for the meet and greet. He’s a car buff
too, can’t wait to check out your ride. You’re coming right?”
Andrew asks me, changing the subject to one I’m not all that
excited to broach.

“I’m not sure—” I say before Ashley
cuts me off.

“Yes, he’s coming,” she answers. “I
think he should talk to Richard. Maybe he knows someone who can
look into getting Lane’s scholarship reinstated.”

Andrew’s face looks as skeptical as I
feel about this idea. “You never know,” Andrew says with a shrug.
“Just don’t open with the fact that Lane rearranged his son’s face
when you make your introductions,” he says, half joking, half
serious.

“Wait. What?” I say a little more
loudly then necessary.

Ashley throws a narrowed look at
Andrew over her shoulder. “Thanks for that.”

“Let me get this straight, the family
friend you want me to talk to is Gregory Chase’s dad?” I ask
incredulously, dropping my arms from around Ashley’s waist. I’m not
mad, I’m shocked. “That’s crazy. I think it’s been well established
Gregory and I do not like each other. At all.”

I thought it was a long shot before I
knew it was that jerk-off’s father I’d need to convince to help me,
but now, it just seems like a colossal waste of everyone’s time to
even bother.

“But maybe…”

I take Ashley’s hands in mine. “Baby,
you don’t really think he would let his dad help me, do you? So you
and I can be together at Yale?” The question is rhetorical because
the answer is obvious. “Ash, Greg wants to get you back, so he
won’t let that happen. Ever.”

“That’s not true. At the beginning of
the summer it might have been, but he’s with Hailey now. I saw them
at the club last week.”

“I saw them too,” Andrew offers,
backing up Ashley. “Then again, you never know with Greg. He always
wants what he can’t have.” Exactly my point.

“But, Lane, it can’t hurt to try, and
I really think he’ll help.” She stares at her feet, looking less
sure by the second. “What’s the dream worth if it’s not worth the
gamble, right?” Ashley says quietly, giving me my own
advice.

Damn.

I put a finger under Ashley’s chin and
raise it so she’s looking at me. “Baby, that’s why I love you so
much, you always see the best in everyone, even me.”

I rub my thumb along her jaw. I’m
certain Gregory Chase’s father will never help me, but if it’ll
make Ashley happy, I’ll try. I’d do anything for my girl, and
frankly I’d do anything to make Yale a reality, even if it means
talking to Gregory’s dad. Chance or no chance.

…

“If it was good enough for a first
date, it should be good enough for those fancy pants ivy leaguers,”
Grandpa says with a wink, handing me the same tie he loaned me for
Ashley and my disaster of a first date. I seriously hope this thing
isn’t cursed.

I pull it over my head and tie it
snug. “Thanks, Grandpa.”

“You’re welcome, my boy,” he says, and
I can see how proud he is of me and it makes it hard to
swallow.

I give him a smile, because what else
can I do? I grab my jacket and shrug it on. Nerves make my
movements jerky and stiff and I have to keep reminding myself it’s
just a meet and greet. I’m accepted to Yale just like everyone else
who will be there, and Ashley will be by my side.

“Alright, here I go.” I try to sound
excited, but the words fall flat even to my own ears.

“Now you and….and… that pretty girl,
have a wonderful first date,” Grandpa says, making me
wince.

It’s been one of those ‘days’ today,
when his Alzheimer’s makes him forget, even moments later, who or
what he was talking about. I’m not sure he remembers I’m not
actually going to Yale anymore, and while part of me is sad, the
other part is relieved since I don’t want to disappoint
him.

“I love you, Grandpa,” I
say, giving him a quick hug, knowing even if he doesn’t remember
how much I love him and appreciate him, I always will.

Irene loops Grandpa’s arm around hers
and pats his hand. “Have fun and good luck,” she says to me with a
smile.

I muster up half a smile back and a
nod before shutting the front door behind me.

I’m gonna need more than luck; I’m
gonna need a miracle.

When I arrive at Ashley’s house twenty
minutes later I park in the very back of a long row of cars. Better
for a quick escape. I adjust the sport coat I broke down and
bought, take a deep breath, and raise my fist to knock on the door.
Before my knuckles can make contact, the door swings open and I’m
relieved to see Ashley’s smile.

“Hi,” I say, stepping inside, my eyes
nervously darting around the entryway, having flashbacks of the
last time I was here.

Ashley gives me a light kiss. “Don’t
worry,” she says, taking my hand and smiling up at me, calming my
nerves. Somewhat.

“Are you sure about this?” I ask.
“Aren’t you like, banned from me?”

“I love you and nothing else matters,”
Ashley says.

Her words make me feel brave. I steal
a kiss before I let her lead me into the familiar living room where
I spent the most uncomfortable hour of my life after meeting her
parents for the first and only time.

Ashley tightens her grip on my hand
before addressing her parents. “Mother, Father. You remember
Lane.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Whitmore,” I say
politely. “It’s nice to see you both again.”

Mrs. Whitmore gives me a curt smile
while Mr. Whitmore doesn’t bother with the niceties.

“Ashley, what in the world is he doing
here?” he growls, leveling me with his eyes.

Not. Good.

“Lane has been accepted to Yale like
every other student here and I would appreciate you remember that,”
Ashley says to her father defiantly. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, I’m
going to introduce Lane around.”

With a polite smile, Ashley leads me
away, leaving her parents standing in the middle of the room
dumbfounded.

“Wow. What’s gotten into you?” I
whisper in her ear as we walk out on the porch.

“You,” she says, wrapping her arms
around my waist. “You’ve shown me that I can be fearless. I can
strive for what I want in my life, be it dance or you.”

“Well, I’m proud of you,” I say before
kissing her forehead.

“So, are you ready to meet Richard?
See if there’s anything he can do to help?” she asks. Her boldness
must be rubbing off on me because I’m not even close to being ready
but I nod anyway. I can do this. For me and for her.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

I glance back into the living room and
spy none other than Gregory Chase leering at me from the bar. He
shakes hands with an older gentleman before being pulled away by a
group of guys he seems familiar with. The older man, whose suit
looks like it costs more than I make in two months at the club,
shares Gregory’s beady eyes, straight nose and air of superiority.
Mr. Richard Chase I assume.

Here goes nothing.

 



Chapter 24

 Ashley

 


Lane straightens his tie, squares his
shoulders and takes my hand in his. He gives me a wary look that I
return with a smile, hoping it will help. “Nothing else matters,” I
remind him, making it our new mantra.

He’s as ready as he’s going to
be.

He releases a breath I think he’s been
holding since arriving then I lead him back in the house to find
Richard Chase, Gregory’s father. Lane walks confidently at my side,
but I can tell he’s faking it as we make our way across the room.
He might not believe anyone can help him get his scholarship
reinstated, let alone Gregory’s father, but I can’t let him leave
any possibility unexplored. He’s worked too hard.

“Mr. Chase,” I say, giving Gregory’s
dad my warmest smile when we find him leaning against the bar, a
martini in his hand.

“Ashley, my dear, how many times do I
have to remind you to call me Richard?” He smiles setting down his
drink and cupping my free hand in his.

“Of course,” I say as he releases my
hand. “Richard, I’d like to introduce you to my boyfriend
Lane.”

“Mr. Chase, it’s nice to meet you,”
Lane says, extending his hand.

“Well, well, well,” Richard says
slowly, leaving Lane’s hand hanging in the air just like my father
did. “So this must be the local boy I have to thank for the plastic
surgery bill to reset Gregory’s nose after your little scuffle on
the beach.”

Oh no.

“Richard, let me explain,” I start,
unsure how to tactfully tell him his son is a pig and Lane
rearranged his face in my defense.

“No, sir, let me explain,” Lane says,
squeezing my hand, saving me. Again. “Gregory and I had a…
disagreement, and we should have settled it better. I really am
sorry,” he says and I purse my lips in anger; Lane isn’t the one
who should have to apologize for that night.

“Well, at least you can recognize when
you’re in the wrong,” Richard says, taking a long sip of his drink,
eyeing Lane the entire time, his tone neither understanding nor
forgiving.

I’m beginning to see how right Lane
was to think this plan was impractical. Two minutes in and it’s
hard to imagine Richard helping, but I refuse to give up without
trying.

“Richard,” I say, breaking the long
silenced tension. “I wanted to introduce you to Lane since he’ll be
attending Yale in the fall.”

“Really?” he replies, with an arrogant
laugh.

The disbelieving smirk on his face
makes my blood start to boil. How could I believe he would be any
different than my parents or Gregory for that matter?

“Yes, he is,” I say without a hint of
doubt, even though this is where the truth is unraveling. “Well, he
was planning on attending in the fall, but there’s been a
misunderstanding with his scholarship,” I say, not divulging the
details.

“Misunderstanding?” Mr. Chase
questions, arching his brows high. “What do you mean by
misunderstanding?” Although, from his tone, it feels like he
already knows why.

Lane shoves his hand in his pocket
then clears his throat. “Sir, I lost the scholarship due to an
arrest.” His voice cracks on the last word, but he remains
steadfast and honest. “It was a lapse in judgment and does not
reflect my character accurately. I promise.”

“Why does
that not surprise me?”
Richard says under his breath, but Lane and I both hear him
clearly.

“You see, sir, your son and I wagered
a… friendly bet on whose car was faster and I ended up getting
arrested for the race. I hope you can see it was just a stupid
mistake your son and I both made.”

“The only thing I
see is you were stupid
enough to get caught,” he chuckles, but there’s more satisfaction
than humor in it, and his condescension is ripe.

“Uhhh, yes, sir, I guess you could say
that, sir,” Lane replies, his jaw set tight.

“So?” Richard furrows his brows in
question. “You’ll have to excuse my bluntness, but why is any of
this my concern?”

I can feel Lane’s frustration in his
grip. He looks like he would rather get arrested again then ask
this man for help when it’s obvious he’s getting pleasure from
Lane’s misfortune.

“Well, sir,” Lane begins, but I cut
in. This was my idea. I’m the one with the relationship with the
Chase family, and maybe if I ask he’ll be more inclined to help. I
hope. For Lane’s sake.

“Richard, I was hoping with your
position on the admissions board, you may know someone who could
clear up this matter and have Lane’s scholarship reinstated,” I
say, putting it out there so we can all move on from this charade.
“Like you said, Lane just made the unfortunate mistake of getting
caught, even though Gregory was also involved. It’s seems unfair
Lane be penalized when he wasn’t the only one at fault. Don’t you
agree?” I say, trying to appeal to his sense of reason, or possibly
a sense of shame his son is facing zero consequences while someone
else suffers for the same offense. “Please, Mr. Chase, can you
help?”

Richard sets his drink
casually on the bar, reaches into his inside jacket pocket and
pulls out a thick cigar. “Ashley, dear, I know how fond Gregory is
of you and it would give me great pleasure to help
you,” he says with a
genuine smile as he cuts off the tip of his cigar.

My heart skips a beat. He’s going to
help.

I glance at Lane and he looks as
elated as I feel. He’s going to help. He’s going to help. The
improbable words keep bouncing around my mind. Unable to contain my
excitement, I let go of Lane’s hand and fling my arms around
Richard’s neck.

“Thank you. Thank you so much,” I say,
feeling light as air. When I finally let go of him my smile is so
big my face hurts. I can only imagine how Lane must be
feeling.

Richard pulls out an engraved gold
lighter, flicks it open and strikes the flame. He takes a few deep
puffs on his cigar before blowing out a cloud of smoke, a smile on
his face.

“Thank you, my dear, for the
enthusiastic gratitude,” he says, straightening his dress coat then
taking another drag of his cigar. “Nevertheless, I cannot help your
boyfriend in this matter.”

His words take a moment to process.
What? Didn’t he just say he would help me? Had I
misunderstood?

“I’m sorry?” I ask, my heart pounding
loudly in my ears.” But you said…”

“No, no, I’m sorry I was
not clearer. I said it would give me great pleasure to help
you, my dear. However, I
will not help out this…” he waves his hand in Lane’s direction,
“delinquent.”

I stare at Gregory’s father in
disbelief as he smiles over Lane and me, not looking the least bit
sorry.

I see red.

“This is all Gregory’s fault!” I say
too loudly to remain respectable, but I could care less at this
point.

“Ashley,” Lane says discreetly,
glancing around the room. “Baby, let’s just go.”

“No. It’s not fair,” I say on the
verge of tears.

How could Richard be so cruel? He knew
what he said and how he said it. He was just playing with us like a
cat with a mouse. He flicks the ash of his cigar, relaxed and
carefree as if our exchange never happened. Like he didn’t just
crush all of our hopes.

“Did someone say my name?”

I whip my head around and find Gregory
standing behind Lane and me, a smug look on his face. He heard
everything.

“Not now, Gregory,” I say, his easy
smile annoying me instantly.

“What?” He shrugs. “I heard my name,”
he says innocently, but Gregory Chase is never innocent.
Ever.

I let go of Lane and plant my hands on
my hips. “Fine. I was just explaining to your father here that it’s
entirely your fault Lane lost his scholarship.”

Gregory saunters to his father’s side
wearing a smirk that matches the one his father is wearing as well.
“And how do you figure?”

“Come on, Ash, it’s not worth it,”
Lane says quietly at my side, tugging my arm. I don’t budge. He
might not want to make a scene, but I don’t care so
much.

“You know exactly what I mean,” I say,
taking a step forward. “If it weren’t for you and your stupid
attempt to get back together, you wouldn’t have been such a jerk to
Lane and then had him fired. He wouldn’t have needed the money and
agreed to race you if that hadn’t happened. You could have just as
likely been the one caught by the police that night, but it was
Lane, and now he’s suffering while you get away with
everything.”

“Wait, let me see if I
understand you correct. You think that it’s my fault that your boyfriend there,”
Greg gestures to Lane, “did his job so poorly that he was fired.”
He scoffs. “Let me remind you he
was the one who picked up a dirty fork from the
floor and cleaned it with his spit before setting it back on our
table.”

I feel Lane flinch at my side. “You
know as well as I do, you provoked him,” I say frustrated that he’s
spinning the truth.

Gregory, not deterred by my accusation
continues, “And I can hardly be held responsible for his reckless
driving and subsequent arrest.” He looks from me to Lane. “Maybe if
he hadn’t nearly gotten into a head on crash with another vehicle
during the race the authorities may never have been
called.”

“But…” I falter, at a loss for words
at this new information. Lane told me Gregory blocked him in at the
bluffs then took off right before the cops showed up, but he hadn’t
mentioned anything about a possible wreck; he’d only said the race
was dirty and I never asked for any more details. Although, it
doesn’t surprise me Gregory wouldn’t play fair.

“And lastly, I have no
bearing on Yale’s standards of conduct. If they determined Lane’s not fit to
receive their scholarship, how can that be my fault either? I’m
sorry, Ashley, but he’s the only one to blame here.” Gregory
finishes with an indifferent glance in Lane’s direction.

I can feel the anger rolling off Lane
in waves as my mind starts to swirl that Gregory might be right,
and the very thought pushes me over the edge.

“You know what, Gregory? You and your
dad and my parents and everyone else in this whole ridiculous room
can think whatever you want about Lane, but the one thing it
doesn’t change is the fact that you’re all a bunch of
self-righteous, conceited assholes.

I turn to storm off and freeze when I
see everyone in the room staring, having heard the entire
confrontation. The room is dead silent besides the clinking of ice
cubes against crystal glasses and a soft murmur of whispers coming
in off the deck.

My eyes roam the familiar and
unfamiliar faces until they stop at my father, whose expression is
washed purple with anger.

“Get. To. Your. Room. Now.”

 



Chapter 25

 Lane

 


“I’m so sorry,” Ashley whispers, tears
streaking her face, before she runs down the stairs, leaving me in
the middle of her living room standing slack jawed at what just
transpired.

Andrew claps his hand on my shoulder.
“Hey, man, what do you say we get outta here?”

I turn towards the stairs. “I should
go talk to Ash, make sure she’s okay.”

“Yeah, you may want to do that later,”
Andrew says, glancing in his father’s direction. One look at Mr.
Whitmore’s face and I know Andrew’s right. Ashley and I can talk
when everyone’s calmed down.

I nod. “Good idea.”

“Dude. Can you believe my little
sister just laid out that whole room?” Andrew laughs walking to my
car. The cool night is a welcome relief from the stuffy room we
just left, but the thought of Ashley upset tightens my chest,
making it difficult to take in a deep breath of the fresh air.
“Hey, why don’t we go blow off some steam for a little bit? Ashley
will call soon, I’m sure,” Andrew says as I eye my phone. “I heard
there’s a party at the bluffs tonight. Let’s go, chill out, and
this won’t seem like such a big deal in an hour or two. I
swear.”

I let out a sigh then shove my phone
in my pocket. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I hope.

There are a few people scattered
around the bluffs when we arrive, but definitely not a party.
Andrew and I lean against the back of my car watching the clusters
of people come and go until the bluffs are officially empty except
for us.

“Wild and crazy party,” I joke. “We
might want to keep it down before someone calls the cops and I get
arrested again.”

“Total bust,” Andrew says, tossing the
twig he’s been fiddling with to the ground. “We could head to the
beach? See if there’s a bonfire?”

I ignore Andrew’s suggestion and pull
out my phone; I’ve waited long enough for everyone to calm down. I
want to talk to my girl. I dial Ashley and let the call ring over
and over until her voicemail finally picks up. I jam the phone back
in my pocket. She’s either still talking to her parents, or she’s
grounded. Again.

“Damn.” I kick the dirt, sending up a
small cloud of dust. “All Ashley was trying to do was help, and now
she’s probably in even more trouble because of me, and I’m not
anywhere closer to Yale. Talk about a bust.”

“I’ve never seen her so upset, but she
really did believe Richard was going to help, so I don’t blame
her,” Andrew says. “That was a serious dick move.”

“You got that right.” I fiddle with my
keys, thinking about how sad Ashley looked right before she
disappeared down the stairs and wishing I would have followed her.
“Dude, you mind if I run you home? I think I’m gonna call it a
night,” I tell Andrew, done with it all.

“Yeah, that’s cool. And hey, Lane, I’m
sorry about the whole school thing. I kinda feel responsible you’re
in this mess in the first place.”

I scrunch my brows. “How’s
that?”

Andrew stares at the ground for a
second before looking back up at me. “I mean, I was the one who
proposed that bet, then practically forced you to race by shoving
money at you.”

I shake my head. “Nah, dude, I
could’ve said no. I wanted to beat him, embarrass him and all,” I
say sheepishly because winning the money was a tempting lure, but I
really just wanted to show him up in front of Ashley. Childish, I
know.

“Thanks, Lane. For being so cool.”
Andrew says, and I can tell he’s being genuine. “I can’t resist a
good bet, you know?” He smiles. “And the look on Greg’s face when
you beat him was totally priceless.”

“Yeah, it was,” I agree with a
laugh.

“And speak of the devil…” Andrew
stares over my shoulder.

“Seriously?” I say as Gregory pulls up
alongside us. You’ve got to be kidding me. Can this night get any
worse?

“Hey, ladies, you two up here all by
yourselves to make out?” Gregory says, stepping out of his car with
a grin on his face, acting like we’re old friends. Is this guy
delusional?

“Come up here to make out with
yourself?” Andrew jokes back, but there’s more than just an
undertone of annoyance in his voice, there is clear
disdain.

“Funny, but no. I was actually hoping
I’d find you here,” he says, eyeing me. I can feel my fists clench.
What’s it gonna take to shake this guy?

“What do you want, Gregory?” I ask
annoyed.

“What I’ve wanted from the get go,” he
says, swinging his key ring around his index finger casually.
“Ashley.”

He clearly
is delusional and his
confidence makes me laugh. “Ashley? And how do you think you’re
gonna manage that?”

“Simple. Another bet,” he answers
without a hint of irony.

“What do you mean, another bet?” I ask
skeptically.

“Well, it’s my understanding,” Gregory
smirks, “you just asked my father for help with a financial problem
you’re facing, and everyone should be entitled to an education, so
I’m here to solve both our problems.”

I roll my eyes. “The only problem I
have right now is you,” I say aggravated that he’s toying with me,
rubbing my failure in my face and making it a game. “Get to the
point.”

“Fine. Fine,” he says,
waving away my irritation. “I bet you another race.
From here, past the fork, and out to Stonewall
pond.”

“What? Getting beat once wasn’t enough
for you?” I laugh, dismissing his offer as I walk away, then like a
puzzle piece falling into place, it all clicks. I spin and face
him. “Wait. You want me to bet Ashley?” I ask
incredulously.

“Precisely.”

I shake my head. So much for Ashley’s
theory that Greg is over her. “You’ve lost your mind,” I say,
turning away again.

“We’ll see.” I hear him say smugly.
“Don’t you want to hear the terms of the bet?” he asks, then
continues when I don’t respond. “If you win, I’ll give you a
hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Surely that’s enough to cover
the cost of school.”

I stop in my tracks then slowly turn
and face him. “And if you win?”

“I get Ashley,” he says simply, like
she’s a commodity to be traded on an open exchange. “You
in?”

I can hardly wrap my mind around what
he’s saying, making it hard to think clearly. One hundred and fifty
thousand dollars? That kind of money would almost cover all four
years of school. I wouldn’t have to burden my family, or go into
debt. I’d be able to go to Yale. Realize my dream.

It’s the easiest decision I’ve ever
had to make.

“No.”

“No?” he repeats in
disbelief.

“Not a chance. Ashley’s the love of my
life and you’re a fool if you think any amount of money would ever
make me choose it over her.”

Gregory takes a step forward, his jaw
tight and his eyes wide. “You would turn down an ivy league
education, practically paid in full, to keep dating a girl who’s
just using you to make her mommy and daddy mad?” Gregory says,
trying to bait me, irritated he’s not getting his way. “You really
should reconsider.”

“Never,” I say without a second
thought. In his world, money might buy everything, but it can’t buy
me. I wouldn’t trade Ashley for anything in the world, not even
Yale.

“But—” Gregory starts, before being
cut off by Andrew.

“I’ll take the bet.”

I whip my head around and stare at
Andrew. “You what?”

“I’ll take the bet,” Andrew says flat
out. “But I have different terms.”

“I’m not going to race you,” Gregory
says. “You can’t give me what I want anyway.”

“Ashley?” Andrew raises his brows.
“Dude, that’s never going to happen, no matter who you race, win or
lose, my sister’s in love with Lane, you have to accept
that.”

“She’ll come to her senses sooner or
later. Lane can’t take care of her the way I can,” Gregory
scoffs.

“Besides being an ass, that’s exactly
why she’d never be with you. She doesn’t need someone to take care
of her. She’s strong, independent, and brave and she can take care
of herself. Jerk,” I say proud of my girl.

“Dude, I’m so tired of this,” Andrew
says, throwing his hands in the air, clearly frustrated. “Five
hundred grand. That’s my bet.”

“Andrew,” I snap, my jaw as tight as
my fists. This is way past out of hand. “Drop this.”

“No. The only thing that matters to
him is money.” He levels Gregory with his eyes. “So let’s do this.
I bet you five hundred thousand dollars. Are you in?”

“And if you win?” Gregory asks,
clarifying the terms, a glimmer of excitement and greed in his
eyes.

“You leave my sister and Lane alone.
No more fighting, no more rude remarks at their expense, and no
more stupid bets. Nothing. It’s over and you move on. Got
it?”

Gregory takes a long look at his car
then turns back to Andrew with a smirk. “Deal.”

I see a gleam of excitement in
Andrew’s eyes now too. I pull him off to the side, just out of ear
shot. “Dude, you do not need to do this. Ashley and I can deal with
Gregory just fine. Don’t risk losing that kind of money. That’s
insane.”

Andrew smiles. “You know as well as I
do your car can smoke him. I’m more surprised he’s willing to risk
the embarrassment of losing again, even for that much
cash.”

“Exactly. Don’t you think that’s
weird? Why would he bother?”

“Money. Plain and simple.”

I give Andrew a blank look. “But his
family is loaded?”

“That’s the thing with Gregory, he
wants what he can’t have. And if he has it, he wants more of it.
He’s never satisfied.”

I draw in a breath and release it
slowly. Andrew knows Gregory better than I do, so I’ll have to
trust he knows what he’s talking about. Even though it still seems
off to me. Maybe another dose of reality is just what Gregory needs
because you don’t always get what you want in life. And one thing
is for sure, he can’t have Ashley, and he can’t beat my car, no
matter who’s driving.

“Okay, let’s do this.”

“Yes!” Andrew slaps the hood of my
car, smiling.

“You sure you’re good to
drive?”

“Dude, I got this,” he says, leaning
against my car casually. I shake my head at how calm Andrew seems,
considering he just bet half a million bucks. My palms are sweating
like mad. “Seriously, Lane, I’m good, so don’t worry. When I was in
Atlantic City, a bunch of us went to the track and raced Ferrari’s.
I should be able to handle your car just fine.”

“Alright.” I nod.

“Anytime,” Gregory says, interrupting
us, his sarcasm as obvious as his disdain for me.

“I’m more than ready,” Andrew replies
as I toss him my keys.

“Let’s make this short and sweet. From
here to the fork in the road,” Gregory says, trying to sound
nonchalant but there’s an edge in his voice.

“Why so short now? Afraid your car
won’t perform as well once you’re off the line?” I ask.

“Hardly,” Gregory says but his face
tells a different story. He looks concerned.

Andrew laughs as he jumps into the
driver seat of my car and begins adjusting the mirrors. “Riiight,”
he taunts Gregory.

I lean in so only Andrew can hear me.
“Listen, Greg’s car is fast off the line, but mine’ll build up
speed quick. Last time he boxed me in, so even though I won, he has
no idea I wasn’t even close to pushing the car to its limits. Let
him punch it and beat you off the line.”

Andrew puts his seatbelt on then looks
at me with his brows furrowed. “Really?”

I nod. “Yeah. Move quick into second
gear and ride it all the way to the rev limiter before shifting
into third.” Andrew is zeroed in on my every word. “Hold on tight
to keep control of the car when you lay on the gas and you’ll
catapult past him in the last few seconds right before you reach
the fork, but get into fourth gear right after you win, so my
engine doesn’t burn out,” I say with a grin and a fist
bump.

“Fine. From here to the fork in the
road,” Andrew yells to Gregory over the sound of both cars engines
now purring.

Gregory’s face relaxes with Andrew’s
agreement of the terms and his confidence returns. I shove my hands
in my pockets and try not to smile. I can’t wait to see Gregory’s
face in a few minutes when Andrew wipes the floor with
him.

The road leading from the bluffs to
the fork is straight and open, and I can see clear to the finish
line. I step in front of the cars ready to count them
off.

“On your marks. Get set. GO!” I scream
over the roar of the car engines, dropping my arms to my
sides.

Gregory’s car flies off the line
kicking up dirt. Andrew takes off just a fraction of a second
behind Gregory as instructed. I spin around and have to wave my
hand in front of my face to clear the cloud of red dust swirling
all around me, obstructing my sight.

The cloud settles just in time to see
Andrew shoot past Gregory, the rumble of my engine being pushed
hard roars as the car crosses the invisible finish line. Andrew
raises his fist in the air before I hear the sound of him shifting
into fourth and then disappearing around the bend.

I jump with excitement, pumping my own
fists in the air right before I hear the sound of tires squealing
against the pavement, immediately followed by the sound of two loud
booms, then the sickening crunch of metal and shattering glass. I
look up and see in the dark sky a blackish gray cloud start to rise
above the trees around the bend.

Andrew.

I take off on a dead run, my legs
moving faster than I’ve ever pushed them in my life, but I still
feel like I’m running in quicksand. I thrust forward until my legs
are burning as badly as my lungs. They feel ready to explode if I
don’t stop and take a breath, but I can’t. I keep
pushing.

I pass Gregory and his car in a blur.
The faint sound of him shouting fills my ears, but his words are
jumbled in my frantic state. I have to get to Andrew.

I turn the corner at the fork, and my
vision goes hazy. Smoke billows off my car, a crumpled mess of
metal and glass, as Andrew lays slumped and unconscious in the
driver seat. His face is covered in blood and flames flick out of
the engine block, dangerously close to engulfing him
completely.

‘Andrew,’ my mind whispers, but his name is
barely discernible over the sound of screaming that’s filling my
ears.

My screams. Then black.

 



Chapter 26

 Ashley

 


I sit on the edge of my bed fighting
to not explode again when my parents barge in.

“Ashley Elizabeth Whitmore. I cannot
believe how incredibly disrespectful you were to Richard and
Gregory. What in the world has gotten into you?” my father spits,
the party upstairs clearly over.

Narrowing my eyes at him, I cross my
arms. “What’s gotten into me?” My tone drips with frustration and
my anger simmers right on the surface, raw from the pleasure
Gregory and Richard had denying Lane help.

“It’s that boy,” my mother chimes in
from the doorway, a wine glass in one hand while the other rests on
her hip. “He’s to blame for this. Ever since you met him you’ve
been a totally different daughter than the one I
raised.”

“His name is Lane, Mother, and this is
not his fault. None of it is,” I say, raising my voice. “When will
you, and everyone else for that matter, stop blaming Lane for
everything, including my behavior? It’s not his fault I finally
stood up for myself, Gregory and Richard deserved what I
said.”

“Young lady, I don’t care
what you think
they deserved. They are guests in our house and you were out of
line speaking to them in that manner,” my father says sharply. “And
to one of my biggest donors.”

“Oh that’s right, I’m to be seen and
not heard. Wouldn’t want to embarrass you in front of the head of
your Super PAC. I’m so sick of being nothing but a campaign prop to
you two. I can’t take it anymore.”

“That is ridiculous,” my mother huffs
after taking a sip of her wine.

I shake my head as tears fill my eyes.
“No, it’s not. I’ve always done as I was told, ‘smile nice for the
reporters, support your father’s positions, wear this, do your hair
like that,’ I’ve never disobeyed, afraid to be anything less than
your perfect daughter. I’m exhausted. I’m not perfect. That’s
what’s gotten into me,” I say, holding up a strand of my hair to
emphasize my point, my wild, untamed, imperfect hair.

“Ashley,” my father starts.

“No,” I cry. “I feel like
I can’t be myself because it might not poll well, or will embarrass
you at the club or not line up with your goals for my life.” I pull in a shallow breath
then let the truth tumble out. “Do you know I don’t even want to go
to Yale? I want to dance, professionally.” I wipe a tear off my
face. “But I knew you would never allow it, so I’ve never told
you.”

“You, by no means, showed true
interest in becoming a Prima ballerina, otherwise we would have
been open to discussing that,” my mother says, actually seeming
offended by my charge.

“That’s because I don’t want to be a
ballerina, I want to be a contemporary dancer,” I say, biting the
inside of my cheek.

My mother rolls her eyes. “And you
don’t think he’s pulling you down? You no longer care to get an
education but would rather flit away your potential, for what? To
be some bohemian starving artist? With that boy?” she asks, her lip
curling around the words like they’re dirty, making my stomach
pinch.

“See what I mean!” I yell. “I’ve
wanted to be a dancer long before I met Lane, but yes, he’s
encouraged me to follow my dreams if that’s what you mean by
‘pulling me down.’ Just admit you don’t like him because he doesn’t
own waterfront property, or have a prestigious last name, or
lineage like Gregory,” I accuse, my fists balled so tight my finger
nails cut into my palm.

My mother looks genuinely shocked by
my assertion as my father wraps his arm around her shoulders,
leveling me with his eyes. “Honestly, Ashley. Lane’s means or lack
thereof has nothing to do with our objection of him. You need to
look at it from our perspective. He has made a number of poor
choices, as have you, since you two began dating. Choices that make
us question his character. The way you behaved tonight just proves
our point; his influence is leading you down the wrong path. There
is nothing good that can come from him being in your life or this
family’s.”

“You’re wrong!” I cry. Tears stream
down my face as my insides churn that the same reasons Gregory
spewed at Lane for being in his current predicament, is the same
rationale my parents are using against Lane now.

I just wish they could see him the way
I do; loyal, hardworking, kind, protective, and mine. And nothing
will ever change that. Ever.

“There’s no use in speaking with you
right now if you cannot be reasoned with. Your mother and I will
speak to you when you are no longer acting like a child,” he
finishes, shutting my door with a heavy click, leaving me
alone.

Finally.

I grab my phone from my dresser,
relieved they didn’t take it away, and check for any messages from
Lane. Nothing but a missed call. I hope he’s not mad, although he
has every right to be.

I need to see him. To apologize. To
figure out what we’re going to do in the fall. But more than
anything what I need is to be in his arms.

I change my clothes and start to text
Lane when I hear a blood curdling scream come from upstairs. My
mother.

I drop my phone to the floor and run
up the stairs taking them two at a time. My heart is pounding by
the time I make it into the living room, where my mother is
clutching the phone, her face pale, her body stiff. My father, on
the other hand, is her exact opposite. He’s frantically running
around the room gathering up miscellaneous items and tossing them
into my mother’s purse. He grabs the car keys and clutches them
tight in his hand before looking up at me.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, even though I’m
not sure I really want the answer. Whatever it is, it’s not good by
the look on their faces.

“It’s your brother. He’s been in an
accident.”

…

A haze of red and blue flashing lights
cut through the thick gray smoke that’s filled the air and is
raising high above the trees.

When we reach the barricade, hastily
set up to keep the accident site clear, I jump from the car and run
across the road to where Andrew is being hoisted into an
ambulance.

“Andrew!”

Straps hold him to the gurney while
bright red blood soaks through the bandages that are wrapped around
his head. His eyes are closed, his body lifeless.

“Andrew,” I scream again, hoping he’ll
open his eyes at the sound of my voice, proving he’s alive.
Nothing. He remains motionless as the doors of the ambulance slam
shut. The wail of sirens pierce my ears then fades further and
further away as it disappears down the dark road headed in the
direction of the hospital.

I spin around and see my parents
speaking with a cop. My mother’s crying while my father nods, his
arm wrapped tight around her body, Gregory standing next to them.
Why is Gregory here? What the hell happened?

I scan the accident trying to make
sense of the wreckage, but it’s nothing more than a heap of crushed
burnt metal and glass. The smell of gasoline and smoke burns my
eyes. I blink away the tears obstructing my vision and gasp at the
barely recognizable cherry red car that’s in front of me, mangled
like a child’s toy and charred black from fire. I feel my heart
stop instantly. I can’t seem to pull in the air I need as I gape at
the wreck, my breaths clipped and shallow.

Everything is moving in slow motion
and at the speed of light all at once. I think my parents are
calling my name, but it’s muddled like I’m underwater. I follow
their voices, but it’s hard to move my body it’s so heavy. I push
to keep going forward refusing to stop until I find out what
happened. I need to know if Andrew and Lane are okay.

I take one last look over my shoulder
when I reach the yellow caution tape strung across the road, trying
to decide if anyone could have made it out alive, let alone two
people, when I stop dead in my tracks.

Lane.

My world stops as I watch a police
officer, holding Lane by the arm, open the back of the patrol car
and place him inside.

The whole scene tilts sideways as I
fall to the ground, my legs no longer able to hold me up, breathing
impossible.

People talk to me, around me, and at
me, but I can’t understand what they’re saying. All I can do is lie
silently on the cold hard ground and attempt to keep the fuzzy
black edges of my mind from closing in on me.

Lane’s getting arrested.

This is his fault.

 



Chapter 27

 Lane

 


“Try to sit still,” the gruff nurse
says, looking down at my legs.

Am I moving? I glance down at my body;
my clothes covered in black soot and blood and realize she’s right.
I’m shaking. I try to stop, but it’s impossible with all the
adrenaline still pumping through my veins.

I look at her helplessly. “I
can’t.”

“Shhh, it’s okay.” She takes a long
look at me before getting up and leaving the room. She returns a
moment later with a heated blanket and wraps it around my shaking
frame. It doesn’t help. Even under the warmth of the blanket I’m
still freezing and can’t figure out why I’m so cold when I’m
pouring sweat. I feel weird. Alert and sluggish. The details of the
night both crystal clear and foggy at the same time.

“How you doin’ now?” she asks,
continuing to dress my burns.

I want to tell her I’m fine, but it’s
hard to speak between my teeth chattering and the taste of blood in
the back of my throat from screaming, or maybe from inhaling so
much smoke, but probably both. I want her to quit asking me how I’m
doing and tell me how Andrew’s doing.

My mind flashes to Andrew’s face,
bloody and pale and I slam my eyes shut, but I can’t stop the
images from coming. I relive it like it’s happening again, right
then and there.

Everything is black. I can hear myself
screaming as I run to pull Andrew from the wreckage. The fire is
spreading so fast I have to squint to see through the heavy smoke
engulfing the car. I bury my nose in the crook of my elbow, but the
smell of gasoline, smoke and burning flesh is so overwhelming it
makes my stomach roil, and I don’t know if it’s me or Andrew who’s
on fire.

My body feels numb, like it belongs to
someone else while I watch from the outside. I reach Andrew, fire
licking at my skin as blood pours down his face and suddenly my
mind and body slam back into each other and I can feel every
blazing flame searing my skin.

I climb over the crumpled passenger
side door and fumble with the seatbelt until it comes undone, no
longer trapping Andrew’s limp body in this inferno of burning
metal. Propping my hands under his arms, I drag his unconscious
body out of the car and a safe distance away in case it blows. On a
small patch of grass at the edge of the road I collapse with Andrew
then check his vitals the best I know how. He’s still breathing,
but his breath and pulse are faint.

“Come on man, stay with me,” I shout,
wiping the blood from his ghostly white face, his body cold to the
touch. I search frantically for the cut, to apply pressure, but
can’t find the source, there’s just too much blood matting his hair
and running down the side of his head, soaking his shirt almost
completely.

The sound of ambulance sirens blare in
the distance. “Help’s on the way, man. Just hold on. Okay?” I say,
feeling something hot and wet run down my cheeks, and I don’t know
if it's blood or tears or both. “Just hold on a little
longer.”

“All done,” the nurse says, snapping
me out of it. The memory leaves my heart pounding as she secures
the last piece of tape around the cotton gauze covering most of my
right hand and the majority of both arms up to my
elbows.

I shrug the blanket off, stand up and
wobble unsteadily when my feet touch the ground.

“Whoa there, not so fast.” The nurse
guides me back to the bed and covers me up again. “I think we’re
going to have you lie down for a little while longer, until a
family member gets here. You’re still in shock.”

Shock? That can’t be. Can it? With the
pain meds having finally kicked in, soothing the pain of my burns,
I feel fine, besides the unusual tremors racking my body every few
minutes.

“But I need to see Ashley,” I say like
the nurse knows who the hell I’m talking about. I try to sit up
again, but she pushes me gently back down. I look at her
pleadingly. “I have to get up. Please. I have to find Ashley and
check on Andrew.”

“Settle down,” Sam says, walking into
the room still in uniform.

The nurse looks at Sam then back to
me. “He’s in shock. You’ll need to wait to question him,” she says
protectively.

Sam relaxes out of cop mode. “It’s
okay, ma’am, I’m a friend of the family. I’m not here to question
him, just thought I’d wait with him until his mom gets here,” he
explains, and that seems to placate the nurse. He looks at me with
concern in his eyes. “How ya doing, bud?”

“I’m okay,” I say. Sam looks at the
nurse for confirmation. He’s seen me shake off too many lacrosse
injuries in the past.

“He has second and third degree burns
on his hands and arms, but for the most part he’ll be
fine.”

“See, I’m good. Can you please tell
her I need to get out of here so I can find Ashley and check on
Andrew?”

“Andrew’s in surgery right now, Lane.
He sustained some pretty serious injuries, and I’m not gonna lie,
it’s touch and go.” Sam puts his hand on my shoulder avoiding my
dressings as my heart drops into my stomach and my head drops to my
chest. “Thankfully for him, you were able to get him out of the
car. Otherwise, I’m not sure he would have survived the fire, let
alone his injuries.”

Andrew’s lifeless body flashes in my
mind and I have to bite back bile. Thanks to me? If it weren’t for
me Andrew wouldn’t be hurt in the first place.

I toss the blanket off and get to my
feet. “I have to find her. I have to find Ashley.” I stare at Sam,
silently begging him to help.

Sam looks at the nurse.
“Ma’am?”

The nurse looks me over then
eventually nods. “He can go.” She hands me a piece of paper with
instructions on how to care for my burns and a small paper bag full
of tubes of burn cream, gauze, tape and a prescription for pain
killers. “But make sure to watch for any latent signs of shock for
the next few hours,” she says to Sam before returning to the task
of filling out my chart.

“Will do. Thank you, ma’am.” I should
thank her too, but the only thing I can focus on is finding
Ashley.

I follow Sam out of the room, down a
number of long corridors, up a flight of stairs and then into a
large sitting area just off a busy hallway in the ICU.

“Where is she?” I ask, looking around
the empty room, but just as the words come out of my mouth, a door
to the right of me opens, and Ashley steps out.

Her face is blotchy under the harsh
florescent lights and her eyes are red and swollen from crying. She
looks up as she shuts the door quietly behind her, but she doesn’t
seem to recognize me. She just stands, motionless, staring at me
like I’m a stranger.

She must be in shock too.

“Baby,” I say, cautiously walking
towards her. “Baby, are you okay?”

She says nothing, just stares through
me as I reach out and wrap my arms around her. I place a kiss on
her forehead, breathing in her scent like it’s an antidote that
will heal my wounds and Andrew’s too.

Her body goes rigid in my arms for a
split second, then with more force than I thought she was capable
of, she jams her hands against my ribs and shoves me so hard I
stumble backwards.

“Do. Not. Touch. Me.”

I stare at her and can’t understand
what’s happening. Her lithe body trembles as she positions her
hands in front of her defensively. Maybe the nurse is right; I’m
still in shock and it’s making me confused.

I hold my hands up. “Ash, it’s just
me,” I say, taking a step forward, her eyes narrowed on me like I’m
a threat.

“Don’t.”

My heart thrashes against my ribcage.
“Baby, please.” I take another tentative step forward until she’s
so close I can feel her breath wash over me. I place my hands on
her arms then softly rub them up and down, hoping the warmth of my
touch with ease her frayed nerves and stop her trembling, like the
warm blanket had done for me.

“I said don’t touch me. Don’t even
come near me,” she yells, her eyes filling with tears.

I stumble again, this time her words
knock me back. “What?” I ask at the revulsion I hear in her voice.
Now I’m in shock.

“This is all your fault. Andrew’s in
surgery and the doctors aren’t even sure if he’s going to make it,”
she screams.

“What do you mean… my fault?” I
stammer, the words catching in my throat.

“Everything. Everything is your fault.
If it weren’t for you, Andrew wouldn’t be here at all.” She steps
forward and shoves me again. “You did this. You did this to him,”
she cries. “Every single choice you made this summer brought us
here, to right now. And now my brother is struggling to stay alive
because of you. Don’t you see?” Ashley shouts, tears streaming down
her cheeks as she buries her face in her hands.

Her words crash against me so hard
that it might as well have been me in the accident.

“Ashley, what’s going on out here?”
her father asks, stepping out of the room she just came from, his
shoulders tight and his skin pale. When Mr. Whitmore sees me
there’s no hiding the fury in his bloodshot eyes. “You!” He points
his finger at me, spittle flying as he yells. “Can’t you just leave
our family alone?” He wraps his arms around Ashley’s shaking body,
never taking his eyes off of me. “Haven’t you done enough?” he
says, his voice breaking on the last word, like he’s on the verge
of tears. He shakes his head then turns and guides her back into
the private room shutting the door behind them.

Unconsciously I take a step toward the
door, needing to follow her, to make this right, but Sam grabs my
shoulder stopping me.

“Let them be,” he says
quietly.

“But I need…” I start, but can’t
finish, the words unable to form around the lump in my throat. I
rake my hands through my hair and stare at the closed door, knowing
Ashley’s on the other side hurting and I’m to blame. I feel actual
pain pierce my heart, and I can’t take in a full breath, no matter
how hard I try.

“Come on, you don’t look so good. I’m
gonna take you home,” Sam says from behind me, giving my shoulder a
gentle squeeze.

I shut my eyes as my shoulder slips
out of Sam’s grip. My legs buckle under the weight of Ashley’s
words, causing my knees to hit the hard tile floor with a sickening
crack. I bury my head in my hands and sob silently on the
ground.

She’s right. This is all my fault and
I’ve lost her.

 



Chapter 28

 Ashley

 


Hot tears run down my face, but I’m
alone, so I let them come. “Andrew, I need you to wake up. Please,”
I beg. “It’s my birthday and I can’t celebrate without
you.”

I search for signs of movement or
understanding, but just like every other time in the last two weeks
that I’ve pleaded with him to wake up, I’m met only with the steady
beep of machines as he continues to lay comatose in his hospital
bed.

“I don’t know what to do, Andrew, and
I need you. I need my big brother,” I say like he’s wide awake.
It’s how I’ve talked to him since the accident, hoping he’ll
suddenly wake up and join the conversation. He hasn’t.
Yet.

“Andrew, I need you to wake up and
explain to me how you got into this whole mess in the first place.
Explain to me how you ended up racing Gregory. He says it was
supposed to be a race between him and Lane, but Lane somehow forced
it off on you. Explain to me how that happened. Wake up and explain
to me what in the hell was so important that it’s worth you lying
in this bed for? Wake up and tell me right now. Wake up.” I lay my
head down and sob against Andrew’s arm, clutching his hand in mine.
“Please, Andrew, wake up and explain it to me. Please.”

The unexpected sound of the door
opening startles me from my pleas. I quickly wipe the tears from my
face, expecting to see my parents returning from the cafeteria, but
instead a police officer stands in the doorway.

He nods. “Miss.”

“Can I help you?” I
sniffle.

“I’m Deputy Paulson, ma’am.” The
officer takes his hat off and tucks it under his arm. “I’m working
your brother’s case with Officer Evans. He asked me to stop by and
check on Mr. Whitmore’s condition.”

I look at Andrew, lying motionless in
the bed, then back to the deputy. “No change. But the swelling has
gone down, so the doctors are hopeful he’ll wake soon.” I’m hopeful
too.

“Well, that’s good to hear. I’ll let
Officer Evans know. Oh, and I’ve got these to drop off,” he says,
handing me a clear plastic bag. Inside is Andrew’s wallet and
phone, a set of car keys and a brown paper sack that’s burned on
the edge, revealing the corner of a book. “These are the personal
effects found at the scene. Nothing we need to keep for
evidence.”

“Evidence?” I question.

“Yes, ma’am. Since we haven’t been
able to speak with your brother and there are no eye witnesses when
the accident happened, we had to open an investigation into whether
it was an accident or if there was foul play involved. Not to
worry, miss, it’s standard practice.”

I clutch the bag against my chest. “Of
course. And thank you for dropping his things off. I’ll be sure to
have my parents call the station as soon as Andrew wakes
up.”

“That’d be great, thank you, ma’am,”
the deputy says before stepping out of the room and shutting the
door quietly behind him.

When I open the bag, the overwhelming
smell of smoke assaults my senses, causing me to relive the moment
the paramedics put Andrew’s lifeless body in the ambulance. The
memory makes me nauseous.

I set Andrew’s wallet and phone aside
then pull out the brown paper bag, removing the old book from the
charred sack. The Twelve Dancing Princesses. I flip the book over
and then back again. Why would Andrew have this?

I glance in the paper sack and find a
birthday card covered in pink balloons and a small receipt. Books
and Biscotti. The coffee shop Lane told me he waited at during my
audition. This isn’t Andrew’s book, it’s Lane’s. As I turn the book
around in my shaking hands, fresh tears pool in my eyes, I know
it’s not Lane’s either. It’s mine, for my birthday, and he bought
it on our trip.

Our trip. The memories flood my mind,
making me feel nauseous all over again, but not in the same way.
I’m sick to my stomach with heartbreak.

In one split second, my brother’s
fighting for his life and I’m fighting a war with myself between
blaming Lane for what happened and still loving him. No matter how
hard I try to get my head and heart to merge, in either love or
hate, I can’t.

I reach back in the plastic bag and
grab the set of blackened keys lying at the bottom. I recognize
them immediately by the silver L hanging from the keychain, a gift
to Lane from Grandpa Frank. Holding the soot covered letter in my
hand I notice an addition to the key ring, one I had never seen
before, a beautiful matching silver A.

Tears run down my face as I clutch the
book and key ring to my chest. “What have I done?” I cry, wishing
Lane was here with me, on my birthday, helping me through this
tough time. My heart and head finally merging together. In
love.

I bury my face in the crook of my arm,
still holding Andrew’s limp hand, while tears soak my sleeve. I
feel like I lost both Andrew and Lane the night of the accident and
the ache is overwhelming.

“Shhhhh, don’t cry.” I hear someone
say faintly before I feel a gentle pressure on my hand. I whip my
head up and see Andrew’s eyes fluttering open.

“Andrew? Andrew!”

I jump to my feet, throw open the door
and yell down the hall to the nurses’ station until a nurse comes
running down the hall frantically.

“Is everything okay?” she says in a
panic, out of breath.

“My brother, he’s awake,” I say with a
huge smile, tears still streaming down my face, but now they’re
full of joy.

…

A flurry of white and blue blur
together as nurses and doctors come in and out of the small
hospital room checking Andrew’s vitals while my parents and I wait
anxiously in the hallway, until finally, Andrew’s primary nurse
steps out of the room, and quietly instructs us to let Andrew rest
after we have a short visit.

Andrew is propped up against a stack
of fluffy white pillows when we enter the dimly lit room. His eyes
are open, but he’s squinting like the room is flooded in light. He
smiles when he sees us and my heart bursts with happiness seeing
him awake.

“Andrew, my darling,” my mother says,
leaning over to hug him, careful not to hold him too
tight.

“Mom, it’s okay. I’m okay,” Andrew
replies, his voice is hoarse as he tries to return her hug but
stops when it’s too much of a struggle.

She stands and wipes the tears from
her face as my father leans down and kisses my brother’s forehead,
his bloodshot eyes shut tight. “My son,” he says before righting
himself, and then wrapping my mother in his arms while tears roll
down both their faces.

“Hi,” Andrew says softly, when I take
his hand in mine.

“Hi,” I whisper back through my smile.
“How are you feeling?”

“Kinda sore.” He winces as he tries to
readjust his position. “Otherwise I feel alright.” He reaches up,
with great effort and touches the bandage wrapped around his head,
his eyes narrowing in confusion. “What happened?”

My mother gasps. “You don’t remember?”
She looks at my father then back to Andrew with concern, her hand
clutched over her heart.

Andrew chuckles. “No, no, I remember I
was in an accident. What I meant was, what happened… to
me?”

My mother looks instantly
relieved.

My father clears his throat. “Son, you
had some pretty serious injuries when they brought you in. Two
broken ribs, a torn spleen, your left leg was broken in several
spots and there was some major swelling in your brain,” he says
matter-of-factly. “They were able to alleviate the pressure with
surgery but you’ve been in a coma for the last two
weeks.”

“What?” Andrew says in a panic. “I’ve
been in a coma? For two weeks?”

One of the machines attached to Andrew
begins to beep frantically, causing Andrew’s nurse to return
suddenly.

“All right, all right,” she says,
checking the machine and then fiddling with a pouch of clear liquid
hanging above Andrew. She straightens the thin tube running from
the bag to the IV in Andrew’s hand. “Let’s get some rest now.” She
pats Andrew’s arm then picks up what looks like a small joystick
and presses the red button on top. “Just a few more minutes,
alright, folks?” the nurse says before walking out and shutting the
door behind her.

I watch as Andrew’s eyes become glassy
and a warm smile spreads across his face. “Now that’s the good
stuff,” he says, making us all laugh. Only Andrew.

“Sweetie, we’re going to let you get
some rest,” my mother says, brushing Andrew’s hair from off his
forehead. “But we’ll be right here so don’t you worry.”

“Wait,” Andrew says lazily, the pain
meds working quickly. “Is Greg okay?”

“Gregory’s fine, dear. You sleep and
we’ll give him a call and let him know you’re awake,
okay?”

“Fine, Fine,” he says
almost dismissively. “But where’s Lane?” Andrew looks at me and
then at our parents. His eyes are unfocused from the pain
medication, but he looks mad. “Are you two still keeping him and Ashley apart?
You’ve got to be kidding me,” he says with as much force as he can
muster under sedation.

“Andrew…” I stare at my feet not
knowing exactly what to say. “Lane’s not here because…well, we
broke up.”

“What? Why?” Disbelief laces his tone
and it makes me wince.

“Gregory told us what happened, dear,”
my mother explains, crossing her arms. “He said Lane practically
forced your hand, manipulated you into taking his place by using
his relationship with Ashley to make you feel obligated to race.”
My mother shakes her head and tsk’s.

I glance up at my brother and see his
eyes are opened wide, and he seems to be fighting against the pain
in an effort to push himself into a more seated
position.

“I don’t know what the hell Gregory
told you, but that is not what happened,” Andrew says as sharply as
he can against the weight of the sedatives in his system. “Gregory
challenged Lane to another race, but Lane refused to take the bet,
so I countered.”

“What in the world was the bet for?”
my mother asks from over my shoulder, sounding shocked by this new
information and taking the words right out of my mouth.

Andrew looks at me. “You.”

Me?

Why would Gregory bet Lane, and then
Andrew, about me? Money, I get. Bragging rights, sure, but me? I
stare at Andrew who’s fighting hard to stay awake. The medication
must be confusing him.

“Andrew, I think you’re confused,” I
say as kindly as possible, trying not to patronize him considering
he just woke up from a coma caused by a pretty serious head
injury.

Andrew shakes his head. “Ash, the only
thing I’m confused about is why in the world you broke up with
Lane,” he says. “Gregory bet Lane a hundred and fifty thousand
dollars to break up with you and Lane turned him down
flat.”

My jaw drops open and only a small
sound escapes from the back of my throat. “What?”

“I’m serious. Greg offered Lane enough
money to almost completely cover all four years at Yale if he would
just breakup with you. He has some kind of warped idea if Lane
wasn’t in the picture you guys would get back together. I got so
fed up with Gregory and his stupid vendetta against you and Lane
that I counter bet him he would have to leave you two alone for
good if I won. That’s why I was driving. Lane had nothing to do
with it, he even tried to stop me.”

I have to sit down. I grasp behind me
until I find the chair I‘ve spent so many days sitting in next to
Andrew’s bed and fall into it, my mind barely able to wrap itself
around what Andrew is saying.

“You…were racing…for me?” I stammer.
“And Lane… turned down the money?” I’m not sure anyone can hear my
question since I can hardly hear myself over the pounding in my
ears. A shudder runs through my body and just like the night of the
accident, in a single second, everything I thought I knew has been
shattered.

Andrew strains to take my hand. “Don’t
you know I would do anything to make sure my little sister is
happy, and so would Lane for that matter.” Andrew smiles big, even
though it looks like it’s taking great effort. “Ash, Lane told Greg
you’re the love of his life and no amount of money would ever
change that. Lane’s a good guy. A great guy actually.”

The lump in my throat makes it hard to
swallow and my already swollen eyes start to fill with fresh tears
because I know Lane is better than great; he’s amazing and I’ve
lost him.

“Alright now,” my father says, helping
me out of the chair and wrapping me in his arms, my knees weak.
“Let’s let your brother get some rest, and we’ll get this all
sorted out a little later. Okay, sweetie?” He leans down and kisses
the top of my head.

“Don’t worry, sis. Lane will
understand…I bet you,” Andrew mumbles before closing his eyes and
finally letting the drugs take over.

I shake my head as hot tears spill
from my eyes and run down my face.

That’s one bet I wouldn’t take if I
were him.

 



Chapter 29

 Lane

 


The sun is too bright. It’s been too
bright for the last two weeks.

“Lane? You ready?” Mom yells from the
kitchen, her keys clinking together impatiently.

I walk into the kitchen, my backpack
thrown over my shoulder with my work uniform getting wrinkled
inside. “Yeah, I’m ready,” I answer without a single inflection in
my tone, barely able to go through the motions of the day, let
alone with enthusiasm.

Mom brushes the hair off my forehead
with a sigh. “I know it’s tough right now, honey.”

“Don’t you mean I told you so?” I ask.
I’ve been waiting for it for a while now.

“Lane, of course I had my
reservations when I found out Ashley was a Stay, but those
are my reservations because of my
past. Your father never looked at me the way you
look at Ashley, and I saw the way she looked at you too. She loves
you, sweetie. I know you two will work this out.”

“You weren’t there, Mom, at the
hospital, she blames me for Andrew’s accident.” I hang my head. “I
don’t know, maybe she’s right.”

“Lane, it was an accident.” Mom puts
her hands on my shoulders and looks me in the eyes. “Accidents
happen all the time. This was not your fault. I’m sure she was just
scared and let that worry for her brother turn into
anger.”

“Maybe.” I shrug. “But I doubt I’ll
talk to her before she leaves for school next week. She hasn’t
answered any of my calls or texts, so I finally gave up trying. She
doesn’t need me bugging her right now anyway, with Andrew still in
his coma.”

“These things have a way of working
themselves out,” she says with a small smile and a pat on my cheek.
“Come on and let’s get you some breakfast in town. A little food
will do you good.”

Mom tries to perk me up while we eat.
She talks about all the things I’ll be able to do and see in
Boston, but it doesn’t help. All it does is remind me of everything
I’ve lost.

I wipe my mouth with my napkin then
toss it on the table. “Breakfast was great, thanks, Ma.” She
glances at my plate, which I barely touched, then gives me a sad
smile. “I think I’m gonna head out and walk to work today, get
there early and see if I can pick up an extra hour or two.” I may
not be going to Yale anymore, but Boston Community College isn’t
free either.

I take my time walking to work. It’s
nice to be alone and not have to fake like I’m not totally
miserable every second. By the time I get there, the early
afternoon sun is high above me, and I can feel my nose is
sunburned.

I walk into the garage, and I’m
surprised to see Sam, in full uniform, standing in Vic’s office.
“Sam?”

“Oh, Lane. Great, you’re here early,
Officer Evans needs to speak with you.” Vic stands up from behind
his desk. “I’ll give you two some privacy.”

“Sam? Is everything okay?” I ask after
Vic shuts the door of his small office, leaving us
alone.

“Everything’s fine—I just had to ask
you a few more questions, trying to wrap up this
investigation.”

“Sure.” I nod.

“It’s about your tires.”

“What about them? You don’t think they
had something to do with the accident, do you?” I ask panicked,
praying Sam says no. I’m not sure I could take it if the reason
Andrew was hurt was because of my car and I let him drive
it.

“Well, we don’t know yet. We only have
one of the tires, the rest were burned in the fire, but by the
pattern of the skid marks on the road and the way the car flipped,
it appears there may have been a malfunction with at least one, if
not all four of them.”

I rake my hands through my hair.
“Seriously? Do you think I got sold faulty tires? I just got’em,
brand new in the spring. Or do you think…” I trail off, unable to
finish the question. If they aren’t faulty tires, could the problem
be how they were put on? Fear grips my insides. I changed the tires
myself, just a few months ago.

“Sam?”

“Yeah, Lane?” he says, jotting down
something in a small black notebook he’s pulled from his back
pocket.

“I…I put those tires on myself.” I let
my statement soak in. It does and quick.

Sam clamps his hand on my shoulder,
avoiding my arms that are still wrapped in bandages. “No, no that’s
not what I meant. The tires were put on just fine.” Relief washes
over me that it wasn’t something I had done incorrectly. Sam
glances behind him and then back to me. “The one tire we do have is
completely shredded. It’s like he was screeching to a halt over a
bunch of glass or nails or something, but besides the debris from
the wreck itself, there’s nothing that would have caused that to
happen. It’s most likely the tires were bad. Don’t worry, we’re
gonna contact the manufacture, see if there’s been any other
incidents like this.”

The tires were shredded? Like he was
stopping the car hard over glass or nails? I don’t need to close my
eyes to remember the sounds of the accident, it replays over and
over on a loop in my mind, but I close them just the
same.

I watch the memory play back like I’m
watching a movie. Andrew pumps his fist in the air before
disappearing around the fork at full speed. There’s a screech, then
two loud booms and finally crunching metal. It all happens so fast.
I run until I’m engulfed by smoke and fear, my eye sight hazy.
Andrew’s trapped and unconscious, and there’s fire everywhere. I
hear Gregory yelling, but I can’t make out the words. He slams his
trunk shut and then lifts his phone to his ear. He’s calling for
help. I turn back to Andrew and see blood, everywhere.

I force my eyes open. It’s hard to see
Andrew like that, lifeless and bloody. I shake my head, blinking a
few times to clear my mind.

“Hey, I didn’t just come down here to
ask about the tires, I wanted to let you know the good news,” Sam
says, sliding the notebook back in his pocket. “Andrew Whitmore
came out of his coma this morning.”

Like a thousand pound stone has fallen
off my chest, for the first time since the accident, I’m able to
take a deep breath. Andrew’s awake. And on Ashley’s birthday. I
can’t help but imagine her, happy and celebrating, and then, in an
instant, that thousand pound stone is back and crushing my heart. I
miss her so much.

I cough to cover the rising lump in my
throat, but even I can tell it’s fake, so I’m sure Sam can too.
“Well, can you tell him I hope he…gets well soon? And that I’m
sorry.”

“I’m actually going to the hospital to
talk to Mr. Whitmore tomorrow…by himself,” Sam says, emphasizing
the ‘by himself’ part. I must look confused because he quickly
adds, “Andrew Whitmore.”

Oh.

“Really? By himself?”

Sam nods. “At two. I told his parents
it would take about an hour, but I don’t suspect it’ll take longer
than twenty minutes or so…If you wanna stop by.”

“Thank you,” I manage, unable to clear
the lump in my throat with a fake cough this time.

“It’s the least I can do, Lane. You
saved his life. He should know.”

…

As I sit in the parking lot of the
hospital, I can’t help but scan the faces that walk out, hoping to
catch a glimpse of Ashley.

Twenty past two. It’s now or
never.

I feel a pain pierce my chest as I
step out of the elevator onto the fourth floor and wander into the
empty waiting room. It’s not the same one I last spoke to Ashley
in, but it’s practically identical, and the memory of the way she
looked at me, and the things she said makes my knees feel unstable
again.

I fidget and pace, trying to stop the
onslaught of painful memories while I wait for Sam to finish
interviewing Andrew.

“Lane?” I hear from behind me and
recognize the rigid voice immediately.

Shit. Mr. Whitmore.

Ashley and her father made it quite
clear the last time I saw them that I was not welcome here. At all.
“Lane,” he says again, this time without a question in his
tone.

I turn around slowly and put my hands
up in front of my body; trying to show I’m not a threat like one
might do with a frightened child or animal. “Sir. I’m sorry, I just
wanted to speak with Andrew, make sure he’s okay. I swear I won’t
cause a problem, and I’ll leave as soon as I see him,” I say in one
long breath, trying to make a case for myself. “Please, sir, just a
few minutes and then I’ll go.”

Mr. Whitmore stands firm, staring at
me with a look on his face that seems conflicted, then takes three
wide steps until he’s directly in front of me. I flinch
involuntarily.

“I’m sorry, sir.” I drop my hands to
my side and stare at my feet. “I’ll leave.”

“You will do nothing of the sort,” he
replies softly, causing my head to snap up in disbelief.

“I’m… sorry?”

Mr. Whitmore clears his throat and I
see his eyes becoming red and watery. “No, Lane, I’m the one who’s
sorry. I spoke with Officer Evans a little while ago, and he let me
know what you did for Andrew. You saved my boy,” he says, his voice
breaking. “I should have trusted Ashley’s judgment about you. I was
wrong. You are a fine young man, and I am truly sorry for how I
treated you.”

It takes all my will power
to keep my jaw closed tight, even though it feels like I have a
weight in my mouth trying to force it open. Did Mr. Whitmore just
apologize to me?

I’m not sure where to look or what to
do with my hands, so I shove them in my pockets then look him
directly in the eyes. “Uh…thank you, sir,” I stammer. “Ashley and
Andrew mean a lot to me, I’d do anything for them.”

“That is quite apparent,” he says,
clasping me on the shoulder in a fatherly way.

The door to my right creaks open and
Sam emerges looking startled at the scene in front of him. “Is
everything alright out here?” he says, placing his hands on his
belt and squaring his shoulders. Total cop stance.

Mr. Whitmore drops his hand from my
shoulder. “Yes, everything is fine, thank you, Officer,” Mr.
Whitmore replies before reaching out to shake my hand. “Take all
the time you want.” He nods towards Andrew’s door. “Andrew will be
happy to see you.”

With my mind still reeling from my
encounter with Mr. Whitmore I step into Andrew’s darkened room then
shut the door behind me. The click it makes echoes loudly, causing
Andrew’s eyes to fly open.

“Dude, you just scared the crap out of
me,” he says with a grin on his face. “I totally thought that cop
changed his mind and was coming back to arrest me for something.”
He chuckles but I can’t move.

I stare wide eyed at the cuts and
bruises on Andrew’s face in varying shades of blue, green and
purple. But that’s nothing compared to the large surgical staples I
see in his hairline. He has several bandages covering his arms,
like mine, and one leg is in a cast from his ankle to his hip. He
looks bad.

“Don’t worry, man, it looks way worse
than it is,” he says, clearly trying to put me at ease. “And the
pain meds are awesome.”

That’s exactly what I needed, Andrew
being Andrew. I smile. He’s going to be okay.

“How ya doin’?” I ask, sitting in the
chair next to his bed. The faint smell of Ashley, like warm sugar,
assaults my senses. My mind and heart battle each other over taking
long deep pulls of her scent or holding my breath to avoid the pain
of missing her so badly. My heart wins as I take in a breath
through my nose greedily.

He looks me right in the eyes. “I’m
doing good, man, thanks to you.” The words are casual, but the way
he says them is serious and grateful.

I look down at my feet, uncomfortable
with his gratitude. “It’s no big deal. You’d done the same thing
for me.”

“Yeah, I would’ve,” Andrew says. And
there’s nothing else that needs to be said. I know he would have
too.

I give Andrew a quick fist bump and
smile, though what he returns is more of a half wince- half smile
and his eyes are droopy, I assume from the medication.

“Hey, why don’t I let you get some
rest, and I’ll come hang out later?” I offer since I don’t think
Mr. Whitmore will have an issue with it.

“That’s cool. Like I said… the meds
are pretty good.” Andrew smiles before closing his eyes and
relaxing into his pillow.

I stand to leave when the door opens,
and for a split second the swirl of Ashley’s perfume kicks up all
around me. I hold my breath hoping when I turn around she’ll be
standing in the doorway, but instead when I look over my shoulder
it’s Gregory Chase who’s standing there, glaring at me.

Luckily, Andrew doesn’t seem to have
been awoken by the noise of the door this time.

“What the hell are
you doing here?” Greg
growls at me with narrowed eyes.

“Quiet. He’s sleeping,” I say in an
angry whisper. “And I was just leaving.” I walk to the door, but
Gregory doesn’t move when I try to reach past him for the door
handle; instead he checks me hard with his shoulder.

“What is your problem?” I ask loudly,
before glancing at Andrew, worried I might wake him. Andrew’s eyes
flutter open and then close again. I lower my voice, “Seriously,
dude?”

“My problem is you,” he says seething.
“You’re like a cat with nine lives—I just can’t seem to get rid of
you.”

“I’m trying to leave, you’re the one
not letting me go.”

“If only it was that easy,” he says,
taking a step toward me. He gives a quick glance at Andrew then
levels his eyes back on me. “You know, at first you were just a
nuisance, like a gnat I had to constantly swat away. You thought
you could embarrass me in front of Ashley, look like the man. I
figured getting you fired was the least I’d need to do to make her
see how ridiculous it was she was even looking at you. Eliminate
the distraction.”

“Not my fault she has good taste,” I
say smugly as I think back to the flirty smile she’d given me right
before Gregory dropped that fork on the ground. “Jealous,” I
taunt.

I watch Gregory’s jaw tighten at my
dig. “Jealous of you? Hardly,” he sneers. “More like sick of you.
You think you can come in here and steal Ashley and Andrew from me,
and there won’t be any consequences?”

I take another step backwards. “First
off, Ashley wasn’t yours for me to steal and secondly, Andrew can
make friends with whoever he likes,” I say cautiously because he’s
sending off some serious creepy vibes.

Gregory reaches up and pulls at his
hair, taking another step forward like I’m prey he’s stalking.
“Andrew made a fool out of me at the bluffs betting on you and not
me, and even after calling the cops and getting you arrested, it
did nothing. Nothing.” His eyes are wide and darting as he takes
another step forward while I take another one back.

“You called the cops?” I ask in disbelief, although the crazier he
keeps acting the less surprised I am.

“Then after your big stunt at the
bonfire, playing Ashley’s hero, I made sure my father let the
scholarship board know all about your little arrest. I wish you
could have seen your face when you were begging my father to help
you get the scholarship back that we made sure you lost in the
first place. We had a good laugh about it.”

“You…you got my scholarship pulled?” I
say in shock. I stumble backwards until my back hits the cold grey
wall, snapping me out of my disbelief and sending the small nagging
thought I didn’t even realize I had in the back of my mind,
slamming forward against my skull.

“You did something to my
car.” It’s not a question but a statement. “You caused the accident.”

“I just couldn’t seem to get rid of
you, no matter how hard I tried,” he says, taking one last step
forward, boxing me into the corner. “But those spike strips were
meant for you, not Andrew.”

 



Chapter 30

 Ashley

 


As I meander down the hall with a
single serve chocolate pudding cup for Andrew, I hear a steady
murmur of voices around the corner, which is unusual for this
floor. It’s far quieter up here, compared to the ICU where Andrew
had been before coming out of his coma. There was always a constant
stream of machine alarms going off, followed by panicked nurses and
doctors attempting to resuscitate fragile patients.

I take a deep breath, relieved my big
brother is awake now and healing fast. As I round the corner of the
hallway leading to Andrew’s room I’m surprised to see a number of
cops still there. I glance at the large clock hanging on the wall
above me. The interview was supposed to take an hour, it’s been
nearly two. Why are they still here?

I pick up my pace, suddenly anxious as
I brush past the cops standing just outside Andrew’s room. I’m
comforted to see Andrew lying in his bed, awake, just as I had left
him, except now the tiny room is filled with another cop, my
mother, father, a nurse, a doctor and Lane.

Lane.

He’s standing at the edge of Andrew’s
bed speaking with the police officer, and I don’t even bother
wondering why he’s here. It’s been more than two weeks since I’ve
seen him last and I have to stop myself from running to him,
throwing my arms around his neck and begging him to forgive me for
everything I did and said the night of the accident.

I try to tear my eyes away from him,
to ask my father what’s happened, but I can’t. My heart won’t even
let me blink. I stand frozen in a room whirling with activity just
watching him. Missing him.

“Ashley, dear,” my mother calls from
somewhere behind me, causing Lane to lift his head and lock eyes
with mine. My heart thuds so hard in my chest I can feel my pulse
in my fingertips, and I’m suddenly lightheaded. I know I should sit
before I faint, but my feet won’t move, and I don’t want them to. I
don’t want to risk the chance Lane will look away and never look
back again. I hold his gaze, giving him a sad smile, a silent
apology I hope he can hear. He smiles back.

“Ashley?” my mother says again,
stepping directly in front of me, cutting off our contact. I try to
move around her and toward him, but she puts her cool hands on the
side of my face. “Dear, are you feeling alright? You’re as pale as
a ghost. Come sit with your father and I for a little bit, and we
can explain what’s happened.”

Reluctantly, I let her guide me out of
the room with one last glance over my shoulder at Lane, who’s still
looking at me, making my heart skip a beat.

“What’s going on?” I ask, looking at
my parents concerned faces.

“Sit, sit.” My mother pats the seat of
the waiting room chair next to them, her voice unusually
high.

My parents share a look that I can’t
quite decipher before my dad takes my hands in his, like he’s about
to deliver bad news. I shift in my chair, glancing between the two
of them, my palms beginning to sweat.

“Well, sweetie, the officers are here
to speak with your brother and Lane about the accident again as
some new information has been brought to light.”

I feel my brows furrow.
“What do you mean… new information?” It was an accident. What kind of new
information could they have?

My father clears his throat. “It seems
Gregory Chase may have had something to do with the accident, so
the cops are here to get the details.”

“I’m sorry?” I shake my head, unsure
I’ve heard him correctly. Did he say Gregory had something to do
with Andrew’s accident? “What do you mean?” My jaw tightens and my
pulse begins to race again, although I’m not completely shocked at
the idea he could be involved somehow.

“Lane came to visit your brother
earlier this afternoon and ran into Gregory as he was leaving. They
had a verbal altercation that Andrew was awoken to, and he
overheard Gregory admit to laying down spike strips to cause the
accident. Although, they were apparently intended for Lane.” My
father pauses, allowing my mind time to catch up. Which it does.
Fast. Spike strips? Meant for Lane? My hand covers my mouth
involuntarily. “Luckily, your brother signaled the nurse with his
call button and interrupted their confrontation before it escalated
any further. The cops are here to take the boy’s statements before
they can issue an arrest warrant for Gregory.”

Hot tears fill my eyes and it’s hard
to speak, but I push the words out anyway. “Gregory tried to cause
Lane to get into an accident?”

“There’s more, I’m afraid,” my mother
says, patting my knee.

“More?” I croak. “How?”

“Gregory not only confessed to the
accident, but he admitted to calling the authorities and having
Lane arrested for their race and then having Richard use his
connections to revoke Lane’s scholarship.”

Silent tears stream down my face as I
feel the crushing guilt for blaming Lane for Andrew’s
accident.

My mother moves to sit next to me and
wraps her arms around my shaking body. “And to think that amazing
boy could have been killed out of spite and jealousy.”

“Andrew?” I say, crying into her
shoulder.

She presses her lips to my temple and
rubs small soothing circles on my back like she did when I was a
child. “Lane, dear.”

I pull away, my eyes wide with
disbelief. Am I hearing things? “Did you just say…Lane?”

“Oh, Ashley, we were so wrong.” My
mother brushes one of my wayward curls from my face and tucks it
behind my ear, her tone pleading. “We are so very sorry for the way
we treated Lane. We should have trusted you, honey. I hope you can
forgive us.”

I feel my jaw drop open, but I’m too
shocked to pick it up and graciously accept her apology. My father
gives my hand a gentle squeeze causing me to finally close my
mouth, but I can feel my eyes are still opened wide.

“Officer Evans informed us Lane pulled
Andrew from the wreckage, incurring several wounds himself, and
tended to him until the paramedics arrived,” my father explains
softly, regret lacing his tone. “If it weren’t for Lane, Andrew
would not have survived.”

I watch a single tear run down my
mother’s apologetic face before the entire room begins to spin
wildly out of control.

Lane saved Andrew’s life.

I jump to my feet, swaying slightly,
and have to close my eyes to right myself, although I still feel
dizzy. I need to talk to Lane.

“Darling, where are you going?” My
mother stands and puts her hands on my shoulders to help steady
me.

“I have to go. I have to talk to him.
Tell him how wrong I was and beg him to take me back. I have to fix
this,” I say like any wasted second it takes to get to him will be
the end of us, forever.

“Of course, my dear.” She gives me a
quick hug and then releases me to go make things right.

As I reach the doorway, I’m pulled up
short when Lane walks out with the officer at his side.

“Mr. and Mrs. Whitmore?” the officer
says, addressing my parents as Lane and I stare at one another,
standing so close the smell of soap and sunshine washes over me.
His face is pink with sunburn and I want to reach out and touch his
cheek, to soothe him if I can.

“Yes, Officer?” my father answers.
“What can we do for you?”

“Nothing right now, sir. I’m going to
finish interviewing Mr. McCarthy down at the station so your son
can get some rest.” I peer into Andrew’s room as his nurse punches
the red button, administering his pain meds and sending him off to
a restful nap. “I also wanted to let you know I’ll be picking up
the arrest warrant for Mr. Chase. We have more than enough to press
charges.”

“Thank you, Officer Evans, for all
your hard work,” my father says, shaking the cop’s hand, then
turning to Lane and shaking his as well. “And thank you, Lane. We
will never be able to thank you enough for what you did for
Andrew.”

Lane nods. I’m surprised he doesn’t
seem more shocked by my father’s sudden change of attitude. I still
am.

The officer places his hand on Lane’s
shoulder, pride written all over his face.

“Good day,” Officer Evans says with a
tip of his hat then begins to lead Lane past us. I struggle for
something to say before he leaves, but before I can speak, I feel
Lane’s hand reach out and brush against mine as soft and gentle as
a kiss.

His touch renders me completely
speechless even though my heart is shouting a million ‘I’m
sorry’s’, a thousand ‘thank you’s’, a hundred ‘don’t go’s’, and one
all-encompassing ‘I love you.’

 



Chapter 31

 Lane

 


“Surprise!” Mom, Grandpa, and Irene
shout as Sam and I walk in the front door, startling me from
replaying the way it felt when I reached out and brushed Ashley’s
fingertips with mine.

I couldn’t stop myself. No matter the
torture it would cost me later, I had to feel the touch of her
skin, to feel our connection, one last time.

My heart pounds, as I look around at
their happy faces. I haven’t had a chance to tell them what
transpired at the hospital today because it all happened so fast,
but I think it’s safe to say I’ve had enough surprises for one
day.

“Surprise?” I ask, rubbing my forehead
before I notice that our tiny living room has been decorated for a
party. Blue and white streamers hang in loops across the back wall
and are also draped over each blade of the ceiling fan hanging
above the coffee table. A half dozen blue colored balloons are
bunched together and tied to one of the legs of the coffee table,
and shiny white confetti in the shapes of graduation caps and tiny
diplomas are strewn across the table’s surface. Yale
colors.

“You do all know I’m not going to
Yale, right?” I say half joking-half irritated. Like I need to be
reminded of what I’ve lost at the hands of Gregory Chase.
Again.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,”
Mom says with a gleam in her eye.

Grandpa Frank shuffles toward me with
an envelope gripped tight in his hand and a grin on his face. “Your
mother’s right, my boy.”

I take the envelope, worried my entire
family has lost it. “What’s this?” I question, flipping over the
envelope and seeing it’s addressed to me from our insurance
company.

Insurance money? I shake my head. Of
course. I’d been so worried about Andrew, and upset over losing
Ashley, I hadn’t even considered I’d receive insurance money for my
car, which was completely totaled.

I’m not sure what this has to do with
Yale, but I’m thankful I won’t have to bum rides from Mom until I
leave for Boston.

Everyone is staring at me as I rip
open the envelope and pull out the light green check. The shock
must be apparent on my face by the laughter I hear around the room.
Although it’s hard to hear anything besides myself repeating the
amount of money I’m holding in my hand, over and over in my head.
Ninety. Eight. Thousand. Dollars.

“But…but how?” I stammer wide eyed at
Grandpa.

“That car was a fully
restored 1967 AC Shelby Cobra. I might be losing my mind, but I’m
not crazy.” Grandpa chuckles. “You don’t really believe I’d give a
race car to a teenager and not insure him and the car to the
fullest?”

I’m not sure
what to believe right
now.

I shake my head, staring at the check
in my hand. I knew the car was valuable in its original condition,
but we found it at the junk yard and restored it ourselves. I never
considered it was anywhere near this much. I’m not sure I would
have driven it if I did.

“Well, come on now, let’s celebrate
already,” Irene says, causing me to finally tear my eyes away from
the check.

“Celebrate?” I say, looking up at her
standing in the entryway to the kitchen holding a bottle of
sparkling apple cider in one hand and a cake knife in the other, a
huge grin on her face.

I glance at Mom and Sam, standing next
to the balloons, and I don’t think I’ve seen her so happy in my
life, she looks on the verge of tears. The good kind. I turn to
Grandpa Frank and see nothing but pride bursting out of every hard
earned wrinkle on his face he’s smiling so big.

Everyone’s looking at me like they’re
waiting for me to join the party, but I feel like my invitation
must have gotten lost in the mail.

“Yale or bust, right, kiddo?” Grandpa
says, and it’s not until that very second that it all
clicks.

“I can afford Yale,” I choke out. “I.
Can. Afford. Yale.”

“You can afford Yale,” Grandpa
replies, patting me on the shoulder, the tears in my mom’s eyes
finally pouring over.

I look at all their smiling faces and
then at the check in my shaking hand, completely overwhelmed by
their love and support.

“I…I can’t take this,” I say softly,
stopping everyone in their tracks.

“Lane, don’t be silly.” Mom waves
dismissively. “Come eat some cake, and then you need to start
packing,” she says, joy dripping off each word.

I shake my head. “No, I’m serious. I
can’t. This money belongs to you and Grandpa. You paid the
insurance and Grandpa started restoring that car before I knew the
difference between a lug wrench and a lug nut. I can’t take it. It
would help out here too much.” I know I’m right and so do
they.

Grandpa gives Mom a quick look before
scuffing his feet across the linoleum in our entrance way. He takes
his cardigan from the peg, slips it on, and opens the door. “Come
on outside and let’s have a talk, okay?”

“Grandpa…”

“Come on,” he says, ushering me
outside to the front porch. I help him take a seat in one of our
white washed Adirondack chairs before leaning against the porch
railing and crossing my arms.

“Grandpa, I can’t take the money.” I’m
firm. Decided. It’s too much and he and Mom need it.

He squints up at me so I
move to block the early evening sun from his eyes. “My boy, you’re
not taking the
money, the money is yours.”

“But Grandpa that money could really
help out around here. You and Mom wouldn’t have to worry about the
bills, and you could even put in that guest bathroom for Irene
we’re always talking about.”

“Come sit.” He reaches over and pats
the chair next to him.

When I do he leans his body forward,
and takes my hands in his. “Lane, I want you to listen close to me.
Okay? You are going to take this money and go to that school and
have the best four years of your life.”

“But…” I start then stop when he gives
my hand a firm squeeze.

“No buts, mister. Now listen. Look at
me Lane, I’m nothing but an old man whose body is sluggish and
whose mind is slowly, but surely, losing the most precious gift we
have in this life. Our memories.” He takes a shallow breath and his
gaze is unfocused for a brief moment, like he’s searching for the
very memories that have seemed to slip away.

He clears his throat then waves his
hand around, gesturing to the house. “You could insist we use that
money for doctor bills and house renovations, Lane, but let me tell
you something,” he says, and there’s an edge of seriousness in his
otherwise easygoing tone. “I’m not missing the money I did or
didn’t have in this life.”

His eyes brighten and a slow smile
spreads across his face, and it reminds me of the way he use to
smile at my grandma when she was still alive. “I promise you, a
thousand guest bathrooms in a mansion on the water, wouldn’t be
worth a single penny if I didn’t have the memory of my first date
with your grandma, or the smell of your mother’s tiny peach fuzz
head when we brought her home from the hospital, or the memories I
have of us, spending our afternoons working on that car
together.

Lane, I know you want to look out for
me and your mom, but that’s our job. This is your money, and trust
me, it will provide you with so much more than just a path to a
brighter future—it’ll also afford you with memories that’ll last a
life time.” His eyes fill with tears and I have to choke back my
own. “So, no more buts about it,” he says sternly, shaking a finger
at me, as a small tear rolls down his smiling face. “You, my boy,
are going to go to that school, have the time of your life and make
me the proudest, richest man on this very island.”

I shut my eyes and let my favorite
memories flood my mind. Grandma singing softly as she washed dishes
in the sink while Grandpa whistled along, in perfect harmony,
drying them off. Sitting on Mom’s lap as a child while she read me
bed time stories, no matter how tired she was from a long day at
work, or from having to be both parents for me. And then Ashley,
smiling, with her legs propped up on the window and her feet
dangling in the air on our trip home from Boston. Carefree and in
love.

He’s right. I’d bet all the money in
the world for just one of those moments, let alone them
all.

I open my eyes and try to clear the
lump from my throat, but it’s no use. I give up and wrap my arms
around him like a child. Unrestrained.

“I’ll make memories for the both of
us, Grandpa,” I whisper against his shoulder, a single tear running
down my face as well.

“Ahhhh, that’s my boy,” he says,
hugging me back. “That’s my boy.”

 



Chapter 32

 Ashley

 


The last two weeks have been a total
blur of visits with Andrew in the hospital, time spent with my
parents and packing to move away from home for the next year of my
life. But today’s the day.

I toss my very last bag into the
backseat then give my parents one last hug, trying to hold back my
tears, but failing miserably, then hop in the car.

The half day drive flies by in a flash
of nervousness and excitement, and as I turn the corner onto the
tree lined street, flanked by century old brick dormitories and
grassy lawns, I let myself hope this will be a new
beginning.

I step out of the car and clutch the
keys tight in my hand as my heart beats double time in my chest. As
I walk toward the freshman dorms, I’m surrounded by ivy covered
brick buildings and students milling around, laughing and studying.
It’s so beautiful. I can definitely see myself here, happy.
Saturday afternoon’s lying in the grass, being tucked into a big
leather chair in the library reading, or drinking hot chocolate
inside a small dorm room, watching fresh snow blanket the campus. A
home away from home.

I stop short of the front entrance to
the dormitory when I find exactly what I’m looking for just
outside. I take a few deep breaths to calm my nerves while I steal
an uninterrupted moment to look at him, his back propped up against
an old oak tree engrossed in a book.

Lane.

I can’t wait a second longer; I’ve
already waited too long.

“Hey, Eli?” I call out across the
grassy yard, “I think this is yours.” I swing a set of car keys
around my index finger and smile at the boy I love.

Lane raises his head, and just like
that, all my nervous energy is gone, replaced with an overwhelming
feeling of peace when our eyes meet. I’m exactly where I’m supposed
to be and who I’m supposed to be with.

With a cautious smile on his face, he
shuts the book and drops it to the ground before standing up, our
eyes never leaving one another.

“You’re here.” He takes a tentative
step forward then stops and I have to keep myself from running into
his arms. “I’ve…looked for you on campus every since I got here,”
he admits, shoving his hands into his pockets, his eyes
vulnerable.

Here it goes.

“I actually just stopped by because
you left something at home that belongs to you.”

He looks confused. “I didn’t even have
a bedroom, all of my belongings fit into two duffle bags and one
cardboard box. What could I have possibly left behind?”

“Me?” I say, biting my lip.

Lane stands as still as a statue,
staring at me in silence for what feels like forever. Then, in a
whirl of movement, he closes the space between us, picks me up and
spins me around, exactly the same way he did at the ferry dock
before our trip to Boston.

The feeling of being in his arms again
is indescribable, and I never want this feeling to go away again.
Ever.

“I’m so sorry, Lane,” I whisper as he
sets me down. “Can you ever forgive me?”

He cups my face in his hands, his eyes
fastened on mine, and then, without a word, I get the answer I was
hoping for. Lane pushes his hands into my hair and pulls me into a
kiss that tells me everything I need to know.

“I love you so much,” Lane murmurs
against my lips and then again and again after each kiss he leaves
on my cheeks, along my jaw, down my neck and back up again, until
finally our foreheads are pressed together and we’re both out of
breath.

“I love you too,” I whisper before
pressing our lips together again. “I love you too.”

I loop my arms around his
neck, unintentionally causing the keys in my hand to jingle, and a
silly grin spreads across my face. “Oh yeah,” I say, so swept away
in the moment I almost forgot his real surprise. “I wasn’t
the only thing
you left at home.” I hand him the key ring with the L and A
dangling amongst the keys. “Here.” I smile.

“Wow, my keys. I hadn’t even thought
about them, guess I figured they were burned up or sitting in some
junk yard with what was left of my car.” He shrugs. “Thank you.” He
rubs his thumb across the brand new shiny gold letter A until
slowly it dawns on him that the old letters were silver.
“Wait…these aren’t my keys,” he says, with the cutest confused look
on his face.

“Are you sure about that?” I wink then
step out of his way, giving him a clear view to where I just parked
his car.

I hear him suck in a sharp breath and
then nothing. Total silence. I look at him, worried by his complete
stillness, but all my worries disappear when I see his face. He’s
lit up like the fourth of July.

“What? I mean…what?” he stammers,
slack jawed and I can’t help but laugh.

Wide eyed and speechless Lane walks
slowly down the sidewalk. He tosses me a look over his shoulder
before stopping in front of the cherry red convertible, an almost
exact match to his old car.

“But how?”

“My dad wanted to find a way to say
thank you for what you did for Andrew. He and Grandpa Frank went
into Boston last weekend to get it for you,” I say, bouncing on my
toes.

“Your dad did this…for me?” he asks
bewildered. “And he took Grandpa?”

I nod smiling. “Dad said they had a
great time. He even let Grandpa Frank drive it for a little bit on
the way home. It was only on a side road, but you should have heard
Grandpa Frank bragging about driving when they got back. Irene was
so mad she smacked my dad repeatedly on the arm while your mom and
I couldn’t stop laughing. Grandpa Frank just sat in his favorite
chair smiling. It was priceless.”

“You and my mom?” Lane asks, his eyes
suddenly glossy. “And Grandpa Frank and Irene?”

“They’re so proud of you, Lane. We all
are.”

He clears his throat and blinks back
his emotions. “Thank you,” he says, taking my hand in his. “And
please thank your father. This is too much.”

“Well, you have exactly twelve hours
before he comes to get me, so you can thank him
yourself.”

“Wait. Comes and gets you?” Lane’s
simple question is laced with sadness as his shoulders slump. “But
I just got you back. Where are you going?”

I try to put on my best poker face,
but I can hardly keep the smile at bay.

“Boston.”

I watch as his face slowly lights up
with understanding. “You got in?” he asks so loudly it’s almost a
shout.

I nod my head, smiling from ear to
ear, and just like that, I’m back up off the ground and spinning
again.

“You got in! Whoo hooo!” Lane shouts
while I giggle uncontrollably in his arms.

“Hey! Shut it up down
there, some of us are trying to study. This is Yale,” someone yells from a dorm
room window above us, before slamming it shut.

Lane and I both fall into the grass,
dizzy and laughing. “You got in,” he says again, this time so quiet
it’s almost a whisper. “I’m so proud of you. I knew you could do
it.”

“I found out the day after the
accident. I wanted to call and tell you so badly but…” I trail off
remembering how confused and upset I’d felt at the time.

“It’s okay, baby, I understand,” he
says, and the way he smiles at me, I know he means it.

“It took me a few days to get up the
courage to tell my parents, but when I did they weren’t mad at all.
They were really proud of me actually.” I pick at the grass
thinking about the days following the accident, stuck in that tiny
hospital room hoping and praying with my parents that Andrew would
recover. “We really talked for the first time in years, about my
hopes and dreams for the future, especially about dancing. I think
the thought of losing Andrew made us all realize life is too short.
We agreed to work harder on building a relationship where we can be
open and honest with one another, and I haven’t felt this close to
my parents since I was a kid. It was amazing, Lane.”

“Wow. That is amazing. I’m so happy
for you, baby.” Lane tucks a stray curl behind my ear then leans in
and gives me a soft peck that leaves me wanting more.

“A peck? You did hear me, right? I
only have twelve hours before I have to leave,” I say with a flirty
smile.

I’ve missed feeling his arms wrapped
around me, and his lips on mine, and I don’t want to wait another
second. I want to be with him, alone.

Before I can say another word I’m
whipped up off the ground and hoisted over Lane’s shoulder.
Apparently, I’m not the only one who wants to be alone. With blood
rushing to my head, I kick my legs in the air and squeal, happier
than I have ever been as he runs with me up the walk and into his
dormitory.

There will be plenty of time to figure
out which weekends he’ll come to visit me in Boston and which
weekends I’ll come here and spend lazy Saturday afternoons in the
grass, or reading in the library, or drinking hot cocoa in the
winter, but the one thing I know for sure is I’ll be doing them
with Lane.

 



Epilogue

 Lane

 


“Franklin Lane McCarthy.”

I take a deep breath then step onto
the stage. The dean of students hands me my diploma and shakes my
hand simultaneously, his firm grip helping me to feel grounded. I
did it. Yale. Summa cum laude.

The flash of a camera leaves me with
spots in my eyes that I try and blink away while I continue to walk
across the stage. When I can finally see clearly again, I look out
into the audience and find my family easily.

They’re all standing and clapping
excitedly as I scan each of their faces, knowing without them, I
couldn’t be here today, graduating with honors.

Grandpa Frank is in a wheelchair now,
but Irene has helped him stand for this moment. Even though he is
shaky on his feet, he still claps with as much vigor as anyone else
in the room, and I feel as proud as he looks that I am his
namesake.

My mother smiles at him and then back
at me, making her rosy cheeks even rounder and glowing. She looks
ready to give birth to my little brother any minute and it’s
clearly making Sam nervous. He has one arm around her lower back
and another resting on her belly protectively. I smile at the sight
of them, happy that she found true love with such an amazing man, a
man who has become a real father to me.

Next to Sam, Andrew and his wife, the
‘little missus’ as he loves to call her, whistle and holler my
name, making me laugh. I can’t believe it was only three years ago
that I watched them cross this same stage when they graduated. It
feels like just yesterday.

Next to them, Mrs. Whitmore stands
with a tissue clutched in one hand, dabbing at her tears while
holding her husband’s hand in her other. Mr. Whitmore wears a proud
smile, giving me a nod of congratulations before he wraps his arm
around his daughter’s shoulder.

Ashley. My Ashley.

Right now, I imagine she feels the way
I did last weekend when I stood with an entire theater and gave her
a standing ovation for her first principal performance with the
company. She was breathtaking, but to me, she always is.

Her smile is bright, and her eyes are
glossy when she lifts her hand to her lips, opens her palm and
blows me a kiss. I reach into the air and grab it, my diploma
gripped tightly in my other hand, making her giggle. I pull the
kiss, folded safely in my fist, against my chest and place it over
my heart and the tiny ring box that’s tucked away in the suit
jacket under my graduation robes.

Tonight. I’m all in.
Forever.

 


 


The End
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