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CHAPTER
1


Blaire


 


My
first thought as we pull up to the new house is: we certainly aren’t in
Maryland anymore.


    
I gawk at the enormous structure as my parents look back at me over their
shoulders from the front seat, their smiles cautious but excited. 


    
Seeing the shock on my face, my mother says with a chuckle, “It’s a lot, isn’t
it? 


    
A lot is an understatement. Even if we hadn’t come from meager beginnings, I
still think this stunning house would have caused my jaw to drop. 


    
I minutely shake my head. 


    
Mom laughs again, her eyes sparkling. Looking at my dad, she says, “I think
this is going to be a good start. Don’t you?”


    
My mother is ever the optimist, a personality trait of hers that has been
highly tested in the last six months. I admire her for never losing hope that
things will have a good ending. Or beginning, in this case.


    
They step out of our new, shiny SUV, which still has that strange new car smell
to it. Before my parents came into money, I had never known what that scent
actually smelled like. We had never owned a car that wasn’t at least ten years
used before we bought it. Now, all of that has changed.


    
Breathing in a long, calming breath, I close my eyes, telling myself that Mom
is right. This place is going to be different, better than the last. We’re
going to be happy here, allowed to live in peace for the first time in months. I
should be excited about this.


    
“Kind of obnoxious, don’t you think?” Nana Hawkins says next to me, her white
eyebrow arched. She wears a smile that lets me know she’s kidding. Kind of.


    
“The size or the color?” I ask my eighty-year-old grandmother who doesn’t look
a day over sixty-five. Nana is my mom’s mother, and she’s lived with us for the
last ten years. After Papa passed, she was lonely and depressed, and Mom
thought it would be good for her to be around family. She was my babysitter all
through my childhood, and now I help take care of her. Without a doubt she’s my
best friend, even though she loves to say stuff that makes me want to curl into
a ball of mortification most of the time.


    
“Both.”


    
We laugh until Dad comes back and knocks his hand on the window, saying through
the glass, “Do you want to live in here instead?”


    
“Calm your pits, Herald, we’re coming,” Nana tells him with a straight face and
a wave of her hand, making me shake my head as I suppress a laugh. “Well, shall
we face the music, kid?”


    
Looking down at the large fish tank in my hands, the one I’ve been holding like
precious gold since we started this road trip hours ago, I say, “Yeah. I think
Sir Leopold would probably like to be put back on solid ground by now.”


    
My bright blue Betta fish swims slowly around his tank, his beady little eyes grumpy
as usual. Nana was the one who named him for me. She said that he looked like a
moody aristocrat with those eyes, and so she thought he deserved a high fitting
title to go with it.


    
Stepping out of the car, I hold Leopold in one hand while helping Nana out with
the other. I watch the movers take our meager belongings out of the back of the
yellow moving truck, walking up the large wooden stairs, through the impressive
double doors, and into our new house. 


    
Staring up at it, I still can’t wrap my head around the fact that this place is
ours. Shaped like a giant, Cape Cod-style L, it has dark red siding with white
accents, an attached three-car garage to the right, a large porch and entryway
in front, as well as a second story sitting above it all. To the left-hand side
on the second floor is a large turret-like structure that stretches high above
the rest of the house, overlooking the picturesque setting of the Atlantic
Ocean. It looks like something you’d find in Architectural Digest.
Nothing like the small, thousand square foot home my family used to share, back
when we were just the Cromwell’s, a hardworking family from one of the poorest
counties in all of Maryland. Now we’re the Cromwell’s, the family that
came into the best luck anyone could ever ask for.


    
Doing a hundred and eighty-degree turn, I take a look around the neighborhood,
memorizing my surroundings. I distantly hear Dad direct the movers, ordering
them to be careful with his tools as they carry them into the garage. Besides ours,
there are two other homes visible on our street, the one across the road a
grand restored Victorian with a masterfully curated lawn. And then there’s the
one that borders ours on the beach side, only a stone’s throw away from the
turret on the left side of the house. If possible, the dark blue shingled
monstrosity rivals the size of ours, sporting three stories, a huge wraparound
porch, and what looks like a swimming pool in the back. Beautiful mature trees
line both sides of the street, giving the area a cozy feel with all its shade
from the midday sun.


    
Continuing to stare at our closest neighbor, I spot a lethal looking motorcycle
and a few expensive cars sitting in the circular driveway, one looking like a
Porsche, the others more normal, like a Mercedes and a BMW. It makes me wonder how
many people must live there.


    
Seeing me eyeing the place, Nana says next to me, “And here I thought we were
going to be the biggest yuppies on the street.”


    
“It’s quite a place, isn’t it?” Mom observes to both Nan and I, popping up out
of nowhere and making me startle. Looking at my mother’s profile next to me, I
marvel, not for the first time, at how youthful she looks for a woman in her
later forties. She’s managed to keep her long, honey blonde hair, the same
color as my own, without ever having to dye it; her eyes bluer than the sky on
a clear day. The only aging she ever suffered were laugh lines. I’m positive
she gets her immortality from Nana.


    
“What?” I ask, not having heard her the first time.


    
She nods at the blue house. “It’s beautiful, don’t you think?”


    
I nod. It’s stunning, really. It looks so perfect that I’m surprised people even
live there, looking more like it was meant to be a model home than a real one.


    
“Though I’d hate to clean it. It’d take you at least a week,” Mom says,
blanching at the mere idea.


    
I laugh to myself, reminding her, “I don’t think ours will be a small feat,
either.”


    
This makes her frown even more, turning her head back to look at our new home.
“Jeez, you’re right.”


    
“Don’t worry. I’m sure Herald will get a cleaning service for you, dear,” Nana
says with surety, most likely because my dad has refused to let us lift a
finger since our “good luck” struck. He said that we’ve been working long
enough, and that it’s time we have someone else give us a hand for a change.
Hence why he hired movers, even though we possessed so few things from our last
house that we probably could have strapped it all to the back of the car.


    
“I’m sure you’re right, but maybe this will give me something to do. With all
this free time on my hands now, I think I’ll go stir crazy,” Mom says, looking
a little worried about it.


    
Turning my back to the sun to keep Leopold in the shade, I ask her, “Why don’t
you just come up with a hobby?”


    
“What, like knitting or something?”


    
“Sure. Or crafting, or –”


    
“Wine tasting. I think that’s what I’m going to pick up,” Nana says,
readjusting the pashmina on her shoulders. When Mom and I look at her strange,
she says, “What? It is wine country after all.”


    
“That’s a different part of New York, Nan,” I inform her, not surprised when I
see her expression fall.


    
“Well, that fancy liquor store we passed in town must have some. That’s good
enough for me.”


    
Dad finally join us after showing the movers into the house, giving us a funny
smile when he sees the amused looks on Mom and I’s faces. “What are you three talking
about?” he asks, his hazel eyes crinkling in the corners. Unlike my mother, my
dad wasn’t able to keep from gaining a few wrinkles and gray hairs with his
age. But it’s not a surprise when you’ve worked multiple jobs for a majority of
your life. 


    
“Blaire thinks I need a hobby other than cleaning this monster of a house, and
Mom thinks I should drink. What do you think I should do?” Mom asks him,
placing a hand on his chest while she rests her head on his shoulder, staring
up at the house.


    
“I didn’t say I thought you should drink. I just said that’s what I
planned to do.” Nana corrects.


    
“Mr. Cromwell, we’re all finished,” one of the movers says, walking over to my
father as his guys load up the truck with their supplies. I told you they’d be
quick.


    
Dad sticks out his hand and thanks him. Before I know it, it’s just the four of
us, standing in the middle of the driveway, wondering what to do next.


    
“Well, I think it’s time we go explore our new place,” Dad says with a grin.
“Ladies first.” He holds out his hand in a grand gesture to have Mom, Nana, and
I go ahead of him. Mom gives him a kiss on the cheek in thanks. Nana then uses
Mom’s arm as a support as they both climb the steps, disappearing inside. When Dad
sees me hesitate, he asks, throwing an arm around my shoulders, “What’s wrong,
Pumpkin?”


    
I bite my lip, not sure how to explain my hesitancy. “I just…everything’s going
to be different, isn’t it?” I say it with hope, not dread. After what I’ve
experienced in the last year, what I really want is change.


    
He nods, a sad smile of understanding crossing his face. “If I didn’t believe
that, then I wouldn’t have moved us here, Blaire. We’re around people now that
understand this life and aren’t going to take advantage of us for it. This is
going to be a positive experience from here on out. I promise.” He gives me a
quick kiss on the head, saying, “Now, don’t you want to go and explore your new
room?”


    
“I kind of do, actually.” I admit, trying to take on his hopeful aura. 


    
“Then let’s go.”


    
Leading us both into the house, my breath catches when I get my first good look
at the place. The foyer is large and circular with a high ceiling, the floor made
to look like a jigsaw of patterns, made from black and white tile. Looking up, I
see a large skylight illuminates the space, making it feel as though you’re
still outside. It leads into a spacious, open floor plan including a living
room and kitchen connected to each other, helping it to appear larger than it
already is. It all overlooks large windows that showcase the stunning view of the
beach and ocean out back. 


    
On the main floor is the master bedroom and three bathrooms, including a spare
bedroom bigger than our whole house combined back in Maryland. The second floor
boasts more spare bedrooms and bathrooms, as well as the turret. The whole
house was set up for us weeks ago by a designer my mom hired. We didn’t have
near enough furniture to fill up a place like this on our own, and so Mom let
the designer buy whatever she wanted to make it feel like a home. We literally
didn’t have to move a thing.


    
My parents have always been into the eclectic style, and so the house is filled
with random pieces that all seem to match somehow, giving the place a splash of
color with a large painting here, or an exotic rug there. A sense of ease fills
me the more I venture through the house, recognizing certain pieces from our
old home, and seeing how it all has the same vibe. It’s still home, just with a
few more things now.


    
The last place I journey to is the turret. Somehow I knew it would be the
cherry on top, and so I wanted to save it for last. As I open the freshly
painted white door, I find a bunch of circular stairs that lead upward, taking
me into the surprisingly large room.


    
Reminding me of a lighthouse, the windows span nearly three hundred and sixty
degrees, allowing me to see the ocean curve along with the earth. I spot a few
people kayaking on the waves, and a sailboat lazily drifting by. It’s such a peaceful
sight that it takes me a while to refocus on the room.


    
A beautiful, marble topped art table sits in front of the windows looking out
on the water, situated between two multileveled crafting carts filled with art
supplies. A large, floral patterned rug spans the middle of the floor, accompanied
by a couple of wingback chairs and a small tea table to relax by. Shelves and
cubbies of different sizes are built in under the windows, perfect for storage.



    
It’s my dream come true.


    
When dad told me about this house, and how it had this turret, he said that he
wanted to make it my painting room for me. I repeatedly told him that I could
keep it all in my bedroom, since that’s what I had done before, but he insisted
that an artist should be surrounded by inspiration. And by inspiration, he
meant the stunning view of the sea. And I’ll admit, he was right. It’s such a
beautiful place that I can see myself staying up here for hours on end, painting
the day away without even realizing it.


    
Placing Sir Leopold and his bowl on the art table, I take a seat in the swivel
chair, giving me the ability to look at every corner of the view. I admire the
crisp blue of the water, the stark contrast of the tall, green, wispy grass
poking through the sand. It’s a total one-eighty to the scenery I had grown up
with.


    
Not even six months ago I was in my small room that I shared with Nana in our
even smaller house, doing homework while trying to ignore my neighbor, Mrs.
Kinny, as she screamed at her husband for not taking out the trash the day before.
The neighborhood of Dunnings had been my home all my life. I was used to
hearing the blare of car horns, the screaming of angry neighbors, the random
gunshot. I was used to going to the local coffee shop after school to work my
job as a part-time barista, and then babysit for Mrs. Kinny after that. It had
been that way since I could remember.


    
But then one day I was awoken by a scream, and everything changed. 


    
Everything.


    
I ran out of my room, half asleep and bleary eyed, wondering what the heck
could be wrong. It was a Saturday, and so my mom was working at the hospital and
my dad had just gotten off his shift at the factory. I stumbled into the
kitchen with Nana hot on my tail, looking around for the problem, and that’s
when I saw my father, sitting at the dining table, going between staring at a
piece of paper in his hands and the screen of his laptop. He had tears in his
eyes, his hair all a mess from running his hands through it. He was still
wearing his work clothes.


    
“Dad, what’s the matter?” I asked, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. I had been
up most of the night before finishing up homework. Looking at the clock on the
stove, it said eight in the morning. I had gone to sleep not three hours ago.


    
“Blaire, tell me you see the same six numbers,” he said, his voice wobbly,
hands shaking as he put the paper in front of me. I grabbed it from him,
wondering what he was looking at, and immediately recognized the lottery ticket
my mom had got him for his birthday a few days ago. My parents normally never
bought such things. But Mom said that she’d had a good feeling when she walked
past the counter at the gas station, and decided it would be a nice surprise
gift for Dad. 


    
He asked me again if I could repeat the numbers, and so I did.


    
He then asked me to read the winning numbers on the lottery website.


    
I did.


    
And somehow, someway, by some miracle my family had never experienced
before…they matched. 


    
“Let me see.” Nana took the ticket from me and read the numbers herself. When
she saw that we weren’t kidding, she dropped the ticket, mouth half open in
shock.


    
In the span of seconds, we became millionaires. 


    
Everything after that was a blur. I think Dad called Mom, and I think Mom
screamed and said she didn’t believe him. And then Dad claimed his ticket a
couple days later, and we all got our picture in the paper. He quit both his jobs
and Mom quit hers. Everything changed so fast that I could barely believe it
was happening at all.


    
I went from being the poorest student in my school to the richest in the state.


    
That’s when things really started to change, though. Everyone knew now.
All of our neighbors, all the kids at school… I couldn’t go anywhere without
someone mentioning it. We were at once the most beloved and hated mini
celebrities in all of Dunnings.


    
Something I never knew before my parents won the lottery is that most winners say
it’s more of a curse than a blessing. It sounds strange, considering for most people
it’s their dream to see those numbers match their own. But after the first
month of this new life, I was starting to see what they meant.


    
At school, I was treated way differently. Before, I was able to blend into the
masses without a problem. I had a couple of close friends I hung out with, and
that part of my life was mostly stress free. But things started to change. The
popular kids suddenly wanted to be my friends, and then my actual friends
started asking me for stuff. My closest friend, Rochelle, told me one day that
her iPhone had broken. She asked, and I quote, “Think you could buy me a new
one?”


    
I had looked up at her from our lunch table with a snicker, thinking it must be
a joke. But she hadn’t said it in a joking matter or with a kidding smile. Her
eyes were dead serious, shocking me into silence. I had never known her to ask
for anything before. Even with birthdays we didn’t give gifts, because usually,
neither of us could afford it. To have her ask for something so expensive and
out of the blue was like being blindsided.


    
“Why would I do that?” I asked, somehow hoping, deep down, that this was still just
a prank and she didn’t actually mean it.


  
  “Oh, come on. It’s not like a thousand bucks is going to make you poor
anymore.” She looked at me expectantly, as if I was going to fork over the
money right then and there.


    
She had gotten the attention of our other friends at this point, everyone looking
at me around the table like they expected me to do this, too. I could feel my
cheeks turning red under their stares.


    
“Rochelle, I don’t have that kind of money on me,” I said, trying not to wilt
under the pressure I could feel surrounding me.


    
She raised a red brow, as if she thought I was lying. “Then get it from your
dad.”


    
I couldn’t believe this. This wasn’t the Rochelle I knew. The girl who shared
her lunch with me in fifth grade. The one who played Jenga with me after school
when we were kids. “It’s not like I won the lottery,” I tried to
explain. “My parents did. I’m not going to ask my father to give me his money
just so that you can buy something with it.”


    
I still worked both my jobs because I needed the money. And I wasn’t about to
leech off of my parents for the things I wanted just because I suddenly could.
But apparently, Rochelle didn’t have this problem. Even though they weren’t her
parents.


    
“Blaire, just give her the money. You’re making it out to be a bigger deal than
it is,” one of my other friends, Justin, had said, shaking his head like I was
being the difficult one. Everyone at the table tittered about my stinginess and
laughed for the rest of lunch, leaving me to feel completely humiliated. 


    
That was the day I lost my friends.


    
When I refused to give her the money again the next day, she said that I must
not care about her, and she took herself out of my life. The rest of my friends
slowly did the same, labeling me a “Penny Pincher”, the nickname and the story
slowly spreading throughout the school. I was made an instant pariah where only
days ago they acted like I was a rock star. 


    
But that wasn’t all. At home, things were no better. At least once a week my
dad would find threatening notes stuck to his windshield, people asking for
money. My mom would have people approach her at the grocery store, begging for
anything she could give them. It didn’t help that we lived in a poor
neighborhood where nearly everyone needed the money we now had. People we had
known for years, friends even, turned on us when we wouldn’t spare all we could.
Overall, my parents gave nearly ten thousand dollars to those who needed the
money, and yet they would still come back, claiming it wasn’t enough.


    
The day I came home from school, crying because some kids had defiled my locker
again, my father finally said that it was enough. We couldn’t continue living
our lives in fear anymore. It wasn’t worth it. That’s when my parents started
thinking about what they really wanted to do with the money, namely, where we
should buy a house with some of it. Mom had always wanted to live on the beach,
and my dad had always wanted a big garage to tinker on stuff. I had always
wanted a large bedroom to expand my painting hobby, and Nana wanted her own
room, too. As long as it had those four things, the house would be perfect. And
the further away from Dunnings we could be, the better.


    
That’s when they landed on the shores of New York. A part of the eleven towns
that make up the area of the Hamptons, Airings was a beautiful place with
gorgeous homes and rich neighbors that hopefully stuck to themselves. My
parents believed it was a place where we wouldn’t be bothered, and I had agreed
with their plan wholeheartedly. 


    
Honestly though, we could have moved to Alaska and I’d be fine with it.
Anything to get us out of Maryland.


    
But there was a catch. A big one. My parents said that if we did this, we would
never tell anyone where our money came from. A new start meant a new story.
That way we wouldn’t be threatened with another move like this one. Whether it
be caused by desperate people or judgmental rich people, our secret would stay
ours. 


    
“Our business is our own. But if anyone asks, just say we got it through hard
work and good fortune. Which is the truth.”


    
We all swore on my dad’s words, and that was that. And now here we are, six
months later, and it’s all still setting in. I half wonder if it ever will
completely. 


    
Once I get done admiring my new workspace, reminding myself to thank my dad
later, I grab Leopold and take him with me back down the stairs. Walking
through two sets of halls and making a wrong turn before I find it again, I
stop in front of the door to my very own bedroom. Earlier I had only given it a
quick peek, too excited to go look at my new art room. But now, I give it a
more thorough once-over after stepping inside, noticing the antique desk from
our old house and my small twin bed that the movers set up for me. Other than
that, everything is new. The white dresser is new, and so is the nightstand and
small sitting area decorated with a few overstuffed bean bags. My comforter is a
creamy yellow, working well with the light walls. I have a large picture window
peering into my neighbors’ yard, a comfy, built-in window seat perched
underneath it.


    
Placing Leopold on the desk, making sure that he has a nice view of the window,
too, I walk over to it, admiring the fluffy white pillows adorning the long cushion.
I take a seat, feeling myself sink into it. I imagine myself in this same spot
with a cup of tea and my sketchpad, or maybe with a good book, enjoying the
sunset.


    
As I’m living this small fantasy, my eye catches on something, namely the
window not thirty feet away from my own. The neighbor’s window. It’s as if the
two homes had the same builder, and they purposely made it so that the windows
were directly across from one another, giving a perfect view into the other. 


    
Without curtains or blinds blocking the way, I have an eagle’s eye view into
this particular room. I can see a dark sitting chair, and a desk littered with
stuff I can’t quite make out. The walls are painted a dark color, but whether
it’s navy blue or just stark black, I can’t tell. What looks like records are
hung on the walls, their colorful covers lightening up the dark space. If I had
to guess, I’d say it’s a guy’s room. 


    
And as if he heard me, the occupant steps in front of the window.


    
In the words of my Nana: dayum.


    
The first thing I notice is that he’s tall. Even though his window looks like
it’s almost floor-to-ceiling, he makes it look small, his wide shoulders going
perfectly with his height. He has thick, black hair that’s short on the sides
and only slightly longer on top, but there’s a curl to it, making him look
younger somehow; even though I’d place him somewhere around my age, or maybe a
year or two older. His skin looks perpetually tan against his white shirt and
jeans, his ears covered in headphones. He slightly nods along to whatever tune
he’s listening to, shuffling around his room. 


    
At this point, my face is pressed against the glass as I relax back into the
cushion, oddly entertained by his menial task of putting a few books away, his
mouth moving along to the lyrics he’s listening to. I wish I knew what song
he’s playing. 


   
 Just when I’m wondering if his eyes are as dark as the rest of him, he looks
up from his phone, or iPod, or whatever it is he’s listening to. And like a
scene in a corny movie, his eyes connect with mine across the expanse of our driveways,
frozen to each other.


    
I can’t believe that it slipped my mind that if I can see him, then he can see
me just as well. 


    
I guess that’s one way to meet the neighbors.


    
Within five seconds, the stare off is over, and his surprised expression
disappears. With a freezing glare, he shuts the long curtains that were hanging
out of sight, taking away my view. 


    
It feels like getting doused with a hose full of ice water.


    

















 


CHAPTER
2


Blaire


 


“How
do you like your room, Nana?” I ask her after lightly knocking on her door and
peering my head inside. Just like the rest of us, Nana got to pick what she
wanted her space to look like. She went with light purple walls and dark purple
accents, e.g. her comforter and curtains. The movers placed her favorite
vintage dresser from the sixties in the corner, the bright pink color kind of
ruining the aesthetic she had going on. 


    
She’s hanging a dream catcher above her headboard when she answers, “It’s
lovely. How do you like yours?”


    
Before I can stop myself, my mouth is telling her, “Good. The view is
fantastic.”


    
Aw, crap.


    
She looks at me with a smile, not catching on to the fact that my skin just
developed an embarrassed flush. “See the ocean from your window, can you?”


    
Uh. “Yeah.” I think. I’m not really sure since I got a little…distracted.


    
Walking around her room as she continues to put out her knickknacks, my hand
trails over the silky fabric of her lavender vanity chair, matching perfectly
with the vanity itself. It’s a nod to her past life, as she likes to tell me. A
reminder that she was young once.


    
My grandmother used to be a makeup artist in Hollywood when she was my age.
She’d tell me about the times she did Marilyn Monroe’s makeup, and Judy
Garland’s, and a whole host of other amazing starlets. That’s how she met Papa.
He was a sound technician on movie sets. She’d tell me about their life in the
entertainment industry while doing my makeup for fun, making me feel like one
of the actresses in her stories. 


    
Sitting down in the delicate chair, I stare at my reflection in the mirror, pockmarked
from age. A girl with wide hazel eyes, more blue than green, stares back at me,
along with her pale complexion even though Nana claims we have Native American
blood running through our veins. The blonde hair my mother gave me sits in a
messy artist’s bun on her head, hardly ever let down since I never have the
time to style it. 


    
Nana comes to stand behind me, placing her hands on my shoulders, leaning her
head down to be the same height as mine in the mirror. When she smiles, I see
my mother’s looking back at me.


    
“My gorgeous girl,” she says to my reflection, making me match her smile. “How
are you really doing with all of this?”


    
I take in a deep breath, feeling it stall halfway past my lips. “Good. I
think.”


    
She laughs a light, lyrical laugh, still sounding like a girl’s. My Nana has always
had this quality about her that seems timeless. She’s both classic and modern,
edgy but sophisticated, all at the same time. She wears her pearl colored hair
to her shoulders with bangs layered to the side, and continues to wear the
sixties era clothing she wore before we won the lottery; the vintage pieces
originals from her own closet, still fitting her frame all these years later.


    
“You’re a strong girl, and you’ll make this transition with ease. You know how
I know that?”


    
I shake my head in the mirror.


    
“Because you have your nana’s stubbornness in you, that’s why.” She grins in
the mirror, and I chuckle.


 


A
little while later, we order dinner from a local pizza place, talking about the
new house over pepperoni and sausage with extra cheese. Mom tells us about her
plans to decorate some of the spare bedrooms the designer was ordered not to
touch, and Nana talks about the wineries she wants to try that she somehow
managed to find online. Dad ignores this and says that he’s going to organize
the garage.


    
“Do you have any plans tomorrow?” Mom asks me, a piece of cheese getting stuck
to her chin. She pulls it off and shoves it in her mouth, Dad chuckling at her
when he hands her a much-needed napkin.


    
I shrug, taking another slice of pizza and putting it on my plate. “I figured
I’d put my clothes away and organize some of my paints.”


    
“Maybe when you’re done you can come and help me pick out paint colors for the
spare rooms,” Mom suggests.


    
The conversation quickly turns to arguing over what room will be Nana’s sewing
room, and if she can get a wine cellar in the future, but my dad, ever the
peacemaker between his wife and mother-in-law, decides to break it up by talking
about the neighbors. “Didn’t see anyone out there at all today,” he says,
cutting Nana off mid-sentence. “Surprising considering how nice it was, and
with that pool of theirs. Must be they don’t have any kids.”


    
In an instant, my heart seizes and I start choking on my pizza. Nana claps my
back with surprising force until I’m regretting that extra slice.


    
“Are you okay, hon?” Mom asks, her blue eyes worried.


    
Face hot, I can only nod, taking another sip of water to clear my throat. 


    
“I doubt they don’t have any children. Did you see all the cars in the
driveway?” Nana argues, cutting her pizza with a knife and fork once she sees
I’m not longer at risk of choking to death. 


    
“That’s true,” Dad says, pondering. “Maybe we should introduce ourselves.”


    
I nearly choke for the second time. I take a sip of water again before saying,
“I thought we were going to keep a low profile?”


    
“Just because we’re not going to tell everyone we won the lottery doesn’t mean
we can’t have good relations with the neighbors. And besides, if they do have
kids, it’d be nice if you could befriend them; try to enjoy this summer before
you start your senior year,” Mom says innocently enough.


    
But all I can think is, If Headphones Guy had anything to say about it, I
doubt he would agree with her.


    
Eventually the pizza runs out, and exhaustion starts to set in from the long trip
up here. We all go to our respective rooms and call it a night. But before I go
to bed, I cautiously step in front of the window to see if someone else’s
curtains are still closed. When I look, all I see is black fabric staring back
at me. But beyond it, I spot a warm light glowing from what I suspect is the
desk lamp, a dark silhouette sitting next to it.


***



When
I wake up the next morning, I’m hit by a wave of confusion. This isn’t my room.
And why does it smell like fresh paint? Sitting up, I look around and slowly
start to remember that I no longer live at 274 Carrol Drive. It’s a strange but
pleasant remembrance.


    
Stretching, I scoot out of bed, walking over to my closet. Opening the doors, I
see boxes of my clothes sitting there, waiting to be put away. I sigh, a stray
piece of hair getting stuck in my lashes.


    
Taking a quick shower, I walk back into the room, get dressed, and start to put
clothes on hangers. The task doesn’t take long since I never had a big wardrobe
to begin with. Then I put my laptop on my desk and arrange all my knickknacks,
trying to make it look as much like my old set up as possible. When I’m done, I
stand back and admire my work, knowing that when I arrange my art supplies in
the turret, the satisfaction will be even greater. 


    
Downstairs I hear Mom call for breakfast, but I’m feeling too keyed up to eat.
I really want to get to my art room and start organizing. I bet the view of the
morning sun on the ocean is stunning right now.


    



Before
I know it, five hours have gone by, and my art space is now completely up to Blaire
code. My watercolors are front and center, followed closely by rainbow arranged
acrylics and then my small paintbrush collection. Any time I got a bonus from
work, or I worked overtime with the Kinny kids, I would take a small portion of
it and go to the craft section at the store, sometimes taking hours to decide
exactly which item I should spend it on. It was a luxury I didn’t want to take
for granted. The collection I have now spans over five years of saving and
scrapping, taking home art supplies from school that Mrs. Heron, my art
teacher, said was no longer usable, but I would find a way to repurpose. But
now…


    
I picture myself walking into an art store and skipping down the aisles,
putting anything I wanted in the cart without looking at the price. The idea is
so bizarre to me that I have to shake my head to get rid of it. But still, the
image puts a smile on my face.


    
By the time I come down to eat, it’s three o’clock in the afternoon, and Mom is
hard into her decorating plans while Nana is dozing in her room. I distantly
hear Dad puttering around in the garage, so that leaves just me in the big
white kitchen, trying to remember where Mom put everything yesterday.
Eventually I find enough ingredients to make a sandwich, which tastes like
nirvana after having felt my stomach grumble for hours on end.


    
Putting my plate in the sink after I’m finished, I contemplate joining Dad in
the garage to help him with his own organization. That is until I hear a
delicate ting sound from the front of the house, figuring it must be the
doorbell. But who rang it? If it were Nana, she would have just barreled
through the door, but last time I checked, she had been out like a light. And
with Mom in one of the rooms upstairs, and Dad in the garage, that can only
mean…


    
Ting.


    
Crap.


    
Looking down at myself, I instantly regret wearing my work clothes today. My
jean shorts are spotted with paint and holes not put there by design, and my
shirt is thin and worn from so many times through the wash. On top of that, I
can feel the bun on top of my head slipping out of its tie, my forehead and
cheeks slick with sweat. Gross.


    
I wonder for a minute if I have enough time to run upstairs, change into
something that a semi-decent person might wear, and come back down looking like
the picture of grace, but then decide against it. It’s rude to make whoever is
at the door wait, and besides, it’s not like my parents would do that. We might
as well present ourselves how we’re going to look ninety-nine percent of the
time. 


    
The Cromwell’s might have won the lottery, but we didn’t win the style to go
with it.


    
Taking a deep breath, I walk over to the foyer while doing my best to fix my
hair, placing my hand on the doorknob after I’m finished. But then suddenly an
idea hits me. What if Headphones Guy is the one waiting for me on the other
side, here to yell at me for being an accidental peeping Tom? 


    
Even so, I still have to open the door. He’d probably just come back later if I
didn’t. And besides, I can always explain that I hadn’t done it on purpose. If
you think of it, it was kind of his fault to begin with. There I was, taking in
my new surroundings, and he just had to go and distract me with his good looks
and adorable puttering. How was I not supposed to stare?


    
I open the door, letting out the breath I had taken as I do.


    
“Hello!” A woman I would suspect to be in her later forties greets me from the
porch, her smile large and white against her beautifully tan complexion and
dark hair. She has on an expensive looking power suit in ivory, matching her
teeth.


    
With her are two others. A little boy that looks around eight or nine, and a
girl I would guess to be my age. Both kids have her same good looks, but the
girl has green eyes whereas the woman has golden amber. The little boy has a
headful of dark curls and glasses that sit adorably askew on his nose. His eyes
are Pacific Ocean blue.


    
“Hi,” I say, instantly feeling relieved when I don’t see Headphones Guy with
them.


    
“I’m Elise Lyons. And this is my son, Theo, and my niece, Rosaleigha. We live
next door.” She nods towards the blue mega mansion, her eyes smiling when she
looks at me. With how put together they all look (the teenage girl looking like
a fashionista with her sunflower patterned crop top and artfully bleached
shorts, and the boy looking cute in a dark red polo and tan khakis), I feel
even worse in my work clothes than I did before I opened the door. I try not to
fidget as she continues. 


    
“We saw you move in yesterday, and we wanted to welcome you to the
neighborhood.” I didn’t notice before, but she has a loaf-sized Tupperware pan
sitting in her hands. She holds it out to me, and I take it from her, the
ceramic still warm to the touch.


    
“It’s banana bread. I hope you and your family aren’t allergic.” She looks
genuinely worried about this possibility, her brow narrowing until I answer her
question.


    
I shake my head. “No. Actually, banana bread is my Nana’s favorite. She’ll be
thrilled with this.”


    
I must have taken her by surprise, because her dark brows lift in unison. “Oh,
is it just you and your grandmother here then?”


    
“My parents live here, too,” I’m quick to explain, though I don’t know why. “But
my Nana has lived with us for as long as I can remember.” It’s only then that I
realize I forgot to introduce myself as well. Sticking out my hand, I hold the
banana bread solely in the other. “I’m Blaire, by the way. Blaire Cromwell.”


    
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Blaire.” Again with that warm smile. She seems
like a nice person, and I’m not sure why that surprises me. In the back of my mind
I’ve always figured privileged people must be rude, or self-centered. I never
imagined they’d bake banana bread. “It’s so nice to have another young person
in the neighborhood,” she says, looking delighted. “I’m sure my sons and niece
here will enjoy your presence very much.”


    
Before I can think to stop myself, I’m asking her, “Sons?” 


    
She nods, unperturbed by my squeaky voice. “Yes, my oldest, Beckham, just
graduated this spring, and my middle son, Catcher, will be a senior, just like
Rosaleigha. I think you three are around the same age, if I’m not mistaken.” 


    
My mind goes into overdrive, wondering which son I saw through the window last
night. Though in the end, does it really matter? Either way, I’m sure he told
his siblings about the weird new girl next door and her penchant for staring. That
will put an end to my mother’s wish for me to make friends for sure.


    
“Well, I think we better get back to our side of the yard. I know you must be
busy unpacking still. We just wanted to introduce ourselves and let you know
that if you need anything, our door is always open. It was a pleasure meeting
you, Blaire.”


    
“You, too, Mrs. Lyons. Thank you again for the bread.” I hold up the pan, as if
she forgot what she herself brought me. 


    
My winning social skills strike again.


    
She smiles, pretending she doesn’t notice. Grabbing the little boy’s hand, they
walk back across the yard, but the girl stays behind on the porch, watching me
with a big smile.


    
“I know my aunt called me Rosaleigha, but I go by Leigha. Rosaleigha was my
great grandmother, and I am not my great grandmother.” She sticks out
her ring adorned hand and I take it.


    
I smile at her, nodding. “Leigha. Got it.”


    
“So, where did you move here from?”


    
“Maryland.” Looking at the blue house out of the corner of my eye, I see Mrs.
Lyons and Theo walk through the front door, disappearing inside. “Do you all
live here full time?”


    
Her beautiful onyx hair that slowly morphs into a dark shade of bluish teal at
the ends, swishes from side to side when she shakes her head no, shining even
under the shade of the porch. It looks like the kind of health only achieved
through expensive hair treatments at the salon. Not to mention her clothes,
which I’m sure are designer. Unlike me, I think her pants were meant to have
rips in them. 


    
“No, I just stay for the summer while my parents travel. But my aunt and uncle live
here year-round. Crazy considering how bad it gets in the winter. What about
you? Is this your family’s summer home?”


    
She says it like it’s a normal thing for people to have multiple homes for
different seasons. I guess if I want to blend in, I’m going to have to pretend
that it’s normal, too. “No, it’s permanent. But then we haven’t experienced a
New York winter yet, so who knows.”


    
She laughs at this. “Yeah, that might change your minds.” Still giggling, she
asks, “So, are you going to be a senior, too?”


    
I nod my head.


    
This makes her eyes light up, as if I told her I have the power to make all her
dreams come true. “Cool. We go to Horton Prep. Is that where you’ll be
transferring in the fall?”


    
It is, actually. “Yeah.”


    
“Yes! I was hoping you’d say that. We can totally show you around. I know my
cousin will be anxious to meet you. We’ve been looking for our third Musketeer ever
since Beckham graduated this year.” She looks back at the house, namely the second-floor
window. “I’m sure you’ll be more fun than he was,” she says with a sarcastic chuckle.


    
Before I can ask what she means by that, she’s telling me about a party she and
her cousin are throwing on Saturday. “You’re more than welcome to come if you
like. A lot of kids from school will be there, so it’ll kind of be like
orientation but without the snobby atmosphere.”


    
I’m instantly put on edge at the word “party”. As any of my old friends would
tell her, Blaire Cromwell does not do partying. Or drinking. Or illegal things
in the name of teenage rebellion. I’m much more into the idea of hunkering down
in my turret for hours, slaving away on a painting with Leopold or my Nana as
company. 


     
But she looks so excited about it. And at least she doesn’t seem like the catty
sort I knew from my old school. She also doesn’t seem put off by my lack of
social grace, which is surprising. But Leigha looks like the determined kind,
and I fear that she’s going to make me her friend one way or another. It’s a
sweet gesture, but still scary. 


    
For that alone, I should at least give her the impression that I’m considering
it. “I might be busy, what with the unpacking and all.” Lie. “But I’ll
try to make it.”


    
“Great! I’ll be looking for you then.” She starts to walk off the porch, but
when she reaches the driveway, she turns around, walking backwards when she
says, “Oh, and it’s beach wear only. We’re officially breaking in the pool this
weekend.” She winks and then runs across the yard, taking my composure with
her.


    
I’m still computing all the terrifying words she used when I walk back into the
house. 


    
Party. Beach wear. Pool…


    
I don’t know how to swim. Which means I don’t even own a swimsuit.


    
Well, I guess that decides it. I’m not going.


***



“What
a wonderful idea!” Mom says over dinner, consisting of turkey subs and large
amounts of sour cream and onion crackers, my favorite.


    
“It is not a wonderful idea,” I contradict. “Do you want me to drown?”


    
“Well if you do, I bet one of those sons of hers will give you mouth to mouth.
Still think it’s a bad idea?”


    
“Nana.” We all complain in unison, Dad in particular.


    
“Oh, honestly, that’s the least scandalous thing I could have said, trust me.”
She admonishes, once again eating with a knife and fork. I know the woman has
dentures, but seriously, she even eats scrambled eggs with both utensils. 


    
“You don’t even know if they’re attractive,” I point out.


    
“They’re rich. Of course they’re attractive. Have you ever seen an ugly rich
person?” she asks, cocking her head at me in challenge.


    
“Donald Trump.”


    
Her smug expression instantly deflates. “Shoot, I didn’t think of him.”


    
“I personally don’t think you should go. I doubt their parents will be there,”
Dad says, driving the conversation back to its original topic; a line of car
grease smeared on his cheek. 


    
“I called to thank Elise for the bread, and she informed me that they will
be there. And I doubt they would be serving alcohol to minors. Really, Herald,
is our daughter having a social life such a terrible prospect?”


    
They continue to bicker over whether I should or shouldn’t go, not even
noticing when I leave the table with my food, deciding to go to my room to
finish my dinner in peace. 


    
I know I should eat at my desk; that would be the normal thing to do. But
something’s pulling me to the window, and it isn’t the view of Headphones Guy
for a change. Sitting down with my legs crossed on the bench seat, I balance my
plate on a pillow, placing my precious bag of chips in my lap. I sit on the
opposite side of the bench this time, facing the water instead of the house
next door. With the sun setting, it gives a beautiful cast of pinks, purples,
and yellows across the lapping waves, helping to soothe my anxiety.


    
I don’t know why I’ve always been like this. Ever since I was little, social
situations have made me feel like a fish out of water. It wasn’t until I found
my love for art, did I have an outlet for the negative feelings. All I would
have to do when I felt anxious was grab my notepad and start doodling in it to
feel better. That morphed into painting, and now it has become my full-time
passion. I had dreams of art school when I was younger, Pratt in particular, but
I knew that college was a far-off dream, unlikely to ever come true because of
finances. But that was before my mom bought that ticket. Before the lottery happened.
Before it caused us to move states away. Now, I guess anything is possible. 


    
When I finish dinner, I grab my old sketchpad out of my desk drawer and move
back to the window seat, facing the water again. I do a rough sketch of the
landscape, the curve of the shore, the willowy movements of the sea grass
leading down to the beach. I try to capture the beauty of the sun kissing the
water’s surface, transforming its opulent blue to a buttery yellow.


    
I don’t know how long I sit there, eyes going from my paper to what lays
outside the window. All I know is that eventually, I feel a prickle of
awareness coat my skin, causing me to look up and to the left instead of the
right.


    
Headphones Guy is staring at me this time, standing in the window, head
tilted to the side with an odd expression on his face. He doesn’t look shocked that
I spotted him like I had when he spotted me. And he doesn’t immediately look
away, either.


    
He matches the darkness of his room tonight, wearing a navy blue T-shirt and
dark wash jeans. His hair looks like he’s been running his hands through it,
his headphones doing a poor job of concealing the curls. 


    
I wonder how long he’s been looking at me without my knowing.


    
Before I can catch my breath, or heaven forbid, wave back and acknowledge his
presence, that stupid curtain is being swept in front of him again. Gone, just
like that. 
















 


CHAPTER
3


Blaire


 


The
next morning at breakfast, everyone is chatting at the kitchen island, eating
eggs and bacon, talking about their plans. I keep silent, hoping nobody notices
my brooding attitude courtesy of Headphones Guy and his polar personality when
Dad turns to me, saying, “I forgot to give you this the other day.” He pulls
out a shiny black credit card from his shirt pocket, sliding it across the
counter to me.


    
I stare at it, afraid to touch it, as if it might bite me.


    
“Dad,” I start, but he cuts me off with an upheld hand and a knowing smile.


    
“I know, I know. Miss Independent, wanting to pave your own way. But I’m asking
you to do me a favor by humoring your old man and taking it. You’re a hard
worker, Pumpkin. And I couldn’t be prouder of that. But I think it’s time we
help you with some expenses.” He wiggles the card, inching it closer to me.


    
I reluctantly take it, knowing he won’t let me leave the island without it.
“I’m never going to use this, you know.”


    
“I think you will, especially if you’re going to buy yourself a swimsuit
today,” Mom says with a grin over her coffee mug, causing me to halt my fork
halfway to my mouth.


     
“I’m not going to that party, Mom.” I remind her.


    
“Yes, you are. Your dad finally agreed with me that it will be a good
environment for you to make some friends. You don’t have to swim, if that’s
what you’re afraid of.”


    
“What part of that was supposed to make me feel better?” I ask, the question
dripping with sarcasm. “Even if I knew how to swim, I wouldn’t want to go. Dad,
back me up here.” I turn to him with big, pleading eyes, hoping he’ll throw me
a rope I can hold on to.


    
He sighs, giving me an equally sad look. “It’s not that big of a deal, really.
All you have to do is go over there for five minutes and come back if you want.
Let your mother believe she’s being a good parent by socializing you for a
bit.”


    
She quickly smacks his shoulder, scowling at him.


    
“It’s not like he’s wrong,” Nana says in his defense, a rarity for her.


    
Mom leans back against the counter, not bothering to hide her look of defeat.


    
“Oh, alright. I’ll go, are you happy? But it’s only going to be for the five
minutes you said.” I point at Dad when I say this, hoping he keeps his word and
lets me get away with the bare minimum.


    
“That’s fine.” Grabbing the keys to the car out of her pocket, Mom hands them
to me. “Now, get in the car, go to town, and buy a suit. And if you really want
to make me happy, buy a little something extra for yourself. Maybe a new paint
kit or a canvas stand, hmm?” she says, fully knowing I will not be doing that,
but she continues to hope anyway.


    
Some habits die hard.


    
With a tight-lipped smile, I nod, taking the keys and shoving my butt off the barstool.
Apparently, it’s time to go shopping.


***


Ten
minutes into shopping at one of the little boutique shops in town, I know this
was a huge mistake. Because one, this particular shop doesn’t sell one-pieces,
or even tankinis. And two, the prices on these tiny scraps of fabric are
insane. I mean seriously, two hundred dollars for a bikini? This is robbing
people, straight up.


    
Walking through the store, I feel the eyes of the sales associate following me
everywhere I go, as if she’s just waiting to pounce on me if I so much as
breathe wrong on a suit. I know I’m not dressed like most of the people that
shop here. I have on my signature overalls cut into shorts, and my shirt is a
shade of blue that brings out the color in my eyes, though it’s a little
stained around the edges. But in my defense, I found it that way at a thrift
store. It was only thirty cents. I couldn’t pass up a deal like that.


    
For two hundred bucks, I could have a field day in a thrift store,
I think to myself as I stare at the expensive bikini in my hands. If only one
of those existed around here. Unfortunately, they don’t. I already checked.


    
With a sigh, I continue to peruse the racks until I find a bikini in a dark
mustard shade that hopefully won’t reveal how pale I am. It’s also on sale,
score.


    
When I pull out the black credit card at the counter, the pretty sales person
with the unimpressed expression gives it a wide-eyed glance before throwing me
a beaming smile, her aura completely different now with the knowledge that I
actually have the ability to buy this suit.


    
She rings me up and tries to start a conversation about a new line from Paris
they’re getting in next week. She then puts my purchase in a beautiful bag with
black and white stripes on the side and bright blue tissue paper cascading out
of the top. When I go to leave, she invites me to come back any time. 


    
I think I know now what Julia Roberts felt like in Pretty Woman.


    
Since I’m here, I walk around the small town for a while, my bag swinging in my
hand next to me. It’s a beautiful day, and multiple couples are taking
advantage, holding hands and going in and out of shops, smiling and laughing. I
sort of feel like a ghost as I drift through a few stores, looking but with no
intention of buying. That is until I come to a storefront that has art supplies
displayed in the window, the green and gold painted sign over the shop
welcoming passerby to Edwin’s Art Corner. 


    
Ahh.


    
When I step inside, I take in a big lungful of air filled with the aroma of a
burning apple candle and cold-pressed paper, bringing an uncontrollable smile
to my face. Looking around, I see the shop is filled to the brim with every
sort of art supplies an artist could ever dream of. One aisle contains just oil
paints, arranged in a rainbow, just like my own art room. And then another has
solely sketchbooks and pads of watercolor paper – canvases placed near the end.
Finally, I come to the watercolor section, my hands dancing over a box
containing a Winsor and Newton watercolor palette. I’ve always wanted one of
these. It’s like the pinnacle of professional grade watercolors, the kind only
artists in galleries would use. Precious and very, very expensive.


    
Sigh.


    
Moving through the store to the paintbrush and tool aisle, I spot a detail
brush I decide I can’t leave without. It has a gel grip so my fingertips won’t
go sore, the hairs made into a pristinely fine point. I’ve been looking for one
of these for a while now. And at five dollars, it’s easily in my price range.


    
Stepping up to the counter, I place my lone brush on the weathered butcher
block. When I look up after grabbing my wallet out of my purse, I find only a
golden retriever and a little boy sitting there, his dark blue eyes obscured by
midnight curls and round glasses.


    
Uh… “Hi, Theo,” I greet him, remembering his name from yesterday, though more
than a little surprised to see him here – and the fact that he was left alone
without supervision.


    
He doesn’t say anything in reply, just blinks.


    
O-kay then. I look left and right, searching for an adult while I ask him, “Is
someone here with you?”


    
Again, no answer.


    
Hmm.


    
The sound of a door closing at the back of the store catches my attention, and
I look over to see a man with brown hair and blue eyes walk towards the
counter, his own glasses half falling off his nose. Greeting me with a smile,
he says once he’s behind the cash register, “Hello there, sorry to keep you
waiting.”


    
“It’s no trouble. Theo and his friend were keeping me company.” I try smiling
at the boy again, but he only stares back, his expression just as lukewarm as
before. I’m starting to see the resemblance between he and his brother. 


    
The dog wags his tail.


    
Who I assume is the owner gives me a funny look while rearranging his glasses.
“You know my son?”


    
Huh? Son? Looking between the two, it slowly starts to make sense. Their
resemblance is spot on, their eyes in particular. “Oh, you must be Mr. Lyons.
I’m Blaire Cromwell. I just moved in next door. Your wife, Leigha, and Theo
came to visit me yesterday.” I explain to him.


    
“That’s right. I forgot that Elise mentioned new neighbors. Well, it’s nice to
meet you, Ms. Cromwell. I’m Edwin Lyons.” He takes my brush and rings it up,
asking me, “So, what kind of an artist are you? Oils, pastels, graphite?”


    
“Watercolors mostly,” I say, deciding to state the obvious, “Your store is
beautiful.”


    
“Why thank you. I only opened it last year. I used to be in finance before I
decided that life is too short to just throw numbers around.” He hands me my
small bag with a warm smile, the corners of his eyes wrinkling, reminding me of
my dad. “Are you liking it here in Airings so far?”


    
I nod, admitting, “Yes, it’s a beautiful place. I love the constant view of the
water.”


    
“It’s great, isn’t it? Back when I used to paint, I’d take my easel out on the porch
and get lost for hours. A really great way to take in the scenery, if you ask
me. Constant inspiration.”


    
“Used to?” I ask.


    
He holds up his hands that are slightly curved with knobby joints in the
fingers. “Progressive arthritis. Can’t paint for more than half an hour
anymore. But I still love art, and I knew the shop would give me interactions
like these with other artists. That’s the true joy of the job.”


    
“Do you have any of your work here?” I wonder aloud.


    
He nods, pointing to the wall behind me. When I turn around, I spot a beautiful
framed landscape done in what I would suspect is oil paints, showing our corner
of the ocean in almost hyper realism, making my eyes bulge a little. It’s
absolutely stunning. A master’s work, really. 


    
Turning back to him, I say with undisguised appreciation, “It’s gorgeous. Do
you sell your paintings?”


    
A shake of the head. He leans back on his stool, crossing his arms. His son
adorably tries to mirror him, looking at his dad out of the corner of his eye
to get the stance right. “I used to do prints, but not anymore I’m afraid. I
could never part with the originals, and that’s what most people want.
Something that takes so much of your time and energy is hard to let go of.”


    
I nod, understanding completely. When you finish a piece that comes out better
than you hoped, and it took hours and hours to create, it’d be like parting
with a piece of yourself if you sold it. And if your work turns out as perfect
as Mr. Lyons’, it’d be even harder.


    
The chime above the door rings, signaling a new customer. Deciding that I
better let him get back to things, I thank him for my purchase and say goodbye
to him, Theo, and the dog, smiling as I leave.


***



Saturday
comes way too soon for me. One minute I’m getting home from town, excited to
try out my new brush, and the next thing I know, Mom is asking me at breakfast
the following morning if I got the suit for the party today.


    
When she said “today” I nearly spit my bite of toast in Nana’s face. Something
she most definitely would not have appreciated. 


    
I somehow managed to completely forget about it.


    
“Y-yeah, I got it. But I think it’s supposed to rain today. I’m sure it’ll be
cancelled.” I say this with having only seen one cloud in the sky this morning.
But who knows, maybe luck will shine down on me and soak the party.


    
“Really? I didn’t see the forecast.” Mom looks out the window at clear, sunny
skies, her brow furrowed in confusion.


    
Nana kicks me under the table.


   
 “Ow! What was that for?” I grumble, massaging my shin where her granny shoes
connected.


    
She rolls her eyes at me. “It’s not going to rain and you know it. You’re just
afraid to go because that boy is going to be there.” 


    
Every muscle in my body freezes like a stun gun was taken to them when she says
this. She…she couldn’t…she couldn’t possibly know. I haven’t told anyone about
Headphones Guy. There’s no way – 


    
“Every night I enjoy a glass of wine on the patio. But it’s not like you would
notice. You’ve been too busy staring at that boy and vice versa,” she harrumphs,
sipping her orange juice like she didn’t just sell me out to Mom like a
complete snitch.


    
I glare at her. “Not cool, Nan.”


    
“I am so confused. What boy?” Mom asks, her blonde bun half falling off her
head when she turns to look at me. 


    
I sigh, letting my forehead fall in my hands. “He’s no one, just the guy that
lives next door. His window is right across from mine. We’ve both kind of
been…staring, at each other. Sometimes. Twice, really.” I’m rambling and
everyone knows it. Thank heavens Dad isn’t here to make fun of me for it.


    
“More like undressing each other with your eyes, if you
ask me.”


    
“No one did, Nana. So please, for the love of all that is holy, stop. Talking.”
I stare at her with pleading eyes to just shut up for once. I don’t need a bad
situation turned into something worse just because she’s a nosy busy body.


    
“Staring? Is that all it is? You’ve never even talked to him?” Mom asks,
thankfully skipping right over Nana’s inappropriateness. 


    
“Well…no.”


    
She shakes her head. “You don’t want to go to the party because a boy looked
at you?”


    
“It’s not just that. He acts like I killed his dog or something. And I don’t
want to go because I hate talking to a bunch of people I’ve never met before.
It’s stressful.” How do they not get that? Were they never young once and
nervous to hang out with new people?


    
Placing her hand over mine, Mom looks into my eyes and says, “You are an
amazing girl and anyone would be lucky to be your friend. All you have to do is
be confident, smile your pretty smile, and be your charming self. You’re always
overthinking things. Just relax and have fun. Don’t try to put pressure on
yourself, okay?”


    
I nod, knowing in theory that she’s right, but my body doesn’t seem to want to
cooperate, especially not when I start to notice people arriving, flooding the
Lyons’ driveway with cars. Staring at the mess through my window, I see tons of
teenagers swarm the yard and beach, all in either bikinis or swim shorts. Most
move to the back of the house, where the pool is, while others go into the
house, probably to find a drink. All the while I stare down on it all like
Rapunzel in her castle. But unlike Rapunzel, I don’t want to come down.


    
My eyes flicker over to Headphones Guy’s window every once in a while, hoping
it will help me make my decision. I keep hearing Nana’s voice in my head now
when I think of him, saying, More like undressing each other with your eyes,
if you ask me. She really shouldn’t have cancelled her appointment for the
cataract surgery, because she clearly isn’t seeing right. The only thing
Headphones Guy wants to do to me is put a curtain between us.


    
He moves from one side of the room to the other, head bent, either looking at a
book or messing with his phone. Sometimes he’ll move to the window and look
down at all the people, his dreaded expression much like my own. Whenever he
does this, I pull back into the shadows, like Igor, hoping he doesn’t see me
purposefully staring this time.


    
When half an hour goes by, and I don’t see him going down to join the others, I
decide it’s a safe enough bet to say he isn’t going at all. Knowing the chance
for an awkward encounter is nearly zero, I feel better about the prospect of
going over there.


    
After a good mental pep talk, I force myself to put on the stupid bikini, my
low-rise shorts, and some sunglasses. I leave my hair in its perpetual bun,
because there are just some things I refuse to change about myself.


    
When I get downstairs, I find Nan and Mom watching TV in the living room, some
tragic Lifetime movie playing on the screen. I hear Dad messing with a hammer
off in the distance, which is a good thing. Having Nana and Mom see me in this
skimpy suit will be embarrassing enough.


    
Once they notice me, Mom pauses the TV, smiling like she got away with murder.
“Don’t you look like summer personified.”


    
“I will give you a hundred dollars of my babysitting money if you refuse to say
another word about this.” I bribe, hoping they’ll take it – knowing they won’t.


    
“Not a chance in hell, babe.” Nan chuckles.


    
“Did you bring a towel?” Mom asks, going back into mother mode.


    
“No, because I’m not going to swim.”


    
“Sunblock?”


    
“Put it on fifteen minutes ago.”


    
“Flip-flops?”


    
I hold them up for her.


    
“Well it looks like you’re ready to P.A.R.T.Y. Have fun.” She waggles her eyebrows
at me with a grin before turning back to her program and hitting Play again.
“And remember, no kissing boys I haven’t met yet.”


    
“Mom.”


    
“Honestly, you’d think you were a perfect angel when you were her age,” Nana
says, shaking her head at Mom while she does her crossword in a leopard print
robe. “I caught you plenty of times sneaking out at night, only to come back at
four in the morning with your shirt on backwards and your hair made into a
tumble weed.”


    
“Too much information. Always way, way, WAY too much information,” I grumble to
myself while the two of them bicker about whether Mom was a saint or a
troublemaker as a kid. Rolling my eyes, I step out the door and into the sun
without them even noticing.


    
The sound of blaring music hits me hard, not just in the ears, but also in the
chest, giving me a second heartbeat. It pounds through every one of my nerves
while I walk across the yard, dodging large male bodies attempting to play with
a football. I decide to go to the back of the house near the pool first,
figuring it’s my best chance at finding Leigha. At least I hope it is. The
whole point of being here is so that she can see I came, made the effort, and
then go back to my art studio and disappear again. 


    
When I get there, I see no less than thirty people in the pool, emphasizing
just how large it is. Girls in even skimpier bikinis than mine lay out on the
numerous lounge chairs set up next to it, sunning their long, lean legs. Once
in a while some of the guys will splash them, sending up a roar of fake
complaints on the girls’ end.


    
Through the chaos of bodies and voices and music, I search for Leigha’s face
and her long, dual colored hair, but come up empty. It forces me to move into
the house, something I really hadn’t wanted to do. But I see no other choice at
this point. And so I open one of the three sets of double doors, leading into
the large, open living room. It’s styled in a similar way to ours, what with
the chef’s kitchen attached to the living space. But the design is different in
that this house clearly has a theme to it.


    
With earth tones and splashes of red, it reminds me of cool autumn days and
nights around a fire. Very cozy even though the place is gigantic. I also see
that some of the paintings on the walls are similar to the one Mr. Lyons showed
me at his shop. I think it’s safe to assume the beautiful landscapes were
created by his skilled hands.


    
It’s almost too easy for me to get lost looking at them, inspecting each brush
stroke he made to create such a spellbinding effect. As an artist, I can
appreciate the care and time he took with each piece. I only wish all these
people weren’t here to distract me from looking at them.


    
“There you are!” I hear a voice shout behind me, causing me to jump in surprise
before I turn around to face it. There I see Leigha smiling at me, a red cup in
her hand when she goes to hug me. I return the embrace, seeing her smile widen
even further when she pulls away. “I’m so glad you made it. I can’t wait to
introduce you to everyone.” She grabs my hand with her free one, and in the
blink of an eye, she’s touring me around the room, repeating my name to what
feels like a hundred people, all who give me polite smiles and words of welcome
in return. My cheeks start to hurt from all the fake smiling, and I realize my
five minutes were up a long time ago.


    
“I think it’s time we get you a drink. What do you want? We’ve got ginger ale,
every flavor of Mountain Dew, some Coke and Pepsi…” Leigha trails off, her
hands picking up different liters and cans of soda from the kitchen counter,
all while I try to hear her over the music, which someone seems to have turned
up even louder since I got here. 


    
I grab whatever it is she has in her hand and pop the top, not caring about
what flavor it is anymore. I feel parched, overwhelmed, and I just need
something wet. Taking my first sip, I’m surprised at the tangy sweet flavor.
Looking down at the label, I see it says pineapple soda. Different, but good, I
decide, taking another sip.


    
“Finally! I was wondering where you went,” Leigha says next to me while I
continue to chug my soda. “Blaire, this is my cousin, Catcher. Catch, this is
the girl I was telling you about, the one that just moved in next door.”


    
I turn to look at the guy she called Catcher, my stomach in my throat until I
see that the face attached to the name is unfamiliar to me. 


    
Catcher is a good-looking guy, that much is obvious. Tall, and with arms toned
in all the right places, he has a warm smile that makes me think of his mother’s.
He also has blue eyes like his little brother’s, but his hair is a lighter
shade than his, more of a milk chocolate than a dark coffee. His lacks the
signature Lyons curls, but certainly not charisma. His eyes practically glow
when he says, “Wow, you’re gorgeous.”


    
My eyes bug out for a second, my mouth forming an embarrassing O. 


    
Leigha smacks a hand to her forehead, groaning. “Shoot, I forgot to warn you.”


    
“I – what?” I stutter, still watching Catcher smile at me like he said nothing
surprising.


    
“Catch is a CTT, a compulsive truth teller. Gets us in trouble all the time.
Catch, apologize to her,” she tells him with a pointed look, hands on hips like
he paid me an insult.


    
“No, that’s not – it’s fine. I –” This could not be more embarrassing. Not only
because there’s nothing I can say that will diffuse the situation, but the guy
is attractive enough that he has my tongue feeling like it’s swollen. Anything
I try to say will just come out sounding like I’m choking.


    
“Sorry about that. But I’m sure you’ll get used to it over the summer. I just
believe that lying to people is a waste of time,” he says with an innocent
grin. After a stunned few seconds, I can’t help but laugh at his reasoning.


    
Leigha still looks annoyed, though. “I hope this new fact doesn’t make you go
running back to your house now.”


    
I wave my hand at the whole mess. “No, it’s okay. Just remind me to never ask him
anything I don’t want the truth to. Like if this bathing suit makes me look
like an albino.” I motion to the bikini top, trying not to compare it to Leigha’s.
Hers is adorable with white daisies printed all over the black wetsuit fabric.
She also has on a choker necklace with a matching hairband to keep her locks
back from her face. Cute and trendy.


     
Catcher goes to open his mouth, but Leigha smartly throws a hand over it before
he can say anything.


    
“Have you gone in the pool yet?” she asks me instead, fingers still sealing his
lips shut.


     
“Uh, no.” After a second’s deliberation, I decide to explain, though it’s
embarrassing, “I can’t swim.”


    
Finally, Catcher takes the liberty of removing his cousin’s hand, looking at me
disbelievingly when he says, “Seriously?”


    
A nod. 


    
“We’ll just have to fix that this summer then. You can’t live next to the ocean
and not know how to swim.”


    
“Catch is the best swimmer at school,” Leigha tells me, using her cup to motion
to him, as if I didn’t know who she was talking about. “You won state how many
times?”


    
He holds up three fingers and dances them around. “But it’s not polite to brag,
L.”


    
She shrugs. “Just sayin’.”


    
“So, do you guys throw these parties often?” I ask, not knowing what else to
say. 


    
“Usually at the start of summer and the end. It kind of bookends the season.
Otherwise it’s just the three of us hanging out, though sometimes Theo joins
us, too.”


    
“That must be nice. I don’t know what it’s like to have siblings,” I admit,
straining my voice to be heard above everyone else. A few times I get jostled
as people come in and out of the kitchen to grab a drink or snack, pushing me
into the counter. Noticing this, Catcher motions for us to go outside.


    
At first, I think he’s just going to have us chill by the pool, but then he and
Leigha walk past it, saying hi to people here and there before leading me down
to their private stretch of beach instead. Four beach chairs sit in the pearly
white sand a good distance from the water, the granules feeling insanely hot
between my toes as we make our way over to them. Some other teens are on the
beach as well, but most are out splashing in the water, far enough away that
the noise only reaches us in whispers. Compared to the noisy nightmare that was
the house, it’s paradise. Especially with the warm sea air washing over my
skin, helping to bury the memory.


    
“I can’t imagine not having siblings,” Catcher says, picking up where we left
off in the conversation while leaning his long body back into the chair, part
of his shirt rising with the motion; revealing a strip of tanned, toned stomach.
“If my house wasn’t filled with noise every second of every day, I think I’d
lose my mind.”


    
“No, I get it,” Leigha says to me, looking out onto the water, her feet
crossed. “I’m an only child too. It gets lonely sometimes, doesn’t it?”


    
I nod. “Yeah, but honestly, I’m not alone very often. My nana is always around,
and heaven knows she’d never let there be a dull moment.” I smile to myself,
thinking of all the times she’s tried to make a boring day into something
unforgettable. Like the time she decided we could make a cake from scratch,
though neither of us knew how to bake. Or when she took me to the store and I
tried on beautiful dresses all afternoon while she pretended to be a judge on America’s
Next Top Model. 


    
“Your grandmother lives with you? That must be interesting,” Catcher says,
taking another sip of his drink.


    
“You have no idea,” I chuckle, deciding to let them in on the joke when they
stare at me funny. I tell them about a few of her only-Nana-could-get-away-with-it
moments, and before long, we’re all in stitches.


    
“I need to meet this woman,” Leigha says, her giggles still coming. “She sounds
like a blast.”


    
“She really is,” I smile, kind of wishing she was here with me now. She’d love
all this attention.


    
“We lost our grandma a few years ago. All that’s left now is our grandfather,
and when he comes to see us, it’s not visits of the fun kind,” she says with a
shiver, even though it has to be eighty degrees out. “The last time was for our
birthday.” She points her cup at Catcher.


    
“Our?” I ask.


    
She nods. “Yep, Catcher and I share the same birthday, two hours apart.”


    
“I’m the older one,” Catcher says proudly, making Leigha roll her eyes.


    
“Wow, what are the odds of that?” 


    
“Not sure, but all our lives we’ve basically been raised like twins. Joint
birthdays, graduations, getting our driver’s licenses. Everything.” She says it
like a bad thing, but her smile contradicts her tone.


    
“I guess you do have a sibling after all,” I say with a chuckle.


    
This seems to surprise her, making her laugh as well. “Maybe you’re right.”


    
“Who’s right?” a deep, smooth voice asks from behind us, and as if someone held
a gun to my back, I go completely still.


    
Though I’ve never heard his voice before, on some level I know it’s him.
Headphones Guy, here to inform my new friends about my strange habit of
watching his window. And just when I could feel the awkwardness leaving my
body…


    
I don’t even turn my head in his direction when I feel him take the empty seat
to my right, causing my whole side to freeze up, feeling his gaze on me.


    
Leigha smiles when she sees him, saying, “Hey, you actually came down from your
nest. I didn’t think you were going to make it to the lame high schoolers’
party this year.”


    
“Neither did I,” he says, then asks a minute later, “Are you going to introduce
me to your little friend here, Cousin?”


    
“Oh, that’s right. I forgot.” Turning to me in her seat, Leigha says with that
same smile, the ocean breeze lifting her hair from her shoulders, “Beckham,
this is Blaire Cromwell. She moved in next door a few days ago. And Blaire,
this is my oldest cousin, Beckham. He just graduated from Horton this spring.”


    
They’re all looking at me, waiting for me to acknowledge Beckham, but even with
knowing his name, I think he’ll always be Headphones Guy to me. Bracing myself,
I turn to look at him with a pinched smile, barely lifting my lips. I dip my
head in acknowledgment, saying, “Nice to meet you,” all while taking in his details
I couldn’t see from a house away.


    
His eyes aren’t the dark brown I had imagined him with. Instead they’re the
lightest blue I’ve ever seen, even more so than his brothers’. They remind me
of crystal when you hold it up in the sun just right, flashing bright enough to
blind.


    
Those eyes are so spectacular that it takes me a minute to notice the rest of
him. He has full, flushed lips that highlight the almost painful symmetry of
his face, pairing nicely with his straight nose and pretty eyes. He has a small
scar that sits along the edge of his cheekbone, another that cuts horizontally
across his chin. A few of his dark curls attempt to fall into his eyes, just
barely grazing the bottom of his thick eyebrows.


    
With the way he’s looking at me, I have the insane urge to run up the beach, across
my yard, up the stairs to my house, and grab my sketchbook out of my room. He
has one of those rare faces that begs to be drawn. The kind of face I could recreate
over and over again and still find new angles I haven’t discovered yet.


    
The curse of an artist’s eye.


    
“Hmph,” he mutters while giving me a lazy, disapproving once-over, his broad
shoulders hardly fitting in the chair. He kicks up his long legs on the
adjoining footrest, and I bristle with that one sound effect.


    
“You’re staring,” his brother tells him, the smile evident in his voice.


    
“Am not.”


    
“Are too,” Leigha interjects. “Now stop acting like a caveman and say something
human, like, Hey, it’s a pleasure to meet you too, Blaire. I’m sorry for
staring at you like you have a criminal record.”


    
Beckham shakes his head, focusing his sights on the water instead.


    
I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding, trying to be discreet about it,
but the curving profile of his lips lets me know I didn’t succeed.


    
The other two go back to talking, once in a while asking me a question. I try
to keep it all basic and without going into details. That is until Beckham
decides to contribute, asking me a while later, “So where in Maryland are you
from, Blaire.” He says my name like it’s amusing to him. I’m not sure
why. Perhaps he came up with a name for me of his own, like I had for him, and
now that we know the other’s real name, it just doesn’t seem to fit right.


    
“A little ways outside of Baltimore,” I tell him, clutching my can a bit
tighter in my hand, though it’s long since been emptied. 


    
“And your parents do what again?” he asks, and I feel my stomach sink like an
anchor in the water.


    
Shifting my head to look at him, I try to see if I can find the truth in his eyes.
His family has either been kind enough to see that money is a new concept for
us and ignored it, or else they really are obtuse to the whole thing. But Beckham
has been oddly dismissive of me, as if he already knows me and my past and
decided that I’m not worth being civil to. It gives me a bad feeling.


    
“I never said what they do.”


    
He shoots a raised eyebrow at me, as if he’s surprised I caught him. “And why
is that?”


    
“Jeez, relax, bro. You act like she’s under inspection or something,” Catcher
comments, giving his brother a strange, confused look. 


    
“I just want to know what brought her to our neck of the woods, that’s all.”
His expression doesn’t match the ease of his words. This – this feels like a
challenge, a test of sorts. He wants to see what I’ll do under pressure.
Because I’m sure by now he’s picked up on the fact that I’m a shy, reserved
person. He’s just trying to make me uncomfortable, that way maybe I’ll leave.
That has to be it. He obviously doesn’t want his family getting chummy with the
weird girl that stares at him.


    
I can’t really blame him, to be honest.


    
But still, there’s no need to be a jerk, to make me feel like the outsider I
know I am. Which means I’m going to have to channel a bit of Nana with what I
do next.
















 


CHAPTER
4


Blaire


 


I
turn my body to face him completely, letting him think I’m not afraid to look
at him anymore, which is a complete lie. But even still, I want to draw every
curve of his jaw, the rise and fall of his lips. I can see the colors in my
mind that I would use to get the shade of his lips just right on paper. Not
looking at him helps to quench the urge. A little. 


    
“I don’t mind answering your poorly veiled question. The answer is both of my
parents are retired. My dad from the automotive industry,” which is mostly
true, “and my mom from the health care system.” Which is also true. She was a
medical assistant for most of her life. “We moved here because my parents
didn’t want the city life anymore.” Also true. 


    
Blinking a few times just to make it seem like I’m bored, I ask him, “Is that
enough of an answer for you?”


    
He shifts in his seat, his lips forming a strict line of annoyance. It gives me
a bizarre amount of pleasure to see that I surprised him.


    
“I’d think twice about the tone you use with her next time,” Catcher suggests
to his brother, snickering at the exchange. “She’s not like the rest of your
girls who think your rudeness is sexy.”


    
“Broodiness is sexy, but not rudeness,” Leigha states like it’s fact. “Guys
that are silent and broody always have a girl’s vote. But guys that act like
they’re the rulers of the universe are beyond annoying.”


    
“If that’s so, then I’m going to have to up my game. Maybe start wearing
leather jackets and moping on my way to class,” Catcher says with a grin,
looking at me now. “What do you think, Blaire?”


     
Heart still pounding from relaying my parents’ life story to Beckham, I ask
him, “What do you mean?”


    
“Is my cousin right about moody bad boys being every girl’s cup of tea?”


    
Without meaning to, I turn my head back in Beckham’s direction, seeing that
he’s untangling a pair of earbuds from his pockets. 


    
Does the guy have an addiction to music or something?


    
Ignoring him, I say to his brother, “Not to me they aren’t.”


***



A
little while later, Leigha goes to refill her drink, and a pretty redhead comes
down to the dock to lure away Catcher, leaving just me and Beckham alone to
stew. I want to get up and leave, but I know Leigha will be coming back soon.
When she does, I’ll tell her I have to get going. If I do it now, Beckham will
think that I’m doing it because I’m uncomfortable to be alone with him.
Pathetically, that is the truth, but he doesn’t need to know that. 


    
After a while of just sitting here in silence, growing bored, I instead try to
put a finger on the exact feeling Beckham gives me, and eventually I go with unbalanced.
He leaves me with an unbalanced feeling, like being blindfolded on the edge of
a cliff. One wrong move and that’s it, done. It also doesn’t help that every
time he shifts in his chair, I feel my own body fidget, like an automatic
response. It’s irritating. And the tension that has been brewing between us is
getting to a level I can’t really stand anymore. 


 
   I shift my legs under my body, hoping that will help. 


    
It doesn’t.


    
“If you want to run away, I’ll make up an excuse to Leigha for you,” he says,
still with his earbuds in, head looking down at his phone.


    
The offer makes me bristle. “I’m not going to run away. Even though I know
you’d love it if I did that.”


    
“And how would you know what I’d love? Just because you’ve been staring at me
doesn’t mean you know me,” he says, matter-of-fact, as if this whole thing is
one-sided. As if I haven’t caught him doing the exact same thing to me.


    
“Don’t be a hypocrite. You were doing it too, and don’t act like I’m some
weirdo that goes window peeking for a hobby. My spying on you was an accident,”
I say, crossing my arms over my chest, taking on a powerful posture. Or so I
hope. I don’t fight with people I don’t know on a regular basis, though I feel Beckham
Lyons probably does so daily.


    
“How does one ‘accidentally’ spy on someone else?” he asks, using overly
emphasized air quotes. “Did your eyes start acting of their own accord and
force you to look at me?”


    
Is he serious? “I was setting things up in my room and looked out the window.
You just happened to be there, and on a terrible stroke of luck, saw me, too. I
wasn’t doing anything scandalous or wrong. But you, you were purposely
staring at me the other night when I was drawing.”


    
“Yeah, because I wanted you to know how it felt. Not so great, is it?” When I
don’t respond, he says, “See? Now, I’d appreciate it if you stopped invading my
privacy, Cromwell.” He goes back to his phone, pretending as if I don’t exist.


    
“Then close your stupid curtains, Lyons.” That’s it. Standing up, I grab
my empty soda can and power walk my way back up the beach, my cheeks feeling red
as a blood moon. Halfway to the backyard, Leigha comes back, a happy smile on
her face until she sees the scowl on my own.


    
Taking my forearm in her hand, she asks worriedly, “Hey, is something wrong?”


    
“Your cousin is a jerk,” I explain simply, starting to let the anger drain out
of me. It’s not her fault, after all. “I’m sorry, but I have to go. Thank you
for inviting me. I really enjoyed getting to know you and Catcher.”


    
I release myself from her grip and start walking again. I hear her call my name
a few times, but before long, it gets swallowed up in the dozens of other
voices fighting to be heard.


    
Stepping into the house, I take my first full breath since Beckham sat down
next to me, the cool air helping to calm my nerves. I can’t remember the last
time I fought with someone like that. Or felt that kind of fury. I pride myself
on being a peaceful person. I don’t believe aggression or cruel words are the
answer. But there must be something special about the eldest Lyons brother,
because he makes me want to nail him with a baseball bat every time he opens
his mouth.


    
“Oh, you’re back. Did you have fun?” Mom asks once she appears in the foyer,
her smile hopeful until she sees the look on my face. I’ve been doing that a
lot today.


    
“Yeah, it was fine,” I tell her, suddenly remembering the image of Beckham
looking at me like some irritating little fruit fly that wouldn’t go away. “Leigha
and her cousin are really nice.” I add, wanting to erase the worry in her eyes.


    
“Well that’s good. Did you say hi to Mrs. Lyons?” she asks, dusting around the
vase of white roses on the entry table.


    
“I didn’t see her,” I admit, knowing that’s a red flag I probably shouldn’t
have mentioned.


    
Mom furrows her brows, looking at me over her shoulder. “I thought they were
supposed to be there supervising?”


    
I shrug. “I mostly stayed outside, down by the beach. I’m sure they were
probably inside and I just didn’t see them.”


    
“Okay. Well, maybe I’ll have you run their bread pan over for me tomorrow. I
forgot to have you take it before you left. No biggie though.” Giving me a quick
kiss on the cheek, Mom says before disappearing down the hall, “Dinner’s in the
fridge if you get hungry.”


    
Fat chance. Her request just zapped any hunger I might have felt. 


    
Seriously, she thinks I’m going to go back over there? 


    
I don’t think so.


    
Trekking up the stairs to my room, I shut the door behind me with a slam,
immediately walking over to my window and shutting the curtains, blocking my
view of the crowded yard below. I half wonder if I could just super glue them
to the window so there’s no chance of them coming open again.


    
Stepping over to my desk, I check on Sir Leopold. He’s lazily moving from one
side of the tank to the other, looking at me with his big black eyes. Grabbing
his food flakes, I drop a few into the water, watching as he moves to the
surface and gobbles them up.


    
“I wish you could talk, bud. I could really use some advice right about now.” Flopping
down in the swivel chair, I wonder to myself how everything got so messed up. I
didn’t do anything to warrant such blatant disrespect from that guy. And on top
of everything else, I now have to put up with a jerk-tastic neighbor, one I am
going to actively avoid at all costs from here on out.


***



Standing
in front of the Lyons’ ridiculously tall, impressive front door, making me feel
like a munchkin from The Wizard of Oz with its size, I hold their clean,
empty bread pan in my hands; my mind replaying the argument I had with Mom and Nana
in the kitchen not fifteen minutes ago, telling them why it shouldn’t be me who
does this chore.


    
“I just went over there yesterday. They’ll think I’m being clingy if I go
over twice in two days.”


    
Mom just shook her head. “You were invited the first time, and all you’ll be
doing is returning something that’s theirs. I’d hardly say that’s being
clingy.”


    
“Why can’t you do it? I’m sure Mrs. Lyons would be happy to finally meet you in
person.” I tried to argue, my hands grasping for any excuse I could find.


    
“I’m heading to town today to get some painting supplies for the spare bedrooms,”
she said.


    
“Nan?” I turned a hopeful eye on her. “Want to come with me at least?” I doubt Beckham
would be a douche canoe if I had my grandmother in tow. You know, in the rare
chance he happened to be the one who answered the door. Leigha said he rarely
leaves his cave. I’m hoping he doesn’t break tradition with me today.


    
She gave me a look; a look that said she knows more about why I don’t want to
go over there than she should. “You need to face your fears, girl. Show that
boy who has the balls between the two of you.”


    
As happens every day, a chorus of, “Nana,” rose up
through the house.


    
I’m thinking of destroying the painting I made her for her upcoming birthday in
retaliation when the door opens, the size of it causing a sucking air pocket
that makes me stumble backward, nearly dropping the stupid pan I came over here
for.


    
“You don’t take hints very well, do you?” Beckham says, looking down on me with
a brutish, tight-lipped frown, his hand still holding the door, like he’s
considering slamming it in my face. He looks like he just rolled out of bed,
gray T-shirt all wrinkled and his sweatpants hanging on for dear life on his
hips, showing off the waistband of his Calvin Kleins.


    
I’m definitely shredding that painting.


    



    
“Do you want your pan or not?” I ask, not bothering to pretend to be nice
anymore; holding out the dish for him to take. I doubt he even heard me, what
with those giant headphones on. They look like the noise cancelling type.


    
He slowly slips them off his head and lets them hang around his neck, his curls
indented where they once sat. He has a sort of smirk on his face that I don’t
like when he looks at it. “A pan? You came over to return a pan?” 


    
“Yes, now take it. It’s heavy.” I’m not kidding. Holding this thing out with
one hand for so long is giving me a cramp.


    
Seeing this and taking surprising mercy on me, he wraps his large, warm hand
around the ceramic, his fingers grazing mine for only a quarter of a second,
but I feel their burn all the way down to my toes. I quickly retreat my hand,
ready to make a run for it before I can embarrass myself any more than I
already have.


    
But before I can take one step away from the house, the big golden retriever I
saw at Mr. Lyons’ art store comes bounding out onto the deck, wagging his tail and
attacking me in doggy kisses after he sniffs me and deems that I’m okay. “Hi,
big guy. What’s your name?” I ask through a chuckle, ruffling the soft fur
around his neck; his big doggy mouth appearing to smile at me in delight. 


    
“That’s Goldie Hawn. But we all call him Hawn for short,” Beckham tells me,
sounding embarrassed as he does.


    
I look at him, barely retaining a laugh. “Goldie Hawn?”


    
He rolls his eyes. “Catcher thought it’d be funny because he’s a golden retriever,
and since no one else could come up with anything better, it stuck.”


    
“Well I think it’s adorable, yes I do. You’re just a sweetheart, aren’t you?” I
tell the pup, who’s now on his back and begging for a belly rub, tail flying
everywhere.


    
“Jeez, at least try to play hard to get, dude,” Beckham tells him, a slight smile
on his face as I continue to pet his dog.


    
Standing back up, Hawn gives me one more wag of his tail before he bounds back
into the house, his nails clicking on the hardwood floors as he disappears again.


    
Still smiling at the encounter, I ask Beckham, “Tell everyone I said hi, and
that my family loved the banana bread. I’m sure my mom will be over for the
recipe any day now.” I doubt he’ll do any of it, but I figured it was worth a
shot.


    
When he doesn’t respond, I start to step off the porch, deciding that one small
smile from him is as close as I’m going to get to a positive response. And I
think that was more aimed at the dog than me.


    
“What do you do up there?” I hear his voice ask as I take my first steps to
freedom. But his words effectively stop me from making any further progress.


    
Without turning around, I ask him, “What do you mean?”


    
I hear him release a deep, bothered sigh, finally making me turn back around to
face him again. He actually looks pissed at himself for asking the question.
“The turret. You’re up there every day. What do you do?”


    
Hmm… “If I’m not wrong, you would have to be staring at me to know this,
right?” I can’t help but dig in the fact. He’s caught me staring once on
accident, but apparently, he’s been making this a regular hobby of his. Talk
about calling the kettle black.


    
It also shouldn’t give me a sick sense of satisfaction to know I’ve made him
curious, but it does.


    
He narrows those Caribbean blue eyes, leaning against the doorframe, the
picture of ease. But I see the way his jaw ticks, the little furrow in his
brow. “It’s not staring, but noticing.” A pause extends between us before he
says, “So, are you going to answer the question?”


    
I take a minute to decide, and ultimately land on, “No.”


    
It appears I’ve taken him by surprise. His eyes turn into little slits of
annoyance.


    
My smile widens.


    
“Suit yourself.” He shrugs his shoulders, but I can tell it bothers him. 


    
Good. He deserves it after the way he’s been treating me.


    
He goes to shut the door without so much as a “Thank you for giving me my pan
back” or a “Goodbye.” But before it’s closed all the way, a manicured hand is
stopping it, and then slamming it open again. Leigha is smiling at me from the
other side, looking cute and put together as usual in a white bikini with her dark
hair up in a bun. I would kill for her long legs that practically glisten with her
tan.


    
“You’re back!” she says excitedly, not able to read the tension between me and
her cousin. Or maybe she’s just pretending it’s not there.


    
“I wanted to give you your pan back,” I tell her, pointing at a frowning Beckham.



    
She looks him over, smirking when she sees the small pan sitting in his large hand.
“That’s lucky. I was just about to come over and invite you to some swim
lessons.”


    
I swallow hard, feeling my face pale at the words, “Swim lessons?”


    
She nods while Beckham reads my true expression, his lips turning into a sick
smile at my discomfort. “Yeah. Catcher and I are teaching Theo how to swim this
summer, and since you said you didn’t know how to either, I thought maybe you’d
like to learn with us.”


    
I take an unintended step backwards, holding up my hands to say, “No, that’s okay.
It’s really not –”


    
“Wait,” Beckham says, cutting me off. “You moved to a beachfront house, and you
don’t know how to swim? How is that possible? Everyone knows how to swim.”


    
“She lived her whole life in a city, remember?” Leigha tells him, swatting his
arm with the back of her hand. Leaning up on her tip toes, she whispers to him,
but not low enough that I can’t hear what she says. “I told you to be nice.”


    
He whispers back, keeping one eye on me, “And I never said I would be.”


    
She huffs, pushing him out of the doorway with both hands. Once he’s no longer
blocking my entrance, she steps onto the porch and drags me inside, shutting
the door behind us. I can tell by the expression on his face that even Beckham
wasn’t expecting such determination from his cousin.


    
“Forget about Mr. Moody here. He hasn’t had his caffeine yet,” Leigha explains,
giving him another dirty look.


    
“Hey! My Witchy Woman is finally here.” Catcher comes bounding around the
corner, a wide smile on his face when he sees me. He has on a pair of swim
trunks that match his eyes and nothing else. My mouth instantly goes dry at the
sight of his impressive six pack, and his wide swimmer’s shoulders.


    
His older brother grunts next to me.


    
Without any pretense, Catcher grabs me around the middle and swings me in a
circle, my legs easily coming off the ground. I’m still giggling when he sets
me back on my feet, feeling slightly dizzy, but amused by his antics. Getting
my bearings, I ask him, “Witchy Woman?”


    
He shrugs. “You know, like Blair Witch Project, mixed with the Cromwell’s from Halloweentown,
equals my Witchy Woman.” He clucks me under the chin, and I grin, pushing his
hand away.


    
“Very clever,” I tell him, all while his brother drills a hole in me with his
eyes, lips in an angry line. Hate is coming off of him in the form of a
suffocating cloud. 


    
Jeez, what’s his problem now?


    
“So, I take it my cousin was successful in her mission?” Catcher says, looking
between us expectantly.


    
“What mission?”


    
“To have you learn how to swim with us.”


    
Oh, that. “I don’t think so.” I’m about to explain the whole bread pan
story when he starts shaking his head.


    
“I’m afraid no is not an answer to us,” he says, sounding completely serious.
“Everyone should learn how to swim. It’s helpful in emergency situations, like
if you ever fall off a boat.”


    
“But I don’t plan to be on any boats.” Ever. “And if I was, wouldn’t I be
wearing a life jacket?”


    
I swear I hear Beckham snicker behind me, but when I turn to give him a glare,
he’s gone. I look around, trying to see where he could have disappeared to, but
find no trace of him. I also see no trace of the party that was here the day
before. It looks as clean as any house I’ve ever seen. The wood floors are
spotless, and the kitchen is practically sparkling. You’d never guess over a
hundred people were here only hours ago.


    
“Either way, swimming is a good skill to learn, life jackets or not,” Leigha
says, nodding her head at her own sage advice.


    
“Come on, it’ll be fun,” Catcher says, nudging my shoulder with his own. “Theo
will be with us. We won’t venture outside of three feet of water.”


    
“But my swimming suit is still in the wash.” I took it off last night and threw
it in the laundry room, figuring I probably wouldn’t be wearing it again, let
alone so soon.


    
“I have a hundred you can pick from,” Leigha offers, officially ending my line
of justifications for not learning how to swim. I have nothing left in my
arsenal.


    
Knowing I’ll regret this, I say anyway, “I’ll do it on one condition.”


    
Catcher asks, lips smiling victoriously, “And what’s that?”


    
“I’m going to require floaties. Lots of them.”


    
Catcher laughs, thinking I’m joking until I raise my brows at him. He cuts
himself off after that, schooling his expression only partly. He’s still
smiling like he finds me a funny mystery.


    
With a clap of her hands and a ridiculously happy smile, Leigha says, “Of
course! We have extras for Theo, so there’ll be more than enough. Come on,
let’s go get you a suit.” Taking my hand and leaving Catcher behind, she drags
me through the house, up the stairs, and down the wide hall of the second
floor. We bypass door after closed door before we enter her room, a pretty
space made up of white walls, cream-colored linens, and a mahogany floor that
matches the furniture. Her windows overlook a sliver of the ocean from this
side of the house.


    
“How long have you been spending your summers here?” I ask when she dives into
her walk-in closet, searching her suits for one that might fit me. I fear
anything she picks will have me swimming in it, pun intended. Where I’m short
and a little too skinny to be called curvy, Leigha is tall like her cousins and
with the shape of a grown woman to boot. She has the kind of body that makes
magazine covers and floods Instagram everywhere you look.


    
“It’s hard to remember. It’s been a tradition for so long, it feels like I’ve
always been here. Ah! This one might work.” Leigha walks back out of the
closet, holding up a dark blue one-piece that has a bunch of cutouts on the
sides, making it look like the suit is made of rope; covering just enough of what
it needs to. 


    
It makes my bikini look like a parka.


    
I shake my head at her choice before she even opens her mouth. But she insists,
“I think this might be the only one I have. I bought it a few years ago in a
smaller size, thinking I’d lose some weight. But then I remembered my love for
donuts, and that notion went right out the door.” Dancing the excuse for a swimsuit
in front of me, she says, “Trust me, you have the body for this. I wouldn’t lie
to you.”


    
“If that were coming from Catcher, I’d believe it,” I say with a chuckle,
knowing he’d give it to me straight. When she flashes me those sad puppy dog
eyes, begging me to go with it, I say on a sigh, “This isn’t going to be good.”


    
“That’s the spirit!” she says with enthusiasm, making me shake my head,
wondering what I just got myself into.


    
I change in the closet, feeling skittish when I step in front of her mirror,
seeing my reflection. My favorite thing about the suit is the color. The deep
blue matches my eyes, making them appear smokier than usual, and less brown.
Though I’m a thin girl, it makes it seem as if I have actual curves, the lines
of fabric showcasing a small waist and putting emphasis on hips that look more
pronounced than usual. At least my chest is covered, remaining the same as
before. I was afraid that the girls would be popping out, too, but I think
we’re good. 


    
Walking back into the room, I face Leigha with a grimace.


    
“What’s that face for? You look great!” she says, sounding like she means it. 


    
“It looks like I’m trying to be a Kardashian.”


    
“So what? You look good, and you should be proud of what you’ve got. Honestly,
I wish I had a cute little butt like that.” She then inspects her own, frowning
at its size, which is considerably larger than mine.


    
“All I’m saying is that if anyone takes a picture, I’m throwing them in the
water,” I tell her, being dead serious. The last thing I need is for my barely
covered tush to be immortalized.


    
She nods. “Got it.” Walking towards the door, she says over her shoulder,
“Ready to swim?”


    
“Nope,” I respond with a smile, to which she laughs before taking my hand again
and leading me out of her room.


    
On our way down the hall, I notice one of the many doors is no longer shut like
before. A foot-wide crack is now allowing me a small look into the room, the
walls painted dark blue and covered in record covers.


    
One long body is lounging in the desk chair, head bent low until it sees us
walk by.


    
When Beckham looks at me, our eyes connecting, it’s the first time since our
meeting in the window that I don’t feel any animosity from him. All I see and
sense is shock. He stares at me, mouth partly open before he quickly shuts it,
attempting to go back to indifference. 


    
Leigha stops us in front of his door, telling him, “We’re going down to the
pool. You’re welcome to join the lesson if you want.”


    
He gives me one more look, feeling a lot chillier this time, before answering
her. “Don’t count on it.”


    
She nods, looking disappointed but seeming to accept it all the same.


    
As we continue down the hall, my mind replays the unfamiliar look he gave me,
wondering why he’s so hot and cold all the time. One second he acts like I’m a
nuisance, the next he’s asking me what I do in my art room, as though he’d
actually like to know. It’s like emotional whiplash.


    
“I should apologize for him. He’s been going through some stuff lately. But
it’s not because of you, believe me,” Leigha says, looking like she hopes I do.


    
“What kind of stuff?” I have to ask, not knowing if she’ll actually tell me or
not.


    
“I was going to tell you this anyway, because of Theo,” she says, taking a
breath before admitting, “Last year Beckham and Theo were in a car accident.
They were side swiped by an idiot texting on his phone, and both boys came away
with injuries.”


    
The scars on Beckham’s face suddenly come to mind. I was wondering where he
could have gotten them. “Anything serious?”


    
She shakes her head. “No, but…Theo – Theo hasn’t spoken a word since it
happened. He became a selective mute from the trauma, or so the therapist said.
And Beckham has been like an open sore ever since. His personality completely
changed after everything that happened. He used to be more like Catcher,
believe it or not.”


    
We’re at the bottom of the stairs now, both looking into the backyard where Catcher
is already on the pool deck with Theo, attaching his floaties for him. Hawn
sits right next to him, wiggling excitedly when Theo pets him behind his ears.


    
“I’m sorry he’s been so rude to you. He’s not a fan of strangers, and after the
accident, he became even more protective of his brothers and me.”


    
“But it’s not like I’m going to hurt any of you,” I say, wondering why he would
think me of all people could be a threat to his family.


    
“We know that, and I’m sure he does too, on some level. But he’s stubborn, and
it’s probably going to take the whole summer for him to accept that you’re not
going away just because he said, ‘Boo’.”


    
“I had kind of planned to,” I hate to tell her, but it’s the truth. When she
looks at me, her eyes a mixture of surprise and hurt, I explain, “It’s mostly
because I had some trouble at my last school with friends that turned out to
be…well, not so friendly. I’m just tired of being around people that hate me.”
I’m shocked at how good it feels to say that out loud. My parents and Nana knew
the gist of what happened with my friends, but they didn’t know how much it had
really hurt me. And now being around Beckham, who is a stark reminder of those
people, makes it feel like I’m going through it all over again.


    
“I’m so sorry. I had no idea,” Leigha apologizes. “But really, I don’t think my
cousin hates you. He’s just guarded is all.”


    
I can only nod, feeling my throat tighten.


    
“You know what? Enough with the drama. We’re here to have fun, right?” Smiling
again, she leads us towards the double doors to the backyard. “It’s time to
learn how to swim so that one day, we can take you on the boat.”


    
Uh, “Boat? What boat? No one said anything about a boat.” I’m two seconds away
from planting my feet in the ground like a tree if she doesn’t explain.


    
“Our sailboat. It’s awesome. We go out all the time with a picnic basket to
fish, swim, and tan. You’ll love it.” She’s opening the doors now, taking us
out onto the deck, the harsh sunlight causing me to flinch.


    
It’s only too late that I realize I should have asked a lot more questions
before I agreed to be a part of the Lyons family posse.
















 


CHAPTER
5


Blaire


 


“Look,
Theo. We have another student joining the class today,” Leigha says while
greeting him with a pat on the shoulder.


    
Theo looks up at me, squinting from the bright sun, just like myself.


    
“I hope you don’t mind,” I say to him, putting my hand over my eyes to stop the
burning of my corneas.


    
He shakes his head no, my heart breaking when I remember what Leigha told me
about his muteness.


    
“Here,” Catcher says, walking over to me and slipping a pair of sunglasses over
my eyes.


    
“Thanks,” I tell him, adjusting them slightly. “Did I just steal yours?”


    
He shakes his head, whipping out a pair of aviators from his back pocket and
putting them on. “I always keep a spare on hand. It’s a pickup technique.”


    
“I’m sure you have a million of them,” I say, though slightly amused at the
admission.


    
“Want to hear a few?” 


    
I say, “Sure” at the same time Leigha grumbles, “Don’t get him started.”


    
“You look familiar,” he says, stepping close enough that I’m suddenly hyperaware
of my skimpy swimsuit. “Kind of like my next girlfriend.”


    
“Oh, wow.” I bust out laughing, having to admit that’s not the worst I’ve heard.


    
“If you were a Transformer, you’d be Optimus Fine.”


    
Err. 


    
He keeps going. “There’s something in my eyes. I think it’s your beauty.”


    
I sigh. “Well, this is going downhill fast.”


    
“Believe me, it gets much worse,” Leigha tells me.


    
Catcher ignores her. “I’ve had a really off week, but just seeing you turns me
on.”


    
“Okay, I think that’s enough. Your brother doesn’t need to learn how to treat a
woman by your terrible example.” Leigha has her hands over Theo’s ears to keep
such a thing from happening, his expression confused as he looks up at her.


    
“You’d be surprised how many times those have worked,” Catcher says with a
goofy, yet charming, grin. Turning to me, he reminds me, “I believe you
requested floaties, madam.” Grabbing some inflated plastic floaties from one of
the lounge chairs, he holds them up for me to see.


    
Covered in mermaids and unicorns, and the size of a small child’s arm, I highly
doubt they’ll fit me, but it’s worth a try.


    
Giving him a nod, I say, “Good enough.”


    
Once the floaties are on both Theo and I, his fitting a lot better than mine,
Catcher and Leigha take us to the shallow end of the glittering pool, the water
coming up to my waist and Theo’s chest. His brother shows him first how to
doggy paddle while Leigha does the same with me. An hour later, Theo has taken
to the water like a fish, nailing all of the basic maneuvers. I, on the other
hand, haven’t gotten brave enough to venture farther than the handrail to the
stairs.


    
“I’m telling you, you’re not going to sink,” Leigha reiterates for the
hundredth time, obviously starting to rethink her offer to help me. I did okay
with the doggy paddle, and with kicking my back feet while holding onto the edge
of the pool, but my body doesn’t seem to want to float.


    
“My bones are filled with lead. It’s a hereditary condition,” I inform her,
demonstrating by letting my hands come free of the handrail, feeling my body
sink deeper and deeper into the water while I try to hold my breath. 


    
“I think the problem here is distraction,” Catcher says, coming back to the
shallow end with Theo in tow. “You need to focus on something other than your
fear. I’ll show you.”


    
Motioning for me to fall back in the water again, sans floaties, I give Catcher
a distrustful look before I turn my back to him. “If you let me go under as a
joke, I’ll bring you down with me.” I threaten, knowing he’s the kind of
personality that would find that hilarious.


    
“Ooh, I’m scared now,” he teases, insisting, “I promise, I’m not going to let
you drown. Now fall back slowly. I’ll catch you before you hit the water.”


    
I reluctantly do as he says, allowing my body to descend into the lukewarm
water, feeling it rise past my stomach and chest, getting dangerously close to
my throat. But before that can happen, Catcher has his hands wrapping around my
shoulders, keep me buoyant when I’m finally laying on the water’s surface.


    
“Just look at me and center your breathing,” he instructs, his face half
obscured by the sun at this angle. But the half I can see smiles down at me
with a sweet tilt. “Breathe in, one, two, three. Out, one, two, three. There
you go.”


    
I focus my eyes on him, noticing the dimple in his chin, the slight curve of
his left eyebrow. My mind keeps trying to compare him to Beckham, cataloguing
all the ways they’re similar and yet totally different. I doubt this is the
distraction Catcher was talking about, but it’s doing the job. Before long, I
forget that I’m supposed be floating, not even noticing when Catcher steps
away, leaving me to do the task on my own. When I finally realize it, I gasp,
unable to keep the smile off my face.


    
“I’m doing it!” I shout, right before I lose concentration, my wide spread arms
coming together, causing me to sink. I take in a lungful of water before coming
back to the surface, coughing with a laugh.


    
“That was perfect!” Leigha says, looking dumbstruck that I actually did it.
“Wasn’t that good, Theo?”


    
He nods, giving me a small smile and a thumbs up. 


    
“Wait, does that mean we’re no longer guppies?” I ask them, wiping my face of
water. At the beginning of “class”, that’s what they called us. “Once you learn
the three basics of swimming, you’ll be upgraded to sunfish,” Leigha had said
like a troop leader, and I was just waiting for them to show us the badges we’d
earn if we mastered them.


    
Both Catcher and Leigha look at each other before nodding. 


    
“Awesome, we’re sunfish now.” I give Theo a high five, and his smile actually
shows teeth this time – a first today. He seems to be having a lot of fun, and
honestly, that feels like the real accomplishment.


    
“That doesn’t mean that you guys don’t need practice,” Leigha reminds us,
crossing her arms over her chest in a very serious manner. It’s kind of comical
when she’s standing there, soaking wet with her hair drooping out of its bun.
“Every day at noon we’ll continue training, but for now, you both graduated
step one of the program.”


    
Catcher swims up next to her in the pool, giving her an amused smile. “Step
one? You make it sound like AA.”


    
“Do not.”


    
“Do too. You even said the word program.” Catcher points out.


    
“Oh, my gosh, why do you care what I call it as long as it works?”


    
They start to argue, leaving Theo and I to watch on as innocent bystanders.
After five minutes of this with no signs of stopping, I turn to look at the
youngest Lyons and his water-soaked curls; his arms still covered in dinosaur
floaties. I ask him, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


    
Slowly, a smile makes his cheeks grow, his head nodding.


    
“Water fight!” I yell, and at the same time me and the little dude start
flailing our hands to make the most waves we can, water going everywhere. The
action makes Hawn go crazy, barking excitedly from the pool’s edge.


    
We end up hitting our intended targets, drowning Leigha and Catcher most
sufficiently. After that, it’s an all-out war, half the pool water flying in
the air as the four of us fight for supremacy. It’s Theo and I against his
brother and cousin, Davids versus Goliaths. 


    
In the end, we don’t get the chance to call a winner, because a tall shadow
falls over us, stopping whatever result may have occurred. We all stare up as Beckham
looks down on us all, a single brow raised in question before saying, “Never
mind. I don’t want to know.”


    
“What do you want?” Catcher asks him, wiping chlorine from his eyes. “We were
kind of in the middle of something here.”


    
“If you mean emptying half the pool, then I can see that.” His eyes scan over the
deck, which is completely soaked, his accusation not far off, but still. He
doesn’t have to look at us like a bunch of unruly preschoolers. “Anyway, Mom’s
going to be home soon, and she’s bringing dinner. I think it’s time you wrap up
the lesson.” For whatever reason, he looks at me in particular when he says
this, eyes narrowing. I want nothing more than to send a giant splash his way,
melting the scowl right off his face.


    
“Hey, that’s a great idea,” Catcher says, turning away from his brother to look
at me. Sending a small wave my way with his hands, he says, “You should stay
for dinner, Blaire.”


    
Leigha nods, eyes lighting up at the suggestion. “You really should. We can
watch a movie or something afterwards, or go for another swim.”


    
“No, that wasn’t what I –”


    
Beckham is quickly cut off when Leigha says over him, “I have some clothes you can
wear until the suit dries. But if those don’t fit, we could always –”


    
“Enough!” Beckham yells, bringing us all to a standstill. Looking at his
brother and cousin, he says, “Do you hear yourselves? The girl moved in four
days ago, and you’re acting like she’s a part of this family. The answer is no,
she’s not staying for dinner. End of discussion.” With Beckham finally putting
his foot down, his voice seems to echo over the yard, leaving an eerie silence
in its wake. We all stare at him, shocked at the outburst.


    
I think the most shocking thing, though, is the way Theo walks up the steps of
the pool, runs past his brother, and into the house – floaties and all. He
slams the door as hard as his little arms are capable of just to bring it all home.
Hawn attempts to run after him, but gets stopped by the door. He whines through
the glass, sitting anxiously on the other side.


    
Catcher sighs, saying, “I’ll go get him,” as he takes the same path as his
little brother had, giving Beckham a dark look when he passes. Hawn follows him
into the house, ready to console his favorite human.


    
I stare down at the water, calm now with the end of the fight. I focus on its
brilliant blue color, a ball slowly starting to form at the back of my throat,
a memory resurfacing. Leigha’s voice sounds in the background, her words
indistinguishable while I get lost in the past.


    
I had arrived at my locker a few weeks after the lunch table blow up with my
friends, switching out my books, praying no one would stop and say anything,
like days past. At least that day no one had defaced my locker with names like
“Raggedy Anne to Rich Bitch” or “Backstabbing Blaire”. It was taking me up to
an hour every day after school to clean off the permanent marker.


    
I had just closed my locker when Rochelle stepped in front of me, her eyes dead
like a shark’s. They had been that way for a while now, but it had taken me too
long to notice. Even before my parents hit the jackpot, something had been off
about her. To this day, I still don’t know what it was.


    
“I’m giving you one more chance,” she said, a small crowd starting to form
around us. Our school had never had much gossip to run on before, and so now
with the new feud, they had taken every opportunity they could to be a part of
the action. It was sickening to see the anticipation on their faces. 


    
“One more chance for what?” I’d asked, hoping to keep out the tremble in my
voice, holding my books a bit closer to my chest.


    
“You can either give me the money, and this all goes away,” she pointed behind
me at the few lines of marker I hadn’t been able to scrub from my locker, “Or
else I make things worse. And when I say worse, I mean way
worse.”


    
She had to be kidding. She was acting like some little mob boss that had a
bunch of power she was just dying to inflict. It was so pathetic I almost laughed
at her. Almost.


    
She waited for my response, as did most of the hall. I looked around and saw
all of their leering faces, itching to see what I’d say to that. None of them
knew I was moving soon. School would be out in a week, and I wouldn’t have to
see any of them ever again. So you know what? Have
her do her worst, I thought. She wouldn’t get to have fun messing with me
for much longer.


    
“I think I’ll go with else,” I told her, feeling a rush
of power go through me at seeing her face drop. Our audience laughed, shaking
their heads at Rochelle’s momentary loss of leverage. I should have known this
would only enrage her.


    
“You bitch!” she yelled, her voice echoing down the hall like she was speaking
through a megaphone. “I should have gotten that money.
My family needs it more than yours does. And yet life always falls in your
favor, doesn’t it, Blaire?” She sneered, her chest heaving with anger. “Even
before you won, I always knew you thought you were better than us, what with
your ridiculous need to have the best grades, and shoving your talent in our
faces – reminding us that you were going to go somewhere one day while the rest
of us get stuck here. You were never one of us. You were like a tick we couldn’t
shake, and so we just let you tag along. But not anymore.” Stepping closer, so
that her nose was almost touching mine, she whispered the final blow. “You will
never belong no matter where you go or what you do. You’ll always be somebody’s
unwanted leech.”


    
I slowly come back to the moment, feeling tears in my eyes at the terribly
clear memory, and at how closely it fits with Beckham’s words about how I’m not
a part of his family, and he’s right. I just kind of fell into all of this
through Leigha, and I went with it. Because on some level, I think I was
craving being a part of a group again, even though I told my family otherwise.


    
But to some, I’m clearly not wanted.


    
And I won’t make the mistake again of staying where I’m not welcomed.


    
Looking up, I see Leigha is yelling at Beckham, telling him he has no right to
tell her who can and cannot stay, especially when it’s one of her and Catcher’s
friends. I’m touched that she would fight for me, fight to let me stay. But I
don’t want to cause a rift between her and her family. Family is a precious
thing, and an outsider like myself shouldn’t come in front of it.


    
Stepping out of the pool, I grab one of the spare towels and wrap it around my
torso, telling myself to remember to give both it and the suit back to Leigha
later. 


    
Coming to stand next to Beckham, but not too close, I hold up a hand to stop
their fighting. 


    
Biting my lip, I try to clear my eyes of any hurt before I look at him. He’s
the last person I want to show weakness to. “I’m sorry,” I tell him, and as the
words come out of my mouth, Leigha’s drops, staring at me in disbelief. “I’m
sorry if my presence has made you uncomfortable. This is your house and I
should respect when I’m not,” don’t cry, Blaire. Do not cry, “when I’m
not welcomed.” Leigha goes to say something, probably along the lines of Don’t
you dare give the jerk what he wants. But I stop her with a look.


    
“I know you don’t want me here, and that’s fine. But you’re not going to scare
me away from being friends with your family. From now on, they can come over to
my house whenever they like, and I’ll stay on my side of the beach. And trust
me,” I say under my breath so only Beckham will hear, “I won’t be looking in
your window any time soon.”


    
I only witness his guarded, slightly shocked expression for a moment before I
turn back to Leigha. “I mean it. You guys are welcome at the house any time –
you, Catcher, or Theo. And thank you for the swim lesson. Make sure Catcher and
Theo know I thank them, too.” My heart starts to ache when I remember Little
Lyons running off, his expression hurt like the yelling had been meant for him,
not me. I wish there was some way I could go check with Catcher to make sure
he’s alright, but I just promised not to come over here or go in the house
again. And I don’t go back on a promise.


    
I can see the sadness – and the resignation – on Leigha’s face before I turn
and start walking towards home. I think she knew, deep down, that this was
going to be the only way we could be friends, at least without a heavy tension
following us around courtesy of Beckham. 


    
I still don’t get what it is about me that threatens him so much. I don’t think
the window incident is the cause anymore. But maybe Leigha was right when she
said it was the car accident that made him bitter and overly cautious where his
family is concerned. And I just happen to be the closest thing to a target for
him. Either way, I don’t need his negativity in my life. Not after all I’ve
gone through to get here, a place I thought was going to offer me peace once
and for all.


Beckham


“Oh.
My. Hell. You are the biggest douche on the planet, you know that?” Leigha
hisses at me long after Blaire has disappeared, wrapping a towel around herself
after exiting the pool. I barely hear her, still staring after where our
neighbor left; my body caught between feeling numb and like the world’s biggest
jerk.


    
“What is wrong with you? I know you’re always on edge when new people come
around, but don’t you think you’ve gone a little extreme with her?”


    
I close my eyes, running a hand through my hair, nearly knocking off my
headphones that I forgot I was wearing again. “I don’t know. Maybe. I didn’t…I
didn’t think she’d take it that hard.” All I wanted was to subtly tell her to
leave so we could have dinner. But then my stupid brother invited her to stay,
and my cousin backed him up like usual, and I just burst. It’s like no one was
listening to me anymore. This tiny girl had infiltrated our lives in less than
a week, and no one seemed to think it strange but me. 


    
“You told her to get off our property because she doesn’t belong here. What
part of that isn’t supposed to upset a person, especially someone with her
past?” Leigha asks me, still steaming. But what she said catches my attention.


    
“What do you mean especially someone with her past?”


    
She shakes her head, bypassing me to get to the house. “It doesn’t matter. At
least she was nice enough to still want to be friends with me, no thanks to
you.”


    
Spinning around, I ask, knowing it’s a mistake the instant I do, “How am I the
bad guy here? All I wanted was one moment without her presence, and you all act
like I just shot Bambi, Theo included.”


    
She gawks at me, almost looking ashamed that she has to spell it out. “She’s
been over here two times, Beckham. Not a thousand. And both times you
chose to come down when she was here. You could have just stayed in your cave
and pretended she didn’t exist. But oh no, you just had to come out and treat her
like a leper – twice.” Boy, she’s really on a roll now. “And by the way,
your little brother likes her. That’s why he ran away from you after you yelled
at her.” She shakes her head, her voice lowering in sadness, almost making me
prefer the yelling. “We had fun today. She treated him like there was nothing
weird about him not speaking. He smiled for heaven’s sake, Beckham.” As if that
wasn’t enough, she just has to add insult to injury by saying, “Apparently everyone
can see how nice she is but you.”


    
Storming off into the house like only a pissed off woman can, I’m left alone to
wallow in my own regret, knowing that I’m going to face even more backlash
later when the rest of the family finds out what I did. Not only has Blaire
made my brothers and cousin like her, but my parents, too. Especially Dad. He
told us about how much she liked his painting the other day, and her apparent
love of art. Nothing wins my dad over faster than someone who shares his
passion for creating.


    
Going back into the house, I make my way up the stairs and to the second floor,
finding my room without running into anyone. I’m thankful for the small mercy.
I doubt Catcher would have any nicer words for me than Leigha had.


    
Closing the door behind me, I turn on the music app on my phone, letting the
random playlist drown my thoughts as I drop into my desk chair. But no matter
how high I turn up the volume, it can’t seem to erase the images flashing in my
mind, taking me back to the first time I laid eyes on Blaire Cromwell. 


    
I saw the moving truck first. Our neighbors, the Kelly’s, had told us the house
next door sold, but they didn’t know anything about the new owners, or when
they planned to move in. But at least I was prepared for when the large yellow
truck pulled into the driveway, a bunch of moving guys hopping out of it before
the thing even came to a complete stop. A silver SUV had pulled in behind it.
That’s what had really caught my interest. I wanted to know how many people we
would be calling neighbors now.


    
A man and a woman got out first, followed by a teenage girl and what looked
like her grandma. The girl was holding some kind of a bowl in one hand while
she helped the older woman out with the other. From my second-floor window, I
couldn’t see her face, and for some reason this bothered me. I kept hoping
she’d turn around, but she never did.


    
Fast forward to a few hours later. I had returned to my room after our family
had dinner, Leigha getting way too excited when I mentioned a girl around her
age had gotten out of the car. Mom insisted she and Leigha make them some
banana bread, my mother’s specialty, to welcome them to the neighborhood. I had
rolled my eyes at the welcome wagon being rolled out so fast. These people
literally just moved in, and my mom wanted to pounce and make friends before
they even opened their first box. 


    
As usual, I had my headphones on, distracted with my latest playlist and
cleaning up my room. It took me a while to remember the new neighbors,
wondering if anyone had claimed the room with the window directly across from
mine. I had been staring at that empty room for months. If one of them decided
to claim it, it’d be like looking into their lives with a microscope and vice
versa.


    
Grabbing one of my favorite books from the floor, having dropped it there the
night before after I fell asleep, I looked up and found my eyes staring into
another pair, startling me.


    
The girl from the driveway was there, sitting in the window seat, watching me
with a strange kind of fixated stare, like me picking up the stuff around my
room was fascinating to her. I could only assume she had been watching me for a
while, and I had been too distracted to notice.


    
It didn’t take long for me to discover everything about her that I hadn’t been
able to before. I could see now that she had light blonde hair, sitting in a
messy bun on her head that made her look younger than I assumed she was. Her
face was childlike, but even from here I could tell she had high cheekbones and
full lips. She wore what looked like a T-shirt with some kind of writing on it,
and a few hairbands around her wrists. I couldn’t see her lower half since it
was obstructed by the window and the fact that she was sitting down. But I had
a feeling, though, that the girl was short. It would make sense since the rest
of her looked so fairy-like, especially those big eyes, which I couldn’t see
the color of. That little mystery bothered me more than I’d like to admit.


    
It then occurred to me that the normal thing to feel would be an invasion of
privacy. She was looking into my room after all, my personal space. But isn’t
that what I had planned to do to her when I looked up? I was curious about her,
and apparently, she was curious about me. It’s natural human instinct. But
there was something bugging me about her. Something in the way she looked so
innocent staring back at me, the way her mouth slightly opened, eyes caught on
mine. Her family seemed like that also; her parents being all affectionate in
the driveway earlier before the movers left, as if being newlyweds.


    
I found that I really wanted to know her story, but at the same time I had this
instant feeling of distrust towards her. No one is that innocent, or that kind,
or that beautiful. And that’s what the girl was, I could tell, even from afar.
She had the all-American girl next door look about her, setting my nerves on
edge. People may appear good, wholesome, but rarely is it actually true. And as
I’ve learned in the past, it’s never a bad thing to keep your guard up and your
distance back.  


    
Which is what I had planned to do with her. Honestly I had. But then the next
morning I saw her up in the turret, flitting around doing who knows what. I was
curious what someone would use that room for. It couldn’t be a bedroom because
of all the windows, and if it was an office, wouldn’t her mom or dad be using
it? Instead there she was, seemingly unloading boxes and putting things away.
It was yet another mystery she possessed that I annoyingly wanted to figure
out.


    
And then Mom and the others went over and introduced themselves, and of course Leigha
had to go and invite her to the party. When she came to my room to tell me all
about the new girl, and how she thought it’d be good for her to meet some of
the people she’d be going to school with this year, I had the worst urge to ask
her the only question that really mattered to me: what color were her eyes? I
didn’t care about the stupid party, or if Catcher was inviting this new girl he
had met in town, or anything else that seemed to matter to my cousin. 


    
“What was her name again?” I had asked her, knowing she hadn’t mentioned it at
all up to that point, but posing the question like she already had so she
wouldn’t see how curious I was. 


    
“Blaire. Blaire Cromwell. She had the most beautiful blonde hair, and it was
natural, I could tell. I would kill for that kind of hair,” she said all dream-like
while sitting on my floor, rifling through my scattered book collection I
hadn’t gotten around to organizing yet. “I think you’d like her,” she said
eventually, reading the back cover of one. 


    
I stilled at my desk, wondering, “Why do you say that?”


    
She shrugged, still invested in the details of the book. “I don’t know. I could
tell she was a sweet girl, maybe a little shy, and it made me think it was
about time you tried that breed of girl instead of your usual type.”


    
“I don’t have a type,” I told her. In fact, I hadn’t dated in a year. Not since
before the accident and all the fallout that happened afterward. 


    
She looked up, smiling. “Exactly. You need to get back into the dating world,
my friend.”


    
A few hours later, it was just me in my room again, a place I seem to be
gravitating towards more and more lately. Part of it is feeling safer there,
where my music and books distract me from the outside world, and the other part
is slowly becoming the chance of spotting Blaire in her room, shuffling around
without really doing much. 


    
But tonight, the only thing she seemed to be doing was sitting in her window
seat, eating from a bag of chips and watching the sunset. And after she was
done with that, she grabbed what looked like a notebook and a pen and started
moving her hand around the paper, her expression lost in what she was doing.
She kept looking from the notebook to the water and back again, her strokes
more reminiscent of drawing than taking notes. She must be some sort of artist
then.


    
I watched her work for a ridiculous amount of time, wishing I could pull up a
chair and continue the stare-a-thon until she inevitably noticed me and called
the cops on stalking charges. There was just something so soothing about seeing
her hand sweep from side to side, eyes focused, lips half parted in
concentration. It was…endearing. Cute. Reminding me that there’s no way this
girl can be like she appears, which is reminiscent of a Care Bear.


    
And then she caught me, and you know how that went. After that came the
disastrous decision to go down to the beach and interrogate her at the party. I
figured I’d discover something about her by meeting her in person, find a crack
in that cute little shield of hers. But in the end, that backfired on me.
Royally.


    
I had a whole list of questions I had planned to ask her, but then they all
disappeared when she turned to look at me with that innocent smile, and those
adorable hazel eyes that looked more blue than brown or green. Finally I
had uncovered the mystery. But then I saw what she was wearing, and my thoughts
went out the door yet again, like a deck of cards scattering after being
shuffled incorrectly. She was wearing a dark yellow bikini that made her look a
combination of sweet but sexy, confusing the hell out of me. How can you be
both things simultaneously? It didn’t make any sense, but then neither did this
girl that was slowly winning over my family. 


    
As I do with most things I don’t understand, I lash out at it. But I didn’t
just lash out this time, I stomped it down as well. And yet she came back,
there to return a dish, but staying to take swimming lessons from my family
instead. I couldn’t believe that nothing was working to get rid of her, to keep
her on her side of the yard so that the only time I’d see her was when she was
puttering around in her room, pretending not to look over every few minutes to
see if I was looking back. But today it all came tumbling down, and this time, I
really hit a sore spot. Not just with Blaire, but apparently my entire family
as well.


    
In short, it means I have to fix this, whether I like it or not.
















 


CHAPTER
6


Blaire


 


Nothing
turns my bad attitude around like art does. It’s like a balm to my stung
nerves, soothing them with a loving touch. I turn to it when my emotions can’t
seem to calm down, all vying for my attention at once. And right now, they’re
churning like a tornado.


    
Even though the event took place four days ago, I’m still feeling that keen
burn of anger and resentment towards Beckham as I gather a bunch of art supplies
in a basket, my intention to spend the day consumed by drawing and watercolors.
I’m hoping it does something to quell my need to hit him with something hard
and sharp.


    
At first, I planned to spend the day in the art room, but it turned out to be
such a nice morning that I couldn’t resist my original fantasy of going down to
the beach and working. I’m bringing a towel, a waterproof radio, and as much
paint, brushes, and pencils as I can fit into this old picnic basket of Nana’s.


    
Believe it or not, I even decided to wear the yellow bikini again, figuring a
tan wouldn’t kill me. 


    
See? Growth. 


    
With all my stuff ready, I head for the beach, offering one last goodbye to Sir
Leopold before I shut the door.


    
Walking through the yard, I eventually find the sandy path leading to the
beach, and then the wide, empty beach itself. Maybe we should get some
chairs for out here like the Lyons’ do, I think to myself, looking down at the
beach towel stuffed under my arm. I know Nana would love to sit down here with
her feet in the water while she sips her nightly glass of wine. Though on the
other hand, it’d just encourage her to watch my near daily drama with Beckham.
I’d only be making the experience more enjoyable for her by giving her a comfy
chair to watch from.


    
Finding a nice flat spot in the sand, and ignoring the urge to look in the
direction of his window, I spread out my towel and various art supplies, giving
me an open work space. Next I turn on the radio, tuning it to a familiar
channel that plays all kinds of music; everything from the eighties to modern
pop, offering a nice variety. I open my sketchbook and get to work, feeling the
sun beat down on my neck and back while the waves lap at the shore in soothing
succession. Perhaps I should have brought an umbrella as well.


    
Before long, I can feel myself slipping into the familiar trance as my hands
create shapes and angles, morphing into a familiar face that I hadn’t even
intended on drawing. Usually when I start to sketch, I let my hand decide what
I draw, adding details once a more solid version of what I chose presents
itself. This time I’m adding small, jagged lines above a male cheek and a
strong chin, the eyes not seeming right to me, though. No matter how many times
I redraw them, they just look…off. 


    
Putting down the pencil, I blow a piece of hair that escaped my bun out of my
eye, absently noticing a couple of familiar figures making their way down the
path to the beach.


    
Theo and Hawn move at the same pace, perfectly in sync; both with smiles on
their faces, which puts one on my own. “Hello there, gentlemen,” I greet them
when they reach me, motioning for Theo to sit down on one of the few open
spaces not cluttered by paper and brushes. He crosses his legs in front of him,
Hawn laying down between us.


    
Theo and his blue eyes look over my mess, and I can tell he’s curious about
what I’m doing. I would admit that I feel the same level of confusion about his
sudden appearance. I had guessed his eldest brother would have told him he
didn’t want him to see me anymore, and that would be it. His being here is
surprising, but welcomed all the same. It gets lonely sometimes, just drawing
by yourself. 


    
Deciding to end his quizzical look, I grab one of my old sketchbooks and hand
it to him. He slowly cracks it open, looking inside. “I like to draw and paint.
Do you like either of those things?” Since his dad is an artist, I figured he
probably tried to get at least one of his sons into his hobby.


    
In answer, Theo shrugs, continuing to flip through my sketchbook, slowly but
methodically, really looking over each piece before he moves on. Eventually he
holds the small book up for me to see, pointing to one picture in particular.
It’s one I drew of Nana when she was laughing. The image of her unhindered joy was
stuck in my head, and so I decided to draw it so that I’d have it forever.


    
“That’s my Nana. Do you like it?”


    
He nods with a smile before moving on to the next page and then the next,
taking a good fifteen minutes to go through the whole thing. When he’s
finished, he hands it back to me, readjusting his glasses. When he does this,
he must notice for the first time the sketch I had been working on before he
came by and surprised me. He points to it in my lap, asking for me to hand it
to him. I do so with reluctance, feeling the pulse jump in my neck, wondering
what he must think of me drawing his evil older brother.


    
He looks it over for a good while, running his small hand around the edges
without smearing the graphite, much to my relief. When he finally looks up, he
points to the eyes I drew.


    
I huff a disappointed breath. Even Little Lyons could see it. “I know,” I say,
taking the drawing back from him. “I can’t seem to get the eyes right. What do
you think I should do? Make them more squinty, like this?” I model my face into
a horrible grimace, trying to imitate Beckham’s famous frown.


    
Theo laughs silently, rocking back on his hips while his eyes crease from laughter.
I laugh too, picturing Beckham actually making that face.


    
Eventually I decide to ask, “So, does any of your family know you’re down
here?”


    
He nods once, pointing to my drawing of Beckham.


    
Now that’s surprising. Of all people, he’s the last I would have thought
of to give his little brother permission to see me. “Okay, well at least
someone knows. I wouldn’t want them to be scared when they noticed you weren’t
there anymore.” Picking my pencil back up, I go to resume my project when I suddenly
think of how boring this will be for Little Lyons. Watching someone draw isn’t
exactly interesting. And if he plans to stay here for a while, I at least want
him to have some fun.


    
Looking at him, I ask, “Would you like to draw with me?”


    
He shakes his head, pointing to my watercolor palette instead. 


    
“You want to paint? Alright then. Let’s get you set up here.” I go about
ripping some paper out of my current sketchbook and placing it in front of him,
deciding to put the paints between us since I had planned to move on to that soon,
anyway. I then open the water-filled mason jar and set it next to us to use for
our brushes. “Which one would you like to use?” I ask him, motioning to all of
the brushes I have laid out, varying in size and shape. Some are animal hair
and some are synthetic. I point to the latter. “These work better in
watercolor, but the choice is yours.”


    
He mulls it over for a second, opting for one of the larger synthetic brushes.
I open the plastic cover to the palette, telling him, “Have fun and go crazy.
There are no rules when it comes to art.”


    
He smiles at me like I just gave him the world, and a piece of my bitterness, caused
by his brother, evaporates into nothing.


    
We enjoy a comfortable silence for the next hour, minus the low hum of the
radio and Hawn occasionally snoring next to us. We watch as various boats,
kayaks, and other watercraft pass in front of us, giving us some good
inspiration to take from. Once in a while Theo holds up his artwork, silently
asking for my opinion. Other times I show him how to properly hold the brush,
and how the more water you use, the less vibrant the color will be. He nods his
head along to the instruction, taking it all in like a sponge.


    
We finish at nearly the same time, deciding to hold our masterpieces to our
chests before we reveal them to each other. His excited smile is the purest
thing I’ve seen in a long time. It’s fun to see someone else’s enthusiasm about
art, especially a child’s. “You ready, my little Van Gogh?”


    
When he tilts his head to the side, obviously having no idea who that is, I
explain in simple terms, “He was a famous painter from a really long time ago.
But I bet you can give him a run for his money.”


    
He nods, looking confident.


    
“On the count of three,” I tell him, half hiding behind my painting. “One.  Two.
Two and a quarter. Two and a half, two and –”


    
He rolls his eyes with an exasperated smile, making me grin. I figured that’d
annoy him.


    
“Three!” I say finally, both of us turning our pictures around in unison.


    
When I see he painted a picture of one of the birds that had been sitting on
the water earlier, I’m impressed. With most children’s art, it’s hard to tell
what the subject even is, but you can clearly see a water bird in Theo’s
painting, doing a nice job of making the ocean a bunch of different blues and
greens to give it a dimensional effect, and adding a pretty line of yellow to
represent the beach.


    
I give him a high five, deciding it’s going to be our thing.


    
“That is an excellent painting of a landscape, Theo. You should show that to
your family later. I bet they’ll love it.”


    
His eyes give a hopeful sparkle, looking over the painting again to see what I
see, but from a new perspective.


    
“How about mine?” I ask him, wiggling the painted version of Beckham’s
portrait.


    
He looks it over with that careful eye of his, his fingers moving over the crystal
blue eyes I tried to fix. He gives me a thumbs up.


    
“I fixed them alright?”


    
Another nod.


    
“Good. I mean, it’s not like anyone’s ever going to see it to notice, but
still.” It’s nice to know from someone else that it came out right. Giving him
a conspiratorial look, I say, “I don’t have to ask you to keep this a secret
between you and me, do I?” It didn’t even occur to me until now that he might
go back to his house, get asked by his siblings what he was doing, and write it
out on paper that he caught me drawing Beckham like a total stalker.


    
He adamantly shakes his head, giving me a small amount of comfort.


    
I let out the breath I was holding, smiling at him. “Good.” Looking around, I
tell him, “I think it’s time for a snack, don’t you?”


    
Another happy nod. 


  
  “Okay, how do you like crackers?”


    
A shrug.


    
Hmm. “Well, I think I’ll have you changing your mind after you taste these.” I
pull out the bag of sour cream and onion crackers that I packed in the basket,
opening it up for him to try. “These are my favorite. I bet you’ll like ’em,
too.”


    
He looks skeptical, but reaches his hand out to grab one anyway. Suddenly
realizing something, I quickly pull the bag away from his fingers, asking, “You
don’t have any food allergies, do you? Wheat, milk, onion?”


    
A shake of the head from right to left.


    
“Alright, I just didn’t want your mom to kill me in case your face swelled up.”
I hold the bag out again and he takes a chip this time, putting it in his mouth
and chewing a few times before deciding they’re acceptable. He even goes back
for seconds.


    
“I told you they were good,” I say with a smug expression, making him laugh.


    
A loud squeal of “There you are!” has both Theo and I jumping, only to turn
around and see Leigha stomping down the path, hands on her hips and her face a
mask of red. Her hair looks ruffled on one side and flat on the other, which is
quickly explained when she says, “I take a nap for an hour and you disappear.
Not cool, dude.”


    
When she’s standing in front of us, still looking furious, Theo puts on his
guiltiest expression, mouthing, “I’m sorry,” before offering the bag of chips
to her in apology. I smirk at his strategy to get into her good graces again,
using that Lyons charm to his advantage.


    
With a sigh, she says, “Fine, you’re forgiven,” and grabs a chip before joining
us on the towel, Hawn moving to Theo’s lap to make room for her.


    
“I’m sorry, he told me Beckham knew where he was going. Wait,” I say, suddenly
wondering, “how did he know where you were?”


    
Without hesitation, Theo points to Beckham’s window on the second floor. Leigha
and I both turn to look at the same time, seeing Beckham sitting in a chair, a
book in his hands. A few seconds later he looks up, seeing that we spotted him.
He gives a slight nod before going back to his reading.


    
“Are you telling me he’s been watching us this whole time?” I ask him, voice a
little too high to be considered normal.


    
His nod has me groaning.


    
“I guess that’s one way to babysit,” Leigha chuckles, ruffling Theo on the
head, causing him to pull away from her. “So what were you guys doing anyway?”
She looks around at our little setup, brows pulled together.


    
“I was drawing and he decided to join me. Why don’t you show her your picture,
Theo?” I nod encouragingly to the paper still in his lap.


    
He holds it up for her to see with a big, happy grin. Leigha takes it from him
with an awed expression. “This is beautiful! We’re going to have to put this up
on the fridge,” she informs him, and he practically beams with pride. I give
him an I told you so wink.


    
“I didn’t know you were an artist,” she says to me, looking at all of the
sketchbooks I have scattered about. “I knew my uncle said you came into the
store the other day, but I figured it was just to look around or something.”


    
Without warning, Theo places one of my books in her hands, motioning for her to
open it. She does as he says, my heart doing a little jig in my chest as her
eyes scan the first page. Having an eight-year-old look at your art is one
thing, but having a teenager do it is another. And that’s because the teenager
actually knows what she’s looking at. Ergo, making my palms sweat the longer
she stays silent, her hand flipping through the pages wordlessly.


    
After a while she says, “This…this is absolutely amazing, Blaire. I love your
portraits.” She lands on the one of my mom that I drew a few months ago. She
had been hunched over the dining table, writing a letter to a friend that lived
out of state; her expression of concentration making me want to draw it.


    
“Thanks,” I say, feeling awkward with the praise. “I hope one day I can be as
good as your uncle. His oil paintings are amazing.”


    
“Yeah, I agree. They’re stunning. But there’s something about your style that
really shows the essence of the person. It’s like I know who they are just by
the lines you used, whether they’re clean or messy, or if you used light colors
rather than dark. It’s really cool,” she says, still looking through the
sketchbook.


    
“Wow,” I say, impressed by her expert-like assessment. “You know a lot about
art.”


    
She smirks down at the page she’s looking at, saying, “You don’t grow up in an
artistic household without learning a thing or two.”


    
As I’m about to ask the question, she says, “My dad works at a gallery, my
uncle is a classically trained painter, and my mom does photography for National
Geographic. It’s weird if one of us doesn’t attain some kind of great
artistic talent.”


    
Jeez. No pressure there or anything. “Do you? I mean, are you artistic?”


    
She grins. “Nope, not at all. My parents were insanely disappointed when I
threw the paintbrush across the room when I was five, and then the same with
the camera when I was ten. I’m more into numbers, like Aunt Elise. She’s a stock
broker in the city. I’m hoping after school she can get me into the trade with
her.”


    
Huh. “So that’s what she does?” That would explain the fabulous pantsuit she
wore to the house the other day. And also the size of their house.


    
She nods. “Mm-hmm. It’s where she and my uncle met before he retired to run the
store.”


    
Looking over at Theo while we talk, I see the bored expression on his face,
petting Hawn behind his big floppy ears. Poor guy. He’s surrounded by older
people all day, and I’m sure adult conversation makes him feel left out. 


    
Grabbing my latest, half empty sketchbook, I hand it to him with a pencil.
“Mind putting one of your drawings in my book? I’d love to have a Theo
original,” I say with a smile, which he reciprocates. 


    
With a nod, he begins to doodle on the page, focused on the task while Leigha comments
next to me, “You’re really good with kids.”


    
“I used to babysit for my neighbor before we moved. She had two little boys
about Theo’s age.” Timmy and Joey were mini devils, but they were a lot of fun.
Being around Theo makes me miss them, even though he’s a total opposite to
their crazy personalities. 


    
“That would explain it,” she says, adding, “I’m actually glad that my little
cousin led me here. I was going to ask if you’d want to go out on the jet skis
later with us?”


    
“Jet skis, sailboats? How many water toys do you guys have?” I ask, only
realizing too late that that must seem like an odd question to ask. Rich people
would be used to other rich people having a lot of things. And here I am,
making it sound like such excess is foreign to me, which it is, but I’m not
supposed to make it seem that way.


    
Pretending to be a life-long millionaire is more work than I had anticipated.


    
But to my relief, she just laughs. “Trust me, that’s the least of it. But until
you and my little guy here are more experienced swimmers, I thought we’d stick
to the above water stuff.”


    
“I doubt that offer would make your cousin very happy,” I say, my eyes going to
Beckham’s window. He’s still sitting there, flipping pages. I half wonder if
he’s a vampire or something. It seems like the only times he’s ever outside is
when he’s there to berate me.


    
“Technically, we’d be in the water, not the house,” she says, checking on
Theo’s progress with his drawing by peering over his shoulder. 


    
“I meant that he’s probably going to be out there with us, right? You don’t
think me and him in close proximity is a bad idea?” Because I do. I can’t be
accountable if I not so accidentally throw him into the ocean when he
inevitably says something snide.


    
“He’ll live,” Leigha says with a smile that gives me a bad feeling.


    
With a sigh, I say, “He doesn’t know you’re inviting me, does he?”


    
She bites her lip, pretending not to have heard the question when she stands
up, telling Theo, “I think it’s time for lunch, buddy.”


    
His hand stops moving over the page, looking up at her with sad eyes. He points
to the paper, silently telling her he’s not done yet.


    
“It’s alright. You can take it home with you if you like. Just let me know when
you’re done with it, okay?” I tell him, standing as well, my legs having gone
stiff with sitting cross-legged so long. I shake one out, feeling a bunch of
tingles run through it.


    
To my surprise, Theo jumps up and hugs me around the waist, squishing his face
into my stomach. Looking up, he mouths with a beautiful smile, “Thank you.”


    
Ah, jeez. My heart. “No problem,” I tell him with a smile and a slight ruffle
of his curls. “I expect another drawing date sometime soon. I liked having
company.”


    
He nods, looking all excited. And just like that, he’s zooming through the sand
and up the path with my sketchbook in his hand and Hawn on his tail, running
for the big blue house.


    
“I’ve never seen him take to someone new like he has with you,” Leigha admits,
still watching where her cousin just left. “My bet is you’ll be the first person
he talks to in over a year.”


    
I stare at her, shocked at the prediction that seemingly came out of nowhere. “But
I’m a stranger, like you said. Why would he break his silence for me?” 


    
“Because you don’t hold any expectation for him like his parents and brothers
do. Any time they talk to him, they have this hopeful look in their eyes that
this will be the day he says something, where he decides to come back to us.
That’s a lot of pressure for a child, whether they mean to place it on him or not.
But you don’t look at him like that, or treat him like that. You accept him as
he is, and he appreciates it, I can tell.”


    
I never thought of it that way. But perhaps that’s why he came to visit me
today. He saw me doing something normal and wanted to be normal, too. He knew I
would have no expectation of him to talk, and that made him more comfortable
around me.


    
Feeling my heart sink, I ask her, “Do you really think he’ll ever speak again?”


    
“We have hope he will,” she says, her smile still sad when she decides to
switch the subject. “So, are you in for the jet skis, or are we going to let my
cousin steal all our fun?”


    
Shaking my head, I tell her, “I think I’m going to sit this one out. And no,” I
say when she starts to protest, “it isn’t because of Beckham. Last night I
promised my mom I’d help her unload a few of the last boxes.”


    
She pouts at this, but says anyway, “Alright. But if you change your mind,
we’re going down to the marina after dinner.”


    
“Okay. Thanks for the invite. I appreciate it. But hey, can you do one thing
for me?” I ask her before she starts to make her way back towards the house.


    
“Sure, what?”


    
“Try and splash your cousin for me.”


    
She smiles devilishly. “Which one?”


    
“You know which one,” I answer with a smirk.


    
She chuckles. “You got it, sister.”
















 


CHAPTER
7


Beckham


 


I
hear my little brother and Leigha come in downstairs, the double doors shutting
with a bang. I can just make out her asking him what he’d like for lunch. A few
minutes later, his running footsteps go by my door, probably to deposit his new
present in his room.


    
I saw the whole exchange between Blaire and my brother on the beach. She must
have gifted him the book, because he hugged her and then ran off like he got
away with something big. I still don’t know why I allowed him to go down there.
He had come into my room, looking bored out of his mind, and pointed to the
window. I turned to see what it was and saw Blaire in that amazing bikini
again, setting up what looked like a war zone down on the beach.


    
I gave him a questioning look, wondering why he pointed her out to me. 


    
Taking his little notebook out of his back pocket, Theo wrote a quick note before
holding it up to show me, asking, “Can I go see what she’s doing?”


    
I took the note from him with a sigh, feeling my back muscles tighten in
response. He had been so upset last week after I yelled at everyone. He
wouldn’t even look at me for a good two days. Him coming in my room was a
surprise until I realized he only did it to ask for permission to see my arch
enemy.


    
Okay, maybe arch enemy is a strong title. But considering she’s turning
my family against me, it seems fitting.


    
But that’s when I remembered that I had intended to make up for my dickdom, and
maybe this was where I could start.


    
I told him he could go as long as he stayed in my sight and didn’t interrupt
whatever it was that she was doing. He was running out of my room before I could
even finish the terms. 


    
I watched him go down there, and I saw how easily she incorporated him into
what she was doing. Before long I figured out that drawing was the task at
hand, and then painting. She gave him some paper and showed him the supplies he
could use. He looked so happy sitting with her, having her show him the ropes.
My dad would have been thrilled to see him, not only engaging with another
person, but with art itself. He’s never forced any of us into his love of
painting, but I always knew he hoped one of us would pick it up. Theo was his
last shot. He had tried a few times to get him involved, but he never seemed
interested. Must be he needed a specific teacher to motivate him.


    
I pretended to read my book while I watched them, seeing the two laugh every so
often. She’s really good with him, I thought, happy that he was
comfortable with her, but also upset that he hasn’t been that way around us in
a long time. Leigha explained to me once that she thinks we all pressure him
too much to speak. And when you feel pressured to do something, it makes you
want to do the opposite. I’m starting to see that now, what with the way he
smiles so easily around her. You can tell he’s lighter, freer to be himself
without the expectation to speak.


    
Watching her gather all of her things from the beach, I don’t even hear when my
cousin steps into my room. That is until she says, “Spying isn’t very nice, Beckham.”


    
I nearly fall out of my chair, dropping the book I was holding. It tumbles to the
ground as I turn to face her, arms crossed in my doorway. “I wasn’t spying.”


    
“Yes, you were. And it only proves my point.”


    
“And what point would that be?” I’m almost scared to ask.


    
“That you like her and think she’s cute, but you refuse to admit it.”


    
I pick up the fallen book, not looking at her when I put it back on the shelf.
“You can find someone attractive and still not like them.” 


    
“Attraction would explain why you were staring at her butt when I came in here,
but it doesn’t explain the smile I saw you wear when she was painting with
Theo.” She raises her dark eyebrows, waiting for me to challenge her.


    
“And how would you know this?”


    
“Because I looked up at your window as I was walking down there.” She smiles,
far too happy with herself. “Spying doesn’t feel so nice, does it?”


    
“I was smiling because I was happy to see Theo not look so miserable for once.”
Jeez, am I always going to have to defend myself now when Blaire Cromwell is
brought up? It’s starting to look like it.


    
Deciding she might get off my back if I bring up something positive about her
friend, I say, “He really likes her, doesn’t he?”


    
She nods before leaning her head on the doorframe, sighing. “She was teaching
him how to paint, it was adorable. He even hugged her when she gave him her
sketchbook to doodle in.” She then suggests, “We should ask your dad to bring
one home from the shop. I think it’d be a good outlet for him.”


    
I can only nod.


    
We stay silent for a few moments, Leigha looking at my wall of albums. While
she’s distracted, I sneak a quick peek out the window, seeing that Blaire is no
longer there. A strange surge of disappointment floods me.


    
“I invited her to go jet skiing with us later,” my cousin mentions out of the
blue, but before I can say anything, another head is popping in my door.


    
“Invited who to go jet skiing?” Catcher asks.


    
“Blaire, but she said she was busy. I think she only said that, though, because
of Mood Swings over here.” She nods at me, a look of exasperation passing over
her face.


    
“Well that blows. I wouldn’t have minded her riding shotgun with me, if you
know what I mean.” He grins wider than he should, making me want to throw
something at him.


    
Leigha slaps him in the stomach, turning away from the door. “Men. You only
have two brain cells, and you waste all their power by thinking about one thing.”



    
“That’s not true,” Catcher denies, looking insulted. “I also think about food.”


    
She rolls her eyes before saying, “Speaking of which, what do you two pigs want
for lunch? Theo voted for a grilled cheese.”


    
“I don’t want anything,” I tell her.


    
“Okay, what do you want, deep thinker?” she asks Catch.


    
Their voices echo down the hall as they leave.


    
As I’m about to shut the door so I don’t have to experience any more
interruptions, Theo walks by, still holding the black sketchbook in his hands,
curls bouncing with each step. His bare feet smack noisily on the wood floor
before I stop him.


    
“Hey, what do you have there?” I ask him, nodding to his gift.


    
He stops and looks up at me, seeming unsure about whether to tell me or not.
Finally, he steps into my room and parks his butt on the floor, flipping
through the book until he lands on his pictures. He proudly holds them up for
me to see.


    
Giving them a closer look, I see he drew Hawn in one of the pictures,
emphasizing his big ears and goofy grin. Layers of graphite fur line his body
and tail, making him look like a puff ball. The next one is a painting of a bird
on the water with the beach in the foreground, the piece of paper he used
looking like it had come from another book. But the picture after that is what
has me pausing. 


    
He tried to draw our family, or what looks like our family. There’s a tall
figure with glasses that looks like Dad, and a slightly smaller one with
shoulder-length hair that resembles Mom. And then there’s Catcher with his
short hair and funny smile, and me with a pair of headphones over my ears. He
drew himself and a slightly taller female figure that I would assume is Leigha.
But then next to her is another girl. She’s short, her hair drawn to look like
it’s up in a bun, colored in with yellow crayon.


    
Pointing to the figure, I ask Theo, “Is that Blaire?”


    
He nods, looking especially happy that I was able to deduce who it was. 


    
“And this is our family?”


    
Another nod.


    
I go back to looking at the drawing, wondering how I should feel about him
including this girl into our family circle so quickly. I trace her outline with
my finger, noticing he drew her in the yellow bikini. It makes me chuckle.


    
He taps me on the arm, wanting me to look at him. When I do, I see the waiting
question in his eyes. “Do you like it?” he asks silently.


    
I nod, clearing my throat. “It’s great, kid. You did a really nice job.”


    
He mouths, “Really?”


    
“I wouldn’t lie to you, would I?”


    
He shakes his head.


    
That’s when Leigha’s voice calls up the stairs, asking him to come down for
lunch. With one last smile, he runs out of the room and down the hall, Hawn
racing after him. I shake my head at his energy, realizing a minute later that
he forgot to take his prized sketchbook with him.


    
Picking it up again, I flip through the pages that my brother had drawn in, but
before long, I’m looking at pictures that obviously didn’t come from an
eight-year-old’s hand.


   
 Going back to the front of the book, I see page after page of drawings and
paintings, most of portraits, a few of landscapes. There’s one of who I assume
is Blaire’s father, bent over the hood of a car. And another is of an older
woman sitting in a rocking chair, her face smiling. A few of the landscapes are
more like cityscapes, showing the view of a rundown street with power lines
hanging low, the homes spaced tightly together. I find one of the ocean, the
view coming from her bedroom window, I would guess. It might even be the one
she was drawing in her window seat the other night.


    
The longer I look, the more I’m amazed at her talent. She has an easy way of
catching the moment, of showing the bare minimum while still giving enough
details to make you feel like you’re in the piece. It has me wishing I had more
of these books to go through. They tell a story without words, something I
would never have imagined I’d enjoy. 


    
Moving back to the middle of the sketchbook, where Theo’s art was, I stop on
the last painting of Blaire’s, feeling my lungs take in a breath of shock. My
eyes devour the page, going over every detail to make sure I’m actually seeing
what I’m seeing.


    
She painted me.


    
The girl who should hate my guts painted me in her own style, the rough pencil
marks showing through the thin watercolors. In the painting, I’m looking out my
window at her, the shadow of my room behind me. Reds and oranges color my face
through the window from the sunset, my dark hair nearly blending into the
background. She made it so my eyes were the real focal point, a light blue
against all the darkness. But what really gets me is she painted me smiling.
Smiling at her.


    
Listening in to see if anyone’s coming, I hear Catcher and Leigha downstairs, Leigha
yelling at my brother for burning the grilled cheese. Coast is clear. 


    
Ripping the page from the book, I hide it in my desk drawer with a grin Blaire
would hate. I then take a quick walk down the hall and deposit the sketchbook
back in Theo’s room, no one the wiser. 


***



Later
that night I come into my room, dripping wet after having ridden the jet skis
with Catcher and Leigha. Usually we just zoom around the shore a few times,
looking for new places on the coastline to sit with the sailboat. But tonight, Leigha
must have been feeling particularly upset with me, because out of nowhere, she
hit me with a wave courtesy of her ski. It was a miracle it didn’t throw me off
my own.


    
“What the hell?” I yelled at her once I got the salt water out of my eyes, my
shirt and swim shorts drenched.


    
She bobbed on the water’s surface, giving me a satisfied smile when she said,
“I was doing a friend a favor.” She then hit me with another wave before flying
off, Catcher laughing like a hyena a few yards away from me. Since he thought
it was so funny, I blasted him with my own torrential wave, though it might
have been a little overdone, because he did end up falling off. 


    
Ripping my water-logged shirt over my head, I try not to let it drip on the
floor too much before I throw it on my beach towel, the air-conditioning sending
a ripple of goosebumps over my skin. As I’m about to go take a shower to get
the salt out of my hair, something stops me. Perhaps it’s the sound of music
coming from next door, or because I catch movement out of the corner of my eye.
Either way, my attention goes to the window, smiling at what I see.


    
Just across the way, I see Blaire in her room, jumping around and singing to
herself, Whitney Houston’s “I Wanna Dance with Somebody” booming through her
open window. I can’t help but laugh as I watch her use a hairbrush as a mic,
her eyes closed while she gets lost in the music.


    
“With somebody who loves me,” she sings out, moving her hips from side
to side, and I have to admit, she’s not a terrible singer. Not great, but
certainly not the worst I’ve heard. Take Catcher for example. He sounds like a
dying cat when he tries to sing karaoke with us in the basement.


    
Eventually she faces the window, the song slowly coming to an end on her stereo
or whatever it is she’s playing music on. That’s when she sees me standing
here, watching her with a far too happy grin on my face. 


    
She looks so embarrassed that I’m sure the pink stain her cheeks have taken on
is going to become permanent. My smile only grows the longer I stare, quickly
turning her embarrassment into anger. She slams the panes of her window shut,
mouth tucked in a firm, angry line that makes her look like a pissed off
kitten. Cute.


    
Looking around my room, I quickly grab an old, unused notebook from school last
year and the closest pen I can find. I write her a message and then hold it up
to the window, hoping she hasn’t turned away yet.


    
Pressing the paper against the glass, I watch her expression as she reads: WHEN
DOES THE TOUR START?


    
She then does something I didn’t think a shy, sweet girl like her was capable
of – she flips me off.


    
I laugh, which seems to throw her off guard for only a second before her
irritation comes back again. Writing another message, I ask: WHY WHITNEY?


    
Seeing her release a huff, she shuffles around before grabbing her own writing
supplies, her hand scribbling fast before holding the paper up to the window
for me to see. It says: WHY SHOULD I TELL YOU? P.S. YOU’RE STARING AGAIN.
Staring is underlined. Because obviously I had forgotten or something.


    
I write out: HARD NOT TO LOOK WHEN SOMEONE IS DANCING SO HORRIBLY.


    
She goes red again, her hand moving like lightning. She practically slams the
writing pad against the window, shaking it. 


    
KEEP YOUR EYES TO YOURSELF, LYONS.


    
Ignoring it, I hold up my previous message, asking why she was listening to
Whitney Houston.


    
She shakes her head, but continues writing, saying: THIS IS SO LAME.


    
WHAT IS?


    
She writes back: THE NOTES. WHAT, ARE WE IN A TAYLOR SWIFT MUSIC VIDEO AND NO
ONE TOLD ME?


    
What a brat. I wish her sass didn’t make me grin like it does. It’s hard to act
like I hate her when she’s being so sarcastic. I love a girl with a quick wit. 


    
ANSWER THE QUESTION, CROMWELL. I add the underline just to mess with
her. I can tell she doesn’t appreciate its mocking tone.


    
She flips another page and writes: SHE’S MY MOTHER’S FAVORITE. I GREW UP
LISTENING TO HER. THERE, ARE YOU HAPPY NOW?


    
I shake my head at her through the window, causing her to frown in confusion. 


    
I write back: I WANT TO SEE YOU DANCE AGAIN. I HAVEN’T LAUGHED THAT HARD IN A
WHILE.


    
YOU’RE A JERK.


    
YEP.


    
GO AWAY.


    
NOPE.


    
Finally she writes: WHAT WILL IT TAKE TO MAKE YOU STOP?


    
I think about that for a second. I don’t want to stop the note passing. It’s
kind of fun. But then I think about the piece of paper sitting in my drawer,
and I find that there actually is a question she could answer for me.


    
Holding up a finger to have her wait, I walk over to my desk and grab her
painting, dying to see her reaction when I show her what I have. When I’m back
at the window, I stick it up against the glass, letting her realize what it is
first before I write the question for her.


  
  Her eyes widen like saucers, her face a thing of horror when it finally hits
her. She tries to hide it, but I see the panic, and I know she’s probably
wondering how it got in my possession. 


    
HOW DID YOU GET THAT? she writes back, and even her handwriting looks like it’s
shaking.


    
THEO FORGOT YOUR SKETCHBOOK IN MY ROOM, I answer her, my cheeks starting to
hurt with how much I’m smiling.


    
AND SO YOU WENT THROUGH IT?!


    
Hell yes I did. 


    
THAT’S NOT WHAT’S IMPORTANT, I write back. WHAT’S IMPORTANT TO ME IS WHY YOU
PAINTED IT. ANSWER ME THAT, AND I’LL STOP BEING A DICK TO YOU.


    
At first I was just going to tell her I’d stop writing, but really, what’s my
anger at her going to do for me? My resistance to her entire presence? My
family likes her, which means it’s already too late for me to put an end to it.
And besides, messing with her is kind of fun. I can see this becoming my thing,
taking a piece of paper with a note on it every night and putting it against
the window, waiting to see her face of fury on the other side.


    
I DON’T THINK YOU’RE CAPABLE OF NOT BEING A DICK, her paper says, pairing it
with a doubtful expression.


    
OUCH, I write back, still grinning.


    
I’M JUST BEING HONEST.


    
GOOD. THEN ANSWER MY QUESTION HONESTLY. WHY DID YOU PAINT ME?


    
She shakes her head, and I can see her muttering something to herself. Before
long, she’s holding her note up for me to see. 


    
ARTIST’S EYE.


    
What? 


    
WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?


    
GOOGLE IT, OR ASK YOUR DAD. EITHER WAY I DON’T CARE. On a separate card, she
writes: GOODNIGHT, BECKHAM. And with that, she shuts her curtains, closing off
all communication. That’s when I remember that I told her I’d stop writing if
she told me the truth. I really should have thought it through before I
promised such a thing.


    
I’m also mad that she’s going to make me work for the answer. But after what
I’ve done to her, I guess it’s only fair.


    
Grabbing my laptop from my desk, I sit down and go to a search engine, typing
in artist’s eye. Before long, I have a hundred different articles to
look through, but none of them seem to be what I’m looking for. Some are for
eye conditions; others are for art books with the same title. I even go to
YouTube, hoping maybe someone on there can explain it to me. But all I find are
a bunch of hippy people talking about chakras and sixth senses.


    
It leaves me with only one option left.


    
“What does an artist’s eye mean?” I ask my dad the next morning at the kitchen
island, the two of us being the early risers in the house. Everyone else is
asleep while we grab first dibs on coffee.


    
Handing me my mug, Dad leans his elbows on the counter, taking a sip before
asking, “Where did you hear that?”


    
“From Blaire,” I answer vaguely, hoping he doesn’t ask how we got on the topic.



    
“Oh,” he says, nodding his head like that makes sense. “It’s a term some
artists use. I personally like to call it stroke of inspiration, but some have–”


    
“Dad,” I say with a look that says, please get to the point. When it
comes to art stuff, he can go on rambling for hours. It’s better to stop him
early.


    
“Right,” he mutters, clearing his throat. “It’s kind of hard to explain, but
artists see the world a bit differently than everyone else. Whether it be
beauty in unsuspecting objects or scenes, or finding symmetry, there are some
things that just catch our eye, and we have to recreate it.” When I look at him
with the same amount of confusion as when he first started his explanation, he
tries again. “In simple terms, it means the artist becomes attached to the
subject that caught their artist’s eye. Most people think we like to create
from things that are obviously beautiful, perfect. But that’s not always the
case. The majority of us enjoy an interesting subject, but with something
slightly off about it. Take a face for example. An artist could be drawn to a
face’s symmetry, but what inspires them to draw it is the slight imperfection
of it. Say a scar, or an uneven eyebrow, or a discoloration in the eyes. It all
depends on the artist, but that’s the general idea: a subject that has all the
qualities the artist enjoys recreating.”


    
Huh. So Blaire painted me because I have the kind of face she likes to paint?
It doesn’t mean anything more than that?


    
Maybe the better question is: why does that bother me so much?


     
A loud yawn breaks the silence, Mom sleepily making her way into the kitchen.
She’s wearing a robe with a bunch of Winnie the Pooh’s on it that Theo gave her
last Christmas, her hair a rat’s nest on her head. It’s the only time I ever
get to see her not looking so perfect; more like a normal mom. 


    
“Good morning, dear,” Dad tells her with a kiss on the cheek.


    
“Morning you two. Did you leave me any coffee?” She walks over to the pot and
sighs in relief when she sees that it’s half full. “Come to mama,” she tells
it, pouring a very large amount into her travel mug.


    
“Big day ahead?” Dad asks her, smiling when she groans.


    
“A long day ahead. Like usual. You?”


   
 “I figured I’d take Theo to work with me today and bring home a pizza later.
Maybe we can rent a movie, too,” he says, taking another sip of coffee.


    
“Did Leigha mention her idea to you?” I suddenly remember to ask.


    
“What idea?”


    
“She thinks Theo should have his own sketchbook so he can give Blaire’s back to
her.” Saying the words twists my stomach a little. I’d kind of like to keep the
book, but I know she wouldn’t let that happen in a million years. And she’d
definitely notice if Theo never gave it back.


    
But I’m keeping my painting.


    
“How did he get Blaire’s sketchbook?” Mom asks, looking more alert with a
little caffeine in her system. 


    
I explain about Theo’s impromptu art lesson, and how Blaire was kind enough to
let him play with her book. And if my parents didn’t already like Blaire
before, I think they love her now. Surprise, surprise. 


    
“What a kind gesture. I never thought Theo was even remotely interested in
art,” Mom says, looking a little stumped. 


    
“Neither did I,” Dad says, wearing a similar expression. “I’ll definitely have
him pick one out today so he can give the other one back to her. They painted
you said?”


    
I nod, pointing to the fridge where Leigha hung his painting last night. “She
taught him how to paint that,” I say, bringing their attention to it.


    
“Wow, how nice of her. I’ll have to thank her the next time I see her,” Mom
comments, still looking at Theo’s work. “I’m surprised she hasn’t been over
here in the last few days. Catcher and Leigha made it sound like they really
liked her.”


    
“You can blame your oldest for that,” Leigha says, walking into the kitchen
like a zombie, her hair in a similar state to Mom’s. Her bunny slippers only
add to the ensemble. “He scared her away last week, and now she won’t play with
me.” She pouts like a child as she takes the barstool next to mine.


    
I stick my tongue out at her like the mature, college-bound guy I am.


    
“What did you do?” Dad asks, giving me a stern look that I haven’t received
since I was at least thirteen. 


    
I mutter a curse under my breath.


    
Leigha smirks.


    
“He told her to go away, and since she said she doesn’t want to make him
uncomfortable, she’s been keeping her distance from the house, like he asked.”
Giving my parents a heartfelt look that I know is total crap, she says, “How
are Catcher and I supposed to make friends if my cousin is a bully to anyone
that comes around here?”


    
“Beckham, is that true?” Mom asks, eyes narrowed. It’s not easy to look like a
disciplinarian when you appear as though you’ve been through a tornado, but she
somehow manages to pull it off.


    
“I wouldn’t call myself a bully per se –”


    
The narrowed eyes turn into dangerous slits. “I’m talking about you asking that
sweet girl to go away. Did you do that?”


    
“Uh…maybe.” I feel like hiding under the island, if only to escape the disappointment
on their faces. I knew I’d face some backlash for how I treated her, but I
didn’t know it’d upset them this much.


    
“We raised you better than that,” Dad says. “I expect you to go over and
apologize to her.”


    
“I will,” I tell them, already having planned to anyway. 


    
“Good, I miss her. She smelled like coconuts and sunshine,” Catcher says,
coming into the kitchen with a sleepy looking Theo stumbling behind him. I help
my little brother up onto the stool after two failed attempts, his eyes still
half closed.


    
“Tell me, what does sunshine smell like?” Leigha asks him, trying to hide a
snicker behind her fist.


    
“I don’t know. Warmth with a touch of sunblock maybe,” Catch answers. “Hey,
where’d all the cereal go?”
















 


CHAPTER
8


Blaire


 


Walking
around downtown, I hold my jacket front together with my hands, the cotton
fabric hood doing little to keep me safe from the rain. The forecast had said
it was only supposed to be cloudy today. They didn’t mention anything about
rain. Cold, stupid, blasphemous rain.


    
Running into the closest store as it starts to pick up, I shake off the chill
and some droplets from my half-soaked hair, already dreading the lecture I’ll
get from Nan when I walk in the door, dripping wet. She told me to take an
umbrella because, “You never know.” It’s one of her favorite sayings, along
with, “Expect the worst, that way you won’t be disappointed,” and “Colds can
still kill, you know.”


    
Taking in my surroundings, I’m delighted to see that I made it to my desired
location after all. Sitting in the house, bored and without anything to do, I
figured I’d drive to town and visit the bookstore. Since the weather report
said it’d be a rainy week starting tomorrow (emphasis on tomorrow), I
wanted to have something to occupy my time with. You know, other than art,
because at the moment, the whole process has kind of been ruined for me, all
because of Beckham freaking Lyons.


    
I should have known better than to loan the kid my book without even looking to
see that it was the one with Beckham’s portrait in it. I shouldn’t have assumed
that Leigha and her cousins were still out on the skis when I decided to jam
out to Whitney Houston in my room, the window open to let in a nice breeze. And
I most definitely should not have written notes back and forth with the eldest
Lyons brother, no matter if the juvenile act felt fun and totally out of
character for me.


    
Trying to ignore the recurring image of his grinning face in the window, I take
off my hood and look around the quaint shop, the tall ceilings making the
narrow space feel bigger than it really is. Countless bookshelves line the
walls, towering over me in a sea of colorful spines. I inhale a deep breath and
enjoy the scent of paper and ink, which is almost as satisfying as the art
store’s cozy apple smell. I’m surprised only a few people are walking around,
perusing the large selection.


    
It doesn’t take me long before I’m joining them, immersed in reading the back
covers to any book with a whimsical name; my hands reaching out to pull down one
after the other from the shelves. The store has both secondhand and new
releases, giving me a wide variety to choose from. I come across a very
well-loved copy of Little Women, the pretty flowered cover and the fact
that it was a favorite of mine as a kid giving me no other choice but to buy
it. And at only three dollars, it’s practically a steal.


    
The rain continues to pound the roof as I look around, my feet taking me to a
large table in the middle of the store that has new releases on display.
Immediately, one in particular catches my eye – a crown in swirls of black and blue
on the cover, the sides of the pages dipped in black ink. I instantly fall in
love with the gothic Victorian look of it, not even really caring what the
story is about. All I know is that I want it on my bookshelf.


    
“How did you happen to find one of my favorite books?” The smooth, teasing
voice startles me, and I nearly drop the book back onto the pile. I could
almost swear I felt his breath on my neck as he said it.


    
Turning around, I see Beckham standing there, hands behind his back, smile
laughing at me while one of his curls tries to reach his eyes. Looking him up
and down, wondering how he appeared out of nowhere, I see he’s wearing a
similar color scheme to the book I currently have in my hand; his black
overcoat and dark blue T-shirt making him blend in with the shadows of the
store.


    
A bad seed of suspicion starts to set in the longer he looks at me like that.
“You’ve been standing there for a while, haven’t you?”


    
He shrugs. “Maybe ten minutes or so.”


    
“Why didn’t you say anything?”


    
Another shrug. 


    
“You’re full of answers today,” I mutter, going back to admire the crown book
some more. 


    
“That really is a good book. But I have a feeling it was your artsy side that made
you pick it rather than the synopsis,” he says, standing just as close as
before. If I moved just an inch, I’d feel my shoulder bump into his chest.


    
“Yes, but since you endorse it, I’ll actually have to read it now.” Putting the
gorgeous book into the tote bag generously given to me by the store owner, I
move to another table, this one advertising young adult romance. Feeling him
join me, I ask, “Did you run into me on purpose, or is this just a weird
coincidence?”


    
“Coincidence, believe it or not. Though I was going to look for you once I got
home,” he says, but he looks like he wishes he hadn’t.


    
I quirk a brow at him over my shoulder, helpless but to point out, “This is
coming from the guy that told me to keep my distance from him?”


    
He sighs, running a hand over his face, his smile more like a grimace. “Yes, I
know. But I was actually going to apologize to you for that. I shouldn’t have
exploded on you like I did that day by the pool, or made you feel bad about
looking out your window, or –”


    
“Let’s just say you shouldn’t have acted like you,” I tell him, knowing that’s
a long list he would have been spouting off otherwise.


    
“Touché.” He calls defeat, eyes focused on the table when his hand picks up a
bright yellow hardcover with a golden finch on the front. “Here, I think you’d
like this one.”


    
I take it from him, confused. “You think you know me enough to recommend a book
to me?”


    
“Maybe not. But the heroine is an artist. And she’s short. You two should
relate well to one another.”


    
Without thought, I smack him in the chest with the book, saying, “Worst apology
ever.”


    
“Ow,” he grumbles, though his smile makes me believe it didn’t hurt at all.


    
I roll my eyes. “Let me guess, your cousin made you say you’re fake sorry.”


    
He shakes his head. “No. Parents, actually.”


    
I’m ready to hit him with the book again, only wishing it was thicker to make a
bigger impact, but he holds up his hands in surrender. “They asked me to, but I
agreed. I’ve been rude to you for no reason, and I’m sorry. I’m just…I’m
protective of my family.” 


    
What a complete understatement. Facing him, I ask the question I’ve been wanting
to know the answer to for a while now. “But why did you think I would hurt
them? Do I look like the kind of person that would intentionally inflict pain
on someone?”


 
   “No,” he says after a minute, “but that’s the issue. You’re too…” When he
can’t find the words, he motions to me up and down, as though that explains
anything.


    
“I’m what?”


    
He lets out a breath through his nose, looking over my head when he admits,
“You’re too nice. Too sweet. Too kind. Name any characteristic about a puppy,
and that’s you. But in my world, no one is actually a puppy. They may look
like a puppy, but it’s just a disguise. Most of the time there’s a wolf hiding
underneath it.”


  
  Looking at him, seeing the past hurt on his face that I doubt he even
realizes he’s showing, I slowly start to understand. 


    
He thought I was a Rochelle. 


    
Someone who looked sweet and harmless on the surface, but turned out to be
someone totally different underneath. It makes sense. And now that I know where
he’s coming from, I can’t really blame him. Well, not totally.


    
“I get it,” I tell him, hoping he believes me when I say, “I’ve met them
before. But I’m not secretly a wolf. I have nothing to gain from your family
but friendship.”


    
The hurt behind his eyes slowly starts to fade away, replaced by a small smile
that makes the ice blue of his irises intensify. “I’m starting to see that.”


    
Now that the truth is out, a sort of peace settles between us, and for once I
feel like I can take a full, deep breath in his presence. It’s a strange
feeling, unfamiliar, but nice. A lot better than the tension we had before.


    
Holding out my hand, I ask him, voice hopeful, “Truce?”


    
He looks down at it, and I can tell he’s trying not to laugh by the way he
bites his lip, nearly turning it white. Taking it, he says, “Sure, truce.”


    
With a nod of acknowledgement, we remain quiet for a while, just staring at one
another. But when it starts to turn awkward, and I can feel my skin heat, I decide
to go back to shopping, assuming he’ll go his own way as well. But surprising
me, Beckham follows along, browsing the shelves with me in silence. Once in a
while he suggests a cover to me like he had with the finch book, making me
wonder, “Do you have an obsession with books like you do with music?”


    
“It’s a close second.” He flips open the cover to a classic, Pride and Prejudice.
The spine is worn down, the gold script barely legible on the front. “Why do
you ask?”


    
“It just seems like you know a lot about them.” I doubt someone that isn’t much
of a reader could suggest so many titles and authors to me. “And I saw you
reading in your room the day you were watching me and Theo on the beach.”


    
He huffs a small laugh, causing his shoulder to bump my arm. “You realize that
wasn’t a question so much as stating facts, right?” He puts the weathered book
back on the shelf and looks at another, this one a title I don’t recognize.
While he’s busy inspecting it, I let my fingers trail over the dark blue spine
of P and P. The color is almost the exact same blue as the flowers on my Little
Women copy. It’d be a pretty match on my shelves.


    
“Okay, what I meant to ask is what got you into reading?”


    
“I don’t know. What got you into art?” he counters, bringing back his
deflective personality. 


    
“If you give me your answer, I’ll tell you mine,” I compromise, deciding whether
or not I should add this classic to the other books in my tote. 


    
“Fine,” he sighs next to me, acting as if I’m physically pulling the answer out
of him. “I got into reading because of my mother’s father. He used to own a
bookstore before he passed away. Your turn.” He leans against the tall shelf
opposite me, arms and ankles crossed, looking at me expectantly.


    
“Art was, is, my outlet for stress. I don’t focus on anything negative
while I create.” There, I said it. Now all I have to do is wait for the inevitable
jokes to start…


    
But they don’t come. I wait, and I wait, and I wait some more, but his mouth
remains closed. 


    
Knowing pity is probably the next emotion to come, I look away from him,
letting my hand fall away from the inscribed name of Jane Austen. 


    
“Do you have a lot of negativity in your life?” he asks, and I’m surprised by
the quietness of his voice. It sends a shiver down my spine that has nothing to
do with my wet coat.


    
“Before I moved here I did. And you certainly haven’t been a ray of sunshine.”
I say it with a mocking smile, hoping he knows that his apology changed that
for me today. “But I don’t have to worry about that anymore. So I would say
no.”


    
He nods his head, keeping his eyes averted when he says, “Good.”


    
A little while later, we end our impromptu shopping trip, and Beckham is nice
enough to let me be the first to check out my two books; the owner of the store
gifting me a beautiful wooden bookmark for my first visit. When I thank her for
it, she says, “Anything for a friend of Beckham’s. The boy practically keeps me
in business.” She winks at him over my shoulder, making me chuckle when he
instantly starts to protest.


    
While he purchases his books, I head to the front of the store, looking out the
window onto the marina across the street. The many boats bob back and forth
with the wind and rain, creating a gray backdrop of the ocean. When I spot a
couple of sailboats near the far end, it makes me curious about which one
belongs to the Lyons’.


    
“Meteorologists have it so easy,” Beckham drawls, coming to stand next to me by
the window, his eyes on the storm. “They can be wrong all day long, and yet they
still don’t get fired.”


    
“You’re right,” I say with a small laugh, never having thought of it. “And ours
seem to be particularly bad at their jobs.”


    
He chuckles in agreement, looking down at me with a ghost of a smile. “I had a
strangely nice time shopping with you, Cromwell.”


    
“Same here,” I agree, shocked when I realize I mean it. “You’ll have to let me
know which one is your favorite.” I knock my tote into his very full one.


    
“Oh, I’ll have to, huh?”


    
Such a smart-ass. “Fine, I’ll rephrase that.” Trying to be as sarcastically
polite as possible, I tell him, “Beckham, I would very much like to know which
is your favorite when you are done, which should be some time next year.”


    
“I bet I’ll be done with these before you’re done with those.” He nods at my measly
two books compared to his ridiculous stack.


    
“Is that a challenge?”


    
“Not at all.” He licks his lips in a very intentional way, and I hate to admit
that my eyes go straight to them, remembering how satisfying the bottom one was
to draw. Men rarely have full lips, meaning I don’t get to re-create them
often. His will be imprinted in my memory each time I attempt to draw another
pair that don’t live up to his beautifully plump ones.


    
“Whatever,” I say, clearing my suddenly dry throat. Looking back out the window
so I won’t be tempted to stare at the details of his face again, I take notice
of the rain starting to increase. “I think I better go before my car gets swept
away.”


    
“Mine too,” he says on a sigh, eyes watching the same scene. “And I still have
to go pick up pizza for movie night. It’s going to be destroyed before I even
get to the car.”


    
I picture it playing out, Beckham swearing as he runs across the parking lot,
using the pizza box as a shield for his hair. I start to laugh, but he doesn’t
seem to think it’s so amusing when I tell him, “Good luck with that.”


    
Pushing open the door, the full sound of the rain hitting the pavement jolts
me, the air filled with the smell of dew mixed with salt water. This is not
going to be a fun walk to the car.


    
As I’m about to step out onto the sidewalk, I remember to ask Beckham, “Hey,
would it be okay if I brought Leigha her swimsuit and towel over tomorrow?” I
forgot to send it with her when she visited me on the beach yesterday.


    
“Missing me already?” He smirks, knowing it’ll tick me off in just the right
way. I’m already starting to miss his quiet moody side. He didn’t talk as much
when he hated me.


    
“Hardly.” I guffaw, causing the smirk to turn into a smug grin.


    
When I give him an expectant look to answer the question, the storm only
growing worse the longer we stand here, he says, “Yeah, sure. I’ll let her
know. I think Theo has something to give you as well.” 


    
And just like that, the awkward topic of my sketchbook is out in the open, dangling
between us just moments before I planned my escape. I should have known I wouldn’t
get that lucky. And what’s worse, I can see it. I can see how badly he
wants to bring up the whole me painting him thing, and rub it in my face. But I
will never let that happen. Ever. 


    
Making my decision, I run head first into the pelting rain just as he begins to
open his mouth.


    
“Coward!” he yells at me over the rush of the rain, and I can hear the
frustration in his voice, but also the amusement.


    
I laugh all the way to my car, soaking wet, but thrilled that I came away with
a win for once.


***



Stepping
into my room, I do the whole dog shake thing to get the rain water out of my
hair, my soaking wet bun coming loose with it. I quickly shuck off my useless
hoodie, about to remove my shirt as well when I remember the curtains to my
window are open. Even with the heavy rain blocking most of the view, I still don’t
want to risk it. Heaven knows my luck with it has been awful lately. Walking
over to the window seat, I shut the curtains without looking across the way.


    
Removing all my wet clothes, I take a hot shower and step into my favorite
PJ’s, hearing Mom cooking dinner downstairs, reminding me that Beckham said
tonight was movie night at his house. It’s nice that they do things like that
as a family. The last time I tried watching a movie with Mom and Nana, they
talked through the whole thing, driving Dad and I nuts. 


    
Moving over to my bed where my tote bag sits, I decide to put my new books on
their shelf, the one Dad installed for me the other day. It sits just over my
bed like a headboard, a couple of unicorn bookends supporting the few spines I
have resting there.


    
Opening the bag, I go to grab my new additions when I notice something strange.
Instead of two wrapped books, there are three. Wondering how that could have
happened, I grab the one on top and pull it out of the bag, slowly taking off
the flowery tissue paper it’s wrapped in, just like the others. When I see the
faded gold cursive writing, I feel another wave of confusion hit me.


   
 Flipping open the cover, I see a small inscription on the left-hand side, the
handwriting even prettier than the font welcoming me to read Pride and
Prejudice by Jane Austen.


I
saw you looking at it when you thought I wasn’t paying attention. Just think of
it as a peace offering from your friendly neighborhood window peeper.


Sincerely
sorry, 


Beckham


    
Unable to help it, a smile stretches across my face, surprised he paid close
enough attention to see that I liked it. I’m even more shocked that he bought
it for me. It leads to another question, though – how did he get it in my bag
without me noticing?


    
That’s when I remember him coming up behind me when I was looking out the
window onto the marina. He must have written the inscription on it after he
bought it at the counter, and then slipped it in my bag when I wasn’t looking. 


    
Tracing his fancy letters, I marvel at how things changed so drastically
between us today. In the mere course of an hour, he went from enemy number one
to a semi-tolerable guy that happens to live next door. I’m not tricking myself
into believing we’re friends just yet, though. You don’t lose all your
reservations just because a truce was called. But maybe one day that will
change. And perhaps this book is a symbol of that hope.


Beckham


“You
apologized?” Leigha asks me, sitting to my right in the theater room, You’ve
Got Mail playing on the pull-down projector screen.


    
“I already told you a hundred times that I did.” I shove a handful of popcorn
in my mouth, watching Mom hug Theo to her like a living teddy bear when Tom
Hanks reveals himself to be the dude on the computer that Meg Ryan has been
talking to all along.


    
“You were sincere? You didn’t tell her your parents made you, did you?” My
cousin bypasses what I just said as if I hadn’t spoken at all.


    
“Nope. I was sarcastic, rude, and I made it known that I only did it because I
feared being disowned by my family if I didn’t.” I roll my eyes, whispering so
Mom and Dad don’t hear, “Yes I was sincere, jeez. Call and ask her yourself
if you want.”


    
She slumps back in her leather recliner, crossing her arms. “I would if I had
her number. But since she’s coming over here tomorrow, I’ll just ask her then.”


    
“You can always use a phone book, you know,” Catcher says from her other side,
arm half lost in a giant bag of Cheetos. When it finally reappears, his hand
looks like it’s covered in orange felt. He licks it away like the animal that he
is.


    
“As if it’s the 1950s?” she asks, looking appalled he even suggested it.


    
Ignoring them both, I throw another thing of popcorn at my mouth. At
the same time, I silently wonder if Blaire discovered her
present yet, and if she did, did she like it? I saw her staring at the book I
had put back, her hand caressing the spine like it was priceless instead of the
five dollars the tag said it was. When she wasn’t looking, I put it in my tote
bag and paid for it while she was busy looking elsewhere. I hadn’t planned on
buying it for her, but I thought it was a small thing to do since she was nice
enough to forgive me. I’m sure she did it more for my brothers’ and cousin’s sake
than mine, but still, I appreciated it.


    
“I hope she didn’t get a cold from running through the rain to get away from
you,” Leigha says a few minutes later, ‘awwing’ when Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan
finally kiss.


    
Just as she says this, I sneeze, making Catcher look over at me, eyes wide with
fear and suspicion. Pointing an angry finger at me, he says, “No, the last
thing I need is to get sick. Penelope is coming over on Sunday, and I don’t
want to have to cancel. Here, use this.” He throws one of Leigha’s giant,
mohair pillows at me.


   
 Catching it means dropping my popcorn. Which I do. Grumbling, I ask the idiot,
“How is this supposed to protect you from my nonexistent germs?”


    
“You hold it to your mouth when you sneeze, dingus.” He answers oh so
helpfully.


    
“Hey, that’s my pillow, and I certainly do not give you permission to germ
it up,” Leigha complains, taking the thing out of my hands and clutching it to
her chest protectively.


    
“I’m not sick, and I don’t have germs,” I reiterate, shaking my head at the two
of them. “What if I were Blaire and I came over sick, would you do this to me
then?”


    
“No, ’cause we like her,” Catcher says with a remorseless grin, to which Leigha
nods her head in agreement. 


    
I pick up the last of the popcorn I dropped on my lap, making sure to lick a
few kernels before I chuck them at their faces. 


    
Their echoing screams of horror puts a satisfying end to movie night.
















 


CHAPTER
9


Blaire


 


Knocking
on the door this time around, I feel a whole different set of nerves from the
last time. Back then, I was afraid I’d embarrass myself in front of whoever
opened the door, who just so happened to be Beckham of all people. Now, I’m
wondering how I bring up his kind gesture of goodwill if he happens to be the
one to open it again. I want to thank him for the book, but I don’t know if – 


    
The door swings open, revealing Leigha on the other side, grinning ear to ear
when she sees me. “Hey! You survived the rain I see.” She looks over my
shoulder and beyond the porch to where the yard and driveway are getting
thoroughly soaked. This time, I remembered to bring an umbrella with me.


    
“Yeah, it’s really coming down,” I say, still clutching her belongings to my
side. “But somehow, I managed to keep these dry for you.” Handing her the
swimsuit and her beach towel, she smiles appreciatively at them.


    
“Thanks. I’m glad you’re not sick from your run through the rain yesterday.”
She pauses in the door, looking at me closely. “Wait, you’re not, are you?
Because if you are, I’m going to feel so bad –”


    
“No, I’m fine, really.” But, “Why would you think I was sick?”


    
She waves it away like it’s nothing, but that same, anxious look is still
there. “Beckham came down with a cold this morning. He’s been in his room,
listening to sad movie soundtracks while lying face down in his bed. You know
how men are when they get sick. The world might as well fall apart for them.”


    
“Oh,” I say. “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    
“Yeah, well, he’s made his own quarantine. It’s better to just let him rest.
Would you like to come in?” she asks, stepping out of the doorway for me.


    
“Would I be interrupting anything?” I know they could be having a family
reunion and she’d still ask me in, bless her.


    
“Just a rousing game of Twister. We actually need a ref if you’re interested,”
she says as I step inside, shutting the door and ending the sound of the rain
behind me. “Our TV went out, and since none of us know how to fix it, we’ve
resorted to old school entertainment.”


    
“I haven’t played Twister since I was ten,” I tell her, following her path into
the living room. There I spot Catcher with Theo, both standing in awkward
positions on the plastic mat; the furniture pushed back to make room for them.


    
Looking under his arm and through his legs, Catcher smiles when he sees me.
“Look, Witchy Woman’s here, Theo.”


    
Theo turns his head to look at me, offering a small wave that has him falling
out of position, making his brother laugh. 


    
“You’ve gotta keep your eyes on the prize, bro,” he tells him smugly.


    
Not too impressed with Catcher’s advice, Theo proceeds to push him over, making
him fall to the floor as well. Leigha and I laugh as Catcher curses, trying to
get himself back up. 


    
“That was cheating!” he says indignantly, giving his little brother the stink
eye.


    
“No, that was karma for being a prick. Now,” Leigha says, clapping her hands
together, “Blaire is going to be our ref for the first round, and then I’ll
take over. Sound good?”


    
We all nod, and I take the spinning board from Leigha, sitting down on one of
the couches while they retake their spots. Once everyone is ready, I spin the
hand and call out, “Left hand green.”


    
Everyone moves.


    
“Right leg yellow.”


    
On and on it goes until not a single one of them doesn’t look like a pretzel
stretched too far. I laugh when I call, “Left leg red,” because it means
Catcher is going to have to bend over backwards to make it happen. There’s no
way he can keep the pose for long.


    
As predicted, the move takes down a player. Theo ends up falling from the
pressure, sighing in disappointment with the loss.


    
“Here, why don’t you help me spin the board,” I tell him, patting the seat next
to me for him to take. His frown flips upside down, and he bounds over to take
the offered position. I hand him the board, and his little fingers spin the
hand with gusto.


    
“Right hand blue.” I call out for him.


    
“Oh, you have got to be kidding,” Leigha groans, trying hard to inch her
hand to the other side of the mat, Catcher doing the same, but with more of a
grimace.


    
“Hey, kids. What are you doing?” Mrs. Lyons walks into the kitchen, her hair
slightly wet from the rain, her scarlet red suit looking stunning even though
the shoulders are wet. Smiling, she greets me, placing her purse on the
counter. “Oh, hi, Blaire. I didn’t even see you there.”


    
“Hi, Mrs. Lyons,” I say, just as I feel a hand tug on my sleeve. Theo points to
the board, showing me he already spun the wheel and is waiting for me to call
it out. “Whoops, okay. Uh, left leg yellow.”


    
“Twister? Boy, you guys haven’t played that in ages,” Mrs. Lyons says, coming
over to see where we’re at in the game. She starts to laugh when she sees just
how twisted her son and niece have gotten.


    
“I think I pulled something,” Catcher groans, his face turning red the longer
he holds his pose.


    
“Then tap out,” Leigha tells him, her back arched in a painful way. 


    
“Never!” he declares, sounding like a gladiator in one of those movies with
Russel Crowe.


    
“Oh no, is that a spider?” Mrs. Lyons says worriedly, looking over where Leigha
is contorted.


    
“Where?” Leigha asks, eyes searching frantically though they can’t look very
far.


    
“Right by your left hand.”


     
“Hell no!” she screeches before toppling like a house of cards, taking Catcher
down with her. They both fall to the floor in a heap of groans and limbs.


    
“Crap, did I fall on it? Is it on my back?” Leigha starts to manically swipe at
her shoulders and back, looking for a black mark to suggest she crushed the
thing to death.


    
“There was never any spider. I just wanted to see you face-plant,” Mrs. Lyons
giggles, not bothered by the glares being thrown at her.


    
Theo and I laugh as well, especially when Catcher says, “I’m supposed to be
your favorite, and this is how you treat me?”


    
“Who ever said you were my favorite?” she asks, brow furrowed though her lips
have a humorous edge to them.


    
“I demand a rematch,” Leigha complains, holding her hands on her sweatpants-clad
hips, breathing hard from exertion and fury. 


    
“No, I think it’s Blaire’s turn to play. I’ll be the ref this time. Theo, want
to continue being the wheel spinner?”


    
He nods, and I stand up to join the others. We each take a corner, readying
ourselves. Catcher gives me a dangerous grin, asking me, “You ready for this,
Cromwell?”


    
I ring out my hands, cracking my neck from side to side. “I think the real question
is, are you?”


    
“I knew I liked you,” he says, stepping into stance across from me.


    
“Can we stop the flirting and get on with this?” Leigha asks, rolling her eyes
at him.


    
“Feeling competitive, Cousin?” Catcher raises an eyebrow at her. 


    
She doesn’t hesitate or look the least bit calm when she says, “Always.”


    
He smiles like the answer pleases him. “Then I think we should make things more
interesting. How about a bet?”


    
She squints her eyes at him. “What are we talking?”


    
He shrugs, then says, “If I win, I want your crotch rocket for a week.”


    
“What?” She stands up straight, looking at him like he’s lost all his
marbles and then some. “You know that bike is my baby, Catcher.”


    
Not understanding what’s going on, I look at Mrs. Lyons. “What are they talking
about?”


    
She laughs to herself, explaining, “He wants her motorcycle.”


    
Wait. “The one that’s sitting out in the driveway?” That’s hers? Leigha
– high heel wearing, hair never out of place, girly girl – Lyons, drives a
motorcycle?


    
Her aunt nods.


    
Huh.


    
“Exactly,” Catcher says in response to her indignation. “High stakes are what
makes these things fun. Now, name your price.”


    
“Fine,” she says, crossing her arms while she thinks about it. Thirty seconds
go by, and then, “Alright, I’ve got it.” Smiling evilly, she says, drawing out
the words, “I want your bedroom.”


    
He backs up a step, eyes wide. “Excuse me?”


    
“You heard me. I want your bedroom. It’s way bigger than mine and it has a
better view.” 


    
“That’s a lot more permanent of a request than my wanting your bike for seven
days,” he points out, looking angry at the suggestion.


    
“Hey, you wanted to raise the stakes, so I did. Take it or leave it,” she says,
and we all wait in anticipation of his answer.


    
Looking again at both Theo and Mrs. Lyons sitting on the couch with neutral
expressions, I ask, “Do they do this often?”


    
“It’s a near daily occurrence,” Mrs. Lyons answers with a smirk. “You’ll get
used to it eventually. The key is to never let them involve you in it.”


    
No worries there. I feel like I’d end up losing a lot more than a motorcycle or
a room if I tried to bargain like they do.


    
“How long do you think they’ll be?” I ask her, watching the two continue to
wager their bets. I kind of have to go to the bathroom, and if this is going to
be a while…


    
“A while,” she informs me with a sigh.


    
“Do you mind if I use your bathroom then?”


    
“Of course not. The one downstairs is being renovated right now, so you’ll have
to use the one on the second floor. It’s the third door on the right.”


    
“Okay, great, thanks.” I leave the room and head up the same set of stairs I
had the day Leigha insisted they teach me how to swim. Only this time, I’m
allowed to peek behind doors.


    
I quickly find the one Mrs. Lyons told me about, surprised at how easy it was
in such a large house. I saw myself roaming the halls for a half hour before I
came across anything familiar. Once I’m done with my business, I start to head
back down the hall, walking past a door with a slight nick in the wood near the
handle. I remember it somehow… 


    
Wait.


    
This is Beckham’s door.


    
I feel myself walk towards it before I can stop myself, coming to a halt when
my hand lifts to knock on it. But that’s when I remember Leigha said he was
sick. I really want to thank him for the gift, but perhaps annoying him with my
presence when he doesn’t feel well will put us back to square one.


    
I debate the pros and cons for an embarrassing amount of time, finally letting
my hand connect with the wooden surface. I want to check and make sure he’s
alright. And if that means him throwing me out in the end, then so be it. At
least I tried.


    
I knock three times, but lightly so as not to startle him in case he’s sleeping.



    
“Leigha, I told you. I’m not taking any of that herbal crap of yours,” his
sleepy voice says from the other side of the door, a cough coming soon after
it.


    
“Actually, it’s Blaire,” I say, wincing as I do. Even though we called a truce,
I still fear that he’ll have the same response to me as before, olive branch
book or not. Habits die hard.


    
A long pause, and then he says, “I’m sick, don’t come in here.”


    
“Do you think I’ll get sick too and that’s why you don’t want me in there, or
is it because you just don’t want me to bother you?” I ask, my ear pressed to
the door for his response.


    
“The first one, I think. I don’t know. My brain isn’t exactly working at full
capacity right now.”


    
“I’m coming in either way,” I say, giving him a fair warning before I open the
door, peeking my head inside. I see him laying on his bed, head buried in his
pillows, the curtains closed. He has soft music playing in the background, and when
I pick up a few notes, I smile to myself.


    
“You have the movie score to Harry Potter?” I ask, trying to keep in a
laugh. What a random choice of music.


    
“I tell you I’m sick, and you come in anyway. You have terrible survival
skills,” he tells me, turning his head away from his pillows to look at me. I’m
too busy checking out his room to notice his sarcasm.


    
He possibly has the greatest room I’ve ever seen. Not only does he have
countless records hanging on his walls, but he also has shelves and shelves of
them, piled high to the ceiling like catacombs. But what I’m most shocked to
see is that he has an equal number of shelves that line the walls on the
opposite side of the room, housing his insane book collection. It spans all the
way around his bed, half the room made into a reading corner with a comfy black
chair and a nightstand with a small lamp on it. The hardwood floor didn’t
escape the random piles of records or book stacks that didn’t fit on the
shelves, looking like tiny mountain ranges around the room. With the low light
and the enchanting music in the background, I label it all a beautiful,
chaotic, and creative mess. I love it.


    
“You just wanted a better look at my cave. That’s why you really came in here,
isn’t it?”


    
I shrug, walking over to his desk chair and taking a seat. “It’s an added
bonus. This is really cool,” I say, waving to his room.


    
“My family tells me it looks like something from Hoarders,” he says,
eyes closed, his hair doing a good job of hiding most of his face from me. I
really want to push it away and reclaim the view.


    
“At least you hoard nice stuff. When you start to collect empty toilet paper
rolls that have no purpose, then you have a problem.”


    
He cracks a smile, only for it to be destroyed by a cough. I frown, handing him
the tissue box that’s sitting on the desk next to me. “Here you go.”


    
He takes a tissue from me and clutches it to his chest like a football.
“Thanks. But seriously, you shouldn’t be in here.”


    
“Don’t worry, I almost never get sick. I have a great immune system,” I tell
him, ignoring his eye roll. I’m sure he took that to mean I was bragging, but I
really wasn’t. “And besides, how else was I going to thank you for my present?”


    
His lips smile, eyes closed again. “You could have written me a note.”


    
“We’re not doing that anymore.”


    
He pouts, looking like a girl trying to do duck lips for Instagram. “Why not?”


    
“Because I don’t want to destroy half a notebook any time you want to talk,” I explain,
trying not to laugh when he attempts to roll on to his back but fails, flopping
into his former position like a beached whale instead.


    
“Then we can text. You do text, right?”


    
The suggestion comes out of left field for me. I never would have expected he’d
actually choose to talk to me one day. But perhaps this is the fever
talking. His pale skin and slightly sweaty face are proof that it’s only
growing worse. Maybe he should take some of that medicine Leigha wanted him to.


    
“I prefer talking on the phone to texting,” I admit, knowing it isn’t exactly a
popular thing among people our age today.


    
“Me too,” he says, cracking his eyes open a centimeter for me to see. “Though
if you told me your number now, I’d probably forget it.”


    
“I’ll write it down for you,” I say with a laugh, knowing it’s the truth. He
looks two seconds away from falling into a nice long coma.


    
“Blaire? Are you up there?” I distantly hear Leigha call my name, letting me
know the great debate is over. 


    
“I’ll be down in a minute!” I yell back, saying, “Sorry,” to Beckham when I see
him wince.


    
“What are you guys doing anyway?” he asks, voice quiet, tired.


    
“We’re playing Twister. Catcher bet his room for Leigha’s bike.” Just another
thing rich people do that I can’t relate to.


    
He smirks, or at least tries to. “That sounds like my family. I wish I could
join in.”


    
“Really? I didn’t pin you as the Twister type,” I say, standing up from his
desk chair, which was comfier than it looked.


    
“I’m very flexible, like a gymnast but manlier,” he says, face totally serious.


    
I chuckle, coming to stand near his bed. Looking down at him under all those
covers, I imagine he must be scorching with that fever. Not able to resist
anymore, I use my fingers to push away the hair covering his face, making it
visible again. He really is painfully beautiful, like a moody Greek statue.


    
“I’d like to see that,” I mutter, quieter than I intended. I was right. His
skin is burning up.


    
He moves his head to look up at me, my hand falling to the side in the process.
He seems taken aback but comforted by the gesture. Or at least I hope that’s
what that look says. Perhaps he really thinks I’m just a weirdo that goes
around touching guy’s faces when they’re sick. It’s kind of hard to tell when
his eyes look so unfocused.


    
“Maybe I can bring by some soup for you tomorrow. My mom makes a mean chicken
noodle. It practically heals cancer,” I tell him with an awkward smile, moving
farther away from him so I’m not tempted to touch his face again. I have no
idea why I did it the first time, let alone why I have the urge to do it a
second.


    
I lie and tell myself that he looks sad that I moved away. But before long, the
expression is scrubbed from his face, and he’s saying, “Cancer, huh? I don’t
think I’m there yet.”


    
“Let’s hope you don’t ever get there, either.” Walking towards his door, I’m almost
sad to leave his room. It’s cozy for being such a large space. Obviously lived
in and loved; a nice place to be. 


    
“Blaire?” I hear him say, barely audible over the sound of the orchestra
playing on one of his awesome record players. He has a whole collection of them
sitting near his window, all looking vintage and very expensive.


    
“Yeah?” 


    
“Can you do something for me?”


    
Uh, “Sure.”


    
Very seriously, he says, “Kick my family’s butt at Twister for me.”


    
With a smile, I tell him, “I’ll try my best.” 


Beckham


“You
need to take this. I got it at the pharmacy, which means there aren’t any herbs
in it,” Leigha says with a dramatic eye roll, sitting on the edge of my bed
with a bottle of purple liquid in her hands. Her pinched face reminds me of a
ticked off garden gnome.  


    
“No, you’re lying. I can smell the lavender coming from it.” I’m sick, not
senile. “Besides,” I tell her, “Blaire is bringing me soup tomorrow. I’ll just
wait till then.” Cough.


    
My cousin gives me a strange look. “Soup? What does soup have to do with you
getting over a cold?”


    
“She said it cures cancer,” I mumble, the ability to keep my eyes open growing
harder and harder.


    
“Oh, jeez.” She grumbles, telling me, “I doubt Blaire came into your room and
told you she’s going to make you soup. She just came up here to go to the
bathroom. You’re hallucinating again.” Pouring out the traitorous purple liquid
into a plastic measuring cup, she determines its accuracy by closing one eye in
concentration.


    
“When did I hallucinate the first time?”


    
“An hour ago. You called Catcher in here because you swore a giant white dragon
was breathing fire at you from the corner.” She motions in the direction of my
book stacks, shaking her head.


    
“So…she didn’t come in here?” It seemed so real, though. I remember talking
about Harry Potter, and immune systems, and…and she touched my face. I can
still remember the coolness of her fingers falling against my cheek. How do you
imagine something like that so vividly?


    
“I don’t think so. Here, drink up.” She hands the cup of hippy medicine to me.
I take it and shove it down begrudgingly, giving her the darkest look I’m
capable of with a hundred and two fever. 


    
“Ugh,” I groan, shutting my eyes, as if that will take the horrible taste out
of my mouth.


    
“Stop being such a baby. It’s not that bad.” Putting the cap back on the
medicine, she turns to look at me, asking with a twist of her brows, “Why would
you think Blaire had visited you? I thought you still didn’t like her.”


    
I let my head fall back into the pillows, admiring their softness while I say,
sounding drowsy to my own ears, “She’s not that bad.”


    
I think I hear her snicker. “I guess that’s a step in the right direction. I
don’t think she hates you as much anymore, either.”


    
This gets my slowly failing attention, making me ask, “Why do you say that?”


    
I see her outline shrug behind my wall of blankets. “When I told her you were
sick, she seemed concerned. The whole time we were playing Twister, she kept
looking towards the stairs.”


    
The idea that she worried about me has me smiling, which Leigha easily notices.


    
“I saw that,” she says, poking me in the ribs. “What’s that smile for?”


    
“Nothing,” I lie, starting to feel the medicine come into effect. That, or my
mattress is levitating off the floor again. 


    
“No, it’s not. I want to know.” Another light poke.


    
“I like that she’s worried,” I mutter, feeling myself grow lighter. “It makes
me feel a little better about how I worry about her.”


    
Uh-oh. She looks really interested now. Somehow I know that’s not a good sign. 


    
“Why would you worry about her?” She moves closer to the bed, leaning in to
hear my answer.


    
The world is starting to grow dim around the edges now, a hazy black ring
cutting out my vision, Leigha included. “Because I don’t want her to hate me
anymore. I worry about hurting her feelings again. Wait, when did we get a
giraffe?” I ask, and then everything goes dark.
















 


CHAPTER
10


Blaire


 


“Hey,”
I greet Leigha when she calls the next morning, sitting at the island chopping carrots
while my mom makes a batch of her famous chicken noodle soup. After I won the
round of Twister, we exchanged numbers and then I left.


    
“What’s up?” she asks as I tuck the phone under my chin, trying not to chop my
finger off while I multitask.


    
“Not much. Just helping my mom in the kitchen.”


    
Mom looks over her shoulder at me from the stove, grinning like a fool.


    
“Ooh, what is she making?”


    
“Chicken noodle soup. I mentioned to her that Beckham was sick, and she
insisted we make it for him.” 


    
There’s a long pause before she says, “Wait, did you mention this to Beckham?”


    
I bite my lip, having forgotten that I never mentioned to her yesterday that I
visited her cousin after using the restroom. It just didn’t seem important at
the time. But now, I can see it probably sounds a little suspicious to her that
I’m doing this for him, especially since our truce is being held together by a
book and a smile.


    
“Uh, yeah. I popped in to see how he was doing and mentioned I’d bring him
soup. Why do you ask?”


    
“Oh, man.” I hear what sounds like the slap of her palm against her forehead.
“We all told him he hallucinated it.”


    
“Hallucinated what?” Once I’m done with the carrots, Mom tosses some celery
onto my board. She smirks when I sigh.


    
“I tried to give him medicine last night, but he said he didn’t want it because
he was waiting for your miracle soup. We thought it was the fever talking. I
can’t believe you actually went in there.”


    
“I’m sorry, was I not supposed to?”


    
“No, it’s just he’s pretty private about his room when it comes to outsiders.
He doesn’t even like his friends in there for fear they’ll break one of his precious
record players.”


    
“Well, he was kind of out of it. It’s not like he would have been able to throw
me out.”


    
“I guess so.” There’s something in her voice that makes me thinks there’s more,
but before I can ask about it, she’s saying, “Would you possibly mind coming
over to check on him today? I’m going with Aunt Elise and Theo into the city
for some shopping, and Catcher is hanging at a friend’s house all day while
Uncle Edwin is at the store. I was just hoping you’d go over and make sure he’s
still breathing around one o’clock. If that’s too much to ask, I get it. I’ll
just –”


    
“It’s fine,” I tell her, amazed she was able to get all of that out in one
breath. “I was going to drop the soup off anyway. I can do it.”


    
“Great,” she says, sounding relieved. “I really appreciate it. He seems to be a
little better today, so hopefully he won’t be too cranky for you.”


    
“I won’t hold my breath,” I say, making her laugh.


    
We hang up, and I go back to full-time chopping, Mom giving me looks every so
often, silently begging me to tell her what Leigha and I were talking about.


    
Groaning, I give in. “They’re all going out for the day, so Leigha asked if I
could stop by later and make sure Beckham is okay.”


    
She nods, still smiling enough to make me uneasy. “It’s nice to see such a
close-knit family. We should invite them over for a barbecue sometime. I know
your father is dying to break out that grill of his.” Her wooden spoon aims out
the window and onto the back patio where her new outdoor furniture sits along
with Dad’s shiny grill. “It needs to be broken in with a party, don’t you
think?”


    
“Hello, girls.” Nana walks in the kitchen just then, smiling at the two of us
as she takes the seat next to me. Without asking, she grabs the extra cutting
board to my right, finding a knife and an extra stalk of my celery. Just like
that, she begins dicing, looking down when she asks, “What are we talking
about?”


    
“I was telling Blaire that I think we should invite the Lyons over for a
barbecue,” Mom says, taking my board of cut veggies and throwing them in her
large pot.


    
“That sounds like a nice idea. I’d like to meet this boy that has our girl all
hot and bothered.” I can see Nana smirk out of the corner of my eye, the urge
to knock her off her stool a strong one.


    
“I am not hot and bothered. We’re barely friends, let alone whatever it
is you think we are.” 


    
“Mm-hmm. And who is this soup for again?” Mom asks, raising an eyebrow at me.


    
Okay, that’s it. “What do you want me to admit?” I ask the two of them, because
obviously my protests are doing nothing here.


    
“Just say you think he’s cute. Go on, it won’t kill you,” Nana says.


    
“He’s attractive,” I mutter, and hating myself for it. “Feel better now?”


    
“A little.”


    
I drop my shoulders in defeat.


    
“Honey, we’re just messing with you. I think it’s nice you’re starting out as
friends. It’s the basis to all lasting relationships,” Mom tells me, imparting
her wisdom, though it’s futile.


    
“Like I said, we’re barely friends. And I know for a fact he doesn’t see me like
that.” Even as I say it, I remember the look he gave me when I was wearing Leigha’s
suit. He wasn’t looking at me like a frumpy little girl then.


    
I shake my head of the thought. 


    
It’s not like I even like him. Yes, he’s hot. Too hot for his own good, if you
ask me. But he has a dark side that I don’t really want to touch, and a
personality that begs to irritate the hell out of my own. It’d be like trying
to mix oil and water. Not possible.


    
“I still want to meet him,” Nana says, handing her board over to Mom when she
asks for it. “We need to make sure he’s good enough for you before you get in
too deep. He could be a drug addict for all we know.”


    
For heaven’s sake. “A drug addict? Really?” 


    
“Well he certainly has the money to be one. And you know how these rich people
are. They think the law doesn’t apply to them.” She raises her nose, forgetting
that we’re a part of that category now.


    
“I’ll remember that the next time you try to get out of a speeding ticket by
handing the officer a fifty,” I tell her, getting a laugh out of Mom with it.


***



For
the third time, my hand knocks on the great door of the Lyons residence. After
three hits of my knuckles, I look behind me at the empty driveway. Well, almost
empty. A white Porsche Caymen sits to the right of the circular drive, gleaming
with the sheen of rain falling on it, as well as Leigha’s matte black
motorcycle that looks like the kind they race with on TV.


    
A few minutes later I hear footsteps, making me turn back around to face the
door, and then it’s opening, revealing a very tall, sleepy-eyed, and shirtless Beckham
standing there, leaning on the doorframe for support. My hands slip for a
hundredth of a second on the large soup pot Mom sent me over with, my eyes
shooting towards his beautifully tan skin.


    
Wearing low-slung pajama pants with little constellations on them, the rest of Beckham
is exposed, showing off his amazing chest and tight stomach, making my own
flip. His gorgeously smooth skin is everywhere except for a few spots where I
see similar scars to the ones on his face. But other than that, he’s
practically flawless, and now more than ever, I want a pencil in one hand and a
thing of paper in the other. 


    
Artist’s eye strikes again.


    
“Blaire?” I hear him say over the rain, snapping me back to attention.


    
“Yeah?” I say, my tongue feeling numb in my mouth. 


    
“Isn’t that heavy?” He nods at the soup pot.


    
“Uh, yeah.” Right. I’m here for soup, not to gawk. “Mind if I bring it in?”


    
His answer is to step out of the doorway for me. I’m careful not to touch him
as I pass by, carrying the soup into the massive kitchen and placing it down on
the counter, my arms sighing in relief.


    
Turning around, I find him standing close. Real close. Like, if I bob my head
even half an inch, it’s going to sink into his chest, close.


    
He takes a deep breath, and for a stunned moment I think he’s smelling me.
But then he asks, “Is that the miracle soup?”


    
I move to the side, giving me some much-needed space from all of, well, him.
“Yep, that’s the miracle soup.” I take the lid off the top, letting him get a
better whiff. He sighs when it hits him. 


    
“Wow, that smells amazing. And I’m only at about thirty percent sniffing
capacity.”


    
I laugh the longer he stays standing over the open pot, taking deep inhales.
“Here, I’ll put it on the stove. Maybe the steam will open your passages before
you eat it.” Moving the pot over to the professional-looking stove, I turn on
the burner, knowing it’ll take a little while before it heats all the way
through. My mom made a big batch.


    
“My cousin mentioned she hired a babysitter, but she didn’t say who. I’m sorry
you had to be the unlucky number she called,” he says, taking a seat at the
counter, his head slumping onto his crossed arms. And very nice arms they are.
Flexed like that, they show off how toned he is. 


    
“I don’t mind. And I was bringing the soup over anyway. Speaking of which, how
do you feel?” Bending over the island, I rest the back of my hand against his
forehead, feeling him for a fever. It’s only too late I realize how intimate a
gesture it is – how familiar. And familiarity is something we really
don’t have with one another. Yesterday I didn’t fear his reaction to my touching
him as much because he was pretty out of it with fever. But today, those eyes
don’t miss a thing.


    
Pulling my hand away, and feeling more awkward than I can ever recall, I say,
“Your fever doesn’t feel as strong, that’s good.”


    
He smiles, small at first, but then it steadily grows, catching me off guard.
“You know they make thermometers for that sort of thing.”


    
I sigh, turning back to check on the soup. It’s more of a tactic to avoid his
gaze than anything. “I know. It’s just kind of instinct for me. It’s what my
mother and grandmother always did when I was sick as a kid.”


    
I hear the smirk in his voice when he says, “I thought you told me you have a
great immune system?”


    
“Yeah, but I didn’t say I’ve never gotten sick. I just don’t get it as
often as others do.” Looking around, I ask, “Do you know where you keep the
bowls and silverware?”


    
He points to their hiding places, and I make him a bowl of soup. When I slide
it across the counter to him, he takes another deep breath before dipping in
his spoon and taking a bite. A few seconds later, he sighs. “That’s so good.”


    
“I know, right?” 


    
He takes another spoonful, and then another, eventually asking, “What makes it
so good?”


    
Leaning my forearms on the counter, I tell him, “She makes the noodles by
scratch, as well as the broth. It stews for hours. But if you ask her, she says
it’s the love that goes into it.” I smile, remembering my mother telling me the
secret when I was little, and I had asked the same question.


    
“Whatever it is, it’s great. Tell your mom I say thanks.” Before long, the bowl
is empty, and his look of sadness has me chuckling at him.


    
“So, am I supposed to make sure you take your medicine? Leigha didn’t say.”


    
He shakes his head, pushing the bowl away. I, in turn, put it in the sink with
the other dishes. “No, she made sure I got it before they left.”


    
I smile at his grimace. “She just wants to make sure you get better.”


    
“I know.” He draws out the words, seeming conflicted. “I guess I should
appreciate her taking care of me. And my mom. And Catcher and Theo on occasion,
too. Which reminds me.” Beckham removes himself from the stool and walks over
to the living room, beckoning me to follow. Sitting there on the coffee table
is my sketchbook. He picks it up and hands it to me. I hold it to my chest like
a long-lost child, thankful to have it back. “Theo left you a few pictures in
it,” he says, nodding to the book.


    
Sitting down on the couch, I flip it open, excited to see what he drew. Feeling
Beckham sit down on the other end of the couch, I sense his eyes on me when I
eventually find Theo’s artwork near the back. I smile when I see an impression
of Hawn. “Hey, where’s Hawn by the way?” I ask, the picture reminding me that
he didn’t greet me with a sloppy kiss at the door.


    
Beckham points to the corner of the room, where Hawn is fast asleep in his
doggy bed, his name embroidered on the front of it. “Aw, someone’s tired,” I
coo, smiling at him.


    
“Yep, it’s pretty much his constant state when Theo isn’t here.”


    
“When did you get him?” I ask, continuing to flip pages, coming across a few
pictures of dinosaurs and then small figures that I assume are the Lyons
family. 


    
“A few weeks after the accident,” he says, voice thoughtful.


    
When he says this, I look up, watching him stare aimlessly out the window, eyes
focused somewhere on the fog-covered ocean. “My parents thought it might get
him to talk again. A therapy dog of sorts. As you can tell, it didn’t work.”


    
My smile slips, my hands coming to rest on the page Theo drew of his parents,
brothers, cousin, and Hawn. But at the end of the lineup is a girl with her
hair up in a bun, wearing a yellow bikini. I don’t know whether I should laugh
or be embarrassed at his interpretation of me.


    
“What is it?” Beckham asks, leaning over to see what I’m looking at, bringing
him within inches of my own exposed skin. I don’t know why I decided to wear a
tank top today. I usually never do. But the rain has made the air all muggy and
hot, and I guess I hadn’t anticipated on Beckham Lyons getting so close to me.
Ever.


    
When he sees the drawing, he chuckles, saying, “Yeah, that. I thought the
bikini was kind of funny, too.”


    
“He drew me as a part of your family,” I say under my breath after I’ve gotten
used to Beckham’s proximity, touched the longer I look at it. It reminds me
that I need to set up another art lesson with Theo, that is if he’d like to
join me.


    
Beckham coughs into his fist, leaning further back into the couch, eyes tired. I
notice absently that he didn’t go back to his side of the sofa. “Honestly, I
didn’t know if I should be worried about it when I first saw it,” he says,
closing his eyes as he lets his head fall back.


    
I don’t understand. “Why would you be worried that he drew me?”


    
He sighs, deflating his chest. “Because he barely knows you and yet he saw you
as a fixture in our family already. I didn’t want him to get attached.”


    
Great, we’re back to this, I think to myself. And here I had thought we
were making progress. “It’s not like I’m going anywhere, or that I’m planning
to abandon him. Jeez, where do you get these ideas, anyway?” I ask, knowing he
must have a root cause to all this doubt and distrust. He seems to expect the
worst in people, especially me, which I don’t understand. 


    
“My ex,” he says eventually, eyes half-lidded when he looks at me. A flash of
lightning strikes in the distance, a raging boom coming seconds later.


    
“Your ex?”


    
A slight nod. “The girl I was dating last year was from another school, and she
lived farther away. But when I finally introduced her to everybody, Theo
instantly got attached. She’d bring him comic books and candy, and of course he
loved that. But then we broke up, and he was crushed. This was before the
accident, by the way,” he says, almost like an afterthought. I don’t miss the
detachment in his voice when he speaks of her. It’s how he used to talk to me.


    
“What happened with you two?” I ask, closing my sketchbook with a snap. It
seems even louder in this huge house that rebounds echoes like a museum.


    
He gives me a look, one full of disappointment and expectancy when he says,
“She was the wolf I was talking about at the bookstore.”


    
Oh. 


    
I fall back into the couch cushions as well, watching the sky out the windows
darken, just like our moods. A few moments of silence pass before I ask, “What
makes me remind you of her?”


    
I continue looking out the window though I feel his stare like a pair of hands
on my skin. His breath glides over my shoulder when he says, “You’re sweet.
Quiet. And so was she. Until she wasn’t.”


    
Hearing the bitterness in his voice, I know it’s not something he likes to talk
about, and I can’t blame him, but still. “It’s unfair to cast judgement on
people that have yet to do something wrong, just because someone else hurt you,”
I tell him, hating that he associates me with someone that left such a painful
mark on his family.


    
“I know. But some scars cut deeper than others,” he says quietly. “When I found
out she was just a gold digger, I kind of expected it even though I had hope I
was wrong. What made me angry at her, though, was that Theo took it so hard.
He’s just a kid, he didn’t deserve to be abandoned.”


    
A moment goes by, the sound of the rain falling on the porch the only noise in
the house until I say, “I’m not a gold digger, Beckham. My family has their own
money. I’m not your girlfriend. And I’m not a wolf. I’m just a girl your
brother and cousin befriended. I don’t intend to leave, or to hurt your amazing
little brother’s heart. And I think if you really believed I was any of those
things, I wouldn’t have made it past the front door the day you answered it.”
Turning my head to look at him and his profile, I boldly admit, “The only one
who can get hurt here is me.”


Beckham


I
can’t say I was expecting that answer, because I wasn’t. I assumed she would
get mad once I compared her to my rotten ex. Which she did, in a way. But she
came back with a rebuttal, and a pretty sound one at that.


    
What she said, though, has me curious.


    
The only one who can get hurt here is me.


    
Why would she say that? Or think that? It doesn’t make sense.


    
She stares down at the sketchbook in her lap, her index finger tracing the edge
of the metal spiral holding it all together. Her artful bun is half falling off
her head, making me wonder what she looks like with it down. I’ve never seen it
that way before. 


    
“How would you get hurt?” I finally ask, unable to keep the question in any
longer.


    
She continues to stare down at the book when she says, “Your family cares a lot
about your opinion, you know. You didn’t think so that day by the pool, but
they do. After I said they were welcome to come over to my house, none of them
did but Theo. And it’s because they didn’t want to upset you. Which is fine.
But like you said, it…it hurts to be abandoned. I know exactly how Theo felt
when your ex did it to him. People did it to me at my old school, too.”


    
When I look at her, imploring her to go on and finish the story that so
evidently lies behind this statement, she seems hesitant.


    
She bites her lip under my stare, ultimately caving to my unasked request. “I
was the designated rich kid everyone hated at my old school. What I didn’t know
was that this also included my friends.” She snorts a laugh that holds no
humor, going back to fidgeting with her sketchbook, saying, “When I didn’t give
one of them what they wanted, they all left me like I was nothing, like I was
expendable, and our years of friendship didn’t matter a bit. It was…” She stops
talking, and I see her swallow, her eyes trying to hold back tears. It instantly
makes me feel horrible.


     
“Devastating,” I finish for her, knowing that would be the word I’d use to
describe Theo after my ex stormed out, leaving us behind. He was properly
devastated. 


    
She gently bobs her head in agreement. “I wasn’t expecting to make friends when
we moved here. But then Leigha folded me into the loop without question, and so
did Catcher, and I…I don’t know. I guess I liked how it felt, to be included in
a group of friends again.”


    
“And then I went and screwed it all up,” I say, running a hand over my face,
feeling the heat of my fever soak my skin in sweat. Hence why I’m shirtless.
“I’m sorry,” I tell her, feeling my heart clench just looking at her tiny form
sitting on the couch with me, imagining her being left alone to roam the halls
at her old school. She’s so delicate, breakable. It’d be like someone kicking a
kitten. Unthinkable. 


    
“You were right,” I say, making her look at me. “I have no right to place
judgement on you when you haven’t done anything to deserve it. And because of
it, I’m no better than your crappy friends.”


    
She shakes her head at me. “At least you’re kind enough to apologize for it.
They never even thought they did anything wrong.”


    
“Either way, I’m sorry. I hope it doesn’t break our truce,” I say, actually meaning
it. When I think about not seeing her in her window anymore, or at our front
door, a flash of pain goes through me, the feeling blindsiding.


    
Where the hell it’s coming from, I have no idea.


    
She smiles, unaware of the revelation I just experienced. “It won’t. As long as
you don’t continue to be an ass.”


    
I laugh, but it quickly turns into a coughing fit. When it ends, I say, “I’ll
try my best,” quoting her from yesterday. It makes me think to ask, “So, did
you win Twister?”


    
She nods. “I did, but it’s not like I had any other option. I was doing it for
a decidedly ill boy, if you must know.” Her cheeky grin has me chuckling, forcing
me to take back what I thought of her earlier.


    
She may be delicate, but she also has some fire in her as well.


    
“Pray tell, who was this poor sap you speak of?” I ask, deciding to play into
her antics.


    
“Just a rich boy who came down with fever. It was his dying wish that I
annihilate his kin in this game of skill.” She fans herself with her
sketchbook, batting her eyes like a debutante.


    
“Wait,” I say, confused. “When did we decide that we’re southern?” We both make
faces that say we have no idea. It causes us both to break out into hysterics,
Blaire trying to catch her breath as she clutches her stomach, and me trying
not to fall into a coughing fit.


    
And that is when the power decides to go out.
















 


CHAPTER
11


Beckham


 


Just
like that, the house goes dark, the only illumination coming from the gloom of
the low-hanging clouds outside. At least I can still see her enough to pick up
on the panicked look on her face, no longer filled with laughter, but fear.
Though I doubt she’d agree that’s a good thing.


    
“What happened?” she asks, eyes glancing around the room aimlessly.


    
“Do I really have to explain that to you?” I ask, letting out a snort.


    
She smacks her hand into my stomach before quickly retreating with a gasp. I’m
guessing she forgot I was shirtless. But it still tells a little truth. She
must be comfortable enough with me to not even think twice about touching me.


   
 “Stop smirking. It may be dark, but I can still see your face you know,” she
says, sounding annoyed. “What I should have asked was what do you plan to do
about it?”


    
I sit up from the couch with a groan, feeling my head spin. “I don’t know.”
Looking at her profile once my vision is clear again, seeing the flashes of
lightning reflect off her skin, I ask, “Why are you upset? I’m sure if you go
back over to your house your dad will know what to do.” Everyone has a
generator around here. It’s kind of the norm for the power to go out on a
regular basis because of all the storms we get with our proximity to the ocean.
Too bad I have no idea how to start ours.


    
Standing up, she starts pacing back and forth in front of the coffee table,
saying while squeezing her hands together, “My mom and Nana went out to lunch,
and my dad is in town, buying parts for his mower. And odds are, my house is as
dark as yours is right now. So yeah, I’m a little upset knowing I’m going to
have to go over there and sit by myself in the dark.”


    
Shaking my head at her, I say, “Will you sit down? You’re making me dizzy.”
Grabbing her arm, I stop her before she can wear a hole in the floor. 


    
Big mistake on my part.


    
It takes only a second for me to calculate how nice she feels. Her skin is
smooth and cool under my warm palm, giving me the urge to wrap her up in my
arms and wait for her to bring down my fever naturally. It doesn’t sound like
such a bad way to pass the time in the dark…


    
It’s times like these where I don’t know if it’s the cold that’s talking, or my
hormonal brain. Either way, it isn’t good, I decide.


    
Her eyes sweep up from where my hand is connected to her arm and into my eyes.
I can barely see the hazel blue of her own looking back at me. “I don’t like to
sit when I’m nervous.”


    
I cough a laugh, causing her to scowl. “I can see that.” 


    
She continues to stare at me. “You’re still touching me.”


    
“I can see that, too.”


    
She grunts, asking the obvious, “And why are you still touching me?”


    
Uh… “Good question.” I slowly remove my hand, and the instant I do, I feel the
heat return to my palm like a fire was lit under it. “I need to get an ice
pack,” I say out loud, though the thought was more for me than her.


    
I start walking back towards the kitchen, opening the freezer side of the
fridge once I get there and taking out a thing of frozen corn when I can’t find
the stupid ice pack. It’s not great, but it’ll do the trick for now. Placing
the bag on the back of my neck, I sigh in relief, keeping it in place with my
hand while the other rests against the counter, keeping me upright.


    
When I see a dark figure walk past me, I ask, “Blaire?” Hoping beyond hope that
was her and not some ghost that decided to show itself for fun.


    
“What?” Her voice comes from the shadow, which is still walking away, and
before long, I hear her steps reach the foyer.


    
Jogging with the corn pack on my neck, I try to catch up, asking her while I
run down the hall, “Where are you going?”


    
When I meet her again at the door, she gives me an odd look. “I’m going home.
I’ll just wait on the porch until someone comes back.”


    
I stand there, stunned, and maybe a little hurt as well at the thought that:
“You’d rather sit on your porch in a lightning storm than stay here with me?”
Seriously? She’s choosing inevitable electrocution over me. That’s probably the
hardest rejection I’ve ever suffered from a girl.


    
A silence passes before she points out, “You never asked me to stay here. I
didn’t want to just assume I could.”


    
“Well I’m inviting you now.” Honestly, I don’t want her to go yet. Storm or no
storm. I like – I like her being here. 


    
She goes back to looking undecided, making me wonder if she dislikes my company
that much. But then the truth comes out when she asks, voice soft and nothing
like the flirty Blaire from the couch, “Is it because you think I’ll tell Leigha
or Catcher if you don’t?”


    
I shake my head, looking down at the marble under my feet, ashamed at myself.
It didn’t hit me until this moment how much I’ve made this girl think I hate
her, which isn’t the case and never has been. “No. It’s because, as much as I
hate to admit it, I don’t like being left alone in a big house, either. And
anyway,” I say, smiling when I tell her, “I want to show you something.”


    
I can tell this piques her interest, because she takes a couple steps away from
the door, body language no longer defensive. Standing in front of me, looking
waaaay up, she asks, brow raised, “What is it?”


    
I shrug, turning around and heading for the stairs while I holler over my
shoulder, “I guess you’ll just have to come see.”


    
A low grumble sounds behind me, and then reluctant footsteps.


    
Bingo.


Blaire


He
is so freaking frustrating. He knew exactly what it’d take to get me to stay,
like he knows me or something. The first was sympathy for him feeling the same
way about being alone in a dark house, and the second was this great and
magical thing he wants me to see. For all I know, he could be showing me a dead
bug he found earlier in Catcher’s bedroom. It’s probably just a hoax on his
part to get a rise out of me. The man seems to love pushing my buttons, and he
knows just the right ones and where they are.


    
Muttering to myself about how stupid this is, I follow him up the stairs,
feeling the first tingles of wariness when we stop in front of his door. Sensing
me pause, he looks over his shoulder at me. 


    
“In case you were wondering, this isn’t a ruse to get you in my bedroom,
Cromwell. So get that thought out of that big old noggin’ of yours,” he says,
bopping one of his knuckles on my forehead, along with voicing the sound
effect. He opens the door, apparently not noticing that I’m two seconds away
from stomping my heel into his shin.


  
  His room has a different energy to it when it’s steeped in darkness. It has a
creepy vibe, what with the tall ceilings and equally tall bookshelves casting
dark shadows on the floor. They look like looming giants, staring at us as we
enter.


    
He casually walks over to one record shelf in particular, finding what he was
looking for with relative ease, considering he was looking for it in the dark.
Walking over to where he stands, I ask next to his shoulder, “A record? That’s
what you dragged me up here for?”


    
“Not just any record, but one I think you’ll have a particular fondness for.” I
can feel his grin as he takes the record out of its sleeve and places it on one
of the many record players, being careful when he drops the needle. A few
seconds later, Whitney Houston is singing about wanting to dance with somebody,
and I let out a surprised and delighted laugh.


    
“Oh, my gosh,” I giggle. “Did you buy this for me, or did you already have it?”


    
His victorious smile falls the tiniest bit, sounding put out when he answers
with, “No, Catcher got it for me as a gag gift a few years ago. He said I had
everything else but the classics.”


    
“I’d have to agree, this is a classic.” I can’t help but tap my feet to
the beat, loving how the scratchiness of the record only adds to the song’s
character. “What are some of your favorites?” I ask, dancing my way back over
to his impressive collection, my eyes trying to read the names on the covers in
the dark. A small flash of lightning brightens the room for a second, showing
me a few I couldn’t make out before.


    
The Weeknd. Hanz Zimmer. Elton John. My Chemical Romance. 


    
“Wow,” I breathe out, not having expected those. “You have an eclectic taste.”


    
“Maybe,” he says, coming to stand next to me. He easily reaches some of the top
shelves with his long arms, bringing down a few records for me to see. Whitney
continues to serenade us in the background when he says, “A few of my favorites,
as requested.” I take the small stack from him, leaning towards the window to
see them better.


    
“I don’t think I know any of these,” I admit, but still, my mind attempts to
place them.


    
“They’re mostly obscure movie tracks. Here, I’ll play you one I found not too
long ago.” He takes the top record on the stack from me and goes over to a
different record player, but only after taking the needle off of Whitney. He
then places the new player’s needle down on the soundtrack he was talking
about. A few chords start to play out, and though it’s not something I would
normally listen to, I like the soft melody as it drifts through the room. It’s
calming, but impactful at the same time.


    
“It’s beautiful. What’s it called?” I ask, moving to sit on the fancy leather
chair near his window. I’ll be able to see when Mom, Dad, or Nana gets home
that way. 


    
“‘Wait’ by M83. It has a really strong ending,” he says, pulling up his desk
chair next to me and the window, giving us a view of my house and corresponding
window. He really can see everything in my room, just like I can see his. The
thought doesn’t bother me as much as it used to.


    
“Do you have certain albums you listen to that go along with your book
collection?” I ask, thinking maybe he likes to mix the two loves together.


    
“No,” he says, dropping the bag of frozen (is that corn?) onto the floor. “I
like silence when I read, but that would be a cool idea. Put the soundtrack
from the movie to the book when you read it.” Looking at me, his hair all
disheveled and way too cute, he asks, “What about you? Do you listen to music
when you paint?”


    
“Yeah, every time.” Pulling my feet up into my lap, I grow more comfortable the
longer we sit here, entertained by the rain and the hazy music taking up the
room. “Though I have nowhere near as big a collection as yours. Or that many
headphones. Seriously, do you collect those, too?”


    
This makes him laugh, the sound slightly muffled with his cold. “You could
probably say so. Certain headphones go better with certain types of music. I
have headphones for noise cancellation, and some for bass, and others for
clarity. It all depends on what I listen to.”


    
“That’s kind of impressive,” I tell him, almost hating to throw him a
compliment that’s only going to make his head bigger than it already is. 


    
“How?” he asks, eyes trying hard to focus on me in the growing dark. I’m not
sure how much time has passed since I got here, but it feels like minutes have
gone by, while other times it feels like hours. 


    
“I never would have thought to do that. You make the most out of every song you
listen to. You must have a good ear for it.”


    
He shrugs, going back to staring at my house, but I don’t miss the small smile
that tugs at his lips. “Is that a compliment I’m hearing, Cromwell?”


    
“Why do you do that?” I can’t help but wonder aloud.


    
“Do what?”


    
“You’ve called me Cromwell since day one. Is that a thing of yours?”


    
His brows fold inward, still looking into my window across the driveway. “I
don’t know. I guess I just saw how it annoyed you and thought it was funny.”


    
“How male of you,” I deadpan, shaking my head.


    
“Now that I’m not trying to make you go away, I guess I should call you
something else.” He leans his elbow on the arm of his chair, letting his chin
rest in his palm as he looks at me with a focused eye. It’s both cute and
intimidating at the same time.


    
“You can’t just call me Blaire like everyone else?”


    
He subtly nods his head no. “Nope. You need a nickname. How about Shorty?”


    
Cue glare. “No.”


    
“Short Stack?”


    
“No.”


    
“Sugar Lips?”


    
“Oh, my gosh, what is wrong with you?” I ask, a burst of laughter coming out of
me at his bizarre choices.


    
“What? You have nice lips. But I see your point. Maybe it’s a little old
fashioned.” He continues to think, and I feel my stomach tighten, waiting to
see what ridiculous thing he comes up with next. “I have it.”


    
I flinch, hating to ask, “What is it?”


    
He smiles, and it’s more than a little pompous when he says, “Rapunzel.”


    
I feel my brows rise, not having expected such a random choice. “Rapunzel? You
do realize that’s harder to say than Blaire, right?”


    
“So what? I like it. You live high up in a mansion and you have long blonde
hair that I never get to see down. I don’t think we could find a more accurate
name for you.”


    
I roll my eyes, telling myself I shouldn’t be surprised that: “I remind you of
a damsel that needs a man to save her. What an original concept.”


    
He shakes his head. “No, I don’t think that. I think you’re more than capable
of saving yourself. But you’re right. I could come up with something better. In
that case, I’ll give you my second favorite choice.”


    
“I don’t even want to ask,” I admit on a sigh.


    
“Trust me, I think you’ll like this one.” He takes a long, dramatic pause, and
then says, “Kahlo.” He smiles, looking all proud of himself about this one.


    
“Kahlo, as in Frida?” I say, shocked he knows about the famous Mexican painter.


    
“Yeah, I think it fits.” He looks me over, as if searching for similarities to
justify his choice. “You’re both powerful female painters. Though I gotta
admit, I’m glad you don’t have her unibrow.” 


    
I laugh, short and hard before saying sarcastically, “Why, because it’d take
away from the staggering beauty I have now?”


    
Something changes in his eyes when he looks at me this time, a softening of
sorts. It stops my lingering laughter even before he says, “I think you’d still
be gorgeous either way.”


    
I’m trying to figure out if it’s his fever talking, or the actual Beckham who
told me I’m gorgeous when I see Dad’s new Chevy truck pull in the driveway. And
when I say new, I mean it’s actually from the 1970’s, but his plan is to
restore it to look brand-new. Mom got it for him last week as a surprise
anniversary present.


    
I’m sad and relieved at the same time.


    
Looks like it’s time to go home.


    
As if he read my thoughts, Beckham says, sounding a little disappointed when he
sees my dad step out, “I guess it’s safe to go home now.”


    
“Yeah,” I mumble, turning back to look at him. When he gives me a small,
reluctant smile, I’m reminded of what Mom said in the kitchen earlier. It would
be the perfect excuse to have another moment like this with him. 


    
“Would you guys be interested in coming over for a barbeque sometime?”


Beckham



“Do
you have the kale salad?” Leigha asks me while she runs around the kitchen like
a blur, making sure we have everything before we go over to the Cromwell’s for
a barbeque lunch. She and Mom have been like this all day, cooking and
preparing and generally acting like we’re about to go visit the royal family. 


    
I hold up the giant covered bowl in my hands in answer.


    
“Theo, did I give you the orange dressing, or is it still in the fridge?” Mom
asks, about to check for herself before Theo holds up the small container full
of orange goo, looking at me with exasperation. I chuckle under my breath.
Same, buddy. Same.


    
“Before you ask, yes, I have the macaroni salad. Now can we go?” Catcher asks
impatiently, standing next to Theo, Dad, and I at the door. We’ve been waiting
for half an hour as the two women make sure we don’t forget to bring the
kitchen sink.


    
“I think we’re good,” my cousin says, nodding her head to herself.


    
“And if not, you live approximately fifty feet away and can run back over and
get whatever it is you forgot,” Dad says with a laugh when Mom and Leigha
finally join us in the foyer, still looking around to make sure they have
everything.


    
“You’re right. I’m being silly,” Mom agrees, looking at the five of us with a
smile. “Let’s go have a nice barbeque then.”


***



Stepping
into the Cromwell’s backyard, we see Mr. Cromwell first, standing in front of a
massive grill. The outdoor kitchen wraps around the large patio, an array of
food already set out on the granite countertops. When he hears us approach, he
turns around and smiles, his booming voice saying, “Welcome, welcome! Glad you
could make it.” Wiping his hands on the front of his rather old looking apron,
he holds out his hand to Dad. “I’m Herald Cromwell. It’s a pleasure to meet you
all.”


    
“Same here,” Dad says, smiling. “This is my wife, Elise.” The two of them shake
hands as well, Mom beaming. 


    
“We’re so glad your family moved in. It’s been such a wonderful treat for the
kids.” Reminding herself that yes, we’re still here, she says, “These are our
boys, Beckham, Catcher, and Theo. And this is our niece, Leigha.”


    
“Hey, kids. Happy you could make it.” Mr. Cromwell shakes all of our hands,
bending down on his knee to be at Theo’s height when it’s his turn. “That’s a
beautiful dog you have there,” he says, smiling at Hawn who is attached to Theo
like double-sided tape. He does it whenever he senses my brother’s nervousness.



    
In answer, Theo pets Hawn’s head, focusing his attention on him. With how
Blaire’s father is acting, it makes me wonder if she told him about Theo’s
condition. My guess would be no. 


   
 “This is Hawn,” I say, speaking on my baby brother’s behalf. “We hope you
don’t mind if we brought him.”


    
“Of course not!” Mr. Cromwell says, standing back up to look at us all, smile
still perfectly in place. He has a weathered face, a perpetual tan staining his
skin, and small wrinkles around his eyes; looking like he’s spent more of his
time outside than in. He definitely doesn’t look like a man of industry, even
if he weren’t wearing a normal T-shirt and worn green cargo shorts. He looks nothing
like my dad in his blue polo and Italian loafers that are shinier than most
people’s futures. But that’s kind of refreshing. Mr. Lyons looks like the
capable sort, his kind smile reminding me of his daughter’s. “Please, everyone
make yourself at home. The girls are in the kitchen if you’d like to take
anything in to the fridge,” he says, seeing our hands full of food.


    
“I’ll go,” Leigha is quick to volunteer, somehow managing to grab the bowls of
food from Theo, Catcher, and me and stack them on top of each other like an
impromptu game of Jenga. As she walks through the open sliding glass doors,
Catcher gives me a disbelieving look. 


  
  “What was the point of us carrying all of that over here if she has secret
octopus arms?”


    
I say nothing, though secretly disappointed that I didn’t get the job myself. I
haven’t seen Blaire since last week when she came to visit me with her huge pot
of soup. Leigha has been over here a few times to see her, and I think Catcher
hung out with her on the beach the other day, but I’ve been stuck in my room
trying to get over my stupid cold, which only just let up a couple days ago. Yes,
I talked to her on the phone a few times, but it’s not the same thing. I think
it’s my turn to have a moment with her since everyone else has been stealing
her away from me…


    
I’m starting to think that that cold didn’t just mess up my sinuses, but it
also re-scrambled my brain as well, because after that day she brought me soup,
I haven’t been able to get her out of my mind since. 


    
As if they’ve known each other their entire lives, my dad and Mr. Cromwell head
over to the grill while Blaire’s dad continues flipping burgers, talking about
everything and anything, once in a while laughing at a story one or the other
tells. It gets boring for both Catcher and Theo pretty quick, and the two
decide to go down to the shoreline to look for shells.


    
I, on the other hand, wait for my moment, which comes sooner than I thought it would.


    
Leigha, Mom, and who I assume is Mrs. Cromwell walk out of the house together,
laughing and smiling; carrying a bunch of dishes that seem far bigger than what
is necessary for a size of this gathering. They place everything down on the
large dining table, continuing to talk while I slip past them and into the
kitchen, looking for a certain blondie.


    
It doesn’t take long for me to spot her at the sink in the kitchen, washing
what looks like an array of fruit. She wears a bright pink apron with little white
frills on the edges, and a pair of jean shorts that are short enough that I can
drink in the length of her legs. What has me stopping in my tracks, though, is
the fact that her honey blonde hair isn’t in a knot on the top of her head
today. It cascades down the middle of her back in a long, thick waterfall. The
sun shining through the window makes it look glossy, like spun gold. 


    
The compulsion to touch it is too tempting. I find myself standing behind her,
my fingers wrapping around a strand that falls through them like sand.
“Beautiful,” I whisper, not having meant to say it out loud. But just like
that, my presence is no longer a secret, and a blood curdling scream goes
flying out of her mouth. She spins around faster than I thought possible,
nearly stabbing me with the knife I didn’t see in her hands. I back up to avoid
it, forcing my hip into the side of the island. I bend over with a groan at the
quick burst of pain. Gah, that hurt.


    
She gasps for breath, a hand held to her chest as she looks at me
incredulously. “How did you sneak up on me like that? I almost had a heart
attack!” She finds the closest thing to her, which happens to be a towel, and
flings it at my face. It ends up hitting my shoulder harmlessly before falling
to the floor.


    
“What happened?” I hear my mom ask, she and the rest of the family running into
the kitchen to see what the scream was about, minus Theo and Catcher. 


    
Both Blaire and I’s faces go pink, looking at one another, wondering how to
explain my fascination with her hair to them. Taking the burden for me, she
says, still catching her breath with a forced smile, “N-nothing, he just scared
me is all. We’re fine.”


    
“Beckham, why would you scare her?” Mom asks, voice full of accusation.


    
Before I can come to my own defense, Blaire’s dad says, “Oh, I’m sure it was
just a prank. I played a few on her mom when we were their age, trying to get
her to notice me.” He grins at Mrs. Cromwell, who shakes her head with a
reluctant grin.


    
“That you did, you scoundrel. Always had me wondering what you’d do next.” She
slaps his shoulder, and just like that, everyone chuckles and goes back out to
the patio, shutting the door behind them.


    
Turning back to her fruit, Blaire says, “And here I thought my biggest worry
today would be you meeting Nan.”


    
Standing next to her at the sink, I turn the opposite way so that my hands are
resting on the edge of the counter behind me, able to see her face while she places
one handful of fruit after another onto a cutting board. Once she’s done washing,
she begins chopping away.


    
“I didn’t mean to scare you, it’s just…” My eyes go back to her gorgeous hair,
the golden strands containing a slight wave to them. I want to run my hands
through it again. 


    
“It’s just what?” she asks, not looking up from her chore. 


    
“This caught me off guard.” I allow myself to pick up one small piece and wrap
it around my finger in a loop. So soft…


    
Her expression loses its angry edge, a sigh escaping her. “It’s okay. Just
don’t sneak up on me again. It wasn’t fun.”


    
I smirk, saying, “Just be glad it wasn’t Catcher. He would have been wearing a
mask and holding a plastic knife to make sure he got the full effect.”


    
“Boys,” she mutters, giving me a small smile out of the corner of her mouth.
“So, I take it you’re feeling better if you can tease me.”


    
“Much,” I agree. “I think your magic soup did the trick.”


    
“And here I thought it was my wonderful company that did it,” she mocks.


    
“That too. I also think that if it weren’t for your expert temperature taking,
I’d still be chained to my bed.”


    
“I swear, you are such a –” she starts to say, but cuts herself off.


    
“What?” I ask, not knowing when I started to lean towards her, but now it’s
super noticeable, especially when she turns her head to look at me, our faces
only six or so inches apart. I take in a deep breath of surprise, catching her
scent as I do.


    
“Nothing,” she says, her eyes gravitating to my lips before she stops herself,
going back to chopping, and rather angrily, I might add.


    
I’ll admit, it makes me feel a little better about being in love with her hair
since she seems to have the same feelings for my mouth; her eyes finding it
almost every time we see each other.


    
I grin, and she glares, seeming to know where my thoughts had gone.


    
I continue to mess with a strand of her hair and she pretends she doesn’t
notice. It stays like that for a good ten minutes before another voice breaks
the trance.


    
“Just a friend, she says. Yeah right.”


    
We both look up, slightly startled to see an older woman standing near the
island, her hair sitting in Marilyn Monroe style curls around her head, wearing
a red dress from the sixties with small white dots all over it. She looks like
a classic movie star, minus the dubious scowl on her face.


    
“Nana, I didn’t know you were up from your nap yet,” Blaire says, quickly
wiping her hands on the towel she used to chuck at me. “Nan, this is Beckham
Lyons. Beckham, this is my grandmother.”


    
“Nice to meet you,” I say, though it comes out kind of strained with the way
she’s glaring at me. 


    
“I don’t know if I should say the same,” she says, her voice deep and kind of
scratchy, like she’s been a longtime smoker.


    
“Nana,” Blaire hisses, her eyes telling her to play nice.


    
“Well I don’t. This boy has been playing havoc with your emotions, Blaire. One
minute you say he hates you and vice versa, and the next thing I know, I walk
in here and he’s playing with your hair like he’s your boyfriend, and you were
wearing this ridiculously happy smile he obviously didn’t see –”


    
“Nana, just this once, I’m asking you to stay out of it,” she says, giving her
grandmother a look I don’t think I’ve ever seen from her before. It could cut
glass with how sharp it is. “I mean it. Let it go.”


    
Her grandmother harrumphs, looking upset about being put in a corner. But
eventually she relents, saying, “Fine. I’ll keep my opinions to myself. But I’m
watching you, boy. Mess with my only granddaughter, and I won’t hesitate to
show you why I’m still a blackbelt at eighty years old.”


    
Walking over to Blaire, she kisses her on the cheek with a smile, pretending
like she didn’t just threaten me. Without another word, she steps out of the
kitchen and onto the patio, and I watch as she introduces herself to my family,
looking like the sweetest of grandmothers.


    
A chill runs down my spine.


    
“Don’t listen to her. She’s never taken karate in her life,” Blaire says,
cheeks still pink from embarrassment.


    
“That was…scary. Is she always like that?”


    
“Not usually. But with me, she’s very protective.” Turning to me, an emotion
passes over her eyes that I can’t put a finger on. “She just doesn’t want me to
get hurt again.”


    
“I don’t blame her then,” I say, feeling my heart stutter the longer she looks
at me like that. “I know I said I’m sorry about how I treated you when you
first moved here, but I feel like I should say it again.”


    
She shakes her head. “Don’t. Once is enough. As long as you really meant it.”


    
“I did.” Absolutely. 


    
She smiles, all sweet and pure and everything I’m starting to crave. “Then
we’re fine.”


    
“Good.”
















 


CHAPTER
12


Blaire


 


My
heart is still pounding as we join the others outside, all seated around the
dining table my mother took extra special care in decorating. I wish I could
say it’s because of my mortification courtesy of my overly protective
grandmother, but deep down, I know it’s because she was right. I pretended not
to notice, but Beckham playing with my hair and flirting with me felt like the
equivalent of me feeling his forehead when he had a fever. It was familiar,
intimate, as if we get that close to one another all the time. It was done with
an ease we shouldn’t have. But even still, I admit that I enjoyed it. I liked
that he called my hair beautiful. I like that his arm brushed up against mine
while I chopped oranges. And worse, I liked that he forgot himself when he
touched me.


    
All of it spells disaster. At least for me. But tell that to my damned heart.


    
Leaning over the table, I place the bowl of fruit next to a tray of hamburgers
and hotdogs, smiling in thanks when Leigha compliments on how nice it looks.


    
We all sit down to lunch, Leigha on my right and Theo on my left. I help out
Little Lyons when he points to something he wants, handing him a roll and
dishing out his hotdog. I can feel a pair of ice blue eyes watching me the
entire time we eat, but not once do I look his way. It would just send my
stomach into a knot, and I don’t feel like getting sick in front of everyone.
That’s how nervous this boy makes me. And it’s not because I’m afraid of what
he’ll say. I’m afraid that once our eyes connect, he and everyone else at the
table will know that things are changing between us. How, I’m not sure. But I
can feel it despite my better judgement.


    
Once lunch is over, Leigha and I do the dishes so my mom and her aunt can chat
on the patio. Dad took Mr. Lyons out to the garage to show him his vintage
Chevy, the two men having a surprising amount in common though they have
severely different backgrounds. But it’s not like Mr. Lyons knows that.


    
“So, I saw my cousin staring holes into you over the table like a lovesick
puppy. Want to tell me what that was all about?” Leigha asks casually while
handing me a plate to dry. It nearly slips out of my fingers, and she chuckles.


    
“He wasn’t staring like that,” I argue, but really, I don’t know if he
was or not. I didn’t look to see.


    
She raises her eyebrows at me in an expression that says I shouldn’t even try.


    
Whatever. “Okay, so he was staring, but it’s not like I know why,” I mutter,
putting the dish back in the cabinet.


    
“I do. And it has something to do with what happened that day with the soup,
and the staring at each other through your windows that followed it.”


    
“I told you. All we did was sit in his room and listen to music until my dad
got back.” I already dished this to her the day she got back from the city with
her aunt and Theo. She came over to thank me for the soup, as well as checking
in on Beckham, and apparently, my poker face was terrible, causing her to ask
questions until she was blue in the face.


    
I didn’t tell her that he called me gorgeous, though. 


    
“I still think that in itself is weird. I don’t even think he let Jenna in
there.”


    
I try to hide my curiosity while taking a dripping wet cup from her. “Who’s
Jenna?”


    
She shakes her head, looking disgusted at the mere mention of the name. “She
was the girl that Beckham dated last year. A real piece of gold digging trash.”


    
Even though I know a part of this story, I still ask, “What do you mean?”


    
She shrugs her shoulders, her hands cleaning another plate while she explains,
“She went to a neighboring private school. Not as exclusive as Horton, but
still fancy. I think that’s why he took a chance on dating her. He figured that
she’d be rich enough on her own to not want to drag money out of him. But that
was before he found out the truth, which was that she was actually a scholarship
kid.”


    
She made that last part sound like a disease. As if getting into school without
money is a deplorable thing to do. It sours my stomach, the unease showing on
my face enough for her to say, “Don’t get me wrong. There’s nothing wrong with that.
But it’s the fact that she kept it from him is what became the issue. She tried
to make it look like she had money so everyone else would like her better. And
she set her sights on Beckham because, well, he was the richest, most popular
guy at our school. Word about him got to her, and at the next beach party she
spotted him at, she pounced.”


   
 Jeez. “How long were they together?” 


    
“About six months. I’m surprised it lasted that long, honestly. It all went
down when she asked him for a hundred bucks to go get her nails done. He had
bought her little things here and there before, nothing extravagant. But he
thought it was weird considering this came out of nowhere, and she just kind of
expected him to hand it over. 


    
“When he told her no, she had a fit, and the next thing he knew, he found her
making out with his best friend when he went over to his house after school. It
wasn’t until later that he found out the truth of her background.” Sighing, she
says a few minutes later, “That girl broke more than just his heart. She made
him into the miserable, trustless guy he is today.” She shakes her head, biting
her lip while she stares at the dish water. “The accident was only two weeks
later. She never even came to visit him in the hospital.”


    
Oh, my gosh. 


    
Letting out a breath of air, I wrap my head around the story she just told me,
one so much worse than I had originally pictured when Beckham had called her a
wolf. She wasn’t just a wolf, but a pack of them that was blood thirsty. I’d be
devasted, too.


    
“I’ve seen her a few times at some parties, draping herself over whatever rich
boy she can find. It’s pathetic, and I know it would kill Beckham if he ever
saw.”


    
Looking out the window, I see Beckham, Catcher, and Theo in the yard, throwing
a football between the three of them, smiling easily and laughing every once in
a while. They look like a perfectly normal set of brothers. It makes me sad to
think that it isn’t really the truth.


    
“I’m sorry he had to go through that. It’s an awful feeling,” I tell her, my
words but a whisper as I focus my eyes on the eldest Lyons brother. He looks
like he doesn’t have a care in the world, grinning as he chucks the ball at
Catcher’s head. But I remember the pain on his face when he gave a brief
description of his past. He still isn’t over it. And he may never be.


***



Joining
the guys in the yard a little while later after we finish dishes, the consensus
is that everyone is tired of football. They now want to go swimming in that big
old terrifying ocean.


    
Yeah, I don’t think so.


    
I’m backing myself closer to the house before anyone can notice when suddenly
Beckham is there, looking down at me with a smirk on his perfect lips. “Are you
really trying to run from us, Kahlo?”


    
“Of course I am,” I say with a huff, deciding that lying would be a waste of
time. “I barely managed the kiddy end of the pool, and you want to throw me and
your brother out into the ocean? Seriously?” 


    
“Yes, you guessed correctly. I intend on literally throwing my baby brother out
into the waves and seeing how long it takes until he resurfaces.” He gives me
an exasperated look, and before I can even send him a proper retort on how I
didn’t mean it literally, he’s scooping me under his arms, onto his back, and
over his shoulder, hauling me back over to the group.


    
“Beckham, put me down now!” I yell at him with a gasp, smacking his
broad back and shoulders with my hands, though it hurts when they connect with
his hard muscles. Jeez, is he made of steel or something? Either way, it
doesn’t stop me from trying to get free.


    
“You know this isn’t what they mean when they say to reel in a woman, right?”
Catcher asks him, crossing his arms with a grin. The traitor winks at me when
he catches my eye.


    
“Leigha, help me out here,” I growl at her. Seeing everyone upside down
is giving me a headache, and if anyone would honor girl code, I’d think it’d be
her.


    
“Sorry, B,” she says with a shake of her head. “You’re on your own. Real life
experience in the ocean will do you some good.”


    
Are you kidding me?


    
With a triumphant chuckle, Beckham bypasses the yard and starts dragging me
down the path to the beach. No, no, no…


    
“I don’t even have a swimsuit on,” I hiss at him, deciding if I swing my legs hard
enough the momentum should throw him off balance. Flailing like a fish out of
water, I give it my best shot before he’s wrapping a warm, toned arm around
them, keeping them still. I try again, only to feel complete resistance.


    
“A T-shirt and shorts will do just fine,” he answers, not even breathless with
having carried my weight around for the last five minutes. 


    
“Ugh!” I yell, giving up. I go completely limp on him, handing over my full
weight, and decide that I’ll just have to get back at him later. This just
gives me the time to plan my revenge. 


    
“Took you long enough,” he drawls, and I don’t even have to look to know he
just rolled his eyes at me.


    
I give his back one final slap, though I know it’s pointless.


    
He just laughs.


    
A minute later, he’s dropping me back on my feet in the wet sand, and I feel
the head rush I was anticipating, making me lose my balance. Before I can fall,
Beckham is there, catching me in his arms once again. At least this time I
don’t mind it. Face planting in inch-high water doesn’t sound very pleasant.


    
Still trying to find my balance against him, I complain, “This is all your
fault.”


    
He chuckles, his chest rumbling against mine. “Technically it’s yours. If you
had just come willingly, none of this would have happened.”


    
“Technically,” I mirror him, my hands pushing him away from me, “if you
weren’t such an ass and had talked me into it instead of manhandling me, none
of this would have happened.”


    
“She has a point,” Catcher agrees, ripping his shirt off his body in one fluid
motion, the piece of fabric falling in the sand at his feet. The sun
practically glistens off his pretty six pack, making me feel lightheaded again.
I can’t help it, none of the guys at my old school came even close to looking
like that. A hot male my age is almost foreign to me. Every time I see him or
his brother, it’s like a beautiful slap to the face.


  
  With a final grin, he runs into the ocean and dives through a wave like a
fish.


    
Mmm-mmm.


    
Beckham’s growl forces my attention back to him. That’s twice now that he’s
done that in his brother’s presence. 


    
Interesting.


    
Quirking an eyebrow up at him, I feel my boldness (or maybe it’s just
irritation) grow when I ask him, “What? Are you jealous that he had my
attention and not yours?” I’ll just save the embarrassment of asking that
question until I get home. Because right now, I want to be the girl that stands
up to him, the one that calls him out on his BS. 


    
The one that can flirt back.


    
“A little,” he says, making my eyes widen at his honesty.


    
“And what are you going to do about it?” I ask, my whisper nearly getting swept
away by the waves.


    
“Holy hell, just kiss and get it over with already,” Leigha grumbles, having
turned her sundress into a green bathing suit since her cousin and I started
our stare down. Taking Theo’s hand, they start to make their way towards the
shallows, but not before she calls over her shoulder, “The suffocating sexual
tension is annoying, you know!”


    
Sucking in a breath, I feel my face catch on fire.


    
Beckham shrugs next to me like it isn’t a half bad idea.


    
I ask myself for the hundredth time why I opened the door the day they knocked
on it.


    
Pretending the last few minutes never happened, I turn back to him and say,
“I’m not going out there.”


    
Without responding, he rips off his Yankees T-shirt, and I’m suddenly staring
at a chest that’s even more impressive than his brother’s. Gold, toned, and oh
so close to my face. I know I should take a step back, but my body has other
ideas.


    
Man, he smells good.


    
So good that I almost don’t register that he’s picking me up again.


    
Crap.


    
“Is this a new fetish of yours?” Because it really seems like it.


    
His feet make large splashes in the water as he takes us out further to where Leigha
and Theo are. I’m sure Catcher is halfway to Europe by now, so I don’t even
look for him. “Just shut up and enjoy the ride.”


    
“What I’m going to enjoy is shoving my knee into your colon,” I tell him, a
grin stretching on my lips.


    
“What –?” Just then I jab my knee into his lower abdomen, making him groan and
drop me.


    
I’m smiling victoriously in front of him until I see the very real grimace on
his face. Shoot, did I really hurt him? I didn’t think I’d hit him that hard.
Placing a hand on his arm, I ask, my voice full of regret, “Are you okay?”


    
The pained look doesn’t disappear, and he says with a groan, “I probably
deserved that.”


    
“Oh, you definitely did, but still, I didn’t mean to get you that bad. Sorry.”


    
He nods his head, looking down at me with a trying smile. “Want to make it up
to me?”


    
I don’t even have to think about it. “No.”


    
He bites his lip, staring down at where I still have my hand on him. He wiggles
his dark brows at me, looking far too pleased that I forgot where it was.


    
I take it away like I was electrocuted, clearing my throat.


    
“Go out at least waist deep with me,” he says, taking a step closer, putting
his chest in my face again. I’m not complaining, it’s a great view, but it
makes my throat dry.


    
“I don’t think so.”


    
“Pretty please?”


    
Again, “No, Beck.”


    
He pauses in his attempt to get closer to me, his eyes narrowing to icy slits.
“What’d you just call me?”


    
Uh, “Nothing.” I didn’t even realize I had said it until he pointed it out.


    
“No, it was definitely something.” He restarts his campaign to be close enough
to me to stop my breathing. To avoid falling backwards into the water, I have
to use my hands on his impressive sternum to keep me upright. His skin is
warmed over from the sun, heating through my palms.


    
“You have a nickname for me. I can’t have one for you?” I ask, not bothering to
look up into his eyes. I don’t want to see them be angry with me. What I want
is to let my cheek rest against his shoulder and just stay there for a while. 


    
Another dangerous thought.


    
“You can. I just want to hear you say it again.”


    
I do look up this time, feeling wave after wave splash against my shins, the
coolness of the water doing nothing to take away the heat in my cheeks. He
watches me so closely, waiting for his request to be granted.


    
“Beck,” I say again, my lips curling in a smile when his do the same.


    
“Do you trust me?” he asks, voice low but serious. Where did that question come
from?


    
Shaking it off, I say with a slight laugh, “Not really. You were the one
who brought me down here against my will, remember?”


    
He shakes his head. “We already established that wasn’t my fault.” Holding up a
hand to stop me before I can argue, he says, “Your well-being. Do you trust me
with your well-being? To keep you safe, to make sure nothing happens to you? Do
you trust me?”


    
“I don’t like where this is going…”


    
Bending down so that his hot lips brush against my ear, I feel my breath catch
when he whispers, “Yes or no, Kahlo.”


    
He doesn’t move away, but keeps his mouth on my skin, making my toes tingle in
the sand. I’m not really sure what he asked me anymore, that’s how out of it
he’s making me feel. He’s so, so, so close that my body doesn’t seem to
remember what to do. Even moving my tongue is proving to be a hard task.


   
Since I don’t know what I’m answering to, and don’t really care, I simply get
out, “Yes,” while my fingers curl against his skin.


Beckham


Her
warm breath ghosts across my bare chest, and it takes everything within me not
to move an inch to the right and drag my lips across hers. It surprises me just
how strong the desire is. But I don’t want to scare her, or move too fast.
Things are changing, but they don’t all need to change at once, as much as my lips
would like to disagree.


    
Long before myself, she finds the willpower to pull away, her eyes looking down
at the water cascading over our legs. It’s most likely to hide that massive
blush she’s got going on, the one I like the best. She looks like a little
tomato, making me want to kiss her again. 


    
Staring at her, I admit that I almost forgot what it felt like to want someone
so badly.


    
I also forgot that it’s scary as hell.


    
Here’s this tiny girl that somehow slipped her way into my bloodstream through
soup and being an angel to my family, and I didn’t even realize it happened
until it was too late. Far too late. It was like one second she was my
annoying new neighbor, and the next I’m wanting to steal her away from my brother
like a caveman. And yes, as pathetic as it sounds, I got jealous when she was
almost drooling over his swimmer’s body. But Catcher wasn’t the only one who
was a star athlete in high school. I may or may not have taken off my own shirt
to remind her of that.


    
Biting the side of my cheek, seeing her eyes scan the horizon, I wonder if this
is a good idea. I haven’t let someone in in a long, long time. And the last
time I did, I was burnt to a crisp. I don’t want to think that someone like my
little Kahlo could do that to me, but the thing is, you never know. That’s
what’s terrifying about liking someone. They have power over you like no one
else does. And I feel that if I let her in, I may never be able to get her out.
Is that really something I want to risk again?


    
Finally looking up at me, her eyes large and hazel and everything I find
beautiful, I let out a breath. 


    
“Does that mean you’re ready for this?” I ask, putting my own question on the
back burner for now.


    
Looking confused, I don’t leave her the time to ask what I mean by that before
I’m picking her up around the waist, giving her no choice but to wrap those
gorgeous legs around my hips; her arms latching themselves behind my neck for
dear life.


    
She’s right. This might be my new fetish.


    
“If you drop me, so help me –” I hear her mutter, her worried eyes looking down
at the water that’s steadily reaching higher and higher around us.


    
“Hey, don’t look down. Just look at me. I won’t drop you, even though the
compulsion is very strong at the moment.” I grin at her, only to receive her half-hearted
glare. So cute.


    
“This was all a big ruse to make me plaster myself to you, wasn’t it?” A larger
wave hits us, the cold Atlantic water soaking her backside, and she makes a
squeak before clutching herself even closer, her legs feeling like a vice
around me. 


    
I hide my smile in her shoulder. “It’s to make you less afraid of the water,
but being your human life raft is certainly a bonus.”


    
“Don’t go any farther. Please!” She begs, her face getting buried in the
crook of my neck once the waves reach a little past my waist. I freeze the
second I feel her lips brush the skin beneath my ear, their heat searing me.
Even though I know it was an accident, I felt that touch all the way through my
body to the tip of my toes. I pull her tighter to me, my hands holding her
around her thighs. Dangerous freaking territory.


    
“Okay, we’ll stop right here,” I reassure her while simultaneously wanting to
bury my face in her hair. Catcher was right. She smells like coconuts and
sunblock. The essence of summer.


    
“Why are you so determined to make me like the water? Why can’t I just sit on
the beach while the rest of you swim, and jet ski, and do whatever else it is
you normally do without me?” she asks, and I feel one of her fingers twist a
curl of my hair around her finger, giving me a ridiculous amount of satisfaction
to know that I’m enough of a distraction for her. 


    
I lower us a little further in the water so that we’re floating more than
standing, the ocean taking some of her weight for me. Now I can pretend that
we’re just cuddling instead of her holding onto me because she’s afraid of
drowning. “Because I want you out here with me. Is that such a bad thing?”


    
I can see Leigha and Theo back near the shore a little ways, the two splashing
each other with big smiles on their faces. Leigha suddenly catches my eye, giving
me a knowing grin when she sees her friend wrapped around me like a pretzel.
She gives me a thumbs up I’m glad Blaire can’t see.


    
“No, but just because you want it to happen doesn’t mean it’s going to,” she
says, removing her head from my neck to look at me, eyes wide when she sees
that we’re almost completely submerged now. I’m half laying on my back in the
water with her balanced on top of me. I really am her own little floatie. 


    
“The ocean is only scary if you let it be. But lucky for you, I’m here, and the
ocean and I have an agreement.”


    
She smirks, hazel blue irises scanning my face, momentarily getting stuck on my
lips. Her fingers tighten on the back of my neck. “Is that so?”


    
“Mm-hm. Whenever I have a pretty girl out here with me that’s afraid of her,
she knows not to get too aggressive.”


    
“You’re telling me the ocean is a woman?”


    
“Why do you think they call it mother nature?”


    
She laughs, even when a larger wave comes by and jostles us. “Are you trying to
tell me that you’re the male Moana?”


    
“Who?”


    
She laughs again, nearly falling off me with the force of her giggles.


    
It’s a nice moment, feeling her laughter shake me, her hands dancing on the
back of my neck. But then a searing pain like I’ve never felt before attacks my
leg, and all the fuzzy feelings evaporate just like that.
















 


CHAPTER
13


Blaire


 


Beckham
makes a face of absolute agony before a horrible cry leaves his lips, eyes shut
tight. My heart jumps into my throat, my hands going to his face, smoothing
over his cheeks and forehead, asking him in a panic, “Beck, what’s wrong?”


    
“My leg,” he just barely grinds out, his hands flexing on my skin.


 
   My mind goes to the worst. “Oh, my gosh, is it a shark?” I scan the water
around us, looking for a dark shadow beneath the water, or telltale signs of a blood
cloud, but see nothing.


    
“Gah,” he cries out again, the pain in his voice sending another streak of fear
through me.


    
“We have to go back in,” I tell him, just as a larger wave comes by, pushing us
closer into shore. I say a silent thank you to the sea for her kindness.


    
“Damn, it really –” he sucks in a deep breath that sounds like it gets stuck in
his throat, “stings.”


    
When he says this, I start to understand what’s happening. “You must have gotten
stung by a jellyfish.” His muscles convulse in pain again, and I decide that I
need to give the ocean a bit of a hand here if we’re to ever get back to land.
Detangling myself from him, I grab both of Beckham’s hands and start half
walking half swimming back to shore with him, telling him to take deep breaths
and to try not to tense his muscles too much.


    
“Leigha!” I call out to his cousin, hoping my voice carries over the crashing
waves. I can’t exactly wave my hands at her with two hundred pounds of boy in
my arms. “Leigha, get out of the water!” I yell to her again, this time getting
her head to turn in my direction.


    
When she sees Beckham’s curled up state, her face pales. “What’s wrong?”


    
“Jellyfish sting. Get Theo back to shore!” 


    
“Hey, what’s going on?” Catcher pops up next to us like a frickin’ dolphin,
smiling wide as the water sluices off him in rivulets. If it weren’t for the
serious situation, I’d yell at him for nearly scaring the life out of me.


    
“He was stung by a jellyfish,” I tell him, struggling under Beckham’s weight,
even with the water helping me. Seeing this, Catcher instantly comes to my aid
and lifts his brother so that his shoulder is slung around his neck. Without
the added weight, I feel like I’m going to float away. Instinctually I dig my
feet into the sand for traction, keeping my hand snug around Beckham’s arm.


    
“Tangling with the jellies, huh bro?” Catcher asks him, his smile a ghostly
impression of what it usually is, the fear for his older brother evident in his
eyes. “When did this happen?”


    
“Just a minute ago,” I explain, jumping over another wave.


    
Beckham’s muscles tense again. “Mother of –”


    
“Hey, no need for cursing,” Catcher tells him, “we’re almost there.”


    
Once we’re in the shallows, we’re able to quickly move him to the beach where
we lay him down in the sand, his chest heaving every breath like it’s a
struggle. I drop down next to him, looking him over to see where exactly he got
stung. When I scan his right leg, I see long lines of raised, angry red flesh,
as though he had been burned rather than stung. Thankfully, there aren’t many
of them, and I can’t see any tentacles still stuck to his skin.


    
“Beck, are you allergic to jellyfish?” I ask him, trying to remember the protocol
for a jellyfish sting.


    
He groans again.


    
I turn to his brother. “Catcher, is he allergic?”


    
He shakes his head. “I don’t know, he’s never been stung before.”


    
“Is he okay?” Leigha asks, coming to stand with us, a dripping wet Theo holding
her hand. His big blue eyes look down on Beckham in fear.


    
“He will be. But right now, I need vinegar and hot water. Catcher, can you go
get those things for me?”


    
He nods before running off, looking over his shoulder once before disappearing
up the path.


    
Next I turn to Leigha, my eyes squinting at her under the harsh sun. “I need
you to get your aunt and uncle and my parents down here to help get him back to
the house, okay? You can leave Theo with Nana, she’ll watch him.”


    
“Don’t you think I should call an ambulance?” she asks, worry written all over
her face, made even worse when Beckham cries out again.


    
“If the water and vinegar cleansing doesn’t work then we will, but I don’t
think Theo needs to see this, and his parents are going to want to know what’s
happening.”


    
It takes her a few seconds, but she nods, holding Theo against her side who has
since started to cry. “It’s okay, sweetheart, he’s going to be fine. It’s all
going to be fine,” I hear her tell him as she walks quickly back up the path to
the house, and I feel like I can finally breathe with them gone. Trying to be
calm when everyone else is freaking out is not an easy thing to do.


    
Refocusing on Beck, I check his pulse and feel it thunder under my fingertips,
then check his forehead for fever. Other than some sweating from the sun, I
don’t feel anything alarming.


    
“Are you a secret – ah – nurse, and just didn’t want to reveal your true
identity?” he asks me, biting his lip when another wave of pain hits him. 


    
“No, I just paid attention on an aquarium field trip in the ninth grade. Try
not to move your leg so much,” I warn him, knowing that sand in the wound will
only make it worse.


    
“They tell you how to treat stings on a field –” He lets out another curse
before he can finish, further twisting my gut.


    
Pushing the curls back from his forehead, I keep my hand there, knowing the
coolness of my palm will be a good distraction from the pain. “Technically, I
asked.”


    
Somehow he manages a brief smile. “Of course you did.”


    
I continue to keep my palm on his forehead, rubbing my thumb back and forth in
a steady rhythm. After a few minutes he complains that sand is getting in his
ears, what with all that thrashing I told him not do, and so I shimmy myself
behind him so that his head is in my lap, my own head leaning over his to keep his
eyes shielded from the sun. He stares at me in between bursts of pain that make
him close his eyes, always opening them again as soon as possible. When he does
it for the tenth time, I say with a sad smile, “Hi.”


    
He licks his lips. “Hi.”


    
“I’m back!” I hear Catcher say behind me, just turning my head enough to see
the Lyons’, my parents, and Leigha running right behind him, carrying a pail in
one hand and the largest bottle of vinegar I’ve ever seen in the other. 


    
Before long, everyone is talking over each other, generally just crying and
freaking out. Mrs. Lyons and my mom argue that he should go to the hospital
while the dads think we should give it some time. Leigha paces back and forth,
gagging every time she sees Beck’s bad leg. Catcher is the only one who keeps a
cool head while I instruct him on what to do.


    
“Pour the water over first, but do it gently,” I add when it looks like he’s
going to just dump the whole bucket on him in one big splash. Looking down at
Beckham’s face, which is still in my lap since he refused to let me move even
after our families got here, I say with sympathy, “This probably isn’t going to
feel too good.” I push his curls back again, wishing I could take all his pain
away. He’s taking it like a champ, but I still feel awful for him.


    
“It’s okay.” A look of resolve replaces the pain etched into his face, and he
says, “Let’s do this.”


    
Catcher looks at me for confirmation, perhaps thinking maybe his brother was just
bluffing, and so I nod my head, grabbing one of Beckham’s hands and interlocking
it with mine. This is not going to be pleasant.


    
Catcher proceeds to pour the water over his leg, and he grips my hand tight
enough to make it go white. His mother winces next to me, eyes full of pain for
her son, and she takes his other hand while Catcher slowly pours the remains of
the bucket. When it’s done, Beck relaxes again, breathing out a long sigh.
“That sucked, but not as much as I thought it would.”


    
Unfortunately, “I don’t think the vinegar is going to be as forgiving.”


    
“Do we really have to do that – holy freaking –” He goes to swear again,
but suddenly remembers his mother is watching him like a hawk, and he swallows
it back down. I silently chuckle to myself, which of course he can feel, and he
gives me a pain-filled glare. 


    
“Sorry,” I mouth.


    
He grunts. “No you’re not.”


    
I chuckle again.


    
“I still think we should go to a hospital. Maybe he really is allergic,” Mom
says, pacing right along with Leigha behind me.


    
“If he were allergic, he’d be dead by now,” Catcher says, earning a glare,
scowl, and a WTF look from all of us. “What? I’m just being –”


    
“Honest,” we all finish for him, shaking our heads.


    
“I hate to say it, but he’s right. It’s just a small wound, and he’s not showing
any signs of anaphylaxis. We’ll do the vinegar, and then we need to get him
back to the house so he can let it soak in the tub for a while,” I say,
remembering what the tour guide had said about treating stings. I don’t know
what had made me ask him the question. The ocean and all its creatures terrify
me, so the odds of me going in it and getting stung were minimal, but I’m glad
I did. Looking at Mrs. Lyons, I ask, hoping to distract her, “Is Theo okay?”


    
“Yes, your grandmother was more than happy to watch him for us. He might be a
little upset for a while, but he’ll be fine.” She nods to herself, as if the
reassurance wasn’t really for me but for her.


    
Seeming to sense the same thing, Beckham gives his mom’s hand a squeeze. “He’ll
be alright, Mom. Now, let’s get this shi- I mean crap, over with.”


    
“You really ready for this?” Catcher asks him, looking skeptical.


    
“No, but what choice do we have?” Beck groans.


    
“We could just cut the leg off, make you a pirate.”


    
“Catcher,” we all admonish while he snickers.


    
“Just kidding. He couldn’t pull off the eye patch anyway. Okay, here goes
nothing.” We all brace as he pours the vinegar over Beckham’s leg, but this
time, Beck doesn’t just tense, he damn near screams.


    
Seeing his face contort into the most painful expression I’ve ever seen,
something strong takes over me. A kind of protective compulsion that gives me
no choice but to do whatever I can to stop this from happening, to keep him
from feeling what I can only imagine is agony.


    
And so I lean down and kiss him.


    
Yup. That’s what my brain believes is the best course of action in this
situation.


    
My hair drapes around us in a blonde curtain, keeping us in our own little
cocoon as I seal my lips to his. My hands move to either side of his face,
feeling the heat of his skin sink into my palms. His lips feel even hotter,
soft and somehow a perfect fit to mine. 


    
After two seconds of being lost in a stunned trance, he begins to respond. Just
a slight pressure at first, but then his lips begin to move back and forth in a
gentle caress, and I find myself easily following the pattern. It’s slow,
burning, sweet – amazing. And if I wasn’t lost in this boy before, I’m not sure
there’s much hope for recovery now.


    
“Done. You did it, man… Hey, what are you guys looking at – oh,” I hear
Catcher say, and the sudden silence surrounding us is what has me realizing
what I just did. What I’m doing. And who I’m doing it in front of.


    
I just made out with Beckham for all of our families to see.


    
Kill. Me. Now.


    
I pull away from him, looking down into eyes that don’t really appear to know
what’s going on. There’s still pain there, but there’s something else, too. I’m
just too humiliated to properly analyze it.


    
“Um.” I push my hair behind my ears, wanting to disappear into the sand and let
it absorb me like sea water. Anything to not have to answer the questioning
looks and slack jaws on everybody’s faces. “He needs to get inside,” I remind
everyone, gently removing Beckham’s head from my lap. I’m sure my cheeks are
flushing like they never have before, and so I keep my hair down, letting it
hide my face. It doesn’t help that Beck won’t stop looking at me with that
strange expression, only adding insult to injury.


    
“She’s right, let’s get him up,” Mr. Lyons says after clearing his throat,
bending down to help his son. Dad and Catcher do the same, helping to support
his weight as they take him up the beach. I busy myself with grabbing the
vinegar bottle and the empty bucket, feeling the women’s eyes on me again, but
not knowing what to say.


    
“I’ll go prepare the tub. Hot water but not scalding, right Blaire?” Mrs. Lyons
asks me.


    
“Yes. He’ll need to let it soak for a good half hour or more, and then give him
antihistamines in the meantime for the swelling.”


    
“Thanks, hon. I’m so glad you were here when this happened.” She gives me a
kind squeeze of the shoulder and a smile before following behind the guys.


    
A few minutes later, when all is silent again, Leigha decides to break it with
a jackhammer. “Okay, I’m just gonna ask since no one else has the guts to. What
in the world just happened between you and my cousin?” she asks, hands on
hips while she watches me behind a pair of giant Wayfarers.


    
“Oh, thank heavens. I didn’t want to ask because I didn’t think it was
appropriate given the situation and everything,” Mom chimes in, mirroring Leigha
in her stance. “But yes, I’d love to know the answer myself.”


    
Looking down at the vinegar, I wonder if there’s enough left to drown myself.
Then again, the ocean’s right there… Feeling my shoulders deflate, I tell them,
“I have no idea. I saw him in pain and I couldn’t think of anything else to
distract him with.”


    
“That was one hell of a distraction. I bet he’s still distracted even as we
speak,” Leigha chuckles, and I roll my eyes, refusing to let myself blush any
further.


    
“So that’s it? You only did it to distract him?” Mom asks, not sounding, or
looking, convinced.


    
I shrug. “That’s all I’ve got for now.”


    
She snorts a laugh. “Just wait till your Nana hears this. She bet money on it,
you know.”


    
“What?” I ask her, not knowing why I feel so surprised.


    
“Only she bet that he’d kiss you. She didn’t think you had the nerve
to do it first. I can’t wait to tell her she lost.” Mom laughs to herself all
the way back to the house, leaving me alone with Leigha, who also seems
shocked.


    
“Your mom and nana are awesome,” she sighs. “Think they’d adopt me?”


    
I pretend I don’t hear her, taking the same path as everyone else back to the
house, telling myself to stop imagining that I can still feel the shape of his
lips on my own.


***


Sitting
in my window seat, I stare out at the moon reflecting off the ocean’s surface,
turning the water a beautiful silvery blue. When I think about how I was in
those very waters only a few days ago, my body glued to Beckham’s, I feel my
belly turn over with lava. I still can’t believe what happened. Between him
getting stung and me kissing him to take away the pain, it all feels like an
out of body experience to me now.


    
After they transferred Beckham to the house, he soaked for a while in some
water, and, according to Catcher, got high off of half a pain pill his dad uses
for an old back injury. He even sent me a video of Beck half sprawled in the
tub in his swim shorts, asking for me to come save him from “the ocean” again,
giving me a good laugh. It was better than thinking about how I was going to
explain the kiss to him when he was sober again.


    
I’ve been waiting for that moment for days now, wanting to let him recover first,
but also using the time to help me to think of what to say. 


    
I’ve still got nothing.


    
Like most nights, I find myself staring across the driveway, waiting to see a
shadow pass in front of the curtains of the eldest Lyons’ room. I could just
text him, or call, but I can’t find the courage. I don’t know what happened
with us that day, but the flirting in the water and the subsequent kiss just
confirmed that our mutual dislike for one another has evolved into something
that slightly scares, but also excites me at the same time. Because as much as
I hate to admit it, I’ve grown to like him. The moody, headphones wearing,
constantly scowling, too hot for his own good, and surprisingly deep, Beckham
Lyons. 


    
Out of the corner of my eye, I suddenly see the curtains shift in the window across
from mine, stirring my heart from its peaceful putter. Since it’s a full moon,
I can see rather clearly when Beckham opens his floor-to-ceiling blinds,
looking out the window to search for me. My grin appears before I can stop
myself.


    
When he sees me already staring back, he matches my smile. Holding up a piece
of paper against the glass, I squint my eyes to see what it says.


    
FEEL LIKE A WALK?


    
A walk? I repeat to myself. I figured we were just going to note swap
back and forth for a while, what with his injured leg and all.


    
After finding my notebook and writing my message, I hold it up for him.


    
WHAT DOES YOUR LEG THINK ABOUT THAT?


    
He scribbles something quick before holding up the pad again.


    
HE’LL POWER THROUGH. SO…IS THAT A YES?


    
I bite my lip, thinking about the consequences of being face to face. I don’t
know what it’s going to be like with us after all that happened. Will it be
awkward? Is he going to tease me for what I did? Did I make things weird
between us again? I really don’t know. But I think there’s only one way to find
out.


    
Instead of answering, I ask, HOW DO I SNEAK PAST MY FAMILY?


    
Nana fell asleep on the couch before I left for my room, and I’m sure Mom and
Dad are still up. They’re both night owls, making this a kind of mission
impossible for me.


    
YOU TIPTOE LIKE A CRIMINAL. EVERYBODY KNOWS THAT, he says, and I shake my head
at him, grinning despite myself. 


    
OKAY, I’LL TRY. BUT IF I’M NOT DOWN THERE IN TEN, THEN I WAS CAUGHT AND HUNG
FOR MY CRIMES. HOPE YOU CAN SLEEP WITH A GUILTY CONCIENCE. The message took
three things of paper, but when I’m done, I can see him laughing at me, nodding
his head before shutting his curtains. 


    
Now all I have to do is find my rebellious streak and run with it. I can do
that. I mean, it’s not like I’m doing anything wrong here, anyways. I’m just
escaping the house to go take an innocent moonlight walk with my stupidly gorgeous
neighbor who I am seriously crushing on. No big deal, right?


    
Oh, who am I kidding? The worst thing I’ve ever done is steal a cookie from the
jar when Mom wasn’t looking when I was five years old. This is the equivalent
of robbing a bank for me.


    
With a sigh at how pathetically boring I really am, I open my door and then shut
it softly behind me, trying to be quiet as I walk down the hall; attempting to
remember where all of the squeaky spots are and doing my best to avoid them.
Before I know it, I’m down on the first floor, the lights out but the TV still
on. I can hear the murmur of an infomercial selling a new kind of crockpot, and
when I turn the corner, I see my nan exactly where I left her, her mouth partly
open and her head resting back against the couch. Her hair is matted on one
side, a single leg stretched out on the coffee table though I know it annoys
Mom. She’s usually a pretty sound sleeper, which means if I can just tiptoe my
way across the living room, and not make any noise when opening the front door,
then I should be good. Luckily, when I passed Mom and Dad’s room, I heard their
own TV going, the sound of HGTV covering my tracks. This is my final test.


    
Sticking close to the wall, I keep an eye on my feet, being sure to make as
little noise as possible. I chose not to bother with shoes since I’ll be
walking on the beach, and besides, it’d just make my escape that much harder. 


    
When I’m a mere three feet away from the foyer, the TV switches to another
commercial, the sound of a cannon going off on screen. It’s just loud enough to
stop the noisy breathing of Nana’s snores, my feet coming to a halt.


    
You’ve got to be kidding me.


    
“Blaire, is that you?” she asks, sounding bleary-eyed and confused. 


    
I slowly turn around, my heart dropping to my feet when she narrows her brows
at me. “No, I’m a ghost. Please, go back to sleep.”


    
She blows out an unimpressed breath, doing a poor job of righting her hair.
When she realizes it’s no use, she gives up with a roll of her eyes. “Nice try.
What are you doing down here at this hour?”


    
“Would you believe me if I said I was getting the mail?”


    
She clucks her tongue at me. “You’re even worse than your mother was. At least
she made up excuses that actually sounded realistic,” she chuckles. But before
I know it, she’s back in Overprotective Grandmother mode, eyes scanning me like
she can see through my soul. She says, expression turning into one of
understanding, “You’re going to see that boy, aren’t you?”


    
Knowing there’s no other way to explain my creeping around the house, I admit,
“Yes,” while feeling my head drop. I was so, so close.


     
Stupid wonder mop commercial.


    
“I’m surprised you haven’t tried this before,” she says, looking mildly shocked.
“When I was your age, I would have gone and climbed his window the first night
I was here.” She smiles to herself, and I feel my jaw go slack. This was not
how she treated him just a few days ago, even after Mom told her about his
injury and my Baywatch moment with him. In her mind, he must have Jedi
mind tricked me into kissing him.


    
“What? I thought you didn’t like him?” I say, still not believing what I’m
hearing.


    
She grabs the remote and turns off the TV. Standing up, she walks over to me,
placing her delicate hands on my shoulders. “I’m a grandma,” she says. “We
don’t think anyone is good enough for our granddaughters. But I see the way you
look at him and vice versa. You have a connection, whether you realize it or
not, and there’s nothing I would be able to do to stop that, so I’m not going
to. Just be careful and listen with both this and this.” She points to my head
and my heart with her arthritic knuckle, her smile small but cautious. “First
love is a beautiful thing. You deserve to experience it.” Nodding towards the
door, she says, “Go and have fun. Just know that if you’re not back in an hour,
I’ll have to come find you and kill him myself.”


    
“Nana.”


    
“What? I may be old, but it doesn’t mean I don’t know what goes on when two
young, attractive members of the opposite sex are alone together.”


    
For the hundredth time in my life, I tell her, “You are the most inappropriate
grandmother in the history of grandmothers. You know that, right? And besides,
we’re just taking a walk, nothing more.”


    
“Oh, a walk, huh? Is that what the kids are calling it nowadays?” Her
satisfied smirk has me drained of all color, marching towards the front door
like it’s my salvation. Mostly because it is.


    
“Somehow, I love you despite your weirdness,” I tell her as I open the door,
feeling the cool night air slip over me.


     
“And I love you despite your love for denial. See you later, darling.” Her
girlish giggles follow me even after I shut the door, praying and hoping that
Beckham won’t be able to see my deadly complexion in the moonlight.


    
“She made it,” he says with an easy smile as I step off the porch. He walks
across the driveway towards me with his hands in his pockets, a large white
bandage wrapped around his right calf. He’s wearing a light gray T-shirt and
dark green shorts, his neck surprisingly free of headphones.


    
“I did, and only because my grandmother likes the idea of me being stupid and
reckless. Go figure.” I swallow hard once he’s standing in front of me, only a
few inches away. From across the yard and in the safety of my window, this
seemed like a fun, normal thing to do. But now, with him so close, and no one
else around to be a buffer, I feel oddly nervous.


    
“So you got caught,” he says needlessly, laughing before taking a piece of my
hair that escaped the bun and placing it behind my ear. His fingers leave a hot
trail in their wake. “But at least you survived.”


    
“Be thankful it wasn’t my dad. He would have shown up at your door with a socket
wrench in hand, wounded or not wounded,” I tease, but also knowing it’s the
truth.


    
“I just wouldn’t have opened the door,” he says, starting to walk towards his
backyard. I follow next to him, sighing in relief when my feet touch the cool
blades of grass. The driveway was still hot from the sun glaring on it all day.


    
“So, how is the leg, Aquaman?” I ask, looking down at his surprisingly even
steps. No limping like I had expected.


    
“Do you really think I haven’t heard that one already? Catcher used it within
ten minutes of getting me inside the house.”


    
“Okay, I’ll be more original then,” I say with a grin, feeling his shoulder
bump mine. “How about Shark Boy?”


    
“Nope.”


    
“Nemo?”


    
“Very funny.”


    
“Fish whisperer?”


    
“No.”


    
“Tentacle trapper?”


    
“Now you’re just being mean.”


    
I’m still laughing after we get down to the beach, instantly feeling myself
relax. There’s something comforting about letting your feet sink into the sand,
feeling the ocean air clear your senses and cool down your skin. And with such
a clear night, and the moon shining like a blue sun on the water, it’s as if
I’ve entered into another world. I could never go back to the brown yard and
pothole ridden street of Carrol Drive. Not after experiencing this.


    
“What are you thinking about?” Beckham asks me while we walk up the beach.
Being the only ones out here, I feel even more removed from the real world.
It’s like being the last two people on earth. Nothing but the sound of the
waves and the tall grass hissing in the wind to accompany us.


    
“How much I love it here,” I answer honestly, watching my feet make prints in
the wet sand, only to disappear when the tide comes in. There and then gone.


    
“What was your old place like?” he asks, the question innocent enough, but
still, my heart rate picks up uncomfortably because of it. I’m reminded of what
Leigha said about his last girlfriend, the one that lied to him about her real
background. Being here now, with him, I see that I’m not much different than
her. I can’t tell him that I had never been to a store and looked anywhere but
at the sales rack before six months ago. Or that I would only eat half of my
lunch at school so I could take it home for the next day. That way I only had
to buy one lunch instead of two. I didn’t go to school on a scholarship,
because I went to the poorest public school in the state. So in a way, I’m even
more of a fraud than Jenna the wolf. At least she could fake her wealth, but
me? I still wear jean shorts I’ve owned since I was thirteen, and clean my hair
with dollar store soap. 


    
Some things just die hard.


    
Being stuck in my head for so long, I almost forgot he asked me a question.
“What was my last place like?”


    
He nods, once in a while his elbow grazing my arm, sending shivers down it. 


    
“Um, it was in the city, so no beaches or much green,” I describe, trying to
figure out how I tell him the truth without telling him too much of it.
“I went to a large school. Had a few friends, but other than that, I hung out
with Nana most of the time. And painting. I did a lot of painting.”


    
“Some things don’t change, huh?” He smiles at me, bumping his arm into my
shoulder, forcing me to step further into the surf to keep from falling over.


    
“Hey, I may be an art nerd, but I can still shove you into the ocean. I’m sure
that jellyfish has some stings left to spare,” I threaten with a smirk.


    
“Don’t lie. You love the ocean now, thanks to me.” His superior grin and
elevated chin only make me want to push him in harder.


    
“Yeah, seeing you writhe in agony in the sand really gave me all the feels for
the sea.” Looking up at him, his beautiful profile lit by the moon, I decide to
ask, “So, what were you like in school? Mr. Popular that all the
cheerleaders hung around? King jock? Master of the debate team?” I can kind of
see him being all those things. He doesn’t seem to fit into just one box.


    
“I did swim meets, so I was a little bit of a jock, but I was nowhere near as
good as Catcher. He took over my place and became Mr. Popular, as you put it,
when I graduated. So get ready to sit at the head table and be stared at for
all of lunch,” he warns, seeming satisfied when he sees me cringe. 


    
“Maybe I’ll befriend some fellow nerds so I can stay hidden in the shadows,
away from your brother and his spotlight,” I tell him, the idea sounding like heaven
compared to what he just described.


    
“Not possible. Not only can Catcher not lie, but he’s also the most loyal guy
you’ll ever meet. If he’s your friend now, he’ll be your friend at school.
Which means no matter where you go, he’ll find you and make you a part of the
group. It’s what you signed on for the moment you stepped into our house.”


    
As endearing and sweet as that is, it still makes me want to break out in
hives. Shaking off the disturbing image of being smack dab in the middle of a cafeteria
with hundreds of eyes staring at me, I say instead, “I think we’re getting off
topic. This conversation was supposed to be about you.”


    
“Me.” He draws out the word, his hand scratching at his jawline. “Well, I was
in the music club, big surprise, I know. I liked school, so I did well in my
studies, but never got into any academic clubs, though my mother wanted me to.
I had a large number of friends, but only one best friend, though that
eventually dissolved as well.” He frowns, and I remember Leigha talking about
the guy Jenna had cheated with – his best friend. Or I guess now his ex-best
friend. 


    
Acting on instinct, I reach for his hand, and without hesitation he intertwines
our fingers together, making a perfect fit. I’m glad he took it. I almost
feared he might reject the touch considering we’re talking about his least
favorite subject.


    
“We have more in common than I thought,” I tell him as we continue to walk,
hand in hand, up the beach, passing large, unfamiliar homes lit by the moon.
They only seem to grow larger and larger the farther we go.


    
“Your boyfriend cheated on you with your best friend?” he asks, his voice
bitter and smile sarcastic.


   
 I shake my head, squeezing his hand with mine. “No, but she betrayed me worse
than I ever thought possible.” I still can’t believe the girl who used to ride
bikes with me in the street when we were ten threatened me over an iPhone. It
just shows you the corruption money can cause, even if it’s someone else’s.


    
“I’m sorry to hear that,” he says, lifting our hands and placing a soft kiss on
the back of mine, surprising me with the sweet gesture. “But I’m glad you’re
not around those kinds of people anymore. I’m glad you’re here with us.”


    
His eyes, so intense and earnest, say what I know his lips won’t.


    
He’s glad I’m here with him.


    
So am I.


Beckham


A
strange expression passed over Blaire’s face when I asked about her last home
in Maryland, and it took a while before it subsided. I didn’t know if it was
because of the sour memories of her friend, or if there was more to the story
and she just wasn’t willing to tell me. Either way, I was glad to see her smile
again, feeling her tiny hand held in mine. 


    
We continue walking, going halfway down the shore before we turn around and
head back. Seeing our time grow shorter, I wonder how I get around to asking her
what I’ve been wanting to all night.


    
“Have any plans tomorrow?” I casually bring up, my throat feeling tight with
the question.


    
She shakes her head, her hair back up in a bun. I wish she’d flaunt those
beautiful waves more often. She looks like a golden goddess with it down. Not
that she isn’t beautiful with it up, but damn. That hair is something else. I
think it’s my newest obsession next to picking her up in my arms when she least
expects it.


    
“No. Do you?”


    
“Kind of. I was wondering if you’d like to be a part of them?”


 
   She smiles. “Depends, what do you have in mind?”


    
I shrug, though every nerve inside me is on high alert. I haven’t asked a girl
out in a long time, and never one where we had a bad start to our relationship.
I don’t know if the wounds I inflicted are still too much for her to forgive.
Friendship is one thing, but dating is another.


    
That kiss is the only thing that gives me any confidence that I might still
have a shot.


    
“I thought we could go out on the boat for a while with a picnic or something,
let the sun turn us golden.” I grin at her, stopping us once we get to the
opening of the path that will lead us back to our respective homes. I felt a
shift that day in the waves, the feeble strands of friendship we were creating
turning into something more. 


    
I don’t want to just be her buddy anymore. I want to hold her paint stained
hands in mine, and take more romantic midnight strolls on the beach. I want to
have her in my room, listening to music with me; her sitting in my lap with her
arms linked around my neck, smiling at whatever clever retort she just paid me.
I want to kiss her in greeting when she appears at my door, swallowing her in
my arms. It’s a long list of things I hope she wants, too.


    
“Who is we? Your brothers and Leigha?” she asks, leaning on one foot and then
the other, fidgeting.


    
“I was thinking more along the lines of just you and me,” I say, letting the
words hang between us, my heart picking up extra beats with the silence. 


    
She licks her lips before letting them turn into a satisfied grin. “Is Beckham
Lyons asking me out?”


    
Well, at least it wasn’t an outright rejection.


    
Sighing while staring over her head, I say, “Yes, I am. And thank you for
pointing out that I was too much of a coward to just say, ‘Kahlo, will you make
me super happy and go on a date with me?’”


    
“Ah, that was so sweet. Why didn’t you just say that?” Still swaying like a
sail in the wind, I grab both of her hands and bring them to my chest where I
keep them hostage with my own. Her look of pleasant surprise has me holding in
a laugh.


    
“I was afraid you’d say no if I just came right out with it,” I explain to her,
my heart doing that arrythmia thing again. I can’t seem to keep the truth from
her, not when she’s looking at me like that. 


    
“And why is that?”


    
“Because I was such a jerk to you in the beginning. I know we’re friends now,
but I didn’t know if the scar would be too big for us to become…more. But then
you made out with me on the beach, and –”


    
“First of all, I was trying to distract you, not make out with you.”


    
“Mm-hmm,” I mutter, unconvinced.


    
“And second, what’s this something more?” Eyes thoughtful when she looks at me,
she asks, “Does it mean that you weren’t just flirting with me for fun that day?”


    
“Oh, it was definitely fun. But I was building up the groundwork for something
bigger.”


    
She smirks. “Like asking me out?”


 
   I nod. “Like asking you out. Which you still haven’t said yes to, I might
point out.” 


    
“Hmm.” She hums under her breath, never taking her eyes away from me. “Does this
boat have life vests on it?”


    
“Yes. As well as a lifeguard who would be more than willing to give you mouth
to mouth resuscitation if it came to that.” I jump my brows at her and she
slaps my shoulder, laughing to herself before starting to walk back up the path
to her house.


   
 “Hey, what was that for?”


    
She doesn’t turn around when she says, “For you being you.”


    
Wait. “Does that mean you don’t want to go with me?”


    
She stops in the sand, saying over her shoulder, a slight smile stretching her
lips, “I’ll go, but only on one condition.”


    
“Okay…”


    
“I never touch the water.”


    
What? 


    
“Not even splashing?”


    
“Not even a raindrop.”


    
“This is a promise I don’t know if I can keep,” I admit, having pictured in my
head diving off the side of the boat, only to grab her arm and drag her in with
me. I wasn’t kidding when I said I wanted her to love the water, even after the
jellyfish disaster.


    
“Then I’ll see you when you get back,” she says, starting to walk away again.


    
“Fine! No splashing,” I concede, wishing she would just turn around. 


    
“You promise?”


    
“I promise.”


    
I can hear the smile in her voice when she says back, “Then I’ll see you
tomorrow.”
















 


CHAPTER
14


Blaire


 


I
get
a text the next morning, the unexpected buzz waking me up with a jolt. I
let my hand slap all over the top of my side table until it finds a rectangular
shape, holding it up for my eyes to see. Looking at the message, I let out a
gasp.


    
Good morning, Kahlo ;) Meet me on my driveway in twenty, and pack some
sunscreen. We’re going to be out for a while. – Beck


    
Holy crap. Last night wasn’t just a dream my delirious mind concocted? I really
went for a walk with Beckham and he really asked me out on a boat date? 


    
And now I only have twenty minutes to not look like a mess?


    
Shoot.


    
Jumping out of bed, I nearly trip and fall on the edge of the rug, just barely
catching myself in time before I crash into Sir Leopold on my desk. “Sorry,
bud,” I tell him when the impact shakes the water in his bowl. I feed him a few
fish food flakes before putting on my swimsuit, ripped shorts, and a baby pink
tank top; throwing my hair up in its perpetual bun before grabbing a bunch of
things I’d like to have on the boat. And by things, I mean art supplies. I grab
my tote and throw in my sketchbook, some pencils, and my new old copy of P and
P, smiling at the memory when I feel the weathered cover in my hands.


    
Wondering if I should bring anything else, I text him, Is there anything
other than sunscreen that you recommend to bring on a boat?


    
A
minute later I get his response. 


    
A bikini. Bikinis are definitely required for any boating adventure.
Particularly yellow ones.


    
You think you’re hilarious, don’t you?


    
I don’t think, Kahlo. I know I am. See you in a few.


    
Opening
my door with a smile to walk into the hall, my phone starts ringing in my hand,
startling me. Swiping Answer after I see the number, I say, “Hey.”


    
“Hey, is it true that you and Beckham are going on a boat date?” Leigha asks,
her voice sounding slightly off.


    
I stop halfway down the stairs, not sure what it could mean. “Uh, yeah. Why?”


    
“Well first I’d like to congratulate you for finally getting off the Friend Express,
and second…can I crash your date?”


    
“What?” I ask, not sure I heard her right.


    
“I know it’s your first date and it’s going to be romantic and crap, but I
really need to not be on land right now. I need an escape, and I was hoping
your love life could provide it for me.”


    
Sighing, I start walking back down the stairs again, checking my watch for the
time. I’ll have barely any left to spare after I explain to my parents where
I’m going, especially if they have questions, and they most definitely will.
“Why would you need to escape on a boat with us?”


    
She groans. “It’s a long and stupid story, but I’m trying to get away from
someone. Can you help a girl out just this once?”


    
Stepping into the kitchen, I grab a protein bar out of the cabinet. “Are you in
danger? Is this something you should tell your aunt and uncle about?”


    
“No, it’s nothing like Dateline or anything. I just have to be busy this
morning. So, can I come? I promise I won’t make fun of you if the two of you start
making out again.”


    
I roll my eyes at the ceiling and they get stuck there, just as Nana enters the
kitchen. Giving me a raised brow in question, she reaches for her bran flakes next
to me. “I don’t even know yet if I can go or not. But if I can, sure, you can
crash…but wait, why didn’t you just ask Beck?” They live in the same house;
wouldn’t it have been easier to just walk down the hall and ask him?


    
“Because he would have given me a big fat no. I knew you’d be a lot more
accommodating.”


    
“Whatever, I’ll text you in a few,” I say before signing off, feeling a well of
disappointment flood me. This was supposed to be my day with Beckham, just the
two of us for once. But it’s not like I could have told her no. Leigha is my
friend, too. If she needs my help, then I’ll always give it to her.


    
But it doesn’t mean that I’m not going to question her on why she needs saving
in the first place.


    
“What was that all about?” Nana asks, parking herself at one of the island
stools. She still has her hair in curlers, her leopard print bathrobe nearly
hanging to the floor, covering her matching slippers.


    
“Just Leigha wondering if she can go out on the boat with Beckham and me today.
By the way, do you know where Mom and Dad are? I wanted to tell them where I’m
going before I left.” Grabbing a bottled water out of the fridge, I stick it in
my bag, feeling her eyes stare into my back like tiny lasers. 


    
“This wouldn’t be a date, would it?”


    
“Is it still a date if you have a third wheel?” I ask, not sure myself.


    
“In my day we used to call them chaperones. So yes, I’d still call it a date.
But your parents aren’t here.” 


    
Turning to look at her, I ask her after she takes a bite of cereal, “Where’d
they go?”


    
“Out to breakfast.” A devilish spark lights up her eyes, and dread hits me like
a cannon ball. “You know what that means.”


    
Yep. I do. It means I have to get her permission now instead of theirs.


    
Crap.


    
“Since you let me go for a walk with him last night, I’m hoping that spending
the day on a boat with him and his cousin will be an easier sell,” I say with a
wincing smile, reminding her that yes, she can be a cool grandma when she wants
to be. I’m praying she’ll be one again today.


    
“Depends. What kind of a boat is it, and is he a capable captain?”


    
Considering I’ve never been on a boat, seen their boat, or witnessed Beckham
steering one, “How would I know?”


    
“Exactly. I think I need to inquire about this before I let you go. Let Nana
have some peace of mind, will ya?” She stands up from her chair and starts
walking to the door, curlers and all.


    
“Nana, what are you doing? Are you really going out there like that?” I ask,
feeling the embarrassment hit me before she even opens the door. I hurry to
catch up with her, surprised at how fast she can move when she’s motivated.


    
Running out the door, I catch up with her in the driveway where Beckham is
standing with his cousin in tow, his expression looking less than thrilled by
her presence. But it quickly changes when he sees my grandmother barreling
towards him, looking like a tornado through a trailer park.


    
“Good morning, Nana,” Leigha greets her with a smile, looking up from her
phone.


    
“Good morning, dear. Don’t you look beautiful,” she says, and I’d have to
admit, Leigha looks like a knockout in cutoff cotton shorts and a matching,
flowy white blouse. Her black and teal hair is up in a sleek ponytail, only
adding to the Hamptons-esque vibe she has going on.


    
“Thank you.”


    
“So, I hear you’re going to be boating this morning. How fun.” Though she says
this with a smile, her tone says otherwise. “Tell me, what kind of experience
do you have with boats, Beckham?” She turns to look at him, way up at
him, and a surprised expression crosses over his face.


    
“I, um, I’ve been boating since I was five. My dad started teaching me to sail
at twelve.”


    
“And what kind of a boat is it that you sail?”


    
Oh, for the love of – “Nana, obviously you sail a sailboat. What else does one
sail?”


    
She narrows her eyes at me, looking fierce even in the most ridiculous morning
getup you’ve ever seen. “You’re going to sail through the air if you sass me
again. Now shush.” Looking back at Beckham, she says, “I want life jackets on
at all times, and a call to check in when you’re back at the dock, you got it?
No exceptions.”


    
We all nod in unison when she doesn’t let the glare waver, feeling quite
thoroughly scolded. 


    
And here I thought my parents were going to be the issue.


    
After I say goodbye to Nana, she goes back into the house. I breathe a sigh of
relief, and Beckham laughs at me. “I seriously don’t know what’s wrong with her,”
I tell him, still feeling humiliated. “She acts like I’m five instead of
seventeen.”


    
Taking my tote from me, he smiles, giving me a small kiss on the forehead. When
he pulls away, he says, ignoring my surprise, “You’re her only grandchild.
You’re naturally going to be smothered. Now come on, the boat awaits.”


    
“And so does your cousin,” I say, seeing Leigha waiting by the trunk of the
car, her phone pressed to her ear again.


    
“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that.” He winces a little bit when he
says this, scratching at the back of his neck. 


    
“I know she’s coming along. She called me this morning to ask if it was okay. I
hope you’re not mad that I said yes,” I say, biting my lip.


    
He sighs. “Yeah, I know. But I kind of promised someone else they could come
along, too.”


    
Great, so now there’s going to be a fourth wheel? “Is it Catcher?”


    
“Heck no,” he laughs.


    
“Theo?”


    
“He’s out with Mom and Dad today. No, it’s someone you don’t know, but he and
Catcher have become pretty good friends. He’s staying down the road for the
summer with his parents and his sister, and apparently Mom had told him Leigha
would show him around today. Only I heard her call him and say she was sick
this morning to get out of it. So, I invited him along as a little payback for
her crashing our special day.” He smiles at her when she catches his eye, doing
a little finger wave that makes her brows crease.


    
Let me get this straight. “You thought that inviting the guy she’s actively
trying to avoid on a boat trip – where no one can escape, mind you – was a good
idea?” I ask him, trying to hold in a laugh when his smile vanishes into thin
air.


    
“I…I never thought of it like that.” Running his hand through his hair, all of
the terrible scenarios flashing across his eyes, he moans, “She’s going to kill
me, isn’t she?”


    
I shrug, crossing my arms over my chest, smiling. “Most likely.”


    
He lets out a sigh. “This is what I get for taking the low road.”


    
“Yup, but that doesn’t mean that we can’t still have a nice day,” I try to
comfort him, taking his hand and interlocking our fingers together. “We’ll just
have to make the best of it.”


    
“You and your optimism.” He smiles, walking us over to the car, Leigha
officially done with her phone call. She leans against the passenger side door,
giving us an impatient look. When she goes to open it after Beck unlocks the
door, he shakes his head at her. “Nope, you’re sitting in the back. One of the
disadvantages of being a date crasher.”


    
She huffs but doesn’t argue, making her way to the back seat. 


    
“Do you want her to hate me, too?” I ask him when he leaves the door open for
me, helping me step up into the seat.


    
“No, but she should know that lying has repercussions.”


    
“Hey, what does that mean?” she asks, popping her head up between the front
seats.


    
He says nothing, just gives me a wink that only further annoys his cousin.


***



It’s
a busy day at the marina when we arrive, people dressed in designer clothes and
sunglasses everywhere I look, stepping onto giant boats and yachts that could
feed a small country if you sold them. I’m sure the thought has never
occurred to a single one of these people before, I think to myself after
Beckham helps me out of the car, keeping my hand in his as we walk around to
the back.


    
“I hope you packed a lunch for three, because I’m starving,” Leigha says,
shielding her eyes from the sun with her hand while the other pulls out an
enormous beach bag from the trunk.


    
Beckham grabs what looks like an authentic picnic basket after she’s done
wrestling her bag, saying when he shuts the door, “Nope.”


    
Her hand drops from her eyes, mouth gawking at him. “What?”


    
“I only prepared enough for two. You’re going to have to go grab a sub or
something. You might want to get a drink, too,” he says without looking at her,
making sure he has everything in the basket before he locks up the car. “We’ll
wait for you on the dock.” Looking at me with a happy, carefree smile, as if
everything is right with the world, he says, “Are you ready?” holding out his
hand for me to take again.


    
I wrap my hand around his, and Leigha stalks away, a slight growl coming from
her with every step. “Do you think you might be pushing it now?” I ask,
watching her grow smaller and smaller in the distance. 


    
“She deserves it. And anyway, she hates peanut butter and jelly.”


    
“Oh, is that what the chef prepared for us today?” I ask with a grin, our feet
taking us to the dock, weaving in and out between people rushing around.


    
“I’m an eighteen-year-old guy. It was this or cereal. I figured this was more
portable.” He holds up the basket as proof and I laugh, secretly glad he didn’t
go out and buy something. Knowing that he cared enough to make it himself gives
it more meaning. 


    
“So which one of these giants is yours?” I ask after a few minutes of walking, passing
boat after boat, their size and grandeur amazing me the further we get down the
dock. 


    
When we get to the second to last slip in the marina, he stops us and says,
“This one.”


    
Staring up at it, I’m hit first by the simple beauty of the sailboat. Its hull
is painted a dark navy blue with rich cherry wood accenting its curves, giving
it a classic look. A closed cabin sits in the middle with a U-shaped seating
area in the back, making room for at least ten people. 


    
The Lyons Den is painted in large white letters beneath the step leading
onto it.


    
I chuckle, asking him, “Who came up with the name?”


    
He snorts. “Who do you think?”


    
We both say “Catcher” at the same time, making us laugh again.


    
“Konnichiwa,” a voice calls out behind us, cutting above the chatter
from the crew working next door, and we both turn around. A guy who looks like Beck’s
age with black hair and beautiful brown eyes walks toward us, his hands resting
in his pockets. He wears a dark gray T-shirt with dark wash jeans, his hair
swooping low across his forehead and into his eyes. He has a soft smile on his
lips, contrasting with his sharp jawline and high cheekbones. One of his arms is
covered in a sleeve of tattoos, adding to his edgy look. 


    
I instantly want to draw him. 


    
After the familiar urge passes, I realize this must be the guy Leigha
was running away from.


    
I can’t possibly see why. He’s gorgeous. And there’s nothing Leigha likes more
than a hot guy.


    
“Hey, glad you made it,” Beckham says in greeting, giving him one of those bro
hugs you always see guys giving each other. “Kaito, this is Blaire. Blaire,
this is Okura Kaito. He and his family are visiting from Tokyo for the summer.”


    
“It’s nice to meet you,” I say, memorizing how Beck said Kaito like Ky-toe.


    
“You too. Thanks for letting me come along,” he says in slightly accented
English, wearing a smile as endearing as his eyes. 


    
“They were out of turkey, I hope you’re happy,” Leigha grumbles, walking down
the dock toward us, her attention centered on her phone while she texts away.
She holds a small white bag in her right hand and her massive beach bag on her
shoulder.


    
“And in three, two, one…” Beckham drawls, and on “one”, Leigha finally looks
up, her eyes going straight to Kaito and his tall frame. She pales in an
instant.


    
Kaito’s expression doesn’t change. He doesn’t even seem surprised to see her
though I’m sure Beck didn’t tell him she was coming. She’s supposed to be sick,
after all. 


    
After a moment, he gives her a slight bow of his head, saying, “Ningyo,”
a half smirk on his lips when he stands up straight again.


    
She sucks in a breath, opens her mouth to speak, and then shuts it again. She
does this at least five times until Beckham tells him, “My cousin had a
remarkable recovery from her food poisoning this morning and decided to join us
after all. I hope you don’t mind.”


    
Kaito shakes his head with a slight grin. “Not at all.”


    
“Wait, is this the real reason why you told me to get more food?” Leigha asks
once she unsticks her tongue, her glare aimed at Beckham. 


    
“I bet on you getting a footlong. You two can share.” He smiles, looking like
the cat that ate the canary.


    
I can see the hurricane churning in Leigha’s eyes, the pain she wants to
inflict on her cousin. In about three seconds she’s going to unleash verbal
hell on him.


    
I mentally mimic Beck when he said, three, two, one…


    
“You are such a backstabber, Beckham Lyons,” she growls, slamming her free hand
into his shoulder, slightly throwing him off balance. “Why would you do this to
me? Is making my life a laughing stock a hobby for you? Gah, and to think
someone as sweet as Blaire is interested in you. You don’t deserve her.” Done
with her speech, Leigha storms off down the dock, her bags swinging so hard from
her movements that it’s a miracle they don’t fall off her.


    
There’s an uncomfortable silence that follows her exit, making my skin heat
like a bad sunburn. I feel embarrassed, and I wasn’t even the one her wrath was
meant for. But I feel even worse for Kaito. What Leigha just did was rude and
uncalled for, no matter what their history is with each other.


    
“Kaito, I’m so sorry,” Beck apologizes, looking flabbergasted. “I thought she’d
be mad, but not a complete psycho about it.” 


    
“Please don’t apologize. Her reaction wasn’t your fault.” He looks back at
where Leigha walked off, a sad smile on his lips. “If you don’t mind, I think I
might head back as well. But thank you for the invitation.”


    
He and Beck shake hands, Beckham telling him, “The offer still stands for next
time. Don’t let my cousin scare you off, okay?”


    
He nods. “I’ll try not to.” With that, he walks back down the dock and out of
sight.


    
“Well that was…interesting,” I comment, not knowing what else there is to say.


    
“That’s one way to put it. I’m sure I’m gonna face hell when I get home, though.
That definitely wasn’t the end of it.”


    
“What do you think happened between them that caused such a problem?” I wonder,
Beckham helping me step onto The Lyons Den.


    
“I don’t know. Leigha never told me, and Catcher said Kaito never mentioned it
to him. It’s a mystery to everyone else but them, and it’s probably going to
stay that way if I know my cousin like I think I do.” Stepping around the deck,
he checks a bunch of ropes and has a few crew men help him unlatch the boat
from the dock before he stands behind the wheel, clicking buttons here and
there on a panel positioned next to it. I stand on his right side and watch all
that he’s doing, amazed at how complicated it seems. Here and there he’ll tell
me facts about the workings of a sailboat that I know I won’t remember, but
find it entertaining all the same. He seems to be really passionate about it,
kind of like he is when he talks about music. 


    
“All I have to do is turn on the engine and we’re free to go,” he says, hitting
a few levers before a bustling noise comes from the back of the boat.


    
“An engine? I thought this was a sailboat?” Is that a stupid thing to say? I
hope not.


    
“It is, but an engine is awfully handy when the wind decides not to blow in a
certain direction, and when you want to pull away from the dock without taking
a few other boats down with you. We’ll put the sails up when we’re out a ways
from the marina. You can get the basket out if you want, though,” he says,
nodding towards his picnic for us.


    
“Okay. Where do you want to have it?” I ask, looking at the back seating area
where we boarded the boat, but seeing no table to eat on.


    
“There’s a slide out table in the back, but I thought we could have it on the
bow.” He points to the front of the boat, and I peek around him to see it
better.


    
Situated in front of the cabin is a flat area of the boat with a small metal
railing around it, perfect for laying out and tanning. I smile at it, agreeing
that it’s a perfect spot.


    
Stepping around Beckham, I take his basket and my tote bag with me, setting
everything out on a couple of blankets for us. Fifteen or so minutes later when
everything is ready, he says, “The sails are going up, watch your head.”


    
I look up in time to see two great white sails roll out on their own, smiling
when I notice the sunburst on the largest one, instantly catching the wind. After
that, the noise of the engine cuts off, and it’s just the two of us floating on
the waves, maybe a half mile or so from shore.


    
The quiet atmosphere combined with the view is breathtaking.


    
“This is incredible,” I tell him, closing my eyes and letting the cool breeze
drift over my face, relieving it from the hot sun.


    
“I knew you’d like it. I still can’t believe you’ve never gone sailing before.”
He takes his seat next to me, a pair of sunglasses hiding his eyes. He then
decides to ditch his shirt, and I forget what he had said only a second ago.


    
Catching me staring, he says with a grin that’s so male is irritating, “Getting
flashbacks of our ocean cuddles, Kahlo?”


    
I blink a few times, reminding myself that he’s just a guy. A really hot one,
but still just a guy, and I shouldn’t feel intimidated by his perfect looks. “No.
I was just remembering how many wrinkles your face made when you were trying
not to swear in front of your mother.” I grin, leaning back on my elbows,
enjoying his rather embarrassed expression.


    
“Can we just forget that ever happened?” he says under his breath, opening the
basket and taking out the food he made.


    
“Why? Will it destroy your spotless record of impressing girls or something?”


    
“As a matter of fact, yes. And I’d rather you not remember me convulsing on the
beach. Here.”


    
He hands me a juice box.


    
A JUICE BOX.


    
I bust up in laughter before I can think twice about it, feeling tears come to
my eyes.


    
I distantly hear him ask, “What?”


    
I wheeze some more.


    
“Okay, that’s it.”


    
I feel two strong arms wrap around me, keeping me from rolling over in my
giggles. I stare up through blurry eyes to see Beck looking down at me, his
face only inches away from mine. Though I can’t see them, I feel his eyes roam
over my face, one of his fingers pushing a piece of hair out of my eyes. “Am I
really that funny to you?” he asks, voice quiet, like the wind through the
sails.


    
“You gave me a juice box,” I tell him, sobering up the longer he stays this
close, breathing in my air.


    
He sighs, tickling the baby hairs around my face. “I know it’s lame, but Mom
accidentally bought the one kind that Theo doesn’t like and asked Catcher, Leigha,
and I to use them up for her. I didn’t think you’d mind.”


    
“I don’t,” I say around a tight throat, sore from laughing. “I just thought it
was funny. Peanut butter and jelly with juice boxes. It made me feel like I was
in middle school again.”


    
“Does this make you feel like you’re in middle school?” he asks before leaving
a hot, lingering kiss on my cheek.


    
I swallow harder than I probably should when he pulls away. “Uh, no.”


    
“Good.” Sitting back up, his arms bring me with him. “Because even though
everything that has happened up to this moment has proven otherwise, this is
still a date. And I want you to enjoy it.”


    
“What part of you getting reamed out by your cousin did you not think I would
enjoy?” I ask, unwrapping the plastic from around my PB and J. 


    
“You just love busting my balls, don’t you?” he complains, grabbing his own
sandwich.


    
“It’s becoming a fun pastime, I’ll admit.” I smile before taking a bite of his
creation, instantly flooded with memories from childhood. “This is surprisingly
good. Is that crunchy peanut butter I’m tasting?”


    
“Mm-hmm. I went gourmet just for you,” he says, smiling around his own bite.


Beckham


We
finish our lunch while I let the boat drift, taking us up the coast, almost to
the point where we can see our houses in the distance. When we get close, I
point them out for Blaire. “Think we could see your Nana giving me the finger from
here?” I ask her, getting a hearty laugh in response.


    
“I don’t think she hates you. She’s just never seen me like someone like this
before. It’s unfamiliar territory for her,” she explains, her eyes widening the
moment she realizes what she just confessed. Turning to look at me, expression
still anxious, she tries to backtrack. “I mean not like like, and it’s
not that I’ve never dated before, it’s just –”


    
I place a finger over her lips, silencing her adorable babbling. “You don’t
have to be embarrassed about admitting that you’re head over heels for me.”


    
“I never said head over heels,” she corrects around my finger with a scowl, her
words coming out garbled.


    
“But you implied it, and that’s the same thing.” Taking away my finger, I tell
her, “I like you, too. A lot. So much in fact that I brought dessert.” Pulling
out my secret weapon, I show her the bag of white chocolate macadamia nut cookies
her mom recommended I get her.


    
Staring at them, her mouth slightly drops before she can catch herself.
“How…how did you know they’re my favorite?”


    
I shrug, admitting, “I may have called your mom this morning to ask if I could
take you out, and to ask what treat I could get you that you’d be sure to like.
I love these, too.” I open the bag and take out two cookies, handing her one of
them and eating half of the other in one bite.


    
She still looks shocked. “Wait. You got my mother’s permission? Meaning I
didn’t have to tell my Nana and go through that whole ridiculous scene of her
berating us in her curlers? Why didn’t you text me that she’d said it was
okay?”


    
“Because I figured she’d tell you this morning. Your grandmother stomping down
the driveway was not planned, trust me.”


    
“Oh, my gosh,” she says to herself, like a huge realization just hit her. “My
mom probably told her about our date, and she still decided to do that
to me. How could she be so…so…?”


    
“So Nana?” I finish for her.


    
She deflates. “Yeah.”


    
“Here, eat a cookie. It’ll make the anger pass quicker.” I push her hand to her
mouth with the cookie, and she begrudgingly takes a bite, staring off into the
horizon with a pinched expression. She takes another bite and then another.


    
“Okay, maybe that did help,” she admits after she’s done, giving me a hesitant
smile. “I’m sorry my family is so nuts. I don’t know why you even asked me out
when you know I come with them as baggage – Nana specifically.”


    
“Because you’re worth a few crazy relatives. I have a few of my own, if you’re
forgetting.”


    
She nods, looking thoughtful. “That’s true.”


    
I chuckle.


 


For
the next hour or so we lay out and enjoy the sun, side by side. We talk on and
off, and I share an earbud with her so we can listen to music together while
she draws in her sketchbook. I find it relaxing, just lying next to her, my
fingers messing with her hair while she hums along to the song playing in her
ear. It doesn’t feel like any other first date I’ve ever been on. In fact, it
feels like the tenth date where you both know each other well enough to be
comfortable just being together, not needing to fill every moment with
conversation or things to do. It’s natural, like we’ve been doing this all
along.


    
I wish we have.
















 


CHAPTER
15


Blaire


 


It’s
one of the nicest afternoons that I can remember spending with someone, and I
really hate to see it end. But when I check my watch a few hours later, I see
that it’s almost four o’clock, and my parents are most likely going to expect
me home by dinner. And even if they don’t, Nana would somehow find a dingy and
come looking for me anyway. When I tell Beckham this, his look of
disappointment perfectly matches my own. 


    
“I can’t wait until you turn eighteen,” he says, sitting up next to me where
I’ve been reading Pride and Prejudice, his smile small and prideful (no
pun intended) when he saw me take it out of my bag. 


    
“And why is that?”


    
“Because,” he says, wrapping a blonde strand around his finger. Earlier he
asked me if I could let it down. It didn’t take me long to see that he only
wanted me to do it so he could play with it while I drew. “When I take you out,
I don’t want waiting parents to cut it short. And they can’t do that if you’re
an adult.”


    
“You’re going to be waiting for a while then. I don’t turn eighteen until November.”
Not able to resist any longer, I gently remove his sunglasses, feeling happy
when I can see those sky blue eyes again. “That’s better.” I run one of my
fingers under his eye, thinking about how they looked at me after I kissed him.


    
He moves faster than I can comprehend, reaching his arms out to pick me up and
place me in his lap, my arms instinctually going around his neck. My nose momentarily
bumps his, sending a shockwave through me. When I look at him for the answer,
he says impishly, “Our time is short, and I’ve been wanting to do this all day,
so I thought I would. Is this okay?” Again, he pushes my hair back, his eyes
scanning my face for approval.


    
“Very okay,” I confirm, loving the feel of his curls in my fingers. Since he’s
playing with my hair, I’m giving myself permission to do the same with his. 


    
He closes his eyes, letting his cheek rest against mine. His skin feels like
fire, and his hands around my waist even more so. “Tell me we’ll get to do this
again,” he whispers in my ear, voice hopeful.


    
“We definitely will. But next time, let’s not tell everyone what we’re doing,”
I say with a small laugh, thinking about all the obstacles we faced today
because we had.


    
“You’re right, that was our biggest mistake by far.”


    
Curious, I ask, still messing with his hair, wondering how he keeps it so soft.
Do guys use conditioner? “What was one of our other mistakes?”


    
He pulls back just enough to see my eyes, his breath rushing over my lips when
he speaks. “That I didn’t do this sooner.”


    
He moves forward an inch and kisses me, just a hairsbreadth at first, and it
feels like he’s asking for permission rather than giving me an actual kiss.
Finding it incredibly sweet, not just this, but everything he’s done for me
today – from making me lunch to calling my mom to ask her what my favorite dessert
is – I give him a tiny nod, and he proceeds to give me a real kiss this time.
It reminds me of our one on the beach, the way it took me a moment to find a
pattern that fit us both, but when we do, it’s amazing. Long, sweet kisses that
leave me lightheaded and wanting to stay with him in this moment for as long as
possible. 


    
“Mm, that was nice,” he says against my lips, spreading them with his smile.
“Much better when pain doesn’t accompany it.”


    
“I told you I was trying to distract you,” I remind him.


    
“It worked. And if you ever want to distract me again, go right ahead.”


    
I laugh, and he captures my lips with another kiss, making me sink into his
arms again. The only thing that could ruin this moment is – 


    
My phone rings in my bag, as if I had summoned it.


    
We both groan, pulling away to glare at my tote.


    
“That was really unfortunate,” he says, giving me one last peck before standing
us up. “I’ll go turn us around while you tell your grandma not to send out the coast
guard.”


    
“Do I have to?” I whine, and he chuckles. As he goes towards the back of the
boat, I answer my stupid phone. “Hello?”


    
“Hi, hon. How’s your day going?” Mom asks, and I’m grateful that it’s her that
called and not Nan. 


    
“Great. Sailing is amazing,” I tell her honestly, starting to put some of my
things away so I’m not doing it at the dock. “How was breakfast with Dad?”


    
“It was nice. We went to that restaurant the Lyons’ recommended us. We should
all go there together sometime. I’d like to get to know your future in-laws
better.” She giggles saying this, knowing it’s going to annoy me. Mission
accomplished. 


    
“You’re hilarious. One date and you’ve already got me married off and out of
your house.”


    
“I like to think positively,” she says in response. 


    
While I’m putting my book away, I tell her, “Speaking of ridiculous things, can
you let Nana know that when I get home, we’re having a serious talk about
boundaries? Because apparently she has none.” After Mom asks what she did this
time, I tell her about the horrible driveway incident, to which she laughs for
a good minute before saying anything.


    
“She’s just being protective, but you’re right. I’ll have a talk with her
myself about backing off.”


    
“Thank you,” I say with a relieved sigh, knowing Nana probably wouldn’t have
listened to me anyway. 


    
“So, are you two coming home soon? I’m making supper right now. Let Beckham
know he’s invited to join, too, if he wants.”


    
Looking back over my shoulder, seeing him behind the wheel, taking us home, I
say, “I think he’s had enough of the Cromwell experience for today. Maybe next
time.”


    
She laughs. “Perhaps you’re right. Don’t want to overwhelm him. I guess I’ll
see you soon, then.”


    
“I should be home in about an hour. Keep a plate warm for me.”


    
“I always do.”


***



Beckham
takes me home after he lands the boat in the slip at the dock, giving me a
quick kiss on the porch that I’m positive my Nana sees through the window,
because after that, dinner is one big interrogation about what we did on the
boat and who all was there. Needless to say, Nana and Dad weren’t thrilled that
it ended up being just the two of us after all. Only Mom seemed to be genuinely
happy for me. 


    
After dinner, when the sun starts to dip in the sky, I head across the driveway
with a mission in mind, hearing my flip-flops slap against the slate porch of
the Lyons’ home. Knocking on the door, I wait a minute, hearing a voice on the
other side say, “I’m coming, just a second! Ah, shoot, Hawn, why are you always
in the wrong place at the wrong time?” before the door swings open, Catcher
standing tall, smiling, and breathless on the other side. “Hey, what’s up,
Witchy Woman? Didn’t get enough of my brother yet today?” He waggles his brows
at me and I chuckle.


    
“Actually, I’m here to talk to your cousin,” I tell him.


    
“Really? Does it have anything to do with why she’s been mood swinging her way
around the house tonight? Because if so, then why didn’t you get your butt over
here sooner?” Taking me by the hand, he brings me into the house and shuts the
door behind us. Walking down the hall and into the living area, the first thing
I see is Goldie Hawn sitting by the stairs, wagging his tail and looking up at
Theo who is currently reading a comic book.


    
“Hey you two,” I greet them, giving Hawn a scratch behind the ears, making him thump
his tail happily. “What are you reading there, Theo?”


    
He holds up some kind of superhero on the cover, grinning from ear to ear.


    
“He loves the drawings,” Catcher tells me, crossing his arms over his wide
chest and smiling down at his brother. 


    
“Mind if I take a look?” I ask, and he quickly nods his head before handing it
over.


    
It doesn’t take me long to see why a little boy like him would like it. The
whole comic is filled with bright colors and popping graphics, making each page
seem like an adventure in itself. It reminds me that, “We need to set up
another art lesson, don’t we? We can even try to draw something like this for
practice.” I point to the powerful cover of a superhero taking on a darkly
dressed figure, his bright red outfit the first thing that stands out to the
reader.


    
He smiles again and nods his head while I give him back his book.


    
“He has therapy tomorrow morning, but then he’ll be free in the afternoon. Would
that work?” Catcher asks me, to which I agree. “Alright then. Art lesson
tomorrow with Blaire, don’t forget, okay?” Catcher rubs his head, messing up
his curls and making them all staticky. Theo gives him an annoyed look while he
tries to smooth it back down, but to no avail.


    
“Okay, back to our original task. See ya later, bud,” Catcher says, leading us
past Theo and Hawn up the stairs, taking us around the corner to Leigha’s door.
Right as I go to knock on it, a loud crash sounds, causing both Catcher and I
to jump. “Yeah, good luck with that one,” he says, giving me a sympathetic look
before he slips back down the hall. 


    
“Gee, thanks a lot,” I call to him.


    
He waves his hand without looking back. “Yep.”


    
Men.


    
Taking a deep breath as I turn back to face the door, I give it two gentle
knocks.


    
“I said I’m not hungry, Catch!” Leigha yells back over another loud crash.


    
What the heck is she doing in there?


    
“It’s Blaire,” I tell her, and a moment later the door swings open, revealing Leigha
dressed in baby pink silk pajamas, her hair a mess on her head, and a pair of
glasses sitting on her nose. I almost don’t recognize her for a second. I’ve
never seen her so…well, not perfect before.


    
“I know, I look like a walking car wreck,” she says when I remain silent for
longer than is appropriate, snapping me back to reality.


    
“I’m sorry, it’s just that you were so upset today, and I thought I’d come by
and see if you were okay. Are you?” If her tangled ponytail and half skewed
glasses have anything to say about it, I’d go with a resounding no.


    
With a loud sigh, she says, “Come on in, I don’t want anyone else to hear this,
anyway.” Stepping out of the doorway, she lets me inside, closing the door
behind us with a loud snap. Motioning to the small sitting area she has next to
her window, she takes the pink loveseat for herself while I opt for the white
leather chair next to it. 


    
Peering around her room, I notice just how different it looks from the last
time I was in here. Her closet doors are opened wide, a trail of clothes falling
out of it, some spilling onto her bed. The bed itself isn’t made and most of
the pillows are on the floor. It’s like a burglar went through here.


    
“I’m reorganizing my closet,” she explains, tucking her legs under herself, her
gaze on the sliver of ocean view out her open window.


    
“And why is that?”


    
“It’s what I do when I’m stressed. You wouldn’t believe how many things I found
with the tags still on them and two sizes too small. You’re welcomed to
anything in there that might fit you.” Next to the loveseat is a white painted coffee
table with a clock and small silver jewelry tray on it, as well as what looks
like a tiny pink refrigerator. Opening the door, she grabs a Coke from within,
asking me, “Do you want one?”


    
I shake my head no. “Thanks, but I’m more interested in what has you stress
organizing. Does it – does it have to do with Kaito?”


    
She groans, throwing her head back on the couch, looking up at her vaulted
ceiling. “I don’t want to say his name. From here on out he’s just Guy. At
least that way I don’t have to picture his face every time I hear it.”


    
“I don’t get it. What happened between you two? Why did you ditch him this
morning? I figured someone as gorgeous as him would be right up your ally.”
She’s always complaining about how there are never any hot guys around here
that don’t wear sweater vests and loafers. Now here’s this beautiful guy, and
she acts like she’d rather drown in the ocean than have to look at him. 


    
“I’m not that shallow, you know. For me, there’s more to a man than just his
looks.”


    
When I stare her down for a good thirty seconds, my expression clearly telling
her I don’t believe her, she says, shoulders practically falling, “Fine, so
that’s usually my number one priority, but I have my reasons for wanting to
keep my distance from him.”


    
“Then tell me,” I say, feeling my patience slowly evaporating. “What’s so awful
about him?”


    
She takes a sip of her soda, swallowing hard when she says, voice sounding
choked, “We had a run-in.”


    
“A run-in? What kind of run-in?”


    
A sigh and a shake of the head. “An embarrassing one. That’s all I’m going to
tell you. I don’t need more people knowing about what happened than necessary.
But ever since, I’ve done everything in my power to not see him again. And then
yesterday my aunt asked me to show him around, and I panicked. Then my
idiot cousin decides torturing me with Guy’s presence would be a hilarious form
of revenge, and I look like a moron in front of him again. This is the
story of my life.” She finds a way to dig herself down even deeper into the
cushions, nearly falling off the couch and onto the floor.


    
I shake my head at her, not understanding, “How could you have embarrassed
yourself so badly that he’s not even on your dating radar anymore?” That’s the
true mind bender here.


    
Rubbing her forehead, she says, “It’s not just that stopping me. He’s also
super quiet, and that just freaks me out, you know? I’m a motormouth and I’d
just be the one talking all the time, which I’m sure would annoy him. Plus,
he’s always so serious, and that’s not my type. I like guys who can make me
laugh and have a good time. And,” she says, catching a second wind of breath, “according
to Catcher, he’s really into photography and says he doesn’t have time for
girls. Though I think my cousin said that just to keep me away from him. But
that was before the moment.”


    
“The moment?” I ask. She said those last two words like they held great meaning
– a poignant event in history. At least in her history.


    
“Yes, the moment. It was so bad I can’t even call it something normal
like an incident or an accident. It was the moment, and I’m never going
to live it down for the rest of my life.” She goes back to burying her head in
the cushions, making moaning sounds every so often.


    
“I don’t know how I can help you get over this if you don’t tell me what
happened. For all you know, it might not be as bad as you think it is.” 


    
Her head pops up again, reminding me of an angry gopher. “It was hands down the
most humiliating moment of my life, and the hottest guy to grace this beach in
who knows how long was there to witness it. Can you imagine Beckham seeing you
in your most embarrassing moment? Would you be able to get over it just like
that?”


    
My mind instantly takes me back to the memory of Rochelle and me in the hall
when she had cornered me, making a scene in front of the whole school. If
Beckham had been there to see it, it only would have made it a thousand times
worse. Leaning back in my seat, deciding to have that soda after all, I say, “Touché,”
while I take it out of the fridge, popping the top and taking a long sip. And
here I thought that nothing could spoil my beautiful day with Beck.


    
“So,” I say eventually, when the sun has officially dipped below the horizon
and we’ve both sufficiently licked our wounds, “you think he’s hot, huh?”
Taking a cue from Catcher, I waggle my brows at her, and she rightfully throws
a pillow at me.


    
Grinning, she says, “Yes, but that doesn’t matter now.”


    
I nod. “Because of the moment.”


    
A sad look passes over her eyes, her hands holding one of her mohair pillows to
her chest for comfort. “Because of the moment.”


    
“Why don’t you both just talk it out and get over it? He didn’t seem upset when
you showed up today, meaning he must not take the incident – I mean the
moment – as seriously as you do.” 


    
An instant nod of disagreement. “No, I – I can’t just…we can’t – ugh!” she
hisses when she can’t find the words. “I kind of have to see him again anyway,
but I really, really don’t want to. And even if I did, the last thing
I’m going to do is bring it up and hash it out.”


    
Wait, what? “What do you mean you kind of have to see him again? Because he’s
friends with your cousins?”


    
She waves her hand in the air, dismissing it. “No, though my aunt would tell me
that’s a good enough reason on its own. It’s because I have to return something
to him. But I’m too embarrassed to ask Catcher to do it for me, and I know
Beckham wouldn’t do it either if I asked. So that means I have to suck it up
and do it myself.”


    
“What do you have to return to him?” 


    
Rather than explaining in words, she stands up and walks across the room to her
dresser, picking up a perfectly folded T-shirt and bringing it over for me to
see. It’s a black cotton shirt with some kind of band logo written on the
front, the size clearly that of a man’s. I can tell she cleaned it because it
smells exactly like her room. Holding it in my hands, I look up at her, asking,
“How did you get his shirt?” This non-story story only seems to be getting
weirder by the minute.


    
“It’s a part of the moment. But now I have to give it back to him, and
I’m too chicken to do it. I was thinking I could just ship it to him instead.”


    
I do my best not to laugh when I mention, “Didn’t Beck say he lives just down
the road? Wouldn’t that look kind of…ridiculous?”


    
She rolls her eyes. “Of course it would. And so would having one of the boys
return it for me. But I’m running out of options here,” she says, sounding
almost desperate, further making me wonder what happened between them that was
so cataclysmic. This is Leigha Lyons we’re talking about, a girl that can walk
through a house party in nothing but a bikini and have utter confidence. A girl
who can manage to survive in a household full of men. The girl who rides a
freaking motorcycle for crying out loud. What could have possibly happened to
make all of her female moxie disappear?


    
Feeling the need to remind her of that killer confidence, and knowing she would
do the same for me if the roles were reversed, I stand up, holding the shirt
out to her to take. “You’re forgetting that you’re a Lyons, Leigha. You don’t
cower when something difficult is put in your way. You face it like a woman and
you get it done. Which means you’re going to go over to this guy’s house, give
him this shirt back with your head held high, and forget about what happened
between you two and move on. But if you still think you need moral support,
then I’ll come with you, no questions asked.”


    
Looking at me like she couldn’t be more surprised by the words that just came
out of my mouth, she slowly loses her deer in the headlights look and stands
with me, saying, “You’re right. I didn’t do anything wrong; it was just a bad
moment. Why should I be embarrassed about seeing him again?” Taking the shirt
from my hands, she balls it up in her own. “I’ll take it to him tomorrow. That
way I can be done with it and not have to think about it anymore.”


    
“Do you want me to come?” I ask, feeling my own adrenaline pumping, all psyched
up on female empowerment. 


    
“No, I’ve got this.” Giving me an appreciative, yet somehow meek, smile, she
says, “Thank you. I didn’t realize how much I needed that.”


    
“I’ll be your hype woman any time. Just give me a call,” I offer with a smile,
bumping her with my shoulder.


    
A knock on the door startles us, breaking the moment. It’s quickly followed by
Beck’s voice asking, “Leigha? Catcher said Blaire came up here. Did you kidnap
my girlfriend? Blaire, if you’re in there, knock three times so I know you’re
still alive.”


    
A pleasant shock runs through me at hearing him call me his girlfriend for the
first time, an unavoidable smile curving my lips. 


    
Leigha gives me a cocky grin, not missing a thing. “Girlfriend, huh? You work
fast.”


    
“Shut up,” I say, still wearing that stupid smile.


    
“I don’t like this. I don’t hear anything in there. Kahlo, I’m going to knock
the door down if you don’t – oh, hi,” he says rather sheepishly after I open
the door, Leigha and I both staring at him with our arms crossed.


    
“Did you need something?” Leigha asks him, her fierce glare reminding me of the
Leigha on the dock today, the one that wanted to throw Beck in the ocean until
no more bubbles came up. Looks like they haven’t made up quite yet.


    
“Yep, this,” he says, right before he grabs my arm and brings me out into the
hallway, smothering me in a hug. “That’ll be all, thanks.” He shuts Leigha’s
door on her with his foot, looking down at me with a big goofy smile. “Hi.”


    
“You already said that,” I remind him, hiding my own grin. “You also called me your
girlfriend.”


    
He licks his lips, staring down at my own, making me want to do the same. “I
did. Does that bother you?”


    
“I would have been more upset if you hadn’t. I was hoping you didn’t just go
around making out with your friends.” He looks cute with his hair all messy,
wearing his white T-shirt and blue plaid pajama pants, as if he just woke up
from a nap. It makes me want to rest my head against his chest and join him.
Our day together made me surprisingly tired. 


    
“Good, because I wasn’t going to take it back anyway. And also, what were you
and my cousin talking about? She usually kills when she’s this upset, thus why
no one has gone in there all day.” He looks back at her closed door like it
scares him. I snicker.


    
“I was just making sure she was okay after the dock disaster this morning,” I
say, giving him a meaningful look when I add, “Maybe an apology from you is in
order.”


    
He bites his lip, resting his forehead against mine, his hands resting at the
base of my spine. I’m wrapped in all his warmth, and I don’t miss my chance to
soak it up. “I know. It wasn’t a nice thing to do. If I had known she’d freak
out like she did, I wouldn’t have done it.”


    
“Good to know,” I say sleepily, letting my eyes close. 


    
I feel his lips kiss the side of my forehead. “You’re tired, I should get you
home. But first, can I make plans with you tomorrow? I’m free all afternoon.”


    
“Can’t, I have a date,” I mumble, moving my head to his chest, using it as a
sort of pillow.


   
 I feel him still beneath me, his every muscle locking up. My lips smirk
against his shirt. 


    
“Please tell me I heard you wrong. Because if not, then we’re having the we-are-very-very-very-exclusive
talk.”


    
I laugh again, feeling him hold me tighter. “My date is with your baby brother.
I promised him another art lesson tomorrow. But you’re free to join us if you
want.”


    
Just like that, the tension evaporates and I feel his sigh of relief in my ear.
“I’d love to. But just fair warning, all I can draw are stick figures.”


    
“Perfect.”


    

















 


CHAPTER
16


Beckham


 


The
next afternoon, Theo and I walk down to the beach where Blaire had instructed
us to meet in a text, Hawn coming along for the ride. Resting my hand on my
little brother’s shoulder, I ask him like I do every week, “How was therapy
today?”


    
And like always, he just shrugs.


    
My feeble strand of hope grows thinner with the response, just like it does every
week he goes to therapy and comes home seeming even more upset. I swear the
sessions are only making him worse, constantly reminding him of the crash like
a terrible movie reel. It’s why I had refused to go when my parents had asked
me if I wanted to. And it’s why I’ve begged them to take him out of it ever
since. But they’re adamant that the therapy will work, it’s just going to take
some time.


    
That was six months ago.


    
Wanting to put a smile on his face, I ask him, “Are you excited for the
lesson?”


    
My favorite grin breaks out on his face, and he nods, shaking his curls.


    
We find Blaire and a whole host of art supplies set up in the sand a few
minutes later, three sets of beach towels already laid out for us. Theo runs
the rest of the way to her, plopping himself down on the blanket closest to hers.
She gives him a warm smile and a high five in greeting. 


    
When I finally make it over to them, I bend down and give her a kiss on the
cheek, keeping it PG for my brother, much to my chagrin. “Want to take a seat?”
she asks, nodding to the towel on the opposite side of Theo.


    
“I’d rather share yours,” I tell her, my honesty making her smile.


    
“Then go ahead.” Patting the small area still remaining on her blanket, I take
my place by her side, our bent knees brushing in the process.


    
“So, today we’re going to draw our very own superheroes,” she says, handing out
notepads to us. “First we’re going to use some imagination on our character’s
backstories, and then I’ll talk a little bit about drawing figures. Does that
sound good?” she asks Theo, who looks like he’s in heaven, already going for a
pack of neon pencils. He gives an enthusiastic nod. “Great. Now, we’ll all take
a few minutes to think about what kind of superhero we want to draw, and what
powers they’ll have. Just remember, the better the backstory, the more the
character will come to life in the drawing. Think you can do that?” She aims
this last bit at me, smirking just a little.


    
“Do you doubt me, Kahlo?” I taunt, dipping my head closer to hers, staring into
her beautiful eyes. I wish I could kiss that skeptical grin right off her lips.



    
“Let’s just say I look forward to seeing how accurate your stick figures will
be.” 


    
Slightly offended but also amused, I say, “Just for that, I’m going to blow
your hero out of the water, Cromwell.” Picking up one of the pens
closest to me, I flip open the notebook and start writing. “You won’t even know
what hit you.”


    
“Hmm. Your brother sounds pretty confident, Theo. One out of ten, how well do
you think he’ll actually do?” she asks him, crossing her arms and narrowing her
brows at me, wrinkling her forehead in a comical way to make him laugh, and he
does.


    
It’s only made worse when my traitorous little brother holds up two fingers.


    
While they laugh away, I scowl. “Your support astounds me.”


    
They laugh harder. 


    
Whatever.


    



Twenty
minutes later, once our pencils are down and our ideas are complete, we all
give a mini presentation on what we’ve come up with.


    
“So, who wants to start us off?” Blaire asks us, looking between Theo and I. When
no one instantly volunteers, she says, “Beckham, since you were the most vocal
about this, why don’t you tell us about your hero first?” The smirk is back and
stronger than ever.


    
“Fine,” I say, holding up my notebook to show what I’ve written down, trying
not to be self-conscious when I explain, “My hero is called Nota. He can hear a
song played just once and remember every single note. He can also create
musical pieces that put people into a coma, hence his greatest weapon.”


    
Blaire nods, looking a little impressed. “Nice, I like it. Very original.”
Turning to Theo, she asks, “Would you like to go next?”


    
He nods, and at first, I’m nervous for him. He doesn’t do great under pressure.
Least of all in front of people he doesn’t know well, and I want this to be a
positive experience for him. I’m about to tell him that he doesn’t have to
explain when Blaire places a hand over mine, giving me a small shake of her
head. Whispering in my ear, she says, “Give him a chance. I think he’ll
surprise you.”


    
And she’s right. My little brother holds up his notebook, full of notes and
small figures he drew to explain his character. His design shows a man with a
sword in one hand and a glow emanating from the other. He very animatedly
explains through hand gestures and pointing to his notes that his hero is
called Man of Justice, and with his diamond encrusted sword he can cut through
any weapon made of any material on earth, and with his glowing hand he can tell
when people are lying just by touching them. This helps him to decide if the
person deserves justice or not, hence his name. He even drew a little emblem
with a sword surrounded by a circle. It’s a fantastic idea, and what’s even
more, I haven’t seen him this engaged in something since before the accident.


    
“Theo, that was amazing,” Blaire gushes, giving him another high five. “I can’t
wait to see Man of Justice come to life. You really did an excellent job with
your story.”


    
His little cheeks blush under her praise, his smile as happy as I’ve ever seen
it. Pointing to her notebook, he silently asks her what she came up with.


    
“Well, I don’t think it’s anything compared to Nota or Man of Justice,” she
says, making Theo smile with pride, “but I came up with a female superhero
called Luna the Tigress. She has the power to shift into tiger form under the
night sky, saving the people of her village from pillagers and the rogue
animals of the jungle. During the day she’s just Luna, the daughter of the
chief, but at night, she is their mysterious protector. No one ever learns of
her true identity.”


    
“That’s pretty cool,” I concede, looking at the tiny drawing she made of the
girl halfway through her tiger transformation. 


 
   Theo nods his agreement.


    
“Great, now that we all have our heroes, I’ll give you a few tips on how to draw
figures and their movements, and then we can get started.”


    



We
draw for over an hour, a comfortable silence settling between the three of us
once we find a working rhythm. I actually find myself enjoying the experience,
and learning quite a bit when Blaire gives us tips here and there. My little
brother blooms under her attention and constant praise of his efforts, the
confidence growing in him the longer the lesson goes on. I wish my parents
could see him like this. It’s as close to his former self as I can remember. 


    
“Okay, I think that’s enough for one day,” she says once we have a rough draft
of our heroes. “But I’m going to give you a little homework.” Handing Theo what
looks like a brand-new set of colored pencils and a small pack of markers, she
tells him, “I would love for you to finish your character over the next few
days, and then show me the end result. Do you think you can do that?”


    
He nods his head hard enough to shake his curls, looking beyond excited while he
gathers up the supplies she gave him. Once his arms are full, he races back
towards the house with Hawn in tow, kicking up a sand cloud with every step.


    
“You’re amazing, you know that? It’s like he’s a different person when he’s
with you,” I tell her.


    
Shoving a few pens back into their container, she shakes her head, her loose
hair blowing with the wind. “I don’t think it’s necessarily me, but the art. He
has a creative outlet now, a way to express himself without feeling the pressure
to use words. Over time I think it could really help him.”


    
I give it a moment’s thought, weighing what she said when I finally shake my
head.  “No, I think it’s you. You put people in a trance when you talk about
art. You even got me thinking a few times that I might have some talent.”


    
“You do,” she says once she’s done tidying up, putting her legs in my lap with
a smile, her hand brushing off what must be sand from my cheek. “Nota was very
impressive. And the headphones emblem was a great idea.”


    
“That’s high praise coming from the art genius.” Picking her up so it’s all of
her in my lap rather than just her legs, she lets out an “oomph” before
wrapping her hands around my neck.


    
“You’re pretty bold for only being my boyfriend for a day.” She grins, her hair
looking almost white under the sunlight.


    
“I’m making up for lost time.”


    
“Oh, really?” she says, playing along. “How much time exactly?”


    
“Since the moment I caught you getting out of your car the day you moved in.” I
run my thumb over her plump bottom lip, liking how it goes pink in an instant.
I’ve never seen someone with such sensitive skin.


    
“You were watching me?” she asks, voice sounding surprised.


    
“Not in a creepy way. I just wanted to see what fate had dropped at my
doorstep. And it was a very pretty package indeed.” I kiss the tip of her nose.
She chuckles.


    
“You know, I have to get all this stuff back to the house by dinner,” she says
after I move from her nose down to her cheek, and then her chin, kissing my way
across her face.


    
“I don’t see you moving away,” I point out, my lips smiling against her ear.


    
“Because I can’t. You’re going to have to be the willpower in this situation.”
She leans into me further, her fingers curling in my hair, proving her
statement. 


    
I love that her control slips when she’s with me, that she forgets herself in
the moment. But… “If I don’t let go, will you get in trouble?”


    
“Not really. I’ll just get an earful from Nana about how rude it is to make
people wait for you.”


    
I sigh, my mouth only centimeters away from hers, but it feels like miles. “We need
to fix this thing with granny. She’s really killing my vibe.”


    
She laughs, pushing back a strand of hair from my forehead. “I know. My mom
supposedly gave her a talk about butting out, but I don’t think it worked. Have
any suggestions?”


    
“I don’t know. Maybe we should get her a man of her own so she’ll stop
bothering yours.”


    
Her eyes go wide, pulling back to look at me closely. “My Nana, dating? No way.
She hasn’t been with a man since my grandfather died. I don’t see her suddenly
wanting one now.”


    
“Perhaps we just need to plant the seed in her head, get her thinking about
it.”


    
“And who would our victim – I mean, bachelor – be?” 


    
That’s a good question, one I don’t really have the answer to, but, “There’s
got to be a couple of old rich widowers that live around here. I’m sure my mom
would know some.”


    
She bites her lip, giving me a look of disbelief. “I can’t believe you would go
so far as to get my grandmother a man just so that we don’t get interrupted
again.”


    
“I’d do just about anything to get a second alone with you, and the threat of
your nana off my back. Which reminds me, when are we going to have another day
to ourselves?” I ask, deciding that today with my baby brother didn’t count. I
want a few hours of no interruptions, just me and my Kahlo. 


    
“I had planned on painting in my room tomorrow. Want to come keep me company?”


    
Thinking about it, I say, “Sure. I kind of need to fill out some college
applications anyway. I keep putting it off, and now Mom is starting to panic
that I’ll miss the deadline for a second time.”


    
“Second time? You mean you missed your chance for fall admission?”


    
I nod, feeling slightly embarrassed. “Yeah, so now I’m aiming for spring. I
have until September to apply.”


    
Sliding herself off my lap, she begins picking up the packs of pens and pencils
she had put away before, arranging them in an easy to carry pile. “Why have you
been putting it off?”


    
Disappointed that she found the willpower to pull away from me after all, but
not wanting her to get into a lecture with her nana, I help her with her task,
saying, “I hate the essay part. Papers were never my thing in school.”


    
“But this isn’t a school paper. You’re just talking about yourself. How hard
can it be?” she asks, rolling up the beach blanket Theo had been sitting on.


    
“I don’t know. Whenever I start to write it, I can’t come up with enough
interesting things about myself to make me look like a standout applicant.”
Gathering up all the notebooks and extra paper, I put them in a neat, organized
stack.


    
I can feel her watching me when she asks, “What is it that you want to major
in?”


   
 At least on this I know my answer. “Music. I’ve always wanted to be a composer
– create scores for movies.”


    
“Really?”


    
I nod, still unnecessarily organizing. “I’ve been playing the piano since I was
seven. It’s what I’ve always wanted to do.”


  
  “I had no idea,” she says, coming to sit next to me again after she’s done
getting everything together, taking my hand in hers. “I’d love to hear you play
sometime.”


    
Giving her a quick peck on the lips, I promise her, “Whenever you want.”


Blaire


The
next morning I’m in the kitchen, filling up my painting jar with water when Mom
and Nana walk in, talking about plans they have for later in the day. Humming
to myself, I don’t even notice when Mom comes up beside me, grinning like a
fool. “What has you in such a good mood this morning?” she asks, stealing the
tap from me to fill up her tea pot.


    
“I bet I can guess,” Nana says, pouring herself a cup of coffee. “Do you have
another day planned with that boy?” she asks after she turns around to face me,
blowing on the too hot liquid.


    
“His name is Beckham, Nan. And yes, he’s coming over later to hang out while I
paint.” Setting my water jar on the counter, I grab a few sheets of paper
towels to bring with me.


    
“How did you manage to convince him to just sit and watch you paint all day?”
Mom asks, sounding perplexed. “I couldn’t even get your father to go to a
Celine Dion concert with me after a year of marriage. You have him wrapped
around your finger already, and it’s been what? Two days?”


    
“You make it sound like I have him under a spell or something,” I mumble,
starting to wonder if inviting him over was a selfish idea. But he said he had
work of his own to do, so I didn’t think he’d mind. Maybe I was wrong…


    
Nana snorts and says, “You do. It’s called feminine wiles, and women have been
wielding them for millennia.”


    
Slowly regretting not having filled my jar in the bathroom upstairs, I start to
head back in that direction before my grandmother can explain the details of
these wiles she speaks of.


    
“Oh, before I forget, I wanted to ask you to invite Beckham over for dinner
this week,” Mom says, putting her pot on the stove and turning the burner to
high. 


    
“You aren’t inviting the other Lyons’ over?” She said she had gotten along
really well with Mrs. Lyons, and so had Dad with Mr. Lyons. I would have
thought that she’d ask everyone over.


    
“Nope. This is strictly a get-to-know-my-daughter’s-boyfriend-better dinner.
Also, ask him if he likes meatloaf,” she says like it’s no big deal. As if she
didn’t just tell me she’s setting up a special dinner just to interrogate my
boyfriend. 


    
Yeah, I don’t think so.


    
“He has plans for next week, sorry.”


    
Her expression falls, but is quickly replaced with hope when she says, “Okay,
how about the week after that?”


    
“I’m pretty sure he’s booked up until forever. So, let’s just forget about the
whole thing, shall we?” Before she can argue, I’m racing back up the stairs
with my supplies, hearing Nan’s laugh echo behind me.


***



“Okay,
this is seriously cool,” Beckham says the instant he walks into my art room,
his eyes spanning the windows and the ocean beyond.


    
“It’s pretty great, huh? My dad bought the house just because of it,” I tell
him, setting out my paints on my desk, feeling him step up beside me.


    
“I can see why you’re always up here. I wouldn’t want to leave it, either.”
Giving me a kiss on the cheek, his blue headphones sitting around his neck, he
asks with a smile, “How was your morning?”


    
I sigh, remembering Mom’s request. “I’m sure yours was better.”


    
“I doubt that. Leigha came home last night all moody and whiney again and it
seeped into everyone’s morning. You might have to make another run to the house
to fix her again.”


    
“You make it sound like she’s a broken toy or something.”


    
“She kind of is. And it would appear you’re the only one who has the right glue
to put her back together again. So, for the sake of my household, can you maybe
talk to her later and work your magic? Pleeeeaaaassse,” he begs in my ear, his
arms draped around my waist while I organize my paintbrushes according to size.


    
“Sure. But if you ever let her hear you call her a broken toy, I’m not going to
step in and save you.”


    
“Fine,” he says, giving me another kiss on the cheek before walking over and
falling into my armchair. “This is comfy. We might have to make this our
official hang out spot from now on.”


    
Leaning against my desk, arms crossed over my chest, I watch him settle in and
get comfortable, like he’s done this a hundred times before. “But your room is
so homey and eclectic,” I argue. “Plus, I don’t have any record players in
here.”


    
“But you do have a radio,” he counters, grinning from ear to ear as he turns it
on, the ballad of “Rocket Man” by Elton John bleeding into the room. 


    
“Switch back and forth?” I compromise.


    
“Deal.”


    
Settling into my swivel chair, crossing my legs in my lap, I start to think
about what my mom had said earlier. I don’t want him to be here just to be
here, I want us to have a fun time, too. But maybe this isn’t the kind of
situation where that’s possible. Turning around to face him, I ask, “Is
this…was this a bad idea?”


    
He looks up from the book bag he had brought with him, full of his application
papers, wearing a strange expression. “What do you mean?”


    
“Is this going to be boring for you? I know it’s not like an official date, but
–”


    
“Hey,” he says, stopping me before I can ramble, “I don’t need to go out and do
something to have fun with you. I just like being around you, even if it’s with
you painting and me filling out stuff for college. And the only thing that’s
going to be boring for me is trying to figure out how to make myself look good
on paper.” He waves the applications in a fan motion, his smile half sweet and
half dreadful.


    
I smile at his answer, glad that he sounded sincere. But seeing him this
worried about his essay, I ask, “Do you want me to help you with it?”


    
“Really?”


    
“Sure. What is it that’s giving you trouble?” I ask, wetting my paints while he
pulls out a piece of paper with a bunch of handwritten notes on it.


    
“Mainly making myself stand out with something other than my academic
achievements. According to online, the more individualized I can make myself,
the better.”


    
“Well,” I say, dipping my brush in the water before lightly damping it on one
of my paper towels, “I think the internet is right. I’m sure admissions
officers would be looking for a more personalized essay rather than just wanting
you to list everything you’ve ever done; something that shows your personality.
Like if you mention being in the music club, then talk about how you
contributed to it and led others. Or when you talk about your experience with
the piano, let them know how it shaped and influenced you enough to make you want
to be a composer, and how you want to affect the industry after school. Long-term
goals and short-term accomplishments are a good thing to focus on. It shows
you’re dedicated and hardworking.”


    
“Goal oriented,” he says under his breath while he quickly writes down what I
said. “That’s great. Make sure to list what I achieved, but make it more
personal and less stuffy.” He looks up, his lips thinning when he says, “Now
all I have to do is figure out how to combine the two in a matter of five
hundred words.”


    
“Don’t think of it like that if it makes you anxious,” I tell him. “If you
want, make it like you’re writing a letter to me, telling me what you want to
do with your life. Maybe it’ll make you less self-conscious and your writing more
natural.”


    
He grins, tapping his pencil on his paper stack. “Are you just trying to get a
love letter out of me, Kahlo?”


    
I roll my eyes and get back to my project, saying over my shoulder to the tune
of “Without Me” by Halsey, “If you wrote a love letter to a university, your
mother really would have a reason to panic.”
















 


CHAPTER
17


Blaire


 


“I
forgot to tell you earlier, but my mom wanted me to invite you and your family
over for dinner next week,” Beckham says after I walk him out to the driveway,
slipping a pair of sunglasses over my eyes. It’s got to be at least ninety
degrees out with not a cloud in the sky. It makes me glad that I picked my
air-conditioned art room over the beach today.


    
“That’s ironic.”


    
Placing his hand over his eyes to shield them from the sun while he looks at me,
he asks, “Why is that?”


    
“Because my mom asked me to ask you over for dinner next week.”


    
He huffs a laugh, looking at me with squinted eyes when he asks, “Why do you
make it sound like it’s the worst idea ever?”


    
I frown, explaining, “It’s going to be an interrogation dinner, the kind where
Nana and Dad are shooting you daggers across the table the entire time. I doubt
that’s something you’d like to experience. But since your mom invited us all over,
it might persuade my mom to cancel her dinner for now. Fingers crossed.” I
actually cross my fingers, making him laugh.


    
“I have to warn you, though. My grandfather is coming to visit for a week,
that’s why my mom wanted you guys to come over. He’s grumpy and hard to
entertain for long, and she thought meeting some new people might make him a
little more tolerable.”


    
Wrapping his hand around mine, trying to distract me, I say, “Oh, so we’re just
buffers for you then, huh?”


    
“Pretty much,” he grins. “But don’t worry, I’ll protect you.”


    
“From your grandfather?”


    
A nod. “I wasn’t kidding when I said he’s grumpy. But maybe your nana can
distract him for us. She’s a lot like how my grandmother used to be, spunky and
filter free. Though my grandma would have never dared to wear leopard print.”
He snickers, and my face flushes from old embarrassment.


    
“Can we please never speak of that again?”


    
“I don’t think so. I like how it makes you blush.” He runs a finger over my cheek
just to prove his point.


    
“Beck,” I warn.


    
“Blaire.”


    
I shake my head at him, our fingers drifting away from each other when I start
to walk back to the porch. “Tell your mom we’ll be there. And if there’s
anything we can bring, call me.”


    
“I’ll be calling you a lot, Kahlo, but not for that reason.” He winks at me
before turning around and jogging back to his own house, leaving me with a too
happy smile on my face.


***


“I
feel ridiculous in this,” Nana says as we stand in front of the Lyons’ door a
week later, my hands filled with a giant dish of green bean casserole. “It
doesn’t even have a print on it.”


    
“Normal people don’t own clothing in every animal print on the planet,” Mom
tells her, pushing her hair behind her ears, her new haircut shorter than I can
ever remember it being. She and Nana decided to get mini makeovers the other
day, and came back looking like the richer versions of their former selves. Mom
got a haircut and Nan was forced by her daughter to buy some clothes from this
century.


    
Seeing their transformation, I decided to do something I almost never do and curled
my hair for tonight, only to regret it when I realized that curling over two
feet of hair takes over an hour to do. My arm is still sore from holding the
stupid iron up for so long. I did keep the clothes normal, though. I have on a
knee-length chiffon skirt and a light blue blouse that Mom says brings out the
color in my eyes.


    
“Maybe you should knock again,” Dad says, pulling at the unfamiliar tie around
his neck, like he’s afraid it’s going to strangle him if it’s on for too long.
We’re all dressing a little fancier than usual because Beckham warned me that
his grandfather is the fancy sort, and tonight was going to be much more formal
than our previous barbecue. When he told me that, I may or may not have gone
into a full-blown panic, wondering how my family was going to pull off being
refined and dignified for an entire evening. All it would take is Nana opening
her mouth once and we could be screwed.


    
Who would have thought that pretending you’ve always been rich could be so
hard?


    
And it isn’t getting any easier, especially since I’m around Beckham so much
now, seeing each other almost every day. And with every second that I keep the
truth of my background from him, my stomach grows tighter and tighter. 


    
More than ever, I want my boyfriend to know everything about me, to understand
my life and how it brought me here – to him. I hate giving him the bare minimum
when he asks me about what my life was like growing up, and the places we must
have visited with my parents’ work. He doesn’t ever say anything about it, but
I know he wonders why my clothes are so old, and why most of my things from my
previous home are dented and aged. Claiming that they’re vintage is only half of
the truth, and he deserves all of it. 


    
Now I just have to figure out how to get my parents to let me tell him who we
really are, and pray he won’t hate me for it like he did Jenna.


    
Dad knocks on the door again while Nana readjusts her mauve wrap dress for the
hundredth time. Right as the door opens, she says, “If I chafe, it’s all your
fault, Martha.”


    
Beckham, dressed in slacks and a dark green dress shirt with the sleeves rolled
up to his elbows, widens his eyes at Nana’s statement, looking at me with a stunned
half-smile on his lips. “Good evening Cromwell crew. Come on in.” He steps
aside, and my parents and Nana walk past him and into the house with short
greetings. I linger at the back, wanting to have a moment alone with him.


    
“She’s going to blow this for all of us, I can feel it,” I tell him nervously,
his hands reaching out to take the casserole from me. My arms sag in relief.


    
“It’ll be fine. The worst that can happen is she offends my grandfather and he
stomps off in an angry rage.” When his face doesn’t break under the joke, I
take it that he’s serious, and actually start to worry for real this time,
because what he just described could most definitely happen.


    
“I’m kidding,” he says, laughing at the sure to be horrified expression on my
face. “Besides, I don’t want to talk about tonight.”


    
“What do you want to talk about then?” I ask after he shuts the door, my
fingers picking invisible lint off my shirt.


    
“How about how beautiful you look right now? I almost missed what your nana
said because I was too busy staring at this.” He holds the casserole with one
hand while the other wraps a curly tendril around his finger. With a moan, he
says, “Are you trying to kill me or something?”


    
“It wasn’t the intention, but I’d be flattered if you did,” I tease, kissing
his cheek quick before taking his hand and leading him into the house.


    
“Do we really have to stay down here?” he asks, his tone on the verge of
pitiful. 


    
“For now, yes. But maybe later we can sneak away for a bit.”


    
“Like a walk on the beach?” he asks with a secretive smile.


    
“Well we can’t go for a swim again, that’s for sure.” 


    
Apparently, I’m the only one that finds the joke funny, because he says, voice
emotionless, “Low blow, Cromwell. Low blow.”


    
Stepping into the living area slash kitchen, I’m a little taken aback when I
see the amount of unfamiliar faces in here. It’s not just the Lyons’, but I
also see a middle-aged couple talking to Mr. Lyons by the island, and a
distinguished looking older man with gray hair and a full mustache standing by
the French doors, staring out onto the backyard.


    
“The couple over there own the Victorian across the street, Mr. and Mrs. Kelly,”
Beck tells me when he sees me looking at them. “And the scowling expert by the doors
is my grandfather, Theodore Lyons.”


    
Even just seeing his back and side profile I can tell he has a stiff, unmoving
personality; the total opposite of his son and grandsons. “Wait. That’s
the guy your sweet little brother was named after?” I ask, not bothering to
cover up my disbelief.


    
“Yup. And you better brace yourself, because he’s as cuddly as he looks, and he
likes to ask rude, intrusive questions.”


    
“Then he’ll love Nana,” I deadpan, feeling like I need a drink. My mouth went dry
with just the idea of her interacting with such a man.


    
“That’s the plan,” he says, giving me a wink that only I see.


    
“I’m so glad you’re here,” Leigha says, popping up in front of me, a champagne
flute filled with a bright red liquid in her hand. “Sorry, Cuz, I need to
borrow your woman for a second.” She takes my hand without warning and drags me
off to an area of the living room where no one is within earshot. Letting out a
long sigh, she says, “I did it.”


    
“Did what?” I ask, rubbing at my wrist. The girl is a lot stronger than she
looks.


    
“I returned that stupid shirt back to Guy.”


    
Guy? Who’s guy? It takes me a minute before I remember, “Oh, Guy. How
did it go?”


    
She bites the corner of her cheek, looking out at the sunset like her
grandfather, who has since moved over to the kitchen where my mom and Nana are
hanging out with Mrs. Lyons…oh crap. “I don’t know. He was annoying and
frustrating like usual, but then something weird happened –”


   
Inch by inch, the distance between Theodore and Nana grows smaller. The only
thing that’s separating them is Mrs. Lyons, my last bit of hope. Please stay
where you are, please don’t move, for all of our sake’s… When Leigha snaps
her fingers in my face, I turn my head back to look at her, forgetting what we
had been talking about. “Huh?”


    
“What has you all distracted?” she asks, looking in the same direction as I had
a minute ago.


    
“I’m sorry, it’s just Nana. I’m afraid she’s going to make a scene and ruin
your aunt’s party. The last time she was around so many people, she started to
talk about her hernia surgery, and then she pulled out her camera to show them
pictures of the scar,” I explain, my mind coming up with the worst possible
ways she could embarrass us tonight. The camera incident wasn’t even her worst
stunt, it was just the first one my memory could grab onto.


    
“I kind of hope she does. These things are usually a snooze fest.” Taking a
drink from her glass, she swallows before saying, “At least the Okura’s didn’t
come. Aunt Elise had invited them, but unsurprisingly, they turned her down.”


    
Still keeping an eye on Nana, I ask, “Why do you say that?”


    
“Say what?”


    
“That it isn’t a surprise they turned down the invitation.”


    
“Oh, well it isn’t much of a secret that they’re pretty uptight, not very
social like most of the elite are. I’m actually surprised you and I have never
met at some ball or fundraiser before. My mom has put on a lot of events for
hospital charities in the past.”


    
Continuing to sweat over Nana, I’m not really paying attention when I ask her, “Why
would you expect to see me at one of those?”


    
She turns to me, eyebrows slightly raised in question. “I thought you said your
mom was in the medical industry before she retired? I just thought that she’d
be at one of the events is all.”


    
“Oh,” I say awkwardly, clearing my throat. I totally forgot that’s what I’d
told her when we first met. “Right. Um, we’re not really the social types
either.”


    
Her look is mildly suspicious at first, but then she shrugs it off, asking, “Then
how do you feel about bonfires?”


    
“Bonfires?” I repeat, wondering what she’s talking about.


    
She nods, saying, “In a few weeks I’m throwing one down on the beach for the
senior class. I overheard Beckham telling Catch he was going to invite you, and
I thought I’d beat him to the punch. That reminds me, do you want any?” She
gently swishes the drink in her glass, eyes waiting for an answer.


    
“Sure, that sounds great.”


    
“What, the drink or the bonfire?”


    
“Both,” I say, making her smile.


    
She links her arm with mine and guides me over to the kitchen, a happy skip in
her step. “I was hoping you’d say that.”


Beckham


Once
everyone gets themselves a drink, and Mom announces dinner is ready, we all
find our places around the long rectangular table, decorated to the nines in
true Elise Lyons fashion. I’m quick to grab two seats together for Blaire and
I, pulling her chair out for her. She smiles in thanks, placing her glass down
in front of her. 


    
Theo walks up to her on her right side in his little blue suit, pausing next to
the empty seat. He gives her his “Blaire” smile as I’m calling it, silently
asking her if he can sit there. “Come right on up, sir,” she tells him, pulling
out the seat for him.


    
He climbs up and puts his butt in the chair, looking like the king of England
with how proud his smile is. It’s the first time Mom has ever let him sit at
the adult’s table, something he’s been excited about all week. That, and he
finished his superhero drawing the other day, showing it to Blaire, and
naturally she loved it. He even taped it to the fridge himself without one of
us doing it for him; something he would have never done before if it weren’t
for her encouragement. 


    
“This is beautiful,” Blaire says, eyes scanning the expertly laid out table,
her fingers lightly ghosting over the gold silverware. “Now I’m afraid to spill
something.”


    
“Don’t be. By the end of the night, Catcher’s section will look worse than
anyone else’s. No one will notice if you spill a drop or two.”


    
“I heard that,” my brother says rather crossly from the other side of the table,
unbuttoning the top button on his gray dress shirt when Mom’s not looking.


    
“Hard not to when you’re right there.”


    
“He’s always there,” Leigha complains at the other end, finishing off her punch
with a flourish.


    
A ting sounds, bringing everyone’s attention to the front of the table
where Mom is standing, a spoon and wine glass sitting in her hands. Smiling at
everyone, she says, “Thank you all so much for coming tonight. We’re having
this dinner in honor of our special guest, Theodore Lyons, and as a way to get
to know some of our neighbors better. I hope you all enjoy the food and the
company. Bon appétit.” She raises her glass and so does everyone else. Blaire
grabs Theo’s juice box and hands it to him so he can do the same. The small act
of thoughtfulness brings a smile to my face, and I grab my girlfriend’s hand
under the table, intertwining it with mine.


    
I’m met with a shy but happy smile in return.


    
With everyone seated, we all dig into the catered dishes placed up and down the
table family style, the only sound coming from the clinking of metal against
porcelain. At least at first. 


    
“Want a roll?” Blaire asks Theo, placing one on his plate when he nods.


    
“You have a beautiful way with children,” Mrs. Kelly admires from down at the
other end of the table, smiling at Blaire. “You must have a lot of experience
with them.”


    
She nods with a small smile. “I’ve done my fair share of babysitting in the
past.”


    
“What was I thinking? I should have introduced everyone before I sat down,” Mom
says with a shake of her head. “Hanson, Georgina, Theodore, these are the
Cromwell’s, and this is their daughter Blaire, and Martha’s mother, Delfina Hawkins.
They just moved in next door earlier this summer.”


    
“It’s a pleasure to meet you all,” Mrs. Cromwell says, her smile a little shy
but very sweet, reminding me of Blaire. 


    
“Where did you move from?” Georgina asks, sparking a line of questions the
Cromwell’s are left to answer.


    
“What field of industry were you a part of?” my grandfather asks Mr. Cromwell a
little while later, the first he’s spoken all night.


    
Looking surprised by the question at first, Mr. C answers, “Auto,” but doesn’t
explain any further.


    
This naturally isn’t enough for someone as nosy as my grandfather, who lives to
interrogate people until they’re left sweating under his intense stare. Sitting
back in his chair, the first done with his plate, he says, “I was involved in a
few automobile manufacturing operations in my day. What did you specialize in?
Foreign? Domestic? Experimental?”


    
I feel Blaire fidget next me, her eyes darting to her father every few seconds.
Her hand grows warm in mine, causing me to look at her and mouth, “What’s
wrong?”


    
She instantly wipes off the worried look from her face and replaces it with a hesitant
smile, saying under her breath, “Nothing.”


    
“Mainly domestic,” he says shortly.


    
Grandfather harrumphs, brow raised like he’s trying to remember something.
“Strange. I’ve never heard the name Cromwell mentioned in the industry before.
What was the name of the company you were a part of? Maybe I know your
associates.”


    
“I never understood man’s obsession with cars,” Nana says before taking a long
sip from her wine glass, saving Mr. Cromwell from having to answer. “They all
have four tires and a steering wheel that get you from one place to the other.
What could be so interesting about that?”


    
Grandfather’s wiry gray eyebrows shift upward towards his steadily receding
hairline, staring at Nana with something akin to dismay. “Cars and their
manufacturing are a part of what built this country, and what continues to do
so today. Saying they have little importance is just ignorant.” He huffs,
ruffling the hairs of his mustache that could give Tom Selleck’s a run for its
money.


    
“Apparently you don’t listen very well. I never said they had no importance. I
just said they weren’t interesting. There’s a difference,” she says,
unperturbed by his insult. 


    
The table grows silent while Grandfather’s eyes bug out, not used to being put
in his place, or told when he’s wrong. In fact, I think Nana is the first
person I’ve ever seen actually do it. Theodore Lyons is an intimidating guy,
not just in his professional career, but as a man as well. He’s tall and well-built,
even for a man in his eighties, and he’s always had a vibe of superiority that
follows him around like a second shadow. And yet here’s this tiny woman who’s
looking at him now like he’s a pesky little fly that won’t stop buzzing around
her.


    
It’s hilarious.


    
“And what kind of work did you do, Mrs. Hawkins?” he asks, trying to regain
some control of the situation. “Anything that would qualify you as an expert in
the field?”


    
“It’s Ms. Hawkins, and I was a makeup artist for the entertainment
industry. A profession a snobby blue blood like yourself looks down upon, I
imagine,” she replies with a haughty expression and a snort, the mood of the table
growing even more uncomfortable than before.


    
Blaire drops her head in her hand, a quiet moan coming from her lips.


    
I kiss her on the temple to conceal my smile.


    
“What right do you have to assume I’d look down upon anyone, Ms.
Hawkins?” Grandfather asks, sounding more flustered than I can ever remember
him being. 


    
“Well let’s see,” Nana says, moving her plate aside to cross her arms, staring
down her nose at him, like he’s the one she sees as inferior. “You ignored your
daughter-in-law’s guests when they arrived, sulking by the window like you were
too important to make small talk with lesser beings. You scowled throughout
dinner like it was a professional sport, and then you questioned my son-in-law
like he was an ant under your shoe. All of this allows me to come to the
conclusion that you, sir, are one of the righteous elite that believes the
ground he walks on is gold, and that other’s feelings hold no importance. Now,
am I right? Or am I right?”


    
Not a single mouth at the table isn’t gaping at Delfina Hawkins when she
finishes her report on my grandfather’s behavior this evening, me included.
Even the Kelly’s, who don’t know my grandfather or his reputation, can tell
that what just happened was not a common occurrence for him. 


    
I think Blaire would crawl under the table and disappear if she could. That’s
how upset she looks.


    
A few more moments of silence go by, and Nana doesn’t look remorseful about
what she said in the least, continuing to glare at him without fear. It’s damn
impressive if I do say so myself. Catcher and Leigha look like they would slow
clap for her if it weren’t inappropriate.


    
“In all my life,” Grandfather begins, sounding perplexed, “I have never had
someone speak to me like that.”


    
Nana huffs a small, unamused laugh at his expense. “I can tell. Because if you
had, you might not be as insufferable as you are now.”


    
“Mom, that’s enough,” Mrs. Cromwell hisses at her after she comes out of her
shock, her skin pale and eyes pleading.


    
“No, she…she’s right,” he says with a defeated sigh, making us all look at him
again. “Mary always said I was too hard on people. I only got worse after she
passed.” Looking at Nana, a surprising amount of regret in his blue eyes, he
says, “My apologies to you and your family.”


    
I have never, and I mean never, heard my grandfather apologize to anyone
before. Least of all look guilty about what he said to offend someone. The
rarity of this moment is like seeing a unicorn. It just doesn’t happen. Ever. 


    
“I accept your apology, Theodore. And I’m sorry about your wife. It isn’t easy
losing a spouse,” Nana says, looking down at the table, the fierceness gone
from her voice.


    
“Thank you,” he says, voice gruff, his eyes looking anywhere but at her.


***



The
rest of the evening is uneventful compared to what happened at the beginning of
it, the shock of it still lingering in my system as I walk along the beach with
Blaire’s hand in mine, enjoying the twilight sky over the ocean.


    
“On one hand I’m not surprised she did that, but on the other I’m appalled.
Sure, your grandfather was being a little rude by ignoring everyone, and then
grilling my father, but did she really have to go full-on savage with him like
that?” Blaire stares down at the sand making prints beneath her feet, teeth
chewing on her bottom lip.


    
“I’m proud of her for what she did, even if it made things a little awkward. Grandfather
has been almost impossible to deal with since Grandma died a couple years ago.
He needed a strong woman to remind him what humility is,” I say in her defense.
“Just like you did with me.” I bump her shoulder with a grin.


    
“That’s right,” she says, pretending to sound like she had forgotten. Looking up
at me, she says, “You must have gotten it from your grandfather then.”


    
“And you got your sharp tongue from your nana.” With her hand in mine, I spin
her around in a circle, making her smile. “I guess we’re more like our families
than we’d like to admit.”


    
“Maybe.” A minute of silence passes before she asks, “Tell me what your
grandmother was like,” leading us closer to the water so our ankles get
splashed in the baby waves.


    
I tell her about Mary Lyons and what a wonderful grandmother she was, always
cooking and inviting people over to share it, something that annoyed my
grandfather to no end, but he put up with it because he knew what a social
butterfly she was. She tells me about what she knows of her maternal
grandfather whom she never got to really know, and how her father’s parents had
died in a fire when he was in his early twenties.


    
“So it’s always been just you, your parents, and Nana.”


    
She nods. “I can’t imagine it being any other way.”


    
“But what if my plan works and we get your nana a man? She wouldn’t be living
with you anymore. Would you be okay with that?”


    
She takes a few minutes for herself, eyes focusing on the last wisps of sunset
before they fade into night. “It would be hard to get used to, but if it made
her happy, I wouldn’t stand in her way. No matter what age you are, I think
everyone deserves a chance at love.” 


    
What she said stirs up thoughts I’d rather not think about. Shaking my head
with a shutter, she asks, “What is it?”


    
Gah. Should I tell her? “I was just imagining what eighty-year-old love looks
like.”


    
She lightly slaps my shoulder before she starts laughing. “Why did you have to
ruin such an innocent moment?” She shivers, looking grossed out. “Now you’ve
got me thinking about it, too. Thanks a lot.”


    
“Sorry,” I chuckle. “Can I make it up to you?”


    
In the waning light, I can just make out her skeptical expression. “How do you
plan to erase the damage you just caused? Because I don’t think that’s
possible.” 


    
“I don’t know. Maybe a piggyback ride to the house?” I offer, reminded of how
it felt when she held onto me in the ocean, and wanting to experience it again.
Just without the searing pain this time.


    
“One, that isn’t going to help the mental scar you just branded me with, and
two, I don’t know if you can carry me for that long. It’s a good mile back to
where we started, and your leg still isn’t in fighting shape yet,” she says,
looking at the long stretch of beach we’ve already walked and then down at my
blemished leg.


    
“Is that a challenge?” I ask, wrapping my arms around her middle, pulling her
closer.


    
“No, just an observation. But since you’re a man, of course you would think
that.” She rolls her eyes, letting her hands rest on my chest, picking at the
button on my shirt. “I like this color on you.”


    
“Thank you.” I kiss her cheek, earning a smile in return. “So, piggyback or
walk back? Your choice.”


    
She shrugs. “If you think you can do it, Nota, then go for it.”


    
“Oh, so I’m Nota now?”


    
“If I’m Kahlo, you’re Nota. And don’t even act like the origins of his powers
have nothing to do with you.”


    
I bop a small kiss on her lips, saying, “Guilty as charged,” before turning
around so she can jump on my back. Lacing her hands around my neck, she hops on
and I grab her legs to keep her there.


    
“Wow,” I hear her say when I start taking us back towards the house.


    
“What?”


    
“Is this what it’s like to be tall? It’s amazing.”


    
I laugh at the innocence in her voice, the wonder she shares without fear, and
it suddenly hits me, in this moment, feeling her hold onto me with absolute
trust. I know I don’t just have a crush on Blaire Cromwell – artist, teacher,
friend, beautiful soul, and the one who makes my heart beat like no one else.


    
I love her.


 


 
















 


CHAPTER
18


Blaire


 


“I
have to tell him,” I blurt out the following week at breakfast, not able to
keep it in anymore. I’ve officially reached my breaking point. And over a piece
of half burnt toast, no less.


    
Three sets of eyes stare at me, spoons held halfway to their mouths.


    
“Tell who what?” Dad asks, the first one to come unfrozen.


    
With a deep breath, I explain to them, “I don’t want to lie to Beckham anymore.
I have to tell him the truth about where we lived, how we got our money –
everything.” I let my toast drop from my hand and onto the plate, my appetite
nonexistent until I can get a response from them.


    
“But why now? You’ve gone the whole summer without it bothering you,” Mom says,
making the hot poker of guilt in my belly twist again.


    
“That was before…” I trail off, feeling my breath escape me as I discover
something. Something huge and new and brought to the surface because of her
simple question: a feeling I didn’t know I felt until this moment. But it
shouldn’t be surprising. The petals on this flower have slowly been falling
off, one by one all summer, until all that was left was the simple truth.


    
“You fell in love with him,” Nana says, her voice quiet, eyes thoughtful. Not
nearly as upset as I thought she’d be.


    
“What?” Dad splutters over a bite of his Wheaties, dropping his spoon. “Love?
You’re too young to be in love.”


    
“Herald, would you mind giving us a minute?” Mom asks him, a silent
conversation passing between them before he finally stands up, grumbling as he
walks away with his bowl in hand. I catch something to the effect of “I’m not
ready for this stuff yet” before he vanishes up the stairs. 


    
Turning back to me, her arms crossed on the table, Mom asks evenly, “Is it
true? Do you really love him?”


    
For reasons I can’t define, tears start to spring up behind my eyes, and all I
can do is nod.


    
“Oh, honey. You should be happy about this,” she says, walking over to sit in
the chair next to me, wrapping her arms around me in a tight hug. I feel Nana grab
my hand, giving it a comforting squeeze.


    
“I’m not upset because of that,” I say around my tight throat. “I just don’t
want him to fall for a version of myself that isn’t real. It’s not fair to
him.”


    
“Blaire, I’ve seen how you’ve been around him all summer, and not once did I
witness you being someone other than yourself. But if you want to tell him the
truth to clear your conscience, then…well, we won’t stop you,” Nana says.


    
I wipe my eyes of tears before they can fall, a huge weight coming off my
shoulders when both her and Mom nod their heads in agreement.


    
“Really? You wouldn’t be mad?”


    
Mom shrugs. “We might have a little explaining to do with his parents, but
hopefully they’ll be understanding once we tell them about our past experience.”


    
That only makes me think of another roadblock. “Do you think Dad will be okay
with it?”


    
“I think so. But if not, I’ll tell him that his daughter’s happiness depends on
it. That’ll shut him up,” she says with a sly smile, pushing a piece of hair
behind my ear.


    
“Thank you,” I tell them both. 


    
At that moment, a beeping sounds from Nana’s watch, startling Mom and I, and
she turns it off with a grin. Looking at us and our matching puzzled
expressions, she says, “Well, I’m glad we fixed this in time before I have to
leave.” She stands up and collects her bowl, taking it to the sink without
explanation.


    
“Mom, where would you have to go at this hour?”


    
Nana turns around, starting to take the curlers out of her hair when she tells
her daughter, “I have a date.”


    
I think we both nearly fall out of our seats with that small, tiny declaration.
Sounding like she’s choking, Mom asks, “W-with whom?”


    
“Theodore Lyons. We got to talking with each other on the porch last night, and
I told him about how I was going to the farmer’s market today. He said he had
never been before, and I asked if he’d like to join me.” She fluffs her hair,
looking at it in the reflection of the metal fruit bowl on the counter. “Don’t
expect me back until tonight. I might convince him to get dinner as well.”
Smiling, she gives us a little wave before walking to the back of the house and
into her room to primp.


    
Mom and I remain silent, blinking slowly with dazed expressions, like we just
witnessed a car crash at high speed.


    
“Did…did she just say she’s going on a date?” Mom asks, swallowing audibly
before looking at me for confirmation. 


    
“I think so.”


    
“With Mr. Lyons?”


    
“Yeah.”


    
“So I’m not going crazy?”


    
I shake my head no, still staring after where she left.


    
That’s when we start laughing. It’s quiet at first, but then it turns into all-out
belly laughs that make my sides hurt, stealing my breath. The house is filled
with our hiccups of giggles when Nana walks past us a few minutes later,
dressed to the hills, and flipping us the bird like any normal grandmother
would do. 


***



“You
won’t believe what happened,” I tell Beckham when I call him after breakfast,
sitting in my window seat, staring at him across the way. Today he’s working on
his essay, so we’re not going to have much time together, but I figured a ten-minute
phone call couldn’t hurt.


    
“What are you talking about?” he asks, sitting in his lounge chair, a laptop
balancing on his legs while he watches me.


    
“My nana and your grandfather have a date this morning. I checked the weather
reports after she left, and hell has indeed frozen over.”


    
“What?” He lets that sink in for a second until the shock wears away. “He
said he was going out for the day, but he didn’t say where.” Smacking a hand to
his forehead and keeping it there, he says under his breath, “Oh, my gosh.” 


    
“What?”


    
“I could have sworn he blushed when he said it. Now I know why. He’s getting
jiggy with your granny and just didn’t want to tell us.” 


    
Ugh. “I swear, if you say the words jiggy and my grandmother in
the same sentence again, I’m hanging up on you,” I inform him, letting my
pencil glide across my notebook while I draw the barest of outlines; a
permanent smile making my cheeks hurt. But it isn’t long before that warm and
fuzzy feeling Beckham always instills in me evaporates, thinking about how I’m
going to have to tell him the truth soon – and the consequences I’m most likely
going to face when I do. But with finally getting the green light from Mom and
Nana, I don’t have any excuses anymore not to do it. And the longer I keep it
from him, the worse it’s going to be.


    
There’s also the matter that I love him. Talk about another big confession I
don’t know how to tell him. We’ve only been together officially for a couple of
weeks. I don’t know if I told him now if it’d freak him out or not. And
besides, I’d rather tell him I love him after I explain the truth to
him. If I do it before, I’m afraid he’ll think that, too, is a lie.


    
“Your Nana is getting jiggy with it,” he says with a crap-eating grin, aimed at
me over the top of his laptop. 


    
Holding the phone out from my ear for him to see, I make a big show of hanging
up on him.


    
He throws his head back and laughs.


    
I stick my tongue out at him like the mature lady my grandmother taught me to
be.


    
A few seconds later, my phone lights up with a text.


    
I’m ready to hear it.


   
I seriously think about not writing him back, but my curiosity gets the better
of me.


    
Hear what?


    
That my plan worked.


    
Oh,
jeez. 


    
Your plan did not work.


   
 Our grandparents are out on a date. I think that’s proof enough that I
succeeded.


  
  You’re right. You orchestrated it so that your grandfather would be rude at
dinner, my nana would put him in his place, and then ask him out on your porch
last night. That was all you.


   
Wait, NANA was the one who asked him out? Way to go, granny. I like a woman who
isn’t afraid to step in and take charge.


    
Do you want to date my nana now? Because if so, I’ll gladly step aside.


    
Nah, I’m pretty busy with her granddaughter at the moment. I think I’ll stick
with her and see how it turns out.


    
So I’m just a placeholder for you?


    
Exactly.


    
Nice. I roll my eyes and throw the phone down, going back
to my drawing. But before long, my phone is going off again, this time with a
call. Sighing, I pick it up, saying before he can start, “You’re not going to
get any work done today if you keep distracting yourself.”


    
“That sounds like a great plan. I think I’ll do that.”


    
“Beck, you need to get that essay done.”


    
He’s silent for a little while, and he’s never silent, making me worry. That’s
when I look up to see him standing in his window, his hand in his pocket, the
phone pressed to his ear. His sad smile kills me when he says, “I miss you.”


    
His words send a warm zing through my chest, and I put my pencil down. “How can
you miss me when we’re talking and I can see you?”


    
“I don’t know. I just do.” He looks like a sad puppy dog, begging for someone
to pick him up and hold him. It makes my heart hurt. It’s only amplified when
he says, “You said earlier that you had something you wanted to talk to me
about. What was it?”


    
I suck in a quick breath of air, coughing on it when it doesn’t make its way back
out. I had originally texted him earlier about wanting to talk, but then he
called me, and we got lost in a different topic that then led to us talking
about our grandparents dating of all things, and I forgot. Until now.


    
Shaking my head, I tell him, “It’s something that can wait. You need to get
back to work.”


    
I hear him sigh. “I hate to say it, but you’re right. I’ll talk to you later
then.”


    
“Bye, Nota,” I say with a small smile.


    
“Bye, Kahlo.”


***



I
don’t know how it happened. One minute I’m sitting on my window seat, sketching
Beckham while he works away in his room, the next it’s three weeks later, and
it feels like everything has changed. Maybe that’s because it has.


    
The biggest change came from Nana. The night she came home from her date with
Mr. Lyons, she had the brightest glow about her, like she had been a dying
lightbulb before, and someone finally got her a replacement. She couldn’t keep
the smile off her face, and that’s how I knew things were going to be
different. She went out with Beckham’s grandfather every day without fail after
that. He’d come by for morning coffee with her on the beach, or to take her
away for the afternoon to some fancy restaurant. He, too, seemed changed by
Nana’s presence in his life. I didn’t see one scowl from him while they were
dating, and he even extended his stay in the Lyons’ home to be close to her.
Many dinners and barbecues were spent together as a joint family while the two
doted on one another like teenagers in love, their connection plain for all to
see. But even still, I couldn’t have anticipated what happened next.


    
Last night, on their three-week anniversary, he took her to New York City to celebrate.
When she got home, smiling from ear to ear, she told us about how they had
taken a walk after dinner, and happened to stroll by Tiffany’s. She had told
him about how much she loved the movie Breakfast at Tiffany’s, and he
made it a surprise for her. But that wasn’t the only surprise he had in store.


    
She then held out her left hand and showed us the delicate pink diamond sitting
on her ring finger. “I’m engaged!” she’d exclaimed, looking like she would have
jumped up and down if she could.


 
   I was speechless, my eyes glued to the ring and its foreignness on her hand.
Mom and Dad were a little stunned at first like myself, but quickly gave their
congratulations. I did as well, but it was through a foggy haze I barely
remember.


    
Now, I’m sitting here on the beach, my back resting against Beckham’s chest
while he keeps his arms around me, resting his chin on my shoulder. I haven’t
said anything since he found me down here, mute and staring at the ocean.


    
“I take it you were as shocked as I was,” he says gently into my ear, already
knowing what my silence is about without me having to explain it to him.


    
I just nod.


    
“I’m sorry. If I had known, I would have warned you.”


    
My fingers run across the backs of his hands, counting each knuckle with a
light tap, finding comfort in its repetition. “I’m glad she’s happy. I just
hope they aren’t making a mistake.”


    
“Love is never a mistake if it’s with the right person.” He leaves a kiss on my
shoulder, his warm lips even hotter than my sun-soaked skin.


    
Speaking of the devil… “Hello, you two,” Nana says joyfully, coming to stand in
front of us, her giant sun hat flopping in the breeze. Her eyes soften when she
sees me in his arms, then when she asks him, “Beckham, would you mind giving me
a moment alone with my granddaughter? I promise I won’t be too long.” She
flashes him a genuine smile, her attitude towards him having greatly improved
after she learned how I really felt about him, and accepted that his presence
was going to become a permanent fixture in our household. It also helped that
he showed her just how much he cares for me in return, revealing his kind heart
and true personality over these last few weeks to her.


    
“No problem.” He gives me one last kiss on the shoulder before standing up and
wiping the sand off his shorts. Looking down at me, he says, “Meet me at the
house tonight before the bonfire?”


    
Shoot, Leigha’s party. I almost forgot about it. I nod with a smile and tell
him, “Sure.”


    
With a nod of his own, he walks back towards the path leading to our houses,
leaving me alone with Nana, who manages to park herself in the sand next to me.
Groaning while she tries to get comfortable, she says, “That was a lot easier
only ten years ago. Hard to believe how fast things can change.”


    
Tell me about it.


    
Looking
at my profile, she says, “I know what you’re thinking.”


    
Placing my chin on my bent knees, I finally look at her. “And what am I
thinking, Nana?”


    
“That this is all happening too fast, that I haven’t thought it through
enough.”


    
Not going to lie. “You’re not far off the mark.”


    
She lets out a short laugh. “I guess it’s only right for you to doubt my
judgement when I did the same to yours. I’m sorry about that, by the way. You
picked a fine young man to give your heart to. I was wrong.”


    
“Thank you,” I say, happy to hear her acceptance of Beck in words. But, “Nana,
I love you more than anything. You know that, right?”


    
“Of course, dear.”


    
“Then please know that I’m only asking you this because I care about you.” Staring
at that beautiful ring again, I question, “Why him? And why so fast?”


    
It’s her turn to stare out at the ocean like it has all the answers she’s been
looking for. Crossing her ankles, she says, “When I was young, I dreamed of
meeting a man that lived up to the princes I had read about as a child.
Everyone told me that he didn’t exist, that my standards were too high, but I
knew he was out there. I just had to wait. And then one day, I met that man,
and he gave me the countless years of love, and joy, and the child everyone
said I’d never have.” She twists her hands in her lap, voice sorrowful when she
continues, “But one day, he was taken away from me, and all that joy and love
he had given me went right with him. I never thought I’d experience that
feeling again. I thought that I had found my one and only prince, and that I
should be lucky that I had had him for as long as I did. But somehow, some way,
lightning struck twice for me, Blaire. And it’s a blessing I don’t plan to
waste.”


    
Her story brings a tear to my eye, and I let it fall into the sand, picturing
her with the man I’ve seen in dozens of family albums, laughing and smiling and
holding each other like they never planned to let go. My grandparent’s love was
the kind I had always wanted for myself. I can’t imagine the pain of losing it,
only to find it again decades later with someone else. It must be a bittersweet
feeling.


    
“Besides,” Nana says, wiping my cheek with her thumb, a grin replacing her
heartbroken expression, “I’m eighty years old. I can’t afford to wait around like
you can.”


    
I shake my head, laughing at her lame joke. “Don’t lie. You know you’ll outlive
us all.”


    
“What a sweet notion.” She smiles, giving me a side hug. “But Blaire,” she
says, her voice turning thoughtful, “I feel like something other than my
impending marriage is bothering you.”


    
I let my head fall back onto my knees again, my heart lurching for the second
time. “How do you do that?”


    
“Do what?”


    
“Read me like a book.”


    
“It’s pretty simple. I know you best. A grandmother can always tell when
something is bothering her grandbaby. So tell me, what’s got you all twisted up
in there?”


    
Needing to let it out anyway, I say, not looking at her, “I still haven’t told
Beck the truth about us yet.”


    
A pause, and then she says, “Why not? I thought you were dying to let him
know?”


    
“It’s just…there hasn’t been the right moment to. We always have such a great
time together, and I hate to ruin it. And besides, when is it appropriate to
say, ‘Hey, I love you, but I’m just like your crappy ex-girlfriend, and I’ve
been living a double life like Hannah freaking Montana behind your back.’?”


    
“Oh, my sweet girl.” Nana leans her head against mine, keeping her arm wrapped
around my shoulder. “Life is messy, and the truth is even messier. But even if
things don’t end well, you’ll feel better knowing you told him the truth.”


    
“I know that, but when do I do it?” I ask, and that’s when I’m suddenly reminded
again of the bonfire tonight. Maybe…maybe that could be my opportunity to take
him aside afterwards and tell him the truth. And since I’m planning the moment
this time, and not just trying to find one, it means I’ll have to go through
with it. No more excuses.


    
“You’ll figure it out,” she says, unaware that I just did. “But in the meantime,
can I ask you a question?”


    
Not able to help it, I say, “You just did.”


   
“Very funny.” She tweaks me on the nose, making me chuckle. “I was going to ask
you if you’d be my maid of honor?”


    
Holy crap. “Really?”


   
“Of course. I’m going to need my best girl up there with me for support.”


    
“But what about Mom?”


    
“She’s going to officiate. Kind of hard to do both of those things at once.”


    
Why am I surprised that she’s been engaged for less than a day, and she’s
already planning her wedding? Going along with it, I ask, “What kind of a
ceremony are we thinking of? Courthouse? Quickie marriage in Vegas?”


    
She swats my suggestions away, saying, “Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I
don’t want a proper wedding. I want it on the beach with all of our family
present. We can set up a couple of tents in the backyard for the reception.
It’ll be beautiful, I can already see it.” She looks up into the sky with a
great smile, as if she really can.


    
“Are you sure it isn’t just the side effects of your heart meds talking, Nan?”


    
The blissful look turns into a glare faster than you can say the words retirement
home. “Shut it, kid. Or else you’re going to be demoted to flower girl.”


    
I hug her close, laughing into her shoulder. “I love you, too.”


Beckham


“Is
that a sweat circle on your back? We’re in air-conditioning, bro. How is
that even possible?” Catcher asks me, laughing to himself with his arms
crossed, just like his ankles. He’s been standing there, watching me like a
criminal under a lamp for the last fifteen minutes. I can’t imagine he doesn’t
have something better to do.


    
“Leave me alone and go help Leigha. I’m sure she has a job or two hundred for
you down on the beach,” I tell him, pacing up and down the entryway, waiting
for Blaire to show up. I wanted to talk to her before the bonfire, but not with
my annoyingly chatty brother around.


    
“Seriously, what’s got you like this, man?” he asks, switching gears from
ballbusting to looking legitimately concerned for me.


    
“I’m just waiting for Blaire, that’s it.”


    
“What, are you afraid she isn’t going to show or something?”


    
“No.”


    
“Worried that she’ll fall for your much better looking, and far better
tempered, little brother? Because if so, that’s understandable.”


    
For the love of – “Catcher, you’re either going to walk down to the beach on
your own, or get there with a limp courtesy of me. Those are your options.”
Looking down at my watch again, I count ten minutes left before Leigha’s party
officially begins. I was hoping Blaire would have gotten here by now.


    
He holds up his hands in surrender. “Fine, I’ll go. But I expect you to tell me
the real reason of why you’re PMSing later.” He walks away with a grin after he
successfully dodges my kick to his shin.


    
Two seconds later, a knock at the door has me letting out a breath I didn’t
know I was holding, spinning around and opening it before I can think twice.


    
Blaire looks up at me with shock written across her face, probably not having
expected the door to be opened so fast. Her hair flutters back down around her cheeks
from the wind burst, wavy and free of a hair tie. She looks absolutely
beautiful in her white T-shirt and long flowy skirt that reaches down past her
ankles. When she catches me looking at her for too long, she asks, “Is this too
informal, or too dressy, for a bonfire? I texted Leigha to ask, but she must
have been busy because –”


    
“It’s perfect. You’re perfect. You look gorgeous in white.” I’m quick to reassure
her, taking her hand and helping her inside. 


    
“Thanks. I see you’re wearing my favorite shirt again.” Her smile widens when
her hand drifts over the buttons on my hunter green dress shirt, the same one
from the dinner party.


    
“I aim to please.”


    
“That you do. Now, why did you want me to come early?” she asks, eyes looking
my face over for the answer. “Miss me that much?”


    
“I did, but there was something I wanted to say before everyone got here and I
didn’t have the chance.”


    
Her brows hit her hairline, a touch of worry in the downturn of her lips. “What
is it?”


    
“Beck? Beck, where are you? I need you and Catch to go get the cooler from the
garage,” Leigha’s voice reaches us from the back of the house after we hear the
French doors shut, her footsteps steadily growing closer.


    
“Oh no.” I mutter.


    
“What?”


    
“We’ve gotta hide.” 


    
She snorts a laugh. “You can’t help your cousin out for two seconds?”


    
“You think it’s just me and Catch she’ll want to help her? No, no. You’ll get
roped into it, too. And trust me, once you do, it won’t just be two seconds.
It’ll be carry this, move that, start the bonfire for me, Beck, because I have
no idea how to, and Google isn’t helping.”


    
She chuckles into her hand at my poor impression of Leigha, and I keep it there
with my own, making her eyes go wide.


   
“I’m serious, we need to hide.”


    
“Where?” she asks around her hand.


    
Spinning in a circle, looking for exit routes, I spot the coat closet. “In
there.” I grab her around the waist and shove us inside, closing the door as
quietly as possible. Just as it clicks shut, I hear Leigha’s stomp into the
foyer where we just were.


    
“I know you’re somewhere in this house, Beckham!” she calls out.


    
Shoved together close enough that a piece of paper couldn’t slip between us, I
hold onto Blaire, feeling her chest rise and fall against my own, invisible in
the dark.


    
Before long, my cousin’s footsteps are taking her away again, but I don’t move.


    
“I think the coast is clear,” Blaire says, moving my hand away from her mouth
to whisper.


    
“She might have just pretended to walk away so that she could catch us coming
out.”


    
“Wouldn’t she have heard us talking by now if that were the case? That door
would have been thrown open the second you said she,” my girlfriend
argues quite effectively.


    
I sigh, admitting, “Okay, so maybe I’d like a moment alone with you without the
fear of Leigha the slave driver interrupting us. If it’s got to be in the coat
closet, then so be it.”


    
“You always do pick the most romantic places.”


    
“This is romantic. It’s small, and warm, and we’re in the dark…”


    
“And I’m currently wedged between a couple of coats that smell like old man and
mothballs. You’re right. It could really give the make out scene in The
Notebook a run for its money.”


    
“You lack imagination,” I tell her, feeling my nose bump against hers.


    
“Is that what you had wanted to talk to me about?” she asks sarcastically. “My
failing qualities?”


    
“No, I…” Jeez, this is harder than I thought it would be. I feel my heart go
from a nice slow beat to machine gun level in an instant at the thought of what
I want to tell her. “I –”


    
Our lips accidentally brush in the dark, my body going on high alert at her
closeness. I hear her catch her breath before I’m stealing her mouth with a
purposeful kiss this time. “I wanted to tell you…I love you,” I say against her
swollen lips after we part, feeling her breath flutter across my cheek. 
















 


CHAPTER
19


Beckham


 


“I
love
you, Blaire,” I repeat again, but this time, I feel no fear when I say it.


    
Her gasp gets sucked up by another kiss, one that lasts long enough that when
my cousin opens the door in an a-ha! fashion, we’re both breathing hard,
our cheeks red and our hair a mess.


    
“Oh, for crying out loud. This is what you’ve been doing while I’ve been
looking for you? Guests started arriving ten minutes ago, and the fire isn’t
even started yet!” she yells at us, arms crossed, green eyes furious and
furrowed.


    
“If you’re looking for an apology, you aren’t going to get one,” I tell her,
taking Blaire’s hand and leading her out of the closet and past a steaming
Leigha.


    
“Start the fire before I tell Aunt Elise that you stomped all over her Jimmy
Chou’s,” she calls back, and I know I’m going to pay for this one later. But
right now, I couldn’t care less.


Blaire 


He
loves me. 


    
It’s the thought that has refused to leave my mind since the moment he said
those three words to me, replaying the feel of them said against my lips over
and over again, like a beautiful, bittersweet movie. I wanted so bad to say it
back, to let him know that he isn’t alone in how he feels. Over these last few
weeks I’ve felt every part of my heart give itself to him. It happened when he
had lunch with me, my mother, and Nana, smiling through an entire afternoon of
being grilled, like he’d gladly do it again if it meant I was happy. It grew
when he invited me over for the Lyons’ annual family movie night, and he shared
his blanket with me, falling asleep halfway through The Incredibles with
his head on my shoulder. Countless days spent in our rooms, listening to music
and hanging out together, and nightly walks on the beach under the moon. It’s
been the greatest summer I’ve ever had, and now it’s all going to be ruined
because I lied to him. The one person I want to know every secret about me.


    
Warming my toes in the sand while Catcher and Beckham stoke the fire, I remind
myself that the lies are stopping tonight. No matter what.


    
“Konbanwa,” a pleasant, quiet voice greets me, breaking me out of my
thoughts. Looking over at the person who just took the beach chair next to me,
I see Kaito, wearing a small smile that lights up his dark eyes. “It’s nice to
see you again.”


    
“Same here,” I say, though I’m shocked to see him here of all places. Does
Leigha know? She must. She’s been planning this thing for weeks now. She would
know her own guest list by heart. “How has your summer been?”


    
“A memorable one,” he says after remaining silent long enough that I thought he
hadn’t heard me, his gaze lingering on Leigha, who is stocking the cooler on
the other side of the circle from us.


    
Interesting…


    
For the next half hour, I chat on and off with Kaito while people filter in,
steadily filling the fifteen or so chairs around the bonfire. Some of the faces
I remember from the pool party at the start of the summer, but otherwise, most
of them are strangers to me. What they all have in common, though, is their air
of wealth. You can see it in how they walk, the upturn of their chins, and the
way they confidently take their seats, like they own them and the beach they’re
standing on. I start to feel out of place, not just because I’ve never acted
that way in all my life, and witnessing it is weirdly intimidating, but sitting
here in my all white, brought to you by Walmart, T-shirt and maxi skirt, I can
plainly see how I stand out from the girls wearing the designer logos. Mom
promised me that no one would be able to tell, but I spot a few girls who I’m
sure noticed my mistake the second they stepped into the circle.


    
I ignore the thought as best I can, feeling a wave of relief when Beckham sits
down next to me, taking my hand almost immediately. “Having fun yet?” he asks,
handing me a soda I didn’t see in his free hand.


    
“Getting there,” I say, scooting my chair closer to his so that our hands can
rest more easily between us. “So, are we roasting s’mores or what?” 


    
“Absolutely,” Leigha says, handing me a long metal stick with a marshmallow
already on it. “It isn’t a bonfire without ’em.” Grabbing another stick from
her goodies table, she asks everyone, “Who’s next?”


    
“No way. Those things are pure sugar and full of empty calories,” one of the
girls says, giving Leigha’s back a disgusted look, like the suggestion alone
was an insult.


    
“Great, more for us,” Catcher says, holding his hand up. “I’ll take one, Cuz.”


    
“There you go.” She hands him his stick, all ready to go with a marshmallow,
doing this multiple times until a total of ten of us are standing around the
fire, our sticks hanging out in the flames. When Kaito takes a stick from
Leigha, her eyes light up with a smile I doubt she even knows she’s flashing.


    
I have so many questions for her later.


    
When mine is all ready to go, Leigha helps me put a piece of chocolate and two
graham crackers on it at her s’more station. Returning to my seat, Beckham
stares at the treat like he’d love nothing more than to steal it from me. “If
you wanted one, you should have grabbed a stick,” I tell him.


    
“I was hoping you’d be a nice girlfriend and share it with me,” he says, giving
me his puppy eyes.


    
I take a big bite out of it without looking away from him, feeling the melted
chocolate and the sticky marshmallow on my lips when I smile.


    
He licks his lips, like he’s imagining how it would taste. “You realize that
only makes me want to kiss you, right?”


    
“I know,” I say before taking another bite.


    
“Did I hear you say girlfriend?” The girl who turned down the s’more in favor
of a bottle of mineral water asks, bending forward in her seat to see me
better. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone with such perfect skin before, or
with finer bone structure. She looks like the blonde version of Kendall Jenner.
“Is this the girl I’ve been hearing about all summer?” Holding out her hand to
me with an obviously fake smile, she says, “Hi, I’m Danielle Astin.”


    
I take it with an uneasy feeling skirting down my spine, smiling all the same
when I say, “Blaire Cromwell.”


    
“You’ve been quite the topic around here, stealing away the Hamptons’ most
eligible bachelor.” She gives Beckham an admiring look, like he’s the
dessert she had actually wanted.


    
Oh, hell no.


    
“Danielle is the gossip queen,” Beck tells me darkly, scooting even farther
away from her, like she’s contagious or something. “If someone breathes wrong,
she’ll let you know about it.”


    
A few people snicker at the comment, causing a sharp edge that wasn’t there
before to creep into her brown eyes.


    
“Now don’t be like that,” she says, her voice too sweet to be real. “Just
because I’m friends with Jenna doesn’t mean you have to act like I’m the one
who did you wrong.”


    
The circle quiets uncomfortably, and I feel my hand tense in Beckham’s. 


    
“Danielle, I only let you in because you came with Kevin, and because you
promised not to let your bitch-o-meter spike tonight. One more word, and you’re
gone. Got it?” Leigha says, and I turn to see her sitting next to Kaito, her
eyes sparking with a protective fire. It helps to explain my question of why
she would allow someone like Danielle into her party, especially with her link
to Beckham’s past.


    
Danielle throws her hands up in submission. “All I did was tell the truth, hon.
Don’t get upset over nothing. Besides, I want to get to know Blaire here better.”
Focusing her attention back on me, something I’m really starting to dislike,
she says, resting her chin in her palm. “So where are you from?”


    
I lick my lips clean of s’more before answering, “Maryland.”


    
“Really? Where in Maryland?”


    
“Just outside of Baltimore,” I say, noticing that most of the smaller
conversations between people in the circle are coming to a close, their
attention turning to Danielle and me instead. I tell myself not to fidget under
the attention.


    
“You know, you look really familiar,” she says, her blonde brows moving
downwards over her eyes. She tilts her head to the side, asking, “What is it
that your parents do?”


    
I tell her that they’re both retired, the hair on my arms starting to stand the
longer she gives me that look like she really does recognize me. 


    
“I know I’ve heard Cromwell somewhere before. Doesn’t that sound familiar,
Sabrina?” She looks at the girl sitting next to her, nearly her spitting image
with the ponytail and perfect skin, just with red hair instead of blonde.


    
“A little,” she says, looking at me closer, her eyes lacking the hard glint of
her friend’s. A few seconds go by, and then something like an epiphany crosses
over her face. “Wait,” she says, “wasn’t that the name of the family that won the
Mega Millions jackpot last year? Demi Collins from Ocean City told me she saw
it on the news.”


    
Panic like I’ve never known before cuts through me like a sharp knife, stealing
my air. I drop Beckham’s hand out of reflex, my fingers going numb.


    
“You’re right. It was in the paper, too. There was a picture. That’s why
you look so familiar,” Danielle says, but there’s no surprise in her voice like
there was in Sabrina’s. And her expression stays exactly the same, a deadly
smile spreading her lips. “That was you, wasn’t it? Your family won the lottery.”



    
With those final words, and that righteous gotcha look in her eyes, I
know for sure now that this was all a setup. This girl came here tonight
knowing full well who I was, and with all the facts she needed to out me in
front of everyone. She even had the innocent friend with her to help play
witness and corroborate her story.


    
I rack my brain, trying to figure out why she would do this, especially to a
girl she’s never even met before, and the only thing I can come up with is what
she had said herself: she’s friends with Beckham’s ex. 


    
This must have been some kind of friendly revenge on her behalf.


    
And now I can’t breathe.


    
“Blaire, what is she talking about?” Beckham asks me, turning his back on the
group to look at me, face half lit by the fire. 


    
“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Danielle says, placing her chin in her palm, smiling.
“Her family didn’t make their fortune in the auto and medical industry like
she’s been circulating. She lied.”


    
“I…” My heart pounds so hard in my ears that I can’t even hear myself think.
It’s like I’m inside a vacuum, utterly senseless.


    
“Danielle, that’s enough. I want you to leave,” Leigha says, standing up and
stomping her way over to her, grabbing her by the arm and sending her flying
out of her chair.


    
Taking a stumbled step back, she shoots daggers at her, saying, “You think I’m
lying? Just look at this.” Danielle grabs her phone out of her pocket and
clicks the screen a few times before showing it to everyone, namely Beckham.
When I get a flash of what’s on it, the panic attack starts anew.


    
It’s the picture they put in the paper of Mom, Dad, Nana, and I holding the
giant check, smiling with joy before the consequences of the win could sink in.


    
“The minute I heard about you I went digging. It didn’t take me long to find
the article talking about how your pathetic family lived in poverty before you
struck it rich. You’re just a liar, a fraud. You didn’t earn a single –”


    
Moving faster than I thought her capable of, Leigha’s fist is flying through
the air and striking Danielle in the jaw, sending her to the ground in a heap.
The girls around the fire scream like they’ve never witnessed such violence
before, all crowding around her to see if she’s okay. Leigha rolls her eyes while
shaking out her fist. “That bitch deserved it and you all know it.”


    
“Is this really you?” Beckham asks me with a voice void of any emotion, his
eyes still staring down at the screen. It reminds me so much of the way he
looked when he mentioned Jenna in the past that I feel tears flood my eyes. 


    
This…this is what I had always feared.


    
But I have no other choice. Not now.


    
I nod my head.


    
“Why did,” he stops himself, closing his eyes, “Why didn’t you tell me the
truth?”


    
Feeling the tears finally escape, I tell him, “I wasn’t allowed to.”


    
He turns his head to give me a disbelieving look. “What?”


    
“My parents.” Sniffle. “They told me I couldn’t say anything about it. But it’s
only because –”


    
He stands up suddenly, knocking the beach chair over, not giving it a second’s
glance when he says, “You’re telling me your parents told you to lie
about your entire life to me? Why?”


    
I barely register the feel of eyes on me and the drama unfolding before I hear
Catcher and Leigha telling people to go home, herding them back up the beach to
give us a little privacy. It’s a thoughtful gesture, one that gives me hope
that maybe I didn’t just burn every bridge I had with the Lyons family.


    
“It’s a long story. If you’d just listen and let me tell you –”


    
He runs his hands over his head and down his face, saying to himself, “It’s
happening all over again.”


    
“Beckham, I’m not Jenna. I didn’t lie about my background so that you’d buy me
things. I did it so that you wouldn’t judge me,” I tell him truthfully, wishing
he would just look at me.


    
As if I hadn’t even spoken, he says, “Was anything you told me the truth? All
those times I was with you…was that really you, or the version of yourself you
created to fit this?” He points at my beautiful, expensive house in the
distance, and a sting goes through my heart.


    
My cheeks are wet and sticky with tears when I explain, “Everything was the
truth, just not all of it.”


    
He sways backwards, like I just hit him without even touching him. “Are you being
serious right now? The truth is all or nothing, Blaire. There is no part
of it, or sliver, or any other name you want to give it.” Breathing
hard, he stares at the ground, unseeing, while my heart breaks into a billion
pieces in front of me. Every shard I had given him, day by day, piece by piece,
falls into nothing.


    
He shakes his head, his words sounding gravelly when he tells me, “I don’t care
if it’s not the same thing as Jenna. You still kept the truth from me, Blaire.
Even when you knew how much I had been hurt the last time someone did that to
me. And not only that, but you lied to my entire family. My brothers, my
cousin, my parents…for months.” Staring at the sand, back stiff as a
board when I go to touch him, he says, so quiet I almost don’t hear him, “Don’t
touch me. Matter of fact, don’t come near me or my family ever again. I…I’m not
doing this for a second time. I can’t.”


    
He’s shut himself down, closed off his emotions like he had when we first met.
I can see it in his blank expression, the coldness in his eyes, and that was even
before he spoke those horrible, heart-crushing words to me. 


    
In his mind, this is truly and officially over.


    
He starts to walk away from me, his steps taking him back to the house and out
of the glow of the fire. I run after him though I know it’s useless, grabbing
his arm and trying to stop him. “Please, don’t do this. Just let me explain
before you judge me. Please,” I beg him, my voice tear-stained and
scratchy. He pulls away with little effort, not looking back at me though I try
several more times to stop him.


    
Eventually I’m left kneeling in the sand, alone, my vision a blur from all the
tears, my body racking with sobs that refuse to stop. Everything hurts,
physically and emotionally. Even breathing feels hard, as if my lungs have
shrunk three sizes in a matter of minutes. 


    
What have I done?


    
Sometime later, I feel strong arms lift me up and walk me away, escorting me to
my house where I suspect my father takes me back, because I can smell his
signature scent of aftershave and car grease on him, holding me close as he
takes me to my bed where I quickly pass out.


***



The
next morning I wake up to beautiful confusion, wondering why my eyelids feel
like sandpaper and my throat is so sore. I mentally retrace my steps as to how
I got in my bed, and that’s when it all floods back. I’m thrown headfirst into
the pain again as though it just happened, my eyes somehow finding it within
themselves to make the tears I didn’t think I had left.


    
Must be my crying is louder than I thought, because soon my door is being
opened and my mom and nana are there, crawling onto my bed and hugging me from
both sides, swallowing me whole with their warmth.


    
“Honey, what happened?” Mom asks, pushing my hair back from my face, my skin
feeling swollen and hot from all the crying. “Catcher brought you home crying last
night, but didn’t say why.”


    
The look of betrayal on Beckham’s face when he saw that picture floats into my
mind, and my throat closes, not allowing me to tell them what happened. So
instead they just hold me like I’m six years old again and fell off the swing
set, skinning my knees. It’s the last time I remember crying this hard.


    
Later in the morning, they coax me downstairs to get something to eat and to
rehydrate, where I force a thing of yogurt and half a bottle of water down my
throat, my insides feeling raw. I don’t feel pain anymore, or sadness. It’s
just emptiness, my emotions all dried up.


    
“You finally told him the truth, didn’t you?” Mom says, giving me a sympathetic
look, pushing the water closer to me. The thought of another sip makes me
nauseous. 


    
“Someone beat me to it,” I say, telling myself not to conjure up the images of
last night. I don’t think my eyes could handle any more crying.


    
“What do you mean?” Nana asks.


    
I tell them in bare details what happened last night, and how I had planned to
tell him the truth after the bonfire. I leave out the part where he told me he
loved me. Mostly because I hate to think about how now it’s probably a memory
he’d like nothing more than to forget.


    
“I don’t know what to tell you, sweetie. You’re just going to have to let him
be angry for a while before you can explain it to him.”


    
I shake my head. “He’s right. It doesn’t matter if what I did was technically
omission. When he asked me about my life, I only gave him the bare bones of the
truth. If things were reversed, I’d feel angry, too. Because it’d make me think
he didn’t trust me enough to tell me all of it.”


    
Silence descends upon the kitchen, letting me know I’m right. I screwed this up
more than I could ever fix, and we all know it. 


    
The doorbell rings, echoing throughout the house, and we all turn our heads
simultaneously to look at it. 


    
It…it couldn’t be.


    
No.


    
Standing up, Mom gives me a wide-eyed look before she walks over and opens the
door. From this angle, I can’t see who it is, but my problem is solved a minute
later.


    
Mom walks back into the dining room with Catcher and Leigha trailing behind
her, both with reserved looks on their faces.


    
“You’re welcome to sit down. There’s juice and water bottles in the fridge if
you get thirsty,” Mom tells them, ever the hostess. Giving Nana an emphatic
look, she says, “Mom, I think we should give them some privacy. We’ll be
upstairs if you need us.” Mom takes Nana by the arm and leads them away, but
not before she flashes me a hopeful smile.


    
Catcher and Leigha do in fact take a seat at the other end of the table, a wave
of tense energy passing between the three of us. I can tell no one knows how to
start this conversation. So I do it the only way I know how: by saying
everything I held back from the start.


    
I tell them everything, from the moment we got the check, all the way down to
the day I stepped foot in the Hamptons. They don’t speak a word through it all.
Their expressions don’t change, either, making me worry. 


    
Once I’m finished, a long silence follows. That is until Leigha says, crossing
her arms on the table, “Well, hell. I didn’t see that coming.”


    
Catcher nods his head in agreement. “I knew there was more to your story than
you let on, but I didn’t know it ran this deep. I’m really sorry, Blaire.”


    
The apology takes me off guard, forcing me to ask, “Why would you be sorry?”


    
He shrugs, running a hand through his hair, the gesture just like Beckham. “Because
it sounds like you had a hard life to begin with, and it only got worse after
the lottery, which seriously isn’t fair. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t like that
you lied to all of us, but I can see why your parents did it, and I can’t fault
you for following their orders.”


    
“I get it, too. You wanted to protect yourselves after what happened. But why
didn’t your parents just tell us the truth after they got to know us? You
should have known that we wouldn’t judge you for that,” Leigha says, the
question a very valid one, and not something I can easily argue.


    
“I know. You’re right. When it came to being cautious with you guys, we went a
little overboard. But I think they know that now, and I’m sure they’re going to
go over and have a chat with your aunt and uncle about it later. If they’ll
allow it,” I add as an afterthought, not knowing how hard they’ll take it
compared to their kids and niece. I really hope this doesn’t affect Nana and
Mr. Lyons’s relationship, either, though I suspect it will.


    
“I want you both to know how sorry I am,” I say, knowing I betrayed them, too.
“You’ve treated me like a part of your family since the very beginning, and you
didn’t deserve any of this.” Rubbing my eyes before the tears can start again,
I finish by saying, “I don’t know what I would have done this summer without
you. I hope you can eventually forgive me.”


    
“I forgave you before we even came over here, Witchy Woman,” Catcher says with
a sweet smile and a wink. 


    
I half laugh, half cry at his kind honesty. “You shouldn’t have, but thank you.”


    
Looking at Leigha now, she says, “Same here. We all do stupid stuff, especially
when we’ve been hurt. I understand.” A sadness darkens her eyes, reminding me
of what happened to her and her parents a couple weeks ago; something that I
fear will affect her for a long time to come. But hopefully, the boy who secretly
held her hand last night will be able to help with that.


    
“Really?”


    
Leaning forward so that her arms are resting on the table, she explains, “If
your motives had been evil like Jenna’s, then I would have had to hand your ass
to you. But they weren’t, so it’s cool.”


    
Looking between them, I ask incredulously, “You guys really aren’t mad
anymore?”


    
“No, but I think we need to instill a new policy so this doesn’t happen again,”
Catcher says. “A clause in our friendship, if you will.”


 
   “Oh, no, no. If you’re suggesting we adopt the painful honesty you live by,
then I’m out,” Leigha tells him, unapologetic.


    
“Okay, how about if someone asks a question, you have to answer it honestly. If
not, you can keep it to yourself so long as it doesn’t hurt someone else. Sound
good?” Catcher asks us, looking at Leigha and I like we’re on a game show, and
we’re supposed to lock in our final answers. 


    
“Fine,” Leigha says with a sigh.


    
“I’m alright with that.”


    
“Great.” Back to his happy, smiley self, Catch turns in his chair and asks me,
“So, how do you plan to win my brother back, and how can we help?”


 


    



    



    



    



    



 


    

















 


CHAPTER
20


Beckham


 


I
stare
down at the information packet to NYU that came in the mail a few days ago, the
admissions office having contacted me for an interview next month. If it
weren’t for Blaire and her advice to write the essay like it was for her, I
don’t know if I would have gotten it with just my curriculars alone, or the
original essay I had started. Her help pretty much cemented my place, and the
truth of that feels like a rock in my stomach.


    
Pushing the papers aside, I begin to feel that familiar ache I get whenever I
think about her. The first few days after I learned the truth were all anger,
pissed that I let myself get lost in yet another girl who thought honesty was a
negotiable part of a relationship. Someone who I thought would never hurt me,
especially in that way. Then I was depressed. That lasted for about a week, and
now I’m just – I’m just missing her, mainly the little things. Like seeing her
sitting in her window seat, sketching away. And the way her scent would fill up
my room whenever she came over, even if only for a little while. I miss the way
she had a special smile that only I could bring out in her, and how there was
nothing so horrible in this world that her touch couldn’t fix.


    
This stage of the grieving process has irritated me the most. Because I
shouldn’t miss a liar, or someone who would willingly hurt me. It’s a mental mantra
I’ve been keeping on a constant loop to keep my anger with her, knowing it’ll
help me move on quicker. She should be out of my system in the next few days if
I stay on course, and then I’ll be out of here before I know it; staying in a
dorm at NYU, no longer having to fear catching a glimpse of her and ruining all
the good work I’ve done. Distance is only going to help the process. Too bad
I’m going to have to wait until January for that kind of space.


    
Three short knocks sound at my door before Leigha peeks her head in, saying,
“Blaire’s at the door again.”


    
I look back down at my desk and the packet, pretending I didn’t hear her.


    
“She’s come over every day for two weeks, and you still won’t hear her out?
You’re more stubborn than a mule with a political science degree,” she
complains. “The least you could do is go face her like a man and tell her you
don’t want her coming around anymore. She comes back because she thinks if you
don’t outright tell her to go away, there’s still a chance.”


    
“Then she’s even more naïve than I was,” I mutter, grabbing one of the brochures
and opening it up to look at a picture of the campus again.


    
Stomping into the room, she grabs the thing from my hands and chucks it across
the floor. Staring down at me, she says, “I love you like a brother, Beck.
There isn’t anything in this world I wouldn’t do to protect you from getting
hurt. But what you’re doing now isn’t right, and you know it. Everyone in this
house has heard the Cromwell’s explanation for why they did what they did, and
forgiven them. Even Grandfather, and we all know he’s the most judgmental of them
all. But yet you won’t even give Blaire the small courtesy of hearing her out, if
only so that she can move on with her life. You’re being selfish.”


    
You’ve got to be kidding me. 


    
“Me? I’m the one being selfish?” Standing up, I point my finger at her.
“Lying is lying, no matter the reason behind it. Unlike our family, I have
higher standards when it comes to the people I let into my life.”


    
“Don’t you point that snobby finger at me,” she warns, slapping my hand away.
“You want to know why no one is ever around you, Beck? It’s because you demand
perfection. And the one thing humans will never be is perfect. We mess up, day
in and day out, and we disappoint the ones we love. It’s a fact everyone seems
to know but you. And if you don’t get used to it, you’re going to live a very
lonely life.” She huffs, breathing hard when she says, “At least Blaire is
sorry for what she did and has tried to apologize. She sits on the porch for
over an hour every day, waiting for you to grow a damn heart. Did you ever see
Jenna do that?” When she pauses, waiting for an answer, I say nothing. “Yeah,
that’s what I thought. So don’t you dare do Blaire the dishonor of comparing
her to that horrible girl.”


    
Walking away from me and my “selfishness”, she slams the door behind her,
shaking the walls. I sit back in my chair, shocked at her anger. I knew she was
mad I was ignoring her friend, but the rage she just used is the kind she
normally reserves for when she’s defending our family to someone – an outsider.
Seeing as how she just used it for Blaire’s sake says a lot.


   
And she was right, even Grandfather forgave them, continuing plans for his and
Nana’s wedding, which is going to take place the week before summer break ends.
If I attend, I’m going to have to face Blaire again, and find some sort of way
to avoid her and the apology I don’t want to hear – something I’m not about to
let happen. But just about every member of my family has told me that if I don’t
go, I’ll be blackballed.


    
I still haven’t made my choice yet.


    
Shoving it all to the back of my mind, far out of reach, I pick up the brochure
Leigha had thrown, looking over the front of it. This is my future, I remind
myself, my fingers tracing the NYU logo. So why does it feel so wrong?


Blaire


Walking
into my room, I let the frustration and disappointment hit me full force,
having spent yet another afternoon sitting on the Lyons’ front porch for
nothing. Leigha looked just as upset when she had to tell me that he wouldn’t
come down from his room for the fifteenth time.


    
“We’ve all tried to talk to him,” she told me, looking letdown with herself and
her efforts. She and Catcher have been tag teaming to help me get Beckham to
listen, but so far no luck. I thought that after his family forgave us that it
would at least convince him to hear me out, but he’s remained as stubborn as ever.


    
I gave her my thanks for trying, and sat on the porch to read for a little
while. My theory is that he has to come out sometime. He can’t stay in his house
forever. That’s why I spend an hour there on the porch just in case, sometimes
asking Catcher or Leigha not to let him know I’m there so that he might come
out, even if just by accident. It hasn’t worked yet, though.


    
Falling back on the bed, I stare upside down at my headboard, eyes trailing
over the spines of my book collection. Over the summer, Beckham and I made many
more trips to the bookstore, buying the titles he suggested and somehow always
loving them. But to this day, my copy of Pride and Prejudice is still my
favorite. It was my first positive memory of him, a reminder of how our
friendship started.


    
Thinking of the story of Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy, I find it ironic that
misunderstanding, past scars, and pride, are the same things that caused
Beckham and I’s downfall, too.


    
Gasping, I sit up with a jolt, wondering how I didn’t think of it sooner.


    
That’s it.


    
If Beck won’t listen to me face to face, then maybe he would in a letter. It
worked for Mr. Darcy, why couldn’t it work for me? 


    
Scrambling to my desk, I gather up some old stationary and a pen from my
cupholder, jostling Sir Leopold’s water as I pull out my chair and sit down. As
I write, Dear Beckham, I send a silent thank you up to Ms. Jane Austen
herself for the idea. It just might be the solution I’ve been looking for.


***



For
the next few days, I take the time to really perfect my letter while also
helping Nana out with some last-minute wedding preparations. When I don’t make
my daily stop to the Lyons home, I get a worried call from Catcher and Leigha
via speakerphone.


    
“Did you give up?” Leigha asks.


    
“No,” I say while I put invitations into envelopes at the dining table. “I just
have a new strategy in mind that requires some preparation.” Also, Nana said
her tongue couldn’t produce any more saliva, and gave me envelope licking duty.
I wouldn’t have had the time anyway.


    
“Good,” Catcher says. “I’m tired of opening the door and seeing your sad little
face there, Witchy Woman. My brother doesn’t deserve you.”


    
“Oh, and you do?” Leigha asks him, since that’s what his tone sort of implied.


    
“More than he does,” I hear him mumble.


    
“Ignore him,” Leigha tells me. “Besides, I want to hear more about this plan of
yours to get my idiot cousin back. What are you going to do?”


    
Not sure if I want to divulge that information just yet, I tell them instead,
“I’m coming at it from a different angle this time. I’m not going to be sitting
outside like a dog in the rain anymore.”


    
“Hell yeah, you’re not,” Leigha hoots, making me smile. “So, is it anything we
can help you with?”


    
“No, this is a one-woman kind of job. I just hope it works.”


    
“No matter what happens, you’re still apart of the musketeers. And if my
brother is mean to you at the wedding, I’ll gladly have him face-plant in the
sand on your behalf,” Catcher says, his voice filled with a grin.


    
Though his offer is sweet, my mind can’t let go of what he said first. “Does…does
that mean he’s agreed to come?” Because last I heard, he wasn’t going. 


    
“He hasn’t said it in so many words, but I think he will. I can’t see him purposely
upsetting Grandfather like that. If he did, he’d never hear the end of it.”


    
My heart skips a beat, but not in a good way.


    
To think that Beck would miss his own grandfather’s wedding just because he
doesn’t want to see me has me doubting my new plan. If he’s still this mad
after all this time, is there really any hope left for us? Could it really be
over before he even lets me fix it? One way or another, I’m going to find out.
I can’t move on until I do.


 


The
next morning I’m standing in front of the Lyons’ front door for the thousandth
time since I’ve moved here, knocking my fist three times on the hard surface before
returning it to my side. I squeeze Beckham’s letter in my hands to the point
where the envelope gets wrinkled, forcing me to smooth it out as much as
possible before the door opens.


    
Looking up, I expect to see Catcher’s quirky smile or Leigha’s sympathetic one
staring back at me, but I don’t see anyone; just a view into the foyer that
turns into a hall, leading to the living room. But when my gaze goes downward,
I see Theo standing there with Hawn panting at his side, smiling at me with a
wave.


    
His happy glow has me returning the smile. “Hello, Theo. Hello, Hawn. How are
you today?”


    
Theo mouths “Good”, moving aside to let me in.


    
“That’s okay. I’m not here to stay. I just wanted to drop something off,” I
explain, hoping that doesn’t hurt his feelings. “Is Leigha or Catcher around?”


    
He shakes his head before taking out his little notepad and pen from his
pocket. Scribbling out what he wants to say, he holds up the paper for me to
read. “Went shopping for the wedding.”


    
I make an O with my mouth, nodding my understanding. “Okay then. I’ll just come
back later.”


    
He looks down at my hand, pointing to it with a questioning squint.


    
Deciphering his question, I say, “This is what I was going to leave here. It’s
for Beckham.”


    
Opening and closing his hand, he silently shows me that he’d be willing to give
it to him for me.


    
“Are you sure?” I ask, not wanting to put him in an awkward position. Or worse
yet, make Beck think I’m using his little brother to get to him.


   
 He nods with a confident smile I can’t refuse.


    
“Alright then.” I hand him the envelope, and he tucks it protectively under his
arm. Distantly I hear his mother in the kitchen, talking to his father. Looking
down the hall and then back to him, I ask, “How has the drawing been going?”


    
Little Lyons has come out to draw on the porch with me on more than a few
occasions. He’s gotten really good with his art, his confidence growing every
day. He’s the total opposite of the little boy I encountered in the art store,
who looked sad and shy. Now he has a light behind his eyes, a beautiful smile
full of happiness and hope. It amazes me how just a little attention and
encouragement made all the difference in him.


    
He nods his head in answer to my question, pulling out a rolled-up piece of
paper from his back pocket, holding it out to show me. He’s been adding to his
comic character lately, doing pages to expand on his story. The kid has a
talented imagination, something I hope he never loses.


    
“Wow, I really love the background. You did a great job with the trees,” I tell
him, looking over the drawing he did of Man of Justice flying out of a forest. 


    
“Theo, breakfast is ready,” I hear Beckham say, coming around the corner to see
where his brother went. When he spots me, holding Theo’s drawing, his brother
smiling like nothing is out of the ordinary, his face goes emotionless. “It’s
time to eat, bud,” he tells him, coming to stand behind him, placing his hands
on his shoulders.


    
I slowly stand back up, my heart beating like a hummingbird’s at seeing him for
the first time in over two weeks. He’s kept his blinds closed, not allowing me
to get even a peek at him. “Hello,” I say, holding onto Theo’s drawing like
it’s anchoring me to earth.


    
“Hi,” he returns quietly. 


    
Theo grabs my hand, nodding down the hall, asking me with an excited grin to join
them for breakfast. His sweet insistence brings a fresh sting to my eyes. And that’s
when I realize I love him. I love all of them. The Lyons’ have become an
extended part of my family, reserving a whole section of my heart just for
them. I never could have anticipated how much they’d change and influence my
life when I moved here.


    
The beautiful boy in front of me most of all.


    
“It’s kind of you to offer, Theo, but I should really get going.” I give his
small hand a gentle squeeze. “But I’ll be seeing you soon, okay?”


   
He lets a small amount of his disappointment show before giving me a nod.


    
“Keep up the good work. I look forward to seeing what you do next,” I say,
handing him back his drawing.


    
Another nod, and then he’s galloping with Hawn down the hall, answering his
mother’s call to the kitchen.


    
I look back at Beckham with remnants of the smile his little brother inspired.
It slowly dies from my lips when I see his frown.


    
“I’m sorry. I thought Leigha or Catcher would answer the door. I just wanted
to…leave something with them.” That’s when I remember that Theo still has my
envelope in his hand. 


    
Oh no. What if he gives it to Beckham at the table over breakfast? What if his
parents ask what it is and read it before Beck does?


    
Crap.


    
“Leave what?” he asks, looking me up and down, eyes skeptical when he doesn’t
find anything to corroborate my story. 


    
Skipping right past the question, I say, “You don’t have to worry. I won’t be
coming by anymore and bugging you. Today was the last of it.”


    
He takes a deep breath and lets it out. “That’s too bad.” 


    
“Really?” I ask, ashamed at the hope I can hear in my voice.


    
He nods, putting his hands in his pockets. “My brother will miss your porch
drawing sessions. He’d come to my room after every one and show me what you
helped him with.”


    
That beautiful blossom of hope from before wilts down into nothing, leaving me with
a hollow feeling.


    
It’s his brother that will miss me.


    
Not him. 


    
I study his face, searching for a hint of the Beckham that was once my sweet,
loving, affectionate boyfriend. The one who held my hand at every opportunity,
kissed me like a dying man when no one was watching, and texted me at three in
the morning with Moana memes just to make me laugh. But I can’t find a single
trace of him in this stranger’s face, who’s looking at me now like we’ve never
met before this moment.


    
Has – has he gotten over me? Was it really that easy for him to do? I’ve been gutted
for weeks, coming here every day just to get him to listen to me, trying to
save what we had because I thought it was special, the kind of love that
doesn’t just happen every day. But here he is, acting like he did when I first
moved in. As if we had never been together.


    
As if he never loved me.


    
It hits me hard, the fear that I wasted all this time on a man who won’t even
look me in the eye anymore. If the roles were reversed, I would have at least
heard him out, given him a chance to explain why he did what he did. But he
couldn’t even do that for the girl he supposedly loved.


    
In the end, it makes me ask myself: do I really want to keep fighting for
someone who judged me so harshly and completely? Someone who didn’t respect me
enough to give me the benefit of the doubt? The question never occurred to me
until now.


    
“Did you really love me?” I hear myself ask him, my voice a whisper.


    
I watch him visibly still, only his mouth moving when he says, “What?”


    
I take a step closer to him, looking up into his eyes, giving him no other
choice but to do the same. “If you really loved me, wouldn’t you have at least
given me a chance to tell you why I did what I did? If you really knew me, the
real me that I’ve been with you all summer, wouldn’t you have known that I’m
not the kind of person who would hurt you just to hurt you?” My eyes turn
glassy, I can feel it. But I want him to see it this time. He needs to know how
much this has been killing me, especially now. 


    
“Maybe I’m the one who kidded myself in the end. I took it seriously when you
said you loved me. But now I wonder if it was just a lie. Because real love is
patient, and kind, not prideful or judgmental. It listens and comforts and
forgives.” A few hot tears slide down my cheeks, thinking of Nana and Mr. Lyons
in this moment. I was there when my parents told his family the truth, and I
paid special attention to Mr. Lyons’ reaction in particular. I feared for my
nana, hoping beyond hope that he wouldn’t reject her after what we had done.
But he had simply turned to her, taken her hand, asked her if that was all of her
secrets, and when she told him yes, he believed her. He then kissed her hand
and told her that he loved her. And that was that.


    
It was the purest show of love I had ever seen.


    
I thought I had found that kind of love, too, but it’s obvious that I didn’t.


    
Turning my back on him, I jump off the porch and into the grass, jogging my way
home before I let the devastation take me over completely.


Beckham


“Who
was that, hon?” Mom asks when I step into the kitchen, feeling numb and out of
sorts. Picking up on it when I don’t respond immediately, she asks, “What’s
wrong?”


    
“I’m going to skip breakfast,” I tell her, turning around to head for the
stairs. Blaire’s words replay in my mind until I’m in my room, lying on my bed,
staring at the ceiling without focus. She looked crushed when she asked if I
had really loved her, as though she had already convinced herself that the
answer was no before I even answered. It hurt like hell to see her in the first
place, but to see her look so dejected was like an arrow to the heart, and that
was before the tears started. There’s still a huge part of me that
doesn’t want anything to cause her pain, or give her grief. Knowing I’m the one
who has been doing both of those things to her…well, it sucks. Everything about
our situation sucks, and I don’t even know where you would start to try and fix
it. 


    
Must be I fall asleep sometime later, because the squeaky hinges of my door
opening wakes me up. I turn over on my side with a groan, seeing my baby
brother tiptoe his way into my room, Hawn not at his side for once. When he
sees that I’m already awake, he quits the quiet act and just walks right in,
dropping a wrinkled envelope on my pillow, next to my head.


    
It smells like Blaire.


    
“What is this?” I ask him through a yawn.


    
He shrugs.


    
“Did Blaire give this to you?” I ask, remembering her saying that she had
wanted to drop something off.


    
A nod yes.


    
Hmm. 


    
Staring at the words To Beckham written on the front, I almost don’t
hear it when he says, “Read it.”


    
My fingers pause over her handwriting, not knowing if my ears are playing
tricks on me, or if my brother really did just speak for the first time in over
a year. Schooling my features so I don’t show him just how freaked out I am, I
ask, “W-what did you say?”


    
He taps the paper again, words a little wobbly, but clear enough to understand.
“Read it…please.”


    
Holy – he really talked. 


    
“Is this the first time you’ve talked?” I ask, wondering if maybe he’s spoken
to Blaire before and she just never told us, that way we didn’t put pressure on
him to do the same with us. It seems like something she would do.


    
He nods, then adds, “Yes.”


    
I can’t help but ask, “Why now?”


    
He tangles his fingers together in front of him, looking down at them when he
admits, “I didn’t think…you would read it unless I told you to.”


   
Surprise doesn’t even begin to describe what I’m feeling. I can’t believe it.
My brother talked, and he did it to help out Blaire. 


    
“Did she ask you to give this to me?”


    
He shakes his head. “I said I would since Catcher and Leigha weren’t home.”


    
I return to staring at the envelope again, wondering what it contains while at
the same time trying to figure out how I tell my family that Theo is no longer
mute. It’s the news they’ve been waiting to hear for far too long.


    
“I hope you start being nice to each other again,” he says after a few minutes,
readjusting his glasses where they fell down his nose. “I can tell she’s sad
even when she smiles at me. You too.” Without another word, he turns on his heel
and walks out my door, like he didn’t just come in here and change everything.
















 


CHAPTER
21


Beckham


 


I
wait to read the letter until well after midnight, when everyone’s asleep and I
know I won’t be interrupted. As much as I hate to admit it, my brother was
right. Unless he had broken his silence and asked me to read it, I probably
wouldn’t have. But between that and Blaire’s questions today, I feel I have no
choice but to.


    
Tearing at the seam of the envelope, I simultaneously wonder if I made the
right choice by keeping mum about Theo suddenly speaking again. All day he
remained silent, doing his usual miming and note writing when he wanted or
needed something. I decided against saying anything because I realized it
wasn’t my news to give. It should be his decision to come out about his
speaking again when he’s ready. And who knows, maybe he plans to come to us one
by one and explain. I think all at once would overwhelm him and my family
equally, and he knew that.


    
If so, I’m honored that he chose me to be first.


    
Sitting back against my headboard, I finish opening up the envelope, taking out
two pieces of paper with purple ink covering both of their sides. I smile
despite myself, seeing that she numbered the pages for me. Once I find the
first one, I begin reading, only to question if after our run-in today, would she
still want me to? The problem is, I’m too curious to stop even if that’s the
case.


    
Dear Beckham,


    
I’ve decided to write you a letter. One that I hope will explain what you
haven’t given me a chance to in person. Words seem to have a greater effect on
you anyway. And if I could find the patience and talent to write you a book
about it, I would. But seeing as I’m an artist and not a writer, I settled on this
instead. 


    
You asked me once if anything was real that I told you about myself, and the
answer is yes. It was all true. I never lied about myself or my past. I just
never gave you all the details, and I should have. So I’m doing it now,
hoping this time you’ll believe me.


    
My full name is Blaire Delfina Cromwell. I’m seventeen years old and I used to
live on 274 Carrol Drive in Dunnings, Maryland. I wasn’t lying when I said Mom
was in the medical industry and Dad was in the auto business. My mother was a
medical assistant for fifteen years and my father worked in a car factory. If
you remember, you asked me what they did when we first met, not if that’s what
made us all our money.


    
I worked two jobs to help my family pay the bills. I was a part-time barista
after school, and I did babysit for my neighbor’s two boys like I told
you. I had a couple of friends I was close to at school, but I mainly hung out
with Nana and worked on my art when I had the spare time.


    
This all changed, though, when we won the lottery. My mom bought the ticket on
a whim for my father for his birthday, and the next day our lives changed
forever. I thought it would be positive change, but I was quickly proven wrong.


    
The letter goes on to tell me about the backlash her family faced after they
won the money, and the trouble she faced at school, mostly from her friends.
And how it led them to Airings, where they thought they would be able to live
in peace, so long as no one knew the truth.


    
The betrayal from my friends, combined with the hate my family faced, gave
us enough fear to swear we would never tell anyone about where the money came
from again. We didn’t want to have to pick up our lives and move for a second
time if we faced the same outcome here. 


    
I know it’s not a great excuse, but it’s the truth. There were a thousand times
when I wanted to tell you and your family about us, but then I’d be reminded of
what happened the last time I did that, and I couldn’t stand the thought of
having you look at me like I was less, or as Danielle so nicely put it, a fraud.
Because deep down, Beckham, I’m still that girl that lived in the poorest
county in Maryland, who wore sneakers from Goodwill and owned a flip phone. I still
like discount books and clearance deals. I don’t drive a fancy car nor do I wish
to have one. 


    
The lottery didn’t change me or my family, Beck. Just look at Nana and her
leopard PJ’s and you’ll know it’s the truth. All that changed was that my
parents got the retirement they deserved, and I could now go to Pratt like I
had always dreamed. I guess we did buy the house. That was a splurge. But
otherwise, we’re still that family on Carrol Drive, and I’m still the girl that
fell in love with you. Whether you were rich or poor, it wouldn’t matter. You’d
still be my Beck, and there’s nothing anyone could do to change that, including
you.


    
What I’m trying to say is – I’m sorry. I really am. And I know that doesn’t
mean much after being hurt, when the damage has been done, but I wanted to at
least say it. I understand if you can’t forgive me. And if you want me to leave
you alone after this, then I will. But I need you to know that when you told me
in the closet that you loved me, I wanted to say it back. I had wanted to say
it since the night of your parents’ party for your grandfather, and maybe even
before that, when you held me close in the water, telling me about your deal
with the ocean.


    
 I love you, Beckham. And I just want you to know…you were by far the greatest
thing the lottery ever gave me.


    
Love Always, 


    
Your Kahlo


    
I
drop the letter in my lap, letting my head fall back into the pillow. No matter
how many times I rub my eyes, I can’t stop seeing her loopy handwriting telling
me she loves me. It hurts even worse when I think that after this morning,
there’s no way she can feel that way about me anymore. Because I was an idiot,
a jerk, selfish, just like my cousin told me I was. And she was right.
All this time I was letting myself compare Blaire to Jenna and what she did,
calling it the same thing. But it’s not. Blaire was protecting her family.
Jenna just wanted to use mine. And yet I gave them both the same punishment, all
because I didn’t listen. I didn’t give her the benefit of the doubt, just like
she said. And yet in my heart, I know she would have done so for me. 


    
Tossing and turning all night, I wonder how I could have let this happen. How
did I let one person’s actions wreck me so completely? Jenna has physically
been gone from my life for a while now, but her memory has lingered far longer.
I just couldn’t see it until I read Blaire’s letter, felt her sincerity – her
love; neither of which I ever felt from Jenna. And to think I threw it all away
because I couldn’t just let it go.


    
But I’m…I’m done living in the past. I’m tired of being the cruel, bitter man
my ex made me into, and I’m sick of letting her ruin my life. I want to be the
guy I was with Blaire again. I liked him. He wasn’t angry all the time, and he
smiled a lot more. He was a good man, the kind that deserved her.


    
I just have to figure out how to get her to see that side of me again, and
actually have her believe it’s permanent.


    
And I think I know just the people to help me.


***



“We’re
not helping unless you’re really serious about this,” Leigha says, putting her
makeup on in her vanity mirror, lips puckering when she applies her bright red
lipstick.


    
“Why would I come to you and ask if I wasn’t?”


    
“I don’t know,” Catcher says, staring at his phone, laid out flat on Leigha’s
bed, “maybe because you’ve been acting like Blaire is the plague up until now?”


    
“Things change,” I mutter, starting to wonder why I thought it would be a good
idea to ask Things One and Two for their advice. All they’ve done is bust my
balls since I came in here.


    
Leigha stares at me in her mirror, arching a black brow in challenge. “Then
tell us what changed in this case. What has you not hating her all of a
sudden?”


    
Shaking my head, I say, “I never hated her. I wanted to at first, hoping it’d
make me get over her quicker. But…” I think of the letter in my back pocket,
feeling like a hundred-pound weight, “something happened that made me realize
my mistake. I should have listened to her from the start. Now I’m willing to
eat crow to get her back.”


    
“You didn’t answer the question,” Catcher points out. “What made you change
your mind?”


    
Dang it, they’re not going to let this go, are they?


    
My fingers twitch, debating if I should show them the letter or not. It feels
incredibly personal, letting them take a look into our relationship, reading
her words. But then if Blaire had been willing to give the letter to Leigha or
Catcher, knowing there was a small chance they might read it, then maybe she
wouldn’t mind if I told them about it.


    
Making the decision, I take out the rolled-up letters, holding it in my hand
for them to see. “She gave me this.”


    
Leigha makes a grab for it, but I sneak it out of her reach at the last second.
“What is it?”


    
“A letter explaining everything I was too stubborn to let her tell me in
person,” I admit, holding the papers up in the air when she goes to jump for
them again. 


    
Since my brother isn’t vertically challenged, he easily grabs them from me
while I’m distracted by Leigha’s attempts. Eyes scanning the first lines, he
says under his breath, “So this was her new strategy.”


    
“Wait, what?” I ask, snatching the papers back from him, rerolling them and
placing them in my pocket again.


    
Leigha clarifies for him, saying, “She told us she had come up with a new way
to get you to listen to her, but she never told us what. I guess now we know.”
Squinting her eyes, she asks, sounding surprised, “You really answered the door
and accepted the letter?”


    
“Not exactly,” I say, telling them how it had been Theo that accepted for me,
but leaving out the part where he verbally told me to read it. “But after I
read it, I realized what I’d done. That I should have listened to her from the
start.”


    
“Damn straight,” my brother chimes.


    
“You can say that again,” Leigha agrees.


    
“Okay, I get it. I messed up. Now I need you to tell me how to fix it. Because
yesterday, before she left, she basically told me that she didn’t think I ever
loved her, and now I’m guessing she doesn’t love me anymore because I didn’t
contradict her,” I say in one long breath, my fear growing with every word.
What if my silence did permanent damage yesterday? Would she even hear me out
now if I tried?


    
Looking at me with the first signs of compassion since I walked into her room,
Leigha says, “A girl who doesn’t love you would never have gone to such lengths
to get you back. And that doesn’t just change because of one fight. What you
need to do now is grovel like your life depends on it, and show her that same
kind of determination.”


    
“But how do I do that?” I ask her, racking my brain with idea after idea, but
none of them seem like enough, not after everything she’s done for me. 


    
“Well you can’t wait outside on her porch like she did. Her father would murder
you the second he knew you were there,” Catch says, smirking when I glare at
him.


    
“Why don’t you write her a letter?” Leigha suggests.


    
“No,” I veto immediately. “I don’t want to copy anything she’s done. That’d
just look like I was too lazy to come up with something on my own.”


    
We all take a few minutes to think about it, but after a while, it’s obvious no
one has anything. Leigha drops her head into her hand, saying, “Alright, so
we’re not the most romantic bunch. But in the end, it isn’t really about the
gesture. It’s about being sincere and honest with her. That’s all girls ever
really want. Just tell her how you feel, that you screwed up, and that you hope
she can forgive you. One, two, three.”


    
“Easy peasy,” Catcher agrees, pretending he has any idea about what she’s talking
about. The longest relationship my brother has ever been in lasted a week, and
that was in third grade. “You have to do it like ripping off a Band-Aid. It’s
gonna hurt at first, but then – hey, where are you going?”


    
Halfway out the door, I tell them, “The second you start throwing out metaphors
is the second I know your helpfulness has lapsed.”


    
“You’re welcome by the way!” Leigha calls to me after I shut the door, a grumbled
“Jackass” following after it.


    
I chuckle to myself.


Blaire


The
night before the wedding, everyone decides to go to bed early, knowing it’s
going to be a long day tomorrow; leaving the house eerily quiet for the first
time in almost a month. I sit in my window seat, enjoying the silence and the
moon in full measure, remembering the look on Nana’s face today when she tried
on her dress, as if she was a giddy, twenty-year-old bride again. It’s hard to
believe that in the course of a week, my nana will be a newlywed, I’ll be a
senior in high school, and we’ll have spent a whole summer in the Hamptons.
It’s crazy how much change can happen in such a short amount of time.


    
Thinking about how one other major thing has changed, my eyes linger over to
the window on the second floor of the Lyons’ home. I’ve since stopped hoping to
see a face staring back at me, wearing a tilted smile and a pair of headphones.
But tonight, the customary curtains are no longer closed. There’s a small gap
in them, and I could swear I see a pair of eyes looking back.


    
My phone dings with a text a few seconds later.


    
Pulling it out of my pocket, I see a familiar number, name, and picture pop up
on the screen.


    
It says only four words.


    
I read your letter.


    
My
lungs constrict painfully, staring at the text for well over a minute, wondering
what I’m supposed to take away from it. I regretted giving him the letter as
soon as I saw the blank look in his eyes after I asked him if he ever loved me.
That was pretty much all the confirmation I needed to know it was over, and
that all the begging in the world wouldn’t change anything.


    
So what’s the point of his text?


    
Another ding.


    
I’m an ass.


    
I
want to be mad at him, but I can still do that and smirk at the same time,
right? I’m nodding my head when I reply, Yes, you are.


    
I’m sorry. 


    
For what? I ask, holding my breath. Is he sorry for not
listening to me? Sorry for treating me like a stranger on the porch? If it’s
really over, what would apologizing do now?


    
Would you be willing to talk with me? Face to face? I have some things I
want to say.


    
I
tap my finger on the side of my phone as I read the text over for a third time,
weighing his request. Perhaps he’s looking for closure, and that’s what this is
all about. Leigha told me that he got his interview with NYU, and with his
academic and extracurricular background I’m sure he’ll get in. He probably just
wants to tie up loose ends before I go back to school and he leaves for the
city after the new year. Truthfully, I’d like the same thing, if only to leave
on a good note instead of the one we did last week.


    
Where?


    
The beach.


    
Okay. See you in ten?


    
Sure.


    
Nostalgia washes over me as I take the same path down to the foyer as I had the
first time I snuck out with him. Only this time there’s no need to fear Nana
will catch me, because I can hear her lumberjack snores coming from her room,
sound asleep. Grabbing a light hoodie, I slip it on before sneaking out the
door, closing it quietly behind me.


    
Not seeing Beckham in the driveway, I take the walk down to the beach on my
own, imagining what it is he wants to say to me. The moon’s bright beam lights
the way for me while I think about it, taking me past the dunes and down to the
edges of the water. I let the waves wash over my toes and the tops of my feet,
sinking further into the wet sand. A cool breeze has me zipping up the front of
my jacket, digging my hands in the pockets.


    
“I wasn’t as smart as you,” I hear Beckham say. Turning to my left, I see him
standing a foot away from me, looking cold in his shorts and T-shirt. “I didn’t
think to bring a coat.”


    
“I’m not giving you mine if that’s what you’re playing at.”


    
“Then you’re not the gentlewoman I thought you were. It’s the age of equality,
remember?”


    
“I’m saving you from embarrassment. That’s gentlewomanly, isn’t it?” I ask him,
failing at hiding my smile at our old back and forth banter. It’s like cozying
up with your favorite blanket – comfortable and familiar.


    
“How?”


    
“Because if you fit in my jacket, I would most definitely laugh at you.”


    
He nods, flashing a small smile of his own. “Then thank you for saving me from
that fate.”


    
“You’re welcome.”


    
A long silence descends on us both, staring out at the vastness of the ocean
rather than each other. It hurts not to put my hand out and have him take it,
like he used to. It became such a natural thing for us that sometimes it would
take me a while to realize I had done it. It was like breathing, the easiest
thing in the world.


    
“You said you wanted to talk,” I remind him, burying my toes further in the
sand, watching them disappear. 


    
“I did. And I want to start out by saying that I’m sorry for the other day. I
should have contradicted you when you said,” he pauses, letting out a breath
that sounds pained, “when you said I never really loved you. That isn’t the
truth. In fact, it’s the farthest thing from it.”


    
Turning to me, his eyes dark, even under the moon’s reflection, he explains, “Loving
you is the realest thing I’ve ever felt. And I didn’t just stop because of what
happened, though I’ll admit I tried. I was angry enough that I wouldn’t even
let rational thought in. It was consuming me.”


    
“And now?” I find myself asking, sucking on my bottom lip out of habit.


    
“Now I just feel regret,” he says quietly, closing his eyes, and my heart drops
all over again.


    
“You regret us?” My voice breaks, and so does everything else inside me. Or so
it feels.


    
“No, no. Absolutely not. That’s not what I meant,” he says, stepping into my
personal space to wrap me in his arms, my face buried in his shirt and his
scent, flooding me with memories. “I regret not listening to you when you asked
me to. I should have never shut you out like I did. It took me reading your
letter to realize that I was holding onto a lot of the things I thought I had
let go of when we started dating. But the truth is, they only hid themselves
until the right moment, and then they all flooded back to me. I’m so sorry,
Blaire.” His face buries itself in my hair, his hands tightening around me. I
lift my arms to hold him back, having missed the safety I always felt with his
touch. “I should have known that if you kept something from me, it would be for
a good reason. And protecting your family is the greatest one. I would have
done the same.”


    
I breathe him in, lips grazing his shirt when I say, “I guess we both did
things wrong.”


    
“True,” he chuckles against my ear. “Maybe we can call it even then?”


    
Pulling away enough to look up into his face, I ask, trailing my fingers over
his chin and up the curve of his jaw, “What if this happens again the next time
we fight? We can’t keep doing this, Beck.”


    
“I know. I know,” he says, kissing the side of my temple. “I’ve actually been
thinking about that a lot lately, and I figured the best way to stop the
pattern is if we promise to be honest at all times with each other. Then we’ll
always be on the same page. And when we fight, we make it mandatory that no
matter how mad the other one is, we have to talk it out.”


    
“Do you really think you can do that?” It sounds easy enough, but the memory of
his blowing up and stomping away on the beach is still fresh in my mind. “Anger
shuts you down faster than I think you realize.”


    
He nods, biting his lip; that look of regret entering his eyes again. “You’re
right. And it’s something my family has pointed out to me about a thousand
times since all of this happened. But I came up with a solution for that as
well.”


    
“You’re just a problem fixing machine, aren’t you?” I say with a smirk,
watching him take something out of his pocket.


    
“You better believe it.” He winks, jiggling whatever it is he has in his hand.
It sounds metallic. “Want to see what I came up with?”


    
Far too curious, I nod.


    
“I’m going to need your hand first,” he says, holding his out to take mine, and
I give it to him. “This is a memory bracelet,” he says, hooking the clasp to
said bracelet around my wrist, the charms shining under the moonlight. “Every
time you look at it, especially when you’re mad at me, I want you to remember what
we have, and why we need to protect it.” Lifting my hand, he lays it on his
chest, pointing out each charm to me. One is a mini set of headphones. The next
is a paintbrush. I laugh when he gets to the jellyfish, and smile when he
points out the little boat. All along the bracelet are our memories, and I feel
my heart swell with the amount of thought he put into it.


    
“What about you?” I ask once he’s done explaining it to me, curious what he’s
going to do to remember.


    
“Since bracelets aren’t my jam, I got myself something a little different,” he
says with a grin, and out of his opposite pocket comes a ring, flashing gunmetal
in his palm. “I had it custom made with your birthstone in it.” Staring down at
the ring, I see a small citrine stone placed in the middle of the band, sitting
there proudly. It’s beautiful and yet somehow still manly. “You’ll be with me
wherever I go, whatever I do. And no matter the circumstances, I will remember
us, and how much I love you,” he promises, placing the ring on his index finger.
He then takes my hand with the bracelet, giving my wrist a sweet kiss. 


    
It’s the kind of thoughtfulness I would have never expected to receive from him
after everything that happened, and it’s a gesture that shows he really is
going to put in the effort to move on from the pain of his past and embrace the
future – one that I hope he’ll share with me. And from now on, I’ll always be
honest with him, because love deserves that kind of respect. And that’s
something I’ve realized over the course of this summer, and these last few
weeks in particular. Love is patient, and kind, and forgiving, but it
isn’t always perfect, and it requires work. But as long as you try and don’t
give up, nothing can break it. 


    
“You really came up with everything,” I tell him, wrapping my arms around his
neck, standing on my tiptoes to reach. “I have to believe you had some help,
though.”


    
“I may have sought council, but it didn’t get me anywhere,” he says with a
snort, surprising me when he grabs me around the middle and lifts me so that my
legs are around his waist, my weight supported by his arms. “That’s better.” He
smiles, our eyes on the same level now.


    
“You’re telling me your cousin and brother didn’t have any sage advice for
you?” I ask, taking a wild guess on who he’s talking about.


    
“Sage is definitely not the word I would use,” he says flatly, making me laugh.
“And besides, the last thing I want to do right now is talk about my family and
their irreversible weirdness.”


    
“Is that so?” I ask him with a grin, pushing back a curl from his forehead.
“And what do you want to do?”


    
“Kiss you until you forget your name,” he says, right before he does just that.


    



A
little while later as we’re strolling up the beach, catching up on everything
we’ve missed in each other’s lives these last few weeks, he says, “I do have one
question I’d like answered, though. About the lottery win, that is.”


    
“Oh?” I ask innocently, having waited for him to ask this question for a while
now.


    
“How much did you win exactly?”


    
I shrug, liking the tinkling sound my new bracelet makes when I move. “Enough
to keep us comfortable for the rest of our lives.”


    
“That’s a good amount –”


    
“And my grandchildren’s grandchildren,” I finish.


    
He comes to a dead stop in the sand, our joined hands pulling me backwards. His
face is a mask of shock. I smirk.


    
“Excuse me?” he says, sounding completely dumbfounded.


    
“Who’s the gold digger now?” I taunt, laughing when he kicks a bunch of sand at
me with his toes in retaliation.
















 


EPILOGUE


Blaire


 


“Are
you ready for this?” I ask Nana on the back patio where we’ve been waiting, keeping
an eye out for Beckham with the news that everyone has gone down to the beach
before the ceremony starts. She’s been oddly calm for this being her wedding
day, glowing in her beautiful ivory gown. It has a fifties style boat neckline
with billowy sleeves down to her elbows, the silk dropping to her feet from her
waist. She couldn’t look better if she tried, especially with the gorgeous,
antique hair broach Mr. Lyons got for her as an engagement present, holding one
side of her curls back from her ear. She reminds me of an old Hollywood movie
star. 


    
“I’ve been ready for this for a long time,” she tells me, holding my hand in
hers. “I just wish everyone would get their asses down there so we could go
already. I’m not getting any younger here.”


    
Only my nana, ladies and gentleman.


    
“I think we’re all ready,” Beckham says, coming around the corner of the house,
looking handsome in his light slacks and white dress shirt. Nana wanted a
neutral color scheme for the wedding, matching the beach and the ocean. The
guys are in white and beige while Mom and I’s dresses are a pretty light blue,
made of chiffon and skirting our toes. Another request of my grandmother’s? No
one was to wear shoes. An idea Mr. Lyons wasn’t too psyched about, but he did
it anyway – for Nana.


    
“You’ll escort my maid of honor straight to the beach, right?” she asks him
with a trace of dislike in her voice, still on the fence about him even after I
told her and my family what we did to make up. She and Beck are starting at
square one again, but I have hope that they’ll get to a good place again.
Someday.


    
“Yes, ma’am,” he tells her confidently, giving me a megawatt smile.


    
“There will be no make out session on the way there, you understand me? We have
a timeline to follow.”


    
“Nana,” I groan, amazed that even on her wedding day she still finds the
time to embarrass me.


    
“Promise,” she says, ignoring me.


    
“I promise, Ms. Hawkins,” he confirms, hand held over his heart.


    
“And enough with that Ms. Hawkins business. I’m gonna be your family in a few
minutes. Might as well start calling me Nana now. Just like Theodore hopes
Blaire will call him Grandfather,” she says, smiling at me with that last part.


    
“Really?”


    
“Yep. And talking about family, how does it feel to know you’re dating your
step-cousin?” Her evil smile and glinting eyes let me know she’s been planning
to drop this joke for a while now, and she finally found her moment.


    
That little – 


    
Dropping her hand like it’s got radiation on it, I step away from her and over
to Beckham, lacing my fingers with his. “You just had to go and say it,” I mutter,
hearing her chuckle behind me.


    
“At least it’s just through marriage,” she counters, just as we all hear “Can’t
Help Falling In Love” start to play on the beach.


    
“I think that’s our cue… What are you laughing at?” I hear Mom ask her after
she steps out onto the patio, my nana still in stitches.


    
“So what do you think the odds are?” Beck asks me on our way down the path to
the beach, seeing a group of twenty or so people gathered by the shore. Nana
didn’t even want an aisle for her wedding, or an arch to stand under. She just
wanted everyone to be together as one, no chairs or formalities. It feels a lot
less intimidating as we get closer, starting to see some familiar faces in the
crowd.


    
“What are you talking about?”


    
“I’m talking about your nana flying down here just to make sure I don’t kiss
you and throw off her schedule,” he explains, and I chuckle. That would be
quintessential Nana.


    
“I’m praying that she’ll overcome the urge,” I tell him, just as we reach the
edge of the circle, people stepping aside for us to get to where elder Mr.
Lyons, younger Mr. Lyons, Theo, and Catcher are standing.


    
I see Leigha off to the side, looking beautiful in her matching blue dress.
Nana made her a bridesmaid as well, and I swear the girl actually teared up
when she was asked. She gives me a big smile now, a familiar face standing at
her side, their pinkies interlocked.


    
Kaito wears his small, sweet smile, staring down at her.


    
There’s an interesting story there, but I think it’s one better told for
another time.


    
Still, my heart swells for the both of them.


    
Once we get to the man of the hour, we part ways, me going left and my
boyfriend going right, our hands slowly drifting apart. I stand next to Leigha
while Beck stands by his grandfather, also having been chosen as best man; his
father and younger brothers right next to him. I smile and wave to the boys,
Theo looking precious in his little bow tie and slacks, smiling wide. Hawn,
ever the trusty sidekick, wears a matching bow tie collar, his excited tail kicking
up sand and spraying anyone within a five-foot radius. 


    
I watch as everyone turns to face the path leading to the beach, seeing Nana
and Mom make their way down to us. Nana can’t stop smiling, including when Mom
hands her off to Mr. Lyons – I mean Grandfather – with tears in her
eyes. I’ve never seen her so happy.


    
It’s a beautiful ceremony, filled with touching vows and lots of laughs. Once
it’s all over, everyone heads up to the house where the reception tent is, the
fairy lights in the rafters glowing beautifully as night falls. 


    
Sending me into a surprise spin next to the dance floor, Beck asks, “Are you
going to let me have a few dances later, Kahlo?”


    
I smile when he spins me back into his chest. “We’ll have to see how you play
your cards, Nota.”


    
“I’m psyched you guys made up and everything, but do you think you can keep it
in for a few minutes? I’m trying to eat here,” Catcher complains, suddenly
appearing next to us, eating a jalapeño popper off the end of a toothpick.
“It’s very distracting.”


    
“I think you’re just jealous that you and Theo are the only singles one left,”
Beckham tells him, wrapping his arms around my middle from behind. I rest my
hands on top of his, watching Nana and her new husband move to the dance floor.


    
“As if. I’m like a wild mustang, brother. I can’t be held down by a woman,” he
says, throwing back another popper. He’s got a bunch of finger food stacked up
on his plate like a mini mountain range.


    
Beckham shakes his head at him, resting his chin on my shoulder. “An animal you
definitely are.”


    
Before Catch can retort, Nana is taking the mic from the DJ, smiling at her
guests when she says, “Hello, everyone. Thank you all so much for coming today
to celebrate with us. We couldn’t be happier to have you all here.” She sends a
wink my way, and I send one back to her with a smile. A round of clapping goes
up around us, taking a minute to die down. But when it does, she says, “Before
we get to partying, Theodore and I have a special announcement to make.”


    
“At least we know she can’t be pregnant,” Catcher mutters around what looks
like a mini mozzarella stick, and I let out a snort of laughter I quickly cover
up with a hand, batting him in the stomach for it. He just smirks while his
brother laughs into my shoulder.


    
“Family is extremely important to us. And as some of you know, I’ve been given
a rare opportunity, getting the chance to live with my children and grandchild
for the better part of a decade now. Parting from them after all this time was
unimaginable to me. And so Theodore and I made a decision.” Still looking at
me, her smile growing, Nana says, “We closed on the Kelly’s home across the
street yesterday. They’ve decided to move to Florida to be closer to their own
family, allowing us to keep just as close to our kids as before.” She pauses
while this sinks in, and in true Nana fashion, says, “In other words, you’re
not getting rid of us just yet.”


    
An equal mixture of joy and relief courses through me as the guests clap for
their exciting news, beyond happy that I won’t have to say goodbye to my nana
after all. I turn to Mom and Dad to see their reactions, but their small smiles
tell me they knew about this long before the announcement. Must be it was a
surprise just for me.


    
“I guess getting her a man didn’t work in my favor after all,” Beck whispers in
my ear, and I silently chuckle against him with happy tears in my eyes.


    
“We want to welcome everyone to food and drink, and to enjoy the dance floor,”
Grandfather says once the cheers come to an end, looking down at Nana with a
loving glance. “But I think we’re going to take the first one if you don’t
mind.”


    
“That’s my cue,” Beckham says while everyone claps for the new couple’s first
dance.


    
“What?” I ask, turning back to look at him.


    
He gives me a quick kiss on the cheek before jogging over to the keyboard next
to the DJ booth, sitting himself behind it while he adjusts the knobs. I give
Catcher a confused look as Leigha, Kaito, and another girl I don’t recognize
come over to join us. “What is he doing?” I ask them.


    
“It’s something Grandfather asked him to do a few days ago as a surprise for
Nana,” Leigha tells me before saying, “Blaire, this is Kaito’s sister, Miku.
Miku, this is my friend Blaire.”


    
The beautiful girl with a cute black bob and stylish square glasses smiles, her
accent as pretty as her brother’s when she says, “Konnichiwa.”


    
“It’s nice to meet you,” I say, just as a few notes start to drift from the
keyboard.


    
My attention goes right back to Beckham behind the keys, my heart swelling when
I see my nana and Grandfather dancing, and my boyfriend smiling at me, the
notes to “I Was Made for Loving You” by Tori Kelly and Ed Sheeran filling the
tent. He plays beautifully, and seemingly without effort as his fingers just
glide over the keys. Amazing.


    
I’m so glad I finally got to hear him play.


    
I start to chuckle when I see him dramatically mouth the words to the song,
other couples starting to flood the dance floor now, including Kaito and
Leigha.


    
“Want to make my brother jealous?” Catcher asks me after he takes my hand and
drags me out to the middle of the dance floor. I’m still laughing when I place
one hand on his shoulder while the other slips into his hand.


    
“You two are terrible,” I tell him, seeing Beck glare at the back of his head
when we swing around. I mouth a “Sorry” to him.


    
“We’re supposed to be. We’re brothers.” He sends me back into a dip, causing me
to screech in surprise before he pulls me back up again.


    
After a few more terrifying laps around the floor, I feel a pull on my skirt,
causing us to stop. That’s when we see Theo standing there, smiling up at me with
red cheeks, his bow tie sitting askew at his collar.


    
“Are you asking for a dance, little bro?” Catcher asks him before dipping into
a dramatic bow, as if Theo wants the dance with him instead of me.


    
Theo adamantly shakes his head, pointing to me.


    
“Well that’s rude,” Catcher frowns, crossing his arms.


    
“You’ll live,” I tell him, taking Theo’s hands.


    
“Now I’ve got two brothers who are trying to kill my game,” he mutters sulkily,
walking off the dance floor. Theo grins.


    
A new song starts to play, one that’s fun and bumpy, and Theo and I jump around
as we dance, teaching each other different dance moves. It’s a blast,
especially after others start to join us, like my parents, Mr. and Mrs. Lyons,
Leigha and Kaito, and even Catcher after losing the long face. It’s perfect.
The only thing that’s missing is – 


    
“Did you miss me?” Beckham whispers in my ear, having swooped in out of
nowhere, pulling me into his arms.


    
“Extremely,” I say without shame, looking up into his smiling face. “Where did
you disappear to after your performance?”


    
The music changes again, going back to something slower, and Beckham holds me
close enough that I can feel his heart beating against my chest. “My
grandfather and Nana wanted to thank me for the song. It took a little while
for me to process the fact that she hugged me without trying to stab me in the
back.”


    
I laugh to the point where my ribs begin to hurt, Beckham’s expression one of
little amusement. “You laugh now, but it was a very real fear for me at the
time.”


    
“I don’t doubt it,” I say, resting my head on his chest. “It was a really sweet
thing for you to do. And you’re an amazing pianist. Almost good enough for
NYU.”


    
“Almost?” he says, sending me back into a dip like his brother had, but this
time I don’t fear him dropping me. Because I trust him. Completely. 


    
“Okay, a little better than almost,” I say once I’m upright again. But sadly,
our teasing reminds me of something that’s very real. “When you get in, you’re
going to be hours away from me.”


    
He nods, looking just as upset by it. 


    
“No more window notes.”


    
Another nod.


    
“No more walks on the beach, or jellyfish adventures.”


    
“It’s not the jellyfish I’ll be missing. But at least I’ll be home for
weekends, and before long, you’ll be joining me in the city,” he says, his
voice full of hope.


    
“You’re just assuming I’ll get into Pratt. We don’t know that for sure.”


    
“I don’t assume, I know. You’re talented, and smart, and you’re going to get
into that fancy schmancy school and be the top student. Then afterwards, you’ll
get your doctorate and be a professor there. Easy peasy, as Catcher likes to
say.”


    
“Easy peasy,” I repeat with a laugh, happy to have his support and confidence.
“I’m still going to miss you until then.”


    
He gives me a kiss on the tip of my nose. “What, do you kind of like me or
something?”


    
I shake my head. “No. I just kind of love you.”


    
“What a coincidence,” he grins against my cheek. “So do I.”


    
“You love yourself, too?”


    
“Ha ha.” Kissing my lips slowly, he just barely pulls away to say, “I’m going
to miss you, too.”


    
A loud, teeth shattering squeal ruins the peaceful atmosphere we had going,
causing everyone to wince before it stops. When we all look to see what created
it, we spot Theo standing at the front of the tent with Hawn at his side and a
microphone in his hand. He holds it up to his mouth, pausing to take a deep
breath before saying, “I want to talk again. And I want to start by telling
Nana and Grandfather Lyons that I’m really happy you guys love each other.
That’s…that’s it.” And like the little boss he is, Theo literally drops the
mic, sending up another electric shriek that doesn’t surprise the guests or our
families nearly as much as his actions just did.


    
When I turn back to stare at Beck, dumbfounded with shock, he gives me a cocky
grin. “I taught him the mic drop part.”
















 


Stick
around, because Leigha’s story is coming next in 2020!
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