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Chapter 1
 
When I was a kid I never thought I'd go to jail. I had bigger dreams. Some of those dreams were ambitious, like piloting a shuttle through space or becoming one of the first female voice artists to narrate movie trailers. As it turns out, I'm not suited for either. I am the proud owner of a barely passing average in both science and math, and my recorded voice sounds like a squawking bird, falling short of the perfect tone needed to advertise the latest action thriller starring the latest hottie with ripped muscles and a bad attitude.
So those dreams didn't come true; they went a little south, or I went a little south, according to my mom. It's not like I planned the monkey wrench tossed in my life's direction, but I guess I didn't necessarily dodge it either. So what? What teen really has it all worked out? I've never met one. If there are a few out there, they will be the ones who experience an early mid-life crisis, banging their heads against a wall for planning prematurely. But hey, everyone's different. That's precisely the argument I spill at my mom right before she yells, "You're grounded!"
This time the punishment is unpredictable, yet undeniably destined to be worse than a week with no privileges. This time it could all end behind bars. And the odds weren't proving in my favor.
My conscience's trip down failure lane didn't help calm my jagged breaths or my pounding heart. I'd never run track, but I found myself wishing I was a professional sprinter every time I arrived in this predicament. Each new stride left my legs heavier than the previous. The muscle burn ran up my calves and into my thighs, searing my flesh from the inside. I could almost smell the burn, like a fresh T-bone slapped onto the flaming rods of a grill. My whole body was sizzling. A buildup of sweat was lying in wait under the surface of my skin, on the verge of gushing from every pore if I didn't cool off. Luckily, a fresh summer breeze rushed around my face and funneled into my hoodie, keeping a majority of those pores from unleashing Niagara Falls.
I stole a quick glance over my shoulder. The parked police car was in the same position, red and blue lights flashing along its roof. It was farther away than when I'd started my haphazard sprint, though it wasn't enough distance to put my guilty mind at ease. The siren snuffed out, returning the suburbs to a late-night silence. A few cars passed in the distance with a quick whisper; none of them drove any closer. Even the drive-thru of the neighboring McDonald's was vacant. The only other noises on this still night were small-town crickets chirping, loose pebbles grinding under the weight of my leaden feet, and... clanking cans.
They bounced and clanked despite my death grip on the plastic bag containing them―the thin, plastic handles wrapped tight around my hand, nearing the point of amputation.
And the cans kept clanking.
I had to ditch them. They were a dead giveaway, and evidence. I approached the end of the side lot and hurled the bag of cans under a row of dumpsters along the rear loading docks. Instead of taking the full turn behind the strip mall I kept running toward the parking lot's perimeter, abandoning its cover.
The run was besting me. I wasn't certain that I was being pursued, but there was no chance I'd stop to find out. During a usual scare, a cop car would creep by and I would only need to sprint a short distance to hide without being seen. Then there were a few times that I couldn't run or hide so I lied my way out of suspicion. It was easy enough since those indiscretions were in a less obvious location, and had happened before curfew. It also didn’t hurt that several Cypress Square P.D. rookies habitually gave warnings to young blonde girls whom, with minimal effort, could act dumb enough to fool them.
Tonight was not one of those nights. It was a different situation, and I was in a different jurisdiction. My escape tonight meant a sustained run; unfortunately, my unconditioned legs couldn't handle the lengthy abuse. I took the last stride over the strip mall's perimeter road and ducked behind its short hedging. Crouching behind the newly manicured shrub, I instantly second guessed the hiding spot: It was half my size. Still, it was thick with leafy branches, and wide enough at its base to conceal my folded body, from the crown of my black hoodie to the soles of my inked-up sneakers. The grass was slick under my hands. For a moment, I thought it was from my sweaty palms pressing it flat to the ground then I remembered the strip mall's automatic sprinklers, which had turned off ten minutes ago. I was standing a half a mile away when I heard them. That was before the police car ruined my evening.
I picked my hands up, pinched a couple of branches to steady myself, and slowly peeked around the edge of the bush. A flashlight blazed through the darkness. Its light beam bounced up and down, and skipped across parking lines as it mimicked each sway of the runner's arm. The sequence continued. I waited, hoping the flashlight's path would change and my heartbeat would slow. Neither did.
The runner kept the pace, straight at me. Footsteps smacked hard on the pavement of the empty parking lot. The runner's breath was forced and frequent, just as mine had been while I sprinted the same stretch. I glanced around. Fifty yards of open lawn spread behind me, leading to a deserted country road and an old mushroom house. If only I had ducked behind the loading docks, I might have gotten farther down the road. Too late. It was an eerily dead Saturday night in the borough and I couldn't run anywhere else without being seen or heard.
A gloss black can of Krylon paint poked halfway out of my back pocket. The stretchy denim of my jeans wrapped tight enough around the cylinder to keep it in the same position as when I first spotted the cop car. At least all of the other cans were well hidden under the dumpsters, yards from where I now crouched, debating my surrender. I pulled the can from my pocket, pushed it into the heart of the bush, then reached into the pocket of my hoodie and pulled out a clear sandwich baggie. Nine spray paint caps were inside, each with an individual style. Some of them I purchased loose, the rest were taken from random spent cans. I usually only carried the ones I needed for a planned project, but tonight I didn't have a set plan or direction, so I'd brought them all. Now, as I scattered them along the wet grass at the shrub line, I realized I only had a few duplicates. Thankfully, those were stashed in a mason jar behind garage shelves at home. I'd have to buy more again soon, though I doubted that, after tonight, I'd be able to have anything shipped to the house without my mom intercepting the box. That meant the remainder of summer would include a couple scavenging trips to the local junk yard to restore my supply.
The breaths drew closer and more distinct―a slight wheeze infused within the gasping inhale. I wiped my fingers along the wet grass and rubbed them together to remove a few traces of tacky black paint. As soon as I saw the flashlight streak beside me, I popped up from my crouched position.
"Ah!" a guy's voice yelped and the flashlight fell to the ground.
I crouched back down, startled by the yell, turning my face into the shrub. "Ow," I said, shielding my right eye as I stood upright again. I blinked several times toward the light on the ground. The beam skimmed the tips of the grass blades, illuminating all of the beads of condensation clinging to them. The glistening effect made everything appear underwater, or maybe the effect was from my right eye, expelling tears to soothe its injury.
"Caly! You scared the crap out of me," the guy said, picking up the flashlight. He pointed it toward his face, squinting as he wiped the lens clean. A silver Pennsylvania police officer badge shimmered above the left flap pocket on his crisp blue uniform shirt. He pointed the flashlight into my eyes, blinding me.
"You're a cop now, Owen? I can't believe they gave you a gun." I pushed the flashlight down, away from my face. "Besides, you scared me too, with that girly scream of yours. Ouch, my eye is killing me." I closed my eyelid tight and pushed a finger into it, trying to dull the stinging sensation.
Owen stood close enough for me to see his face within the outer glow of the flashlight, now pointed straight ahead of him. He huffed and puffed a few more times, slightly bent over, and held up an index finger so I wouldn't speak before him. "My hand was on my gun, Caly. I almost shot you. Did you really have to run? You know you had no chance."
There was a chance, but I missed it. "Yeah," I feigned agreement, "but I had to try." I wiped the last of the burning tears across my cheek. "You sound like you could use some time in the gym, too. You almost didn't catch me."
"Where did you hide the cans?" Owen asked, aiming the flashlight toward the base of the bush. He leaned over, scouring the grass. He gave up looking in that spot too
quickly and walked his way down the hedge line. Close call.
"So, you're all business now? A big shot cop? I have a question for you, too. Where did you hide my phone number? Because, I could be wrong, but it sure seemed like you enjoyed hiding your tongue in my mouth a few times last year."
"Are we really discussing this right now, knowing you could possibly be charged with a felony?" he asked, continuing his blade-by-blade search through the wet grass. "Your name isn't exactly pristine in this town, Caly. Cops talk, even if they aren't in the same precinct. You should be worried that I'll find evidence and that charges will be pressed."
"Like that'll happen... And yes, I want to discuss it. I want to know the truth. Not that I've been pining over you, but I just don't understand." I peered over his hunched shoulder while he squatted closer to the ground. He was one boyfriend in a limited lineup of my exes. Each of them etched a mark, gash, or scar on my heart. His mark was more like a minor heart palpitation, a skipped beat. We'd had a high school relationship that could have been confused with an early elementary school romance. It was two weeks long, confusing, and painfully public.
He sighed. "I really don't want to talk about it." He stood up and waved the flashlight toward the building then grabbed the hand-held mic suspended on the top of his shoulder. "Dispatch, this is car seven. We have the suspect in custody." A voice ripped with static answered, "Roger that." Another flashlight shone near the police car, waving back and forth before it turned off.
"Why don't you want to talk about it? It's not like it happened yesterday." I glared at him for a minute, but my annoyed expression didn't get a response as I'd hoped. "You're an ass... and karma will scare you again one day, and hopefully it'll cause you to pull the trigger in the holster, putting a bullet in your foot."
"I actually would deserve it," he said, removing a set of handcuffs from his utility belt. The police car rolled up the perimeter road toward us, its tires noisily mashing their tread against the pavement. "Place your hands on the hood, Caly." He searched my body with swift, sterile pats while reciting my rights. His partner remained in the driver's seat, uncaring; he knew he wasn't needed. I was a small-time girl who posed no threat, a minor nuisance in their lazy Saturday night on the job.
"Why would you deserve the bullet in your foot?" I asked while he cuffed my hands. Was this some type of admission? A form of guilt after a year of silence?
"Okay, Caly. You win, but the truth is ugly. And your night isn't going to get any prettier when your mom comes to the station to pick you up." He opened the back door of the cruiser and stared down at the ground. When he looked back up his eyes met mine and then he pulled in an audible deep breath. "I never wanted to date you. You were never really…my type. But your mom asked my mom if I would take you out. She said something about you being too scatterbrained and that a boyfriend might help you focus. I don't know the entire story. I only agreed because my mom promised to get me a new laptop."
Oh.
"Ouch," the other officer muttered from behind the steering wheel. He turned his eavesdropping head back toward the windshield and dropped his face in his hands. The back of his head bobbed as he stifled his laughter.
"Watch your head," Owen said, ignoring the other officer’s comment. He ducked my head through the door, helping me ease into the backseat of the cruiser.
I stepped in, head fuzzy from the verbal two-by-four that just struck me. Little sweat beads rolled down my forehead to my brow. It was the sweat that accompanied the kind of embarrassment that digs at your insides and makes you wonder if life is actually worth living. I wanted to die, to curl up and disappear into another world. "Thanks for the honesty," I said when Owen got into his front passenger seat. I couldn't blame him. He was bribed, well. If his mom gave him a laptop, I wondered what my mom gave his mom for payment. Perhaps it was the money for that laptop? I wouldn't put it past her.
He tilted his head around, revealing a half-smirk riddled with pity. I knew that smirk would ultimately replace my favorite memory of him: our last kiss. That night, I was worried my mom was watching from the living room window, worried that she would be upset that her sophomore daughter was dating a graduating senior. Now I knew she probably
had been watching. To make sure her request was met. I will no longer remember that kiss when I think of him. Ten years from now, ten months from now, ten minutes from now, I will only remember this pitiful smirk.
The horrors of growing up in a small town are endless and this example makes the top-ten list. I have experienced many of the top twenty, and all have left a path of torment in their wake. I was hoping this wouldn't be a story that spread through town, though, being that it was a year ago, it could have already been "the latest news" without me even knowing; my gossip connections and friends are more limited than most.
Voices spoke through the scanner. They were barely audible through the plexiglass partition, and spoken in police code that I couldn't comprehend anyway. Owen and his partner remained quiet in the front seat. The car turned left down the perimeter road of the parking lot that Owen and I sprinted across. We drove beside the desolate strip mall and continued forward toward the opposite entrance of the lot. Owen pointed straight and muttered something to the driver, who nodded in response. He could have exited the lot with a right turn, but instead he kept going. A stand-alone building sat at the parking lot's corner. Its "Open" sign hung inside one of the two picture windows, darkened for the evening. Another sign above the entrance doors was also dark, but its bold lettering could still be seen under the dim glow of the street lights.  Honey Muffin was written in black cursive letters next to a cartoon honey dipper suspended above a muffin with a red and white checkered wrapper.
The car turned to the left side of the building. A ladder lay on its side just below the high heel of the half-dressed woman spray painted on the white wall of the bakery. My newest piece peered at me through the cruiser's window.  The classic pin-up model wore an oversized baker's cap over her curled blonde hair, with a red and white checkered bikini top and matching mini skirt. Her puckered lips were stained Corvette red and she held a large muffin in front of her crotch. Pink and black words arched over her head: Eat My Muffin. The whole piece took about three hours, and I was three seconds from finishing when I saw the red and blue lights in my peripheral vision. Aside from the panicked black streak across my signature tag, it was perfect.
"You are going to be in so much shit when we call your mom, Caly," Owen said as he stared out of his window. I watched his profile from the backseat, curious as to his reaction. His eyes traced the wall and a wide smile swept across his slim face.
"Good," I said, and smiled too.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
My mother had discovered my black book six months ago. It was my fault she did. I was stupid enough to believe that a lock box tucked behind three shoeboxes and a stack of books―all on the top shelf of my closet―would keep her from finding the book that held all of my sketches and flix (printed photos of my work). I should have known it was only a matter of time before she found it. Even though my mom typically wasn't the hunting-for-problems type of parent, she thought she had reason that day.
"What is this, Caly?" she asked when I returned home late for an early holiday dinner. Her butt remained planted in the mahogany, high-backed dining chair at the head of our table. The chair's pretentious, throne-like quality was both beautiful and ugly. For the first time, possibly ever, my mom looked uncomfortable in her head-of-household seat. Her reddened face, and gruff tone, suggested she was irate and on the verge of standing to reach a higher, more superior position.
I was expecting to hear how much trouble I was in for ruining dinner; I wasn't expecting to see my book spread open right beside the ten-pound turkey on the table set for our thankful family of two. "Where did you get that?" I asked curiously, but only because I wondered if she'd have the audacity to lie after obviously searching my room.
She stood and threw her napkin onto her full plate. It looked like she had every intention of eating the messy piles of food now covered with the white linen, though, when it came down to it, she probably didn't swallow a single bite. I pictured her mindlessly moving the food around on the special-occasion china as she premeditated this argument. "You know where I found it."
"Yeah, I guess I do know. But why were you going through my things?" I looked down at my book, open and fully exposed to the world. My personal sketches―some of which I had no intention of ever sharing on any bridge, sign, or wall―laid arbitrarily flipped open, like common pieces of crappy, doodled-up scrap paper ready for disposal into the closest recycling bin.
She crossed her arms to keep her hands from trembling. The older I got the more I noticed her weaknesses, especially when she tried to hide them. Maybe her quirks grew stronger because she restrained her tears. She used to cry freely in front of me, but it had been years since I'd seen a tear stain her face. This night held no changes. Her narrow face was as sharp and as callous as the knife protruding from the turkey. More than one carving slice was gouged from the turkey's breast, leading me to believe she had brutally used the perfectly cooked turkey for tension relief. "I went through your things because your grades are slipping and you've been staying out later."
"You're the one who wanted me to have more of a social life, remember? So what's the problem?" I said, growing more annoyed.
"True, but only because I felt it could help you adapt, maybe gain a semi-normal teenage life. Besides, you aren't being more social. You've lived here your whole life and haven't made any new friends. I would have found out if you had, in one way or another. I also warned you about issues with your grades. You already struggle enough. You need to put more effort into school and not into something like this." She grabbed the sketchbook and held it at eye level, the open pages facing me. "This is not a future. This is illegal and will get you thrown in jail. I'm not sure what's worse, drugs or this."
Then it all made sense. "You thought I was doing drugs. That's what initiated the search? Well, I'm not doing drugs, Mom. I'm also not sixteen and partying all the time like you did. Who cares if I end up in jail? At least I won't be stuck with a baby that I never wanted. I'll just bunk up with some prison-yard butch. That way the only tail I see will be the piece that protects me from the male guards."
"Oh, that's just great, Calypso," she said and tossed my book onto the empty chair in front of me.
I despised her more when we fought. Most parents resort to using a child's entire name in order to depict their frustration and display their maximum tolerance, but my name made it all worse. It reminded me of how young she was when she got pregnant, and how mistaken she was to play Eenie Meenie Miny Moe with a Greek mythology lesson to come up with my whimsical name―at least, that is the origin I have deduced. It also reminded me how different we are and how little she actually knew about me. Using my full name made me hate her more in the heat of a battle, not make me respect her authority like she hoped. My only saving grace was that she hadn't chosen a stupid middle name to go along with the first―nothing really flows with a name like Calypso.
"It sickens me that you could be so cavalier regarding your future. I've worked very hard for us and I think you should honor that. I don't regret my past. Still, like any other parent, I think you deserve more. I think you're wasting your life by not concentrating on the one thing that can get you ahead: school. If you'd invest a little more effort, you won't have to work as hard as I did just to get by."
"Well, Carmen, I'm not you. I'll never be you. You're never happy, especially with me. You want me to be normal and get more friends because I'm too much of a loner and I'm too cooped up. Now I'm a failure and my new talent is a joke, even if it is the one thing that I am passionate about? I don't know what you want from me. School is not for me; it was for you. You have the smarts to run a business. Bravo for you, but that's not me." I snatched my black book off the chair then smacked the fake-fruit-filled cornucopia and a serving bowl of cranberry sauce from the center of the table. The fake fruit launched towards the wall and chunks of congealed cranberry splashed against the dining table's matching, antique, mahogany hutch. I didn't stick around long enough to watch the cranberry slime ooze down the front of the hutch's doors and flop onto the hardwood floor, but I imagined the dramatic impact as I stomped up to my room.
She grounded me later, though it wasn't the first time or even the most recent. In the end, the sentence was shorter and she'd relinquished my confiscated belongings earlier than expected. I think she amended the punishment because I returned to the dining room later that evening to clean up the cranberry mess. I felt it was the respectful thing to do, especially if I wanted to fulfill the longstanding holiday tradition of eating a piece of her homemade pumpkin pie. It's funny how the worst events have a way of always floating to the top, becoming the first in line for any future comparison of disappointing events. No other Thanksgiving will ever come close to being as memorable.
That was around the same time that I became a serious graffiti artist, but I fell in love with it long before then. I remember seeing my first real piece―not some throw-up or plain scribble tag, lacking actual talent―on a field trip to Philly. I was in fifth grade. The chaperones had taken a wrong turn on the way to the Liberty Bell. During the detour I saw something that left a permanent imprint. A burner (an authorized mural) was sprawled out along a city wall. It totaled an entire half-block and was put together by a large collection of artists.
The piece had many styles, but the main points were all replicas of the city's iconic treasures like the Liberty Bell and Independence Hall. It was a tribute to the city of brotherly love and would stay up as long as the city allowed. The writers each left their tags in the corners. As I lagged behind, reluctantly following the class while they walked mindlessly past the mural without so much as a second glance, I couldn't keep my eyes from it, trying hard to decipher the wildstyle lettering that was incredibly difficult to read up close. I didn't have enough time to get the artists' names. From that point on graffiti intrigued me, but I never imagined I would hold an aerosol can one day, trying to create my own masterpiece.
The desire hit full force when I asked for some lessons from a guy who made a summer-long pit stop in my hometown. Aden was from New York but moved to Cypress Square for the summer, living with an aunt while his parents set up the family's new place in California. He taught me a lot last summer. Learning was also a way to distract me. The fake, two-week romance with Owen had just ended and, at the time, I was devastated.
Lessons with Aden started slow. I had to learn the basics, and it wasn't easy. I had no clue that people used different caps to alter effects, let alone the difference in quality of the various brands of spray paint. The three-month relationship with Aden was strictly business for me: he taught me to tag and I returned the favor by letting him get to second base. I had never let anyone else get past first, mainly due to trauma from the horror stories of teen pregnancy my mom forced upon me. But, I didn't mind letting him cop a feel. His paint-smudged fingers wandered under my tank top in the spirit of traditional trade. Even though I didn't enjoy the experience as much as he did, I still felt that I was the winner of the deal.
I almost felt bad for Aden, really. He wanted to take our summer relationship to another level, but I couldn't. It wasn't that he was bad looking; he was actually quite handsome in a thuggish, city-boy kind-of way, and I was enamored with his New York Italian accent, but those qualities could not change my aversion. It had nothing to do with him personally. It was all about his name and that it was summertime.
Long before my graffiti lessons, I'd spent every summer at a beach on the Chesapeake Bay. It was a private Maryland beach, though nothing like the upscale kind that celebrities frequent; Gemstone Beach was run-down. It was past its prime of the nineteen-fifties and into its decrepit, geriatric years. My grandfather still owns a cottage and spends his retired summers there, but I hadn't visited the beach since I was twelve. The start of that last summer was when I had my first real kiss. We had dated, which meant mostly holding hands and baby kisses, for four full summers, including the last one. He was my first love. His name was Aden, too.
New York Aden never had a chance. Every time I looked at him, I saw another boy. It didn't matter that he was cute with thick black hair and talked with a delicious Guido accent. No matter how hard I tried to ignore the past, I couldn't see him.
When New York Aden left town, I worked on my spray technique and mostly bombed old pieces of abandoned plywood in fields or two-lane concrete bridges on the back roads outside of town. I lived by a maxim New York Aden taught me: "Don't shit where you eat." His rule for avoiding the law was to tag at least a mile away from your house. My house was four miles from the center of town. If I walked that same four miles in the opposite direction I would end up either inside a mushroom house or a cow pasture. There was always a chance of stepping in manure, but not much chance of finding great canvas. I made do though because it was better to step in it out in the country than to eat it inside town.
After Mom found my black book this past Thanksgiving it slowed me down, yet I was determined to continue. I constantly moved my book. I left it in my locker at school or found different locations around the house, like the garage or the air vents in my room. I wouldn't let her find it again. Anyway, her snooping wasn't even the worst part; Mom's hometown popularity clout also worked in her favor. Everyone knows my mom, and my mom knows almost everyone, and she became more diligent in using these contacts to check up on me. This fact is what takes the number one position on the list of horrors that come with growing up in a small town.  It was like never being alone. Someone always knew, and that information always found a way back to her.
Tonight she wouldn't even need those connections.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
The overhead florescent lights burnt long, tubular stripes into my eyes when we entered the deserted main lobby of the New Oak Police Department. The stripes were bright when I blinked then became black holes in my vision when my eyes reopened. Owen jerked at my cuffs as he pulled open the entrance door that I could barely see while my eyes adjusted.
"Ouch, Owen. No need to play it up," I said. "You already caught me."
"Sorry, Caly. That wasn't on purpose. The stupid doors stick," he replied, holding open the double doors for me to walk through. I wiggled my wrists within the tight cuffs, trying to keep the metal from rubbing repeatedly against the same section of skin. Wrist rash is unbecoming, and a physical reminder of my jail time, which could only worsen the wrath of my mom. She doesn’t need another reminder of how much of a disappointment her daughter is; I’m sure simply seeing my face every day for the rest of the summer would be disappointing enough.
Owen's more-experienced coworker, and driver, passed us by in a hurry. I glimpsed the name badge on his shirt: Officer McKinley. His service boots squeaked through the waiting area on the right, moving toward the open hallway that led into the main office space. It looked cluttered with messy police desks, each holding a cheap, metal nameplate and at least one stack of files and papers thrown together recklessly. He disappeared through a door with a basic sign labeled Men.
"Maybe you should look into some using WD-40 on the doors, or perhaps investing in a whole new building?" I glanced to my left at the cement wall that undoubtedly ran back to the holding cells. Jagged scratches etched deep into the drab gray paint, as if every person arrested had scraped their cuffs on the wall as they walked to their confinement.
"I think they just got the funding approved, actually. Maybe your next visit will be more comfortable and aesthetically pleasing," he said without looking at me.
Even though I've had my run of trouble making, I'd never had the pleasure of entering a police station, until tonight. All of my prior bouts were fought and won, without the dismal ride in a cruiser. I was now realizing that I would no longer be able to pride myself on that fact. "Funny," I said, humorlessly at Owen's sarcastic prediction. His hand was tight around the cuffs and he tugged on his grip, forcing me to stop short in front of the tall, receiving desk. A row of lights in the dropped-ceiling panels, a file shelf the height of the back wall, and the back of a boxy computer monitor were the only things I could see from my dwarf-like stature.
"Officer Scott," Owen said, leaning his head toward the desk. His height wasn’t a disadvantage like mine; he could easily see the top of the monitor and possibly the person sitting behind it.
"Yes," someone mumbled, presumably Officer Scott, sounding as quiet and sleepy as the mood within the police station.
"I have the graffiti suspect here," Owen said, glancing at me and loosening his grip on the cuffs.
Officer Scott stood up behind the monitor. I could only see the top of his faded brown hair until he moved beside the computer and leaned over the desk. His heavy eyes looked down at me. "Geez, Owen. What happened to her eye?"
Owen glanced at my eye. I still felt the residual sting inside and I knew it had to look reddened at the very least, maybe even puffy. "She poked it on a branch, sir."
Officer Scott raised an eyebrow. "Aren’t you Carmen Monroe’s daughter?"
There it is again. I have got to get out of this town. "Yes. The one and only," I sighed. Owen smirked beside me. I knew one guaranteed way to remove someone else's smirk; too bad for me I was handcuffed and couldn't reach Owen's face to slap it.
"Caly… right?" Officer Scott asked. I nodded when I really wanted to deny it. "Well, this night just got more interesting." He chuckled. "Go ahead and take her back to the interrogation room and then contact her mom. And contact the owner of Honey Muffin while you’re at it."
Owen’s grip tightened again. I glared at him, and though his eyes remained forward, the smirk widened on his face. I found it hard to believe that it was a year ago that I was smitten with this exact smirk, fantasizing about it many times before our fake relationship had begun. I should have known all along that our relationship was a set up.
He led me past the waiting area to the back office space. The room opened up, revealing more desks and more piles of paperwork. He turned my body to the right, directing me down a hallway between offices. It was narrow, lined with framed posters that displayed the quotes "take a bite out of crime" and "to serve and protect", which probably had been hanging there since the eighties. Some of the other frames held pictures of the town's past and present mayors, all giving awards to numerous decorated police officers. They were smiling; their beaming pride mocked my misfit behavior.  A door on the right was open to a room that had two round dinette tables with matching black metal chairs. A countertop stretched along the back wall. Disposable cups and bulk-shopping canisters of sugar and dry creamer sat in front of a twelve-cup coffee maker. Owen tugged at the cuffs again, guiding me through the opposite door to the left, which he propped open with the toe of his boot.
"Wait in here, Caly. I'm sure your mom will arrive soon." He removed my cuffs and turned back to the door. "Do you need any water or anything?" he asked, with his hand resting on the doorknob, ready to close it when he exited.
"I’m so glad you are concerned, Owen. I’ll have a doughnut," I said with an inflection of bitterness that reminded me of my mom's voice whenever I questioned the identity of my absent father, or, whom she more commonly referred to as the donor. She never did answer the question, just veered off topic after declaring his identity to be insignificant.
Owen didn't reply.  He wisely chose not to engage in battle, shutting the door, leaving me in the boxy interrogation room with an old folding table and two metal-framed, black plastic chairs. The smell of burnt popcorn was imbedded into the bare walls. Either they used this room for their movie breaks and their "how to detain small town criminals" training videos, or the door was usually left open as people prepared lunches and snacks next door.
 I walked around the centered table and studied the wall. The rectangular, two-way mirror looked as daunting as it did in any crime movie and any episode, of any season, of Law and Order. It was intimidating to think about a camera filming all of my moves: each step I took as I paced the floor, the grimace on my face as I pondered which chair I should sit in (should I face the mirror, or should I face the wall? Which one would make me look guilty?), and finally, my middle fingers as I held them straight up to the mirror, making my choice not to care what they thought as I sat down. I rubbed both hands over my tired face. There probably wasn't a camera behind the mirror anyway. It was obvious that this police district was behind in the technological times and lacked the budget to catch up.
I waited. My hands rested in my lap and my fingers traced the red indentations on my wrists left by the metal cuffs. I returned my hands to the table, though I couldn't keep them still. My anxious fingers skimmed over the scratches on the plastic surface analyzing the different depths. There were no windows and no clock. No concept of time. If I had to, I would guess it was two in the morning. A wave of tiredness swept over me. The room was warm from the abundant rows of fluorescents packed into the small ceiling space. They buzzed me into a calm state despite all my nerves dancing inside, awaiting the verbal assault from both the police and my mom.
After a few lengthy blinks, the door latch clicked and the door pushed open. Officer Scott stepped into the room with a stacked left side: a silver clipboard and a black travel mug were squeezed between his body and his left arm, while the same hand gripped a disposable cup. "Hello again," he said with a smile. His voice sounded more alert than when I entered the building… five, ten, or twenty minutes ago? He left the door open and used his free hand to set the Styrofoam cup in front of my hands. "It's water." He nodded at the cup.
"Thanks," I replied and took a small sip to be respectful.
"So, Caly," he started, but interrupted himself with a sip from his travel mug. His brow creased and his eyes squinted, still focused on me, while a wisp of steam wreathed his face. He set the mug down on the table and his eyes widened to their normal almond shape. "What were you doing at the New Oak Shopping Center tonight?"
I could tell him the truth. I could tell him that I was engaging in vandalism by painting one of the best works that I have ever done, but why would I? Even though I knew that what I did was technically wrong, I didn’t feel it warranted the possible sentences that normally accompanied graffiti. The circumstances weren’t technically the same. "I wasn’t doing anything." Lying is something that I had not yet perfected so I had to hope that I didn't give away any subconscious clues that would help him build a better case.
His slim body leaned back against the chair and he slid the clipboard toward himself, propping it on the edge of the table. He worked a ballpoint pen onto a blank sheet of paper, no longer visible to me. His name badge sat perfectly centered above the right pocket of his blue shirt. He looked well put-together, and his uniform appeared brand new, but he wasn't acting like a newbie; his words, his actions, everything suggested he had been around a police station for some time. I had never met him, not that that meant much. The cops I usually swindled were from Cypress Square's jurisdiction.
"We knew it was only a matter of time before you actually got pulled into custody. Your name is some-what famous. Did you know that?"
"I had no idea. Is it because I briefly dated one of the idiots who brought me in tonight? I was hoping he wasn’t the kiss-and-tell type." I played dumb. At this point, it was my only option.
"I am sure you know that’s not the reason. I haven’t had the pleasure of making your acquaintance before this evening, but I’ve heard from other departments that you’ve had verbal warnings in regards to possible involvement with unauthorized painting. You seem like a smart kid, Caly, so what’s the reason for tonight’s artwork? There must be a reason for you to push the limits and try to throw a piece up inside of town. Are you just bored with your uneventful life like every other teenager?" He scratched his pen against the paper.
From his speech it was obvious; he was no rookie. The other cops I've encountered I could talk in circles. All of them had a common weakness toward the innocent batting of my teenage eyelashes while I told them whatever lie I needed to. Officer Scott, however, wasn’t playing, nor was he interested in the lie that I was going to spin for tonight’s events. He was as serious as Owen wanted to be, about twenty years older, with possibly that much more experience. I had to get serious, too. There was no other way. "Don’t you have to wait for a parent or a guardian to question minors? I would hate for you to get into trouble."
The corner of his mouth lifted slightly and he let a tuft of air escape between his lips. It was an exasperated chuckle; a blatant way to show he wouldn’t tolerate my smartness. He took another sip of coffee. When he set the mug back on the table he looked at me. His dark eyes searched mine for a clue or maybe a crack in my front. He was running out of time and he knew it. "You shouldn’t worry about my troubles. You have enough of your own to contend with. I’m sure your mom isn't going to be very pleased with what you’ve done tonight." His hand picked up the pen again and continued writing on the clipboard. His eyes glanced back and forth, from me to the paper. "You know, this has the potential of costing her double. Between your fines and the repair costs, it’ll add up very fast. I wonder if that money will come out of your college fund or any she might have saved for your senior year. It would be a shame to lose all of the senior year goodies, like pictures and prom. Those can be expensive, too. That is if you aren’t locked up, of course." He tilted his head and lifted his chin some. The unflattering fluorescents highlighted his prominent five o’clock shadow.
Oh, he was good. When he looked up again, I kept his gaze. Although the duration of the glare was short, the intensity rivaled a schoolyard staring contest. I was trapped behind my eyes. My mind paced like a caged animal when it really wanted to run wild. I had to contain all emotion. Besides, none of what he said struck me hard enough to worry. Money, my mom got us by; pictures and prom, I couldn’t care less. He might have had a clincher with a girlie-girl criminal, but that stuff was far from what I worried about. As far as jail time goes, I was already doing my last year in this small-town penitentiary, so juvie really didn’t scare me.
"Not interested in talking to me anymore?" he asked when I hadn’t responded to his last remark. He leaned forward a little and placed the clipboard in front of him. There were no words or paragraphs on the paper, as I had expected to see, instead there was a rough sketch of my face. He used clean lines and a simplistic shading technique to outline a hard angle on my jaw line and soften the shadows below my eyes. He clasped his hands in front of him, resting them over my inked face. He was about to speak again when a muffled female voice traveled into the room from the hallway. As soon as I heard its high pitch―which often grows higher with my troublesome behavior―I knew my mom had arrived. Officer Scott's eyes settled onto the door, and his back stiffened in his chair. I turned my head to the door, but I still saw him glance down at his chest and straighten his shirt before the door opened. He stood up as my mom walked in with Owen trailing behind.
Mom's red eyes fell upon me first. Her face was indifferent―a normal reaction to my antics. I let out a small breath, freeing the caged animal of emotion that couldn’t escape earlier. I was relieved that her face looked normal. It was the normal that I had become accustomed to, sullen and tired. She had on a baggy, Cypress-Mushroom-Festival tee from last year and a pair of gray sweatpants. The pants sagged in all the wrong places, making her look like a mom of newborn quintuplets instead of a petite mom of a teenage daughter. Her blonde hair was pulled into a tall, floppy ponytail that folded over on itself with pieces falling out around her ears. She was a tired mess.
Her eyes shifted to Officer Scott and widened with a look that flashed so many emotions I would have missed them if I'd blinked. "Steven?" Mom said, her lips parted with shock.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 4
 
"Hi, Carmen." Officer Scott replied, and then tucked his hands into his trouser pockets as casually as he could around his side arm's holster.
The silence grew heavier with every passing second, but it wasn't long before my mom snapped out of her temporary catatonic state. Her head whipped back to me. "Get up," she said and I followed her direction, careful not to make any other moves without her instruction. "I hope you weren't questioning her without me here, Officer Scott," she said, turning back to him.
He pulled his hands from his pockets and rested one of them on the back of his chair. "We were only talking. It's been a long time, Carmen. How have you been?"
Her eyes dropped to the table, scanning the clipboard with a firm look. Then she said, "It has been a long time, but not nearly long enough. Are you charging my daughter with anything, Officer?"
If it wasn't plain before, it was plain now. They had history. It was written all over both of them, on their astounded faces and in their uncomfortable postures. The air was so thick with it that I wanted to swing my arms and swat it away just to breathe. I took a quick glance at Owen standing in the doorway. He gave a small shoulder shrug; he was clueless, too.
"That depends Ms. Monroe... is it Ms. Monroe?" he asked confidently, though his eyes searched hers unsurely.
She didn't entertain his question. "Depends on what?" she responded, her short body was as straight as an arrow and so was the furious look on her taut face.
"Well," Officer Scott recovered, standing straighter himself and appearing to get back to business―an assured comfort zone. "She was apprehended at the scene, but she did not have any materials on her." The last words were forced and stiff with annoyance. The target was Owen and I couldn’t help but to smile. It made me happy that he was in trouble tonight, also. Officer Scott continued. "If we find more evidence, and the owner of the establishment wants to press charges, then we will proceed further. Officer Turner, did you contact the owner?" He turned to face Owen.
"Um," Owen replied dumbly.
Officer Scott’s eyebrows scrunched at Owen’s dull response. "Did you contact the owner? Yes or no, Officer Turner?"
"Well, sir, yes I did. But, I thought you knew…" Owen glanced at my mom with a curious expression.
Mom looked back to Officer Scott with a small smile. "Yes, he contacted the owner. I’m right here."
Sometimes it can be difficult to read people’s individual reactions to certain information, but that was not the case with Officer Scott and this tidbit of information. The blow of realization set in and spread throughout his darkened eyes. Anger was quick to follow, causing his eyes to narrow before he spoke. "You’re the owner of Honey Muffin?" He shot a vicious glance at Owen that I had seen many times in my life, on the face of many parents. The look clearly suggested I’ll deal with you later. It was one of my mom’s favorite looks, and Officer Scott’s depiction was pretty good, too, which made me wonder if he had kids or if he was just used to dealing with incompetent subordinates.
"Yes. I am the owner. And I'm not pressing charges because her actions were authorized." Mom kept her unwavering eyes on Officer Scott, but I wanted her to look at me. I wanted to see her eyes after she lied. I wanted that emotional connection, to try and thank her without speaking. I knew I would never thank her properly later; it would only show weakness before our impending battle.
Officer Scott crossed his arms and he let another tuft of doubtful air escape his lips. "You allowed your daughter to spray paint the side of your business?"
"Yes. It’s an advertisement. Is there something wrong with that?"
"Nothing would be wrong with it, if it wasn’t viewed as lewd and potentially obscene. You actually allowed her to write Eat My Muffin above a pin-up model on the side of your bakery?"
Mom swallowed hard, and with that tiny reaction I knew she had driven by her bakery on the way to the police station. She'd already seen the pin-up version of herself holding a muffin in front of a mini skirt with "lewd" words above her baker’s cap. If she hadn’t seen it, her face would’ve turned five shades of red and she would have been screaming at me, but she didn’t. She stood silent for a second then responded in a low voice, "I didn’t tell her to write those exact words, no. She will correct that tomorrow. The rest of it, I authorized."
Officer Scott cleared his throat and looked at me. His pupils scanned mine, searching for a flaw in the story. I didn’t budge; I didn’t utter a sound. I knew when to keep my trap shut, and this was one of those crucial times, ranking up there with an accidental 'A' on an Algebra test and also not being charged for that one candy bar at Wawa. Or was it 7-Eleven? Either way, it was sometimes better, if not essential, to remain quiet. "Well, I guess that means that she is free to go. Since you authorized it, we have no say in the matter. But, Caly, please remember that you should never run from police officers, no matter how well you know them," he said and glanced at Owen. "If it happens again, you will be charged with evading arrest."
"And you should remember that if there are any doubts in the future, I should be contacted sooner rather than later," Mom said, reminding him of their supposed faults.
"Of course. I apologize for any inconvenience," Officer Scott said, though the words were hollow with a tinge of insincerity. "Just double check the advertisement regulations for the area, paint preferably during daylight hours, and fix the wording." A timid smile crept across his lips.
I could tell he was probably picturing my mom wearing something resembling the pin-up, even if he hadn't seen the painting it in person. Owen and Officer McKinley had most likely given him a detailed description needed for police documentation, no doubt adding extra elements for a good laugh on their uneventful late shift. Mom probably also guessed what he was thinking because she turned to me and said, "Let’s go." She didn’t give Officer Scott a second look as she shoved past Owen to exit the interrogation room.
I followed her lead, but I stopped for a second at the end of the table and nodded at Officer Scott. I looked down at his sketch of me on the clipboard and said, "Nice work, but you should have eased up on the jaw line. The thickness makes me look guilty."
"Caly," Mom called from the hallway.
I walked to the door and stepped through, purposely kicking Owen’s shoe when I passed. Mom had stopped at the end of the hall then began walking again, leaving a ten-foot gap between us as a buffer for her anger. I wondered how she was going to buffer that anger in two minutes when we were stuck inside her Mini Cooper for the drive home. I wondered if it even mattered. She'd just saved me from spending the night locked up, or, at the very least, sitting in that stuffy interrogation room for another hour. I wanted to thank her for defending me, for protecting me, but now certainly wasn’t the right time.
Mom unlocked the car with the remote and stepped around the parking curb in the darkened lot. The dim streetlights struggled to emit a soft yellow hue onto the cracked pavement, barely lighting enough to see. We opened our doors in unison, and she slid easily into her seat. I hesitated for a moment then took a deep breath as I got in. It was likely the last breath of summer freedom. It was only symbolic, yet I continued to hold the air in my lungs as if I was trapped at the bottom of a lake and the only other option was death.
"What happened to your eye?" Mom asked.
I released the trapped air from my lungs with a long breath. Her first question was that of concern and it sedated my nerves. "Owen tried to push me around. Good thing I’m not dating him anymore. If I wanted to be a statistic, battered wouldn’t be my first pick."
"Cut the crap, Caly," she hissed as she pulled the Matchbox car onto the street. "I’m so sick of the B-S!"
I was never good at making bad situations better. Sometimes, though, my humor had enough charm to lighten the mood. In retrospect, I already knew this situation was worse than sometimes, so why would I attempt to lighten the mood? Habit. My mouth had a habit of wandering the same path as my helpless and horribly unfocused mind. Here she was fulfilling her motherly responsibilities, caring for my well-being, and I was shoving my size seven in my mouth, after kicking her in the back first.
The car fell silent. I stared through the window and watched the lights dwindle; the streetlights disappeared, leaving the high beams of the Mini Cooper to cut the darkness alone on the empty back roads. We had five minutes of confined muteness until Mom spoke again.
"I’m still trying to figure you out. I don’t understand why you would do this, to yourself and to me. I don't think your life is horrible enough to warrant this behavior, to ruin your future and my reputation. I've worked very hard to get where I am, to show people that I am more than the young girl who got pregnant all those years ago."
Anytime she brought up her pregnancy with me, it stung. No matter how much she tried to sugar coat it, it continued to resonate that, if given a time machine, and maybe some Dramamine, she would go back to high school and change her future. She wanted to erase all the pain that I gave her, physical and emotional. This part of the arguing was usually the time I floated out of my mind, away from my body, ignoring the canned speech that I got to hear every fight we had. My thoughts went somewhere else for a short time, skipping all the empty words that flowed from her mouth. I didn't care.
This time, though, I listened. Because I asked for it. This wasn't a typical gamble that I, or any other teenager, took to get in trouble, like skipping school or not studying for a Chemistry test―those had a slim chance for success. This was different. I put myself here purposely. I intentionally ignored New York Aden’s rule: "Don’t shit where you eat." I did worse. I went above and beyond that guideline and literally took a big, fat dump on my bread and butter and now I have to sit at the table and choke it all down.
At the start, my intentions were good. I'd hoped that spray painting the side of her bakery, Honey Muffin, would force her to look at my abilities. I'd wished she would like what I do and accept it, but deep in the back of my wishful mind I knew that my hopes weren't logical, they were naive. I knew she wouldn't care, and I would get in trouble just the same. That's why I chose, as Officer Scott called it, the "lewd" writing and picture. The outcome would’ve been the same whether I spray-painted the Mona Lisa or an exact replica of Honey Muffin's logo: she would've punished me anyway.
Mom's normal rant was over. I remained silent, and stared at her. Her hands clenched the wheel with enough pressure to turn her knuckles ghostly white. The foam wheel cover already had permanent indentations at the ten and two positions, so after tonight they'd likely gain more detail like fingerprint swirls and knuckle creases. She turned the wheel one last time into our driveway and put the car in park. Her face and hands dropped to her lap as I opened my door. The dash light shone above her head, casting even larger shadows under her exhausted eyes.
"Pack a bag tonight. You're going away for a while," she said, fishing her purse from under the steering column before opening her own door.
I climbed out of my seat and stood in the blackened driveway. Our garage light had been out for months, and on a cloud-covered night like this the woods surrounding our property seemed to envelop everything. The only light sources to illuminate the yard's perimeter were tiny, yellow specks from lightning bugs' butts, flashing weakly along the tree line. "What do you mean, 'going away for a while'?" I asked, shutting my door.
She closed her door, too, and the blackness reclaimed the driveway. I couldn't see her face when she responded. "I can't handle this. I can't handle you right now, Caly. You're going to stay down at the beach this summer with your grandfather. He told me that the owner might need help fixing up the boardwalk."
"You can't be serious. The whole summer? You need me at the bakery," I said as we walked to the front of the house. The porch light shone a tapered semi-circle on the narrow, wooden deck. June beetles clung to the screen door and the outdoor patio furniture that remained folded against the house's gray siding from last week's rain.
"Yes, the whole summer, and no, I don't need you. I have a couple more summer employees starting this week." She pulled out her house keys and opened the screen door, knocking some of the beetles off in the process. The deadbolt clicked and she shoved the front door open.
"I thought you never wanted me to stay alone at the beach with Pop Pop because, your words, 'he's irresponsible and lacks the proper parenting skills to keep me alive for a week'." I said, tiptoeing around the confused beetles.
"That was before you were old enough to take care of yourself," she said and threw her purse onto the skinny foyer table underneath a hanging canvas picture. The picture was of us, standing in front of Honey Muffin at its grand opening. That summer was what we were now discussing. She opened her store that year and suddenly she was too busy to take a vacation, meaning no more summers at the beach. She hadn't taken a vacation since, actually, neither had I; I was not permitted to go without her. I was here, with her, working every summer at the bakery. "Now that I know you can fend for yourself, I’m fine with you staying there." She walked past the dining room, into the kitchen where she grabbed a glass and filled it from the refrigerator’s water dispenser.
A banishment? This wasn’t good news for me and my artistic hobby. "I have plans this summer."
Her eyes studied me while she drank. She downed a few big gulps then set the glass into the sink behind her. "Plans? With who, Nadia?"
"Yes," I said though the instant I said it, Mom’s face tipped to the side like she was watching my nose grow. I referred to Nadia as my fair-weather friend, and Mom knew these last few weeks of friendship forecasts were turbulent with tornadoes, snow, and minor earthquakes. Nadia had been my closest friend since kindergarten, but middle school and high school are times for change, and Nadia changed every couple of weeks. I couldn’t fault her for making new friends and trying new things. She came around every now and then and that’s how I have accepted our friendship: close, but separate.
Mom saw right through the lie. "It doesn’t matter if you had plans or not. Tonight was your get-out-of-jail-free card. You're lucky that I even gave you one after warning you about this before. This doesn’t mean that you aren’t in trouble. You're still grounded, just under a different roof. You will have no privileges this summer. Speaking of, where’s your cell phone?"
"It’s upstairs in my room, with my wallet."
"Oh, real nice. So, if something worse would have happened tonight? I swear, you do not think about this stuff." She shook her head and looked back to me. "The phone stays here. Your grandfather has a cell. We'll use it to talk since the only phone down there is the boardwalk's payphone, which probably doesn't work. Your laptop stays here too," she added, before back-tracking our earlier steps out of the kitchen toward the front foyer and staircase.
"I take it that the beach is still in the Stone Age?" I wanted it to be in a better condition than when I was a kid. I wished the secluded, bay beach would have gotten a full makeover by now, complete with a Starbucks and maybe a restaurant close by without the words fish, crab, or house in its title. Unfortunately, I knew those wishes would soon be crushed with an inescapable reality.
I walked behind her to the staircase and followed her up, touching each natural-wood rail post along the way. We stopped at the top and took our respective sides of the hall. I stared down at the open entryway below and through the front door's three vertical windows.  Tonight's June bug congregation had returned to the screen door, gathering together as a family. I looked back at Mom with the eyes of our older generations peering at us from within their wooden frames staggered down the ugly, peach-colored hallway; this was the closest our family gathered.
"Sand and water is better scenery than bars and orange jumpsuits so you should be grateful." She crossed her arms tight after her body shivered. A draft from the bay windows downstairs had crept up the staircase. The windows were on her one-thing-at-a-time fix-it list, along with new paint to cover the ugly peach color in the hallway. As far as I could tell, our relationship was at the bottom of that fix-it list.
"I'm sure jail sanctions internet access," I replied sarcastically.
Her eyes fell for a second and her face flushed with anger. "I swear to God, Caly." Her voice was low and throaty. "Go pack your bags, then go to bed. It's going to be an early morning and you've got some painting to do before your grandfather picks you up." She turned around, the loose material in her sweats trailed behind a second later, like she was hiding a red, arrow-tipped tail underneath. "I'll be checking your room in the morning so you better leave your phone and laptop on your bed... and games too," she said before shutting her bedroom door.
I had hoped she'd forget about the games. I hadn't played my game system in months, but without a phone or laptop this summer, Mario and Luigi could have easily rescued me from the inevitable boredom that came with staying at the beach; most people worked during the week so the weekdays were bound to be dull and lifeless.
The door to my bedroom was closed. Its flat-white paint was adorned with only one piece of childish decor: a sticker that was smashed into the edge of the rectangle that accentuated the center of the door. I'd stuck the purple peace sign there the year we moved in and now it seemed ironic that it was often the only peace between us. When I shoved the door open, I was engulfed by the night chill that had settled in from a half-open window. Leaving through the front door hadn't been an option; I didn't want to risk getting caught, which was odd considering I already knew I would be caught by morning. If I hadn't been accosted by the police, Mom would've had a surprise waiting for her sleepy eyes when we pulled into Honey Muffin's parking lot at dawn. But, roughly six hours ago, I was more worried that I wouldn't make it out of the house, which would have negated my master plan to show my mom the true skill of my art.
So, when I left the house last night, I left by way of my window sill, squatting low and shimmying down the sloped, black-shingled roof. I'd taken a breath and hopped over the gutter, falling willfully to the mossy grass below. It was my first time sneaking out the window and I was happy that I hadn’t landed in the shrubs and broken a foot, or my face. The pre-dawn chill wasn't in the air yet then; it was only nine. After I'd checked the forecast and conquered the jump from my window, I was focused, determined, and ready for the walk that would give time to consider what to paint on the side of Honey Muffin. I didn't care about the minute details, most seemed inconsequential, and so the window was left open.
The window squeaked as I pushed it closed and some warmth spread back into the room. I unlocked the screen on my laptop and logged into Facebook, knowing it was my last chance to get online for the remainder of the summer. Then I stepped into my door-less walk-in, dug a duffel bag out from the top shelf, and commenced stuffing it with my normal attire. From what I could remember, my grandfather's cottage―and every other cottage or trailer at the beach―lacked modern laundry methods.With the
uncertainty of my next laundry day, I went to my dresser and emptied the entire contents of my under wear drawer into the duffel bag. A small popping sound caught my attention from the computer. I zipped up the bag, threw it beside the bedroom door, and returned to the desk.
The popping sound was a message in a chat box at the bottom corner of the page. I looked at the time on my monitor, wondering who would message me at nearly three in the morning. I only had fifty-two friends, and most of them were, embarrassingly enough, friends of mine because they had either worked for my mom at one time, or were our distant relatives, most of whom I had never met. But the chat box wasn't from any of them. It was Nadia, who hadn't spoken to me in weeks. She picked the perfect time to be my friend again: right before I left for my summer banishment. I wasn't really surprised that she was contacting me. It was typical of her to regroup, using me as an in-between to each new phase in her indecisive life. Three weeks was about the time it took a phase to run its course, which meant she was right on schedule.
I didn't recognize her profile picture at first glance, since it changed almost daily to fit her mood. Today her face was photo shopped onto the head of a dark painting. I leaned closer to the monitor and clicked on her profile for a better look. When her page loaded I could tell the background image was dark. The whole image was jostled, and specks of light from a camera's flash rebounded off a painted wall. Then it hit me. Her smiling face was cropped onto the pin-up version of my mom on Honey Muffin's wall. My painting.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5
 
My jaw dropped. I shut my eyes tight and pressed the heels of my hands into their sockets until the backs of my eyelids turned from darkened flesh to fuzzy white speckles, flashing random patterns in my head. I wondered if my eyes were tired, grasping at all of my wild thoughts and playing childish tricks, or if the right eye had suffered more damage from the bush's branch than I originally thought. When I opened them again, the image was still there underneath the fading white speckles. Nadia's heart-shaped face, with her buggy blue eyes and protruding, alien-esque cheekbones, was cut and pasted to the head of my artwork. The contrast of the pictures was quite humorous: the background picture's flash highlighted my mom's pin-up body while the edges stayed blackened by the night, and the front picture was Nadia's face, comical by itself with an over-bleached smile that looked like a set of false teeth.
-Pop-
Another message popped into the chat box. The top of the box read: Nadia SweetThang Burke. Below her extended name were the previous pop-up messages.
-Hey, Caly!
-R U online?!!
-HEEEYYYYY!
-R U mad at me for some reason?
Am I mad at her for some reason? She was deluded. I had plenty of reasons why I could be mad at her, and I could spill them out onto the keyboard, but I wouldn't. She wasn't the greatest friend I ever had, but she was the friend I had the longest, which still meant something. Besides, I knew this was coming. It was only a matter of time before she found out about my latest tag session, though I had expected it to take a bit longer. The timing made me more curious and, judging by her photo, I figured her reaction was fairly positive.
I typed into the text box:
Hey. No, I’m not mad at you. How did you get that picture?
-Pop-
Nadia SweetThang Burke-Someone messaged it to me. They were on their way home from a party when they saw it.
Oh.
-Pop-Nadia SweetThang Burke- It’s really good. R U in trouble? Did UR mom see it?
Yep. I’m being banished to spend the summer with my grandfather, with no internet or phone. So, I guess I won’t be able to talk to you. I hope you have a good summer.
-Pop- Nadia SweetThang Burke-You can’t go away for the summer. This is going to be huge!
-Pop-
Another text box appeared. The name Carmen Monroe appeared above a picture of my mom with her baker hat on, and a smile that I hadn’t seen her wear in months. She looked rested, not like the face I saw tonight―the one now staring at the computer monitor in her master suite down the hall.
-Caly, go to bed.
I typed back to Nadia: I’ve gotta go. Talk to you in a couple…months.
-Pop- Nadia SweetThang Burke- Have a good summer. I hope it all turns out okay.
-Pop- Carmen Monroe- Don’t make me come in there, Caly.
That’s when I logged out and shut down. I ran my fingers along the edge of the screen and pulled the top of the laptop closed, knowing I would soon head down to the beach and an unforgiving road of internet withdrawal. I got into bed shortly after only to wake up groggy and irritable. With only a few hours' sleep, I didn’t feel the "goodbye" I gave my bed was adequate. I mumbled that fact, barely audible, into my pillow when Mom came into my room just after six o'clock.
"Get up and meet me downstairs in ten minutes," she said, sounding as dazed as me.
My feet felt detached, but surprisingly they supported my dead weight, slowly sliding me across the hardwood to the bathroom. I tossed all of my toiletries into my bag when I finished using them, and then got dressed. There was no time to shower and there was no point in begging for any. The bakery always opened at seven on Sundays, summer or not. Since I was tasked to repaint, not partake in the usual bakery duties such as working the register or mixing batter, I would likely get dirty anyway. I left my laptop on the desk and placed my phone on top. When I got to the bottom of the staircase, Mom was already holding the door open. I took a last look around the foyer, saying a mental farewell before leaving.
The ride to the bakery was tranquil. Mom sipped her venti-sized travel mug of coffee and listened to the droning voices of Sunday radio as I laid my head against the cool window with my eyes closed, jealous of the rich aroma of her coffee, which she never offered to share. When we pulled into the shopping center parking lot Jean, Mom's trusty store manager, greeted us. Jean stepped out of her black sedan, wrapped in a bedazzled, silver sweater coat that sparkled as brightly as her choppy silver hair. When she looked at me, the contempt in her droopy eyes suggested her over-aged and under-toned body would welcome the strenuous exertion of going blow-for-blow with me in a parking lot throw-down. Ordinarily, she was the sweetest person I knew, but that was before I defaced her workplace.
"Morning, Jean," Mom said, and before Jean could spew any of the anger that was forming behind her glossed lips, Mom spoke again. "Caly, the supplies and left over exterior paint are in the back closet. And you already have a ladder," she said, leaning her body around the corner of the building for a better look. The two-sided, seventeen-foot ladder was lying on its side, where I had left it last night when I started to run. "Get the stuff and get to work."
Jean looked at me again and I uttered, "Hi." She made a noise that sounded like a "Humph," then walked through the door behind Mom. I stood the ladder upright and looked up at the painting. The sun hadn't crested the top of the horizon, but its dawning rays already filled the sky, falling softly onto the pin-up version of my mom. She appeared happy with her red puckered lips, so happy I didn’t want to erase her; I needed cover-up clarification before starting.
I opened the door and watched a few cars park in the front parking lot, leaving their engines idling as they waited for the bakery to open. Mom was behind the counter organizing trays and prepping the display cases. More headlights beamed through the windows, casting splotches of light on the bakery walls as they pulled into the lot.
"How much do you want me to paint? Am I painting over the whole thing or just the lewd words?" I asked, thinking of Officer Scott's suggestions.
"The whole thing," Mom said, glancing out of the window.
"Are you running a special this morning or something?" I stared at the increased amount of cars waiting for the bakery to open.
"No," she said, turning her attention back to work. She moved some cakes around inside the displays then walked toward the back.
I followed. "Are you sure you want me to cover it all? I can just paint over the words, like Officer Scott said." She glanced at me, her eyes constricted to slits. She didn’t need to speak again. "Okay," I conceded as we both entered the back baking area. Jean was already at work, running the ovens and the mixers full of ingredients. The air was already tinted with white flour and had a nice blended smell of sugar, honey, and chocolate. I kept walking toward the storage room, glad to have Jean's back to me so her eyes could no longer bore holes into my demonic, graffiti-writing soul.
I dropped my duffel bag and opened the metal lockers near the exit door of the storage room. The bottom shelves held four cans of white exterior paint and upper shelves had the rollers and trays. I carried a couple of paint cans outside first and was surprised to see two guys admiring my work at the front corner of the building. When I returned with the rest of the supplies, the guys stood closer to the ladder, staring at my pin-up mom's skirted hiney like they were going to see something underneath. I popped the lid of a can off with a screwdriver and stirred it with a previously used paint stick.
"That's white," a guy said. He had on work boots and a hat tucked into the back pocket of his coveralls.
It took a while before I realized he was talking to me and not to his friend who was dressed almost exactly the same, except the upper half of his coveralls were tied around his waist, revealing a painting logo in the corner of his T-shirt. "What? Oh, yeah. The paint is white," I replied in a "that's obvious" tone.
"You aren't painting over this, are you?" he asked as his friend continued to stare at the wall.
"That’s what I’ve been told to do. The owner wants it removed." I started pouring the paint into the tray and noticed a couple of cars creeping behind me, coming from a different parking lot entrance. My artwork was attracting more attention than I anticipated.
The first guy looked back at the painting. "I guess I should talk to the owner."
"Good luck with that," I said, watching customers stare at the wall before they shuffled into the bakery, now open for business. The painters joined the others filing into the building. I laid out a few feet of plastic under the ladder, extended the roller, and dipped it into the paint.  A couple of Honey Muffin employees also snuck glances of the painting before entering. They were early; the other Sunday employees typically weren't scheduled until eight, staggered for the rush of Sunday churchgoers and bargain shoppers. Mom must have called for backup.
The paint was thickened by age, but I didn't care. I wasn't concerned with this cover-up job I was being forced to do. The punishment, in this case, was worse than the crime. It wasn't as simple as "if you break it, you fix it." This was more. She was rubbing my face in it for crossing her, for what she probably saw as a bold mockery or my way of embarrassing her in her hometown, though it wasn't. She was missing the most obvious point, as usual. I soaked the sponge, rolling it evenly inside the deep end of the tray then removing the excess along the grooves in the tray’s slant. One hand slid up the ladder as I climbed. My other hand held the roller’s extension over the plastic, careful not to splatter the paint onto the black pavement below.
When I reached the last step, I looked at the words I tagged a few hours prior, took a deep breath, and raised the roller against the cinderblock wall. The paint went on smoothly. The thickness helped to hide the black and pink colors, and it spread evenly, filling the dimpled surface. I worked the roller back and forth then moved the ladder, repeating this few times until the words were only a residual image that would live on in my mind; I never got a chance to take a picture for my black book.
More customers came steadily, entering and exiting like a parade of groggy, morning zombies. All of them looked at the wall while maintaining their desired, possible brain-eating, paths. The painters left without speaking to me again and I wondered if they had talked to Mom. I could picture the look on her face right now, having to listen to little whispers (or loud questions) about the defacement (or masterpiece) on the outside of her bakery. It didn't matter which opinion a customer had, Mom's face most likely transitioned through all angry shades of red.
Next, I reluctantly rolled the white paint over my tag sign, cOmO. The police interruption last night left it with a long black streak across the middle so, since it was already ruined, it was next to be covered up. A car entered the lot as I finished rolling lightly over the section. It barreled toward the bakery with rapid, jerky movements, throwing its massive frame unsteadily from side to side. When it got closer, I recognized the blue land boat as my grandfather's.  The convertible Cadillac Eldorado was from the seventies. He was proud to tell anyone that he was the second owner, though it wasn’t mint. He actually could have purchased a few new cars with the same amount of money it took him to keep it alive. With two, possibly three, engine replacements, it still ran.
Its white wall tires pulled up beside my feet, and its jutted-out front panel missed knocking the ladder over by an inch. My grandfather got out and stared up at the wall. He shut the door behind him then looked at me with a soft nod. His salt and pepper hair shifted loosely on the top of his head. "Good job, Caly," he said, and it took me a second to recognize that the comment was a compliment. He grabbed me and hugged, wrapping his thin, yet surprisingly strong, arms around my back, squeezing the air from my chest in one swift motion.
"Thanks, Pop Pop," I said after recovering some oxygen. "Are you just being a supportive grandfather, or do you actually like it?"
His deep eyes looked far above the height of his steep-angled nose, taking in all the details on the wall before he spoke. He made a sharp hiss as he inhaled. "I can see how your mom would dislike it... but I find it quite charming actually. It reminds me of the advertisement posters they used to hang when I was young. Did she thank you for giving her clothes? If she didn't, I will say it for her. Thank you."
I laughed. His comment took me off guard, but that didn't shock me. It had been a while since I'd seen my grandfather, and every time I saw him, his wit was like a breath of fresh air. There was no doubt about it, he just understood. Maybe it had something to do with growing older, or maybe it had more to do with raising my mom, who could be so serious she could make any child cry with a single glance. Whatever the reason, he just got it.
"Is she inside? We've got to go. She'll have to paint the rest herself or she'll have to leave it up," he said and winked.
"Yeah, I'll go tell her you're here." I dropped the roller on the plastic runner and ran around to the front doors with a smile that was probably too wide to fit through them. Mom was restocking bear claws in the display case. There was still a line of people, but it had tapered off since opening. I excused myself around a sleepy couple staring at the menu list on the wall and tapped on the glass in front of Mom's face. When she looked up irritably, I said, "Pop Pop's outside."
"He said he wouldn't be here until noon," she replied and shook her head. She hurried around the counter and exited with me, mumbling under her breath as we walked. "Dad, you said you'd be here at noon!" she griped, placing her hands on her apron-covered hips and stepping in front of the Eldorado.
"Well, I forgot I had to leave earlier. You can't expect me to think clearly when you call close to two in the morning. I didn't think it would make much difference anyway since you are unable to find the time to bring her to the beach yourself," he said to her. His tone was even, though a parental inflection was there, letting her know not to cross the line of ingratitude.
Mom glanced at the wall, letting his words sink in. At the same moment, a car passed by the parking lot. A twenty-something guy stuck his head out of the passenger side window and whistled at her. She looked at the car with an evil glare. The guy shouted, "I'll be back for a muffin later," as the car drove away.
Pop Pop smirked at me, but quickly changed his face when Mom looked back to him.
"Fine, she can go with you now," she stated, then turned her attention to me. "Leave all of the painting materials out. I'll have one of the girls help me paint over your awful prank later. Just another thing added to my plate."
With that, I darted inside and grabbed my duffel bag, being extra careful not to disrupt Jean for fear that her newly discovered hate for me might prove fierce enough to chop me up and bake my pieces into the next batch of muffins. I stepped back outside. Pop Pop eased behind the Eldorado's steering wheel just as a cop car pulled up behind us.
Officer Scott stared at the wall. He turned his head toward me then rolled his window down. I threw my bag into the Eldorado's back seat before I approached the cruiser. "I'm glad to see that your eye is in better shape this morning," he said to me and my fingers reached for my eye instinctively, even though I'd seen its condition in the mirror this morning, no longer swollen or irritated. Officer Scott’s five o'clock shadow could now contend with a fifteen-year-old boy's year-long attempt to grow a beard, and the sides of his dark brown eyes drooped, weighted from the bags below them. They widened slightly as Mom walked toward us. "Morning, Carmen," he said to Mom. "Thanks for fixing this right away. I knew you would, of course, but thanks anyway. It saves us from unnecessary phone calls down at the station."
"Glad I can help make your life easier," Mom replied. Her voice was sharp enough to slice though a brick wall... and would remain sharp enough to castrate him after, like a multi-tasking Ginsu knife.
Officer Scott smirked and looked back to the wall. "The picture on Officer McKinley's phone did this no justice last night. You are really good, Caly. Are you planning on majoring in art after high school?"
Happiness warmed my heart. At least, it felt like happiness. It had been a while since I had last felt such a strong reaction to anyone's words. Pop Pop's compliment was nice, but he was family; it was different. Officer Scott's compliment left me puzzled about my future within the world of art. It wasn't something that I thought much about. I was too busy fighting for the opportunity in the present. I glanced at Mom briefly and when I opened my mouth to respond to Officer Scott, she spoke instead.
"That's really none of your business."
"Okay," he responded. His lips remained gently pulled back in a polite smile. "For the record, I think this is an excellent way to advertise. The local news sounded interested when I spoke to them on the phone earlier. And now that the words are gone, I don’t see any cause for complaints, but I’ll let you know otherwise." He looked at Mom with a bigger grin this time. "I’ll have to stop in for some breakfast next time I come by."
Mom’s face was unyielding. I waited for the redness to overtake her cheeks, flames to spit from her eyes, and steam to leave her nostrils, but none of it happened. She held her composure with him. It was something she didn’t do too well when she was furious with me.
"I hope you ladies have a wonderful day. Oh, and...," Officer Scott paused, grabbing a piece of paper from his passenger seat. He handed it to me through the window. It was the sketch he'd drawn of me last night in the interrogation room. "Since you’re innocent, there's no need for me to keep it. I’m afraid it doesn’t quite match up to your abilities, but I did fix the jaw line."
I stared at the ink work. A few lines around the outline of my forehead were pressed into the paper harder than the others, leaving a scruffy tear in the ink's indentation. It looked like he used to sketch often, but was a little out of practice.
"If you don’t want it, just toss it. And I have one more question, if your Mom doesn’t mind." He glanced at Mom, though he continued before she could respond either way. "Is cOmO your tag?" he asked, looking past me to the bottom of the wall.
I turned around. "I guess that needs a thicker coat," I said, looking at the faint black lettering under tacky white streaks. "Yes, I guess you could say it's my tag."
"What does it stand for?"
His curiosity was probably a set-up. He was a cop after all, and since I'd evaded jail time, he would undoubtedly continue to search for more evidence to lock me up. But, I wasn't sure why he'd ask what it stood for. Most of the time, a tag is a simple nickname. Mine wasn’t anything special and it really didn't matter if he knew the meaning. He already knew what it looked like, and I was positive he knew it already littered old bridges and signs outside of town. Maybe this evidence would be enough to prosecute in the future. What’s done is done; I couldn’t hide from it now. "cOmO is for my full name, Calypso Monroe. Both words end with a full O."
His eyes flickered to Mom then returned to me. "I see. I guess I missed that info last night since we didn't process you fully. It is a beautiful name." He positioned his hands over the wheel and adjusted the shifter into drive. "Well, ladies, take care. I’ll be back soon. And, I hope I don't see that tag sign anywhere unauthorized in town. That's anything new inside town limits, of course." He nodded, turned the wheel, and drove off.
I looked at the sketch in my hand. "What is the deal between you two? Did you date him?" I asked my mom. It was a bit forward, but I was still as angry with her as she was with me, and that anger powered a numb sense of fearlessness. I would be leaving in a minute, spending the summer away from her, which also helped.
"You don't need to worry about what happened in my past," she said, stealing a glance at the sketch in my hands. "I hope he wasn't serious about talking to the news."
"Well, I'm just glad it was he didn't bring Owen with him. That would have been even more awkward."
She stared at me, incognizant, waiting for an explanation before stepping on the land mine I had set for her.
"Oh," I said, the anger now forcing me to smile at her obliviousness. "You know, Mom. Because I ran into my ex last night, too, and I learned something interesting from him. I learned that I never actually deserved a date with Owen because he was never interested in me. So, did you give his mom the money to buy him the new laptop? Or did you just purchase the laptop yourself and hand it over in trade, like a prized pig to date your god-awful daughter?"
Her clear blue eyes broke away from my fury and stared at the ground.
"What is so confusing to me is the fact that you would push me into a relationship after all the preaching about teenage romance and accidental pregnancy. I don't get your logic. Am I really so bad to be around that you need me out of the house more often? You're at work most of the time anyway... Forget it. Don't answer that. I guess I'll see you at the end of the summer." I stomped around the Eldorado and got into the passenger seat before she could respond.
"Everything okay?" Pop Pop asked after I slammed the Eldorado's long door.
"Yes. Can we just go, Pop Pop?"
"Sure," he said and gave a small wave to Mom from his window before he stepped on the gas. The Eldorado lurched forward, away from the bakery and Mom, but not fast enough.
I stared at the side of the strip mall, unable to see the back loading area where seven cans of Krylon from last night were currently shielded under the row of dumpsters. They would be gone by the end of the week, and the piece I had created with them would be gone in even less time. I peeked into the side-view mirror. Mom's small neck was tilted far back. She was staring straight at her pin-up doppelganger, and a channel two news van was pulling up beside her.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 6
 
It took more than half of the drive for Pop Pop to try to talk to me. If he had planned on talking right away, the plan was quickly abandoned when he saw my eyes well up. After that, I covered my head with my hoodie and mashed it against the window to hide the emotion from him, though I couldn't contain every audible sob.  He was out of practice dealing with teenagers, or maybe he was giving me the space I needed for my mind to relax. When he finally spoke, he bypassed a direct mom conversation so I figured the silence meant the latter.
"So, who's the cop?"
I inhaled deeply. My nose was no longer full of the loose snot that accompanied the tears. The smell of Old Spice―that permanently resides inside the Eldorado―filled my nostrils and billowed into my lungs. I exhaled slowly with a soft cough before responding.
"I guess he's is new at the police department, but Mom already knows him. Actually, judging by her reaction, I think they may have dated. It must have been a while ago because it's been ages since anyone has been interested in her uptight butt." I huffed after the last words, irritated to have to speak about her. Pop Pop had tried to keep her out of the discussion, but Mom had a way of tying into everything wrong in my life. I was accustomed to life with her so I expected Pop Pop to silence my anger like she always did, even if he chose to use a different method. His face, sagging with heavy lines from years of emotion and expression, remained quiet. He listened with no hint of disruption or even a crooked stare to warn me against traveling into a realm of parental blasphemy; there was nothing. I took a breath and tried my best to keep from slandering her further, despite the paramount urge to do so. "The way they interacted gave me the feeling they had more than a few dates. She was pissed off at him, and it wasn’t only about my arrest. It looked like built-up hatred."
I looked down at the floor where Officer Scott's sketch had fallen. It rested sideways between a crumpled hamburger wrapper and a squashed soda cup. I picked it up, saving it from becoming part of the other junk collecting on the floorboard. I wasn’t sure I wanted to keep it, but his effort deserved more than a fate that ends with greasy burger stains and chocolate frosty residue. The inside of Pop Pop's car was a severe contrast from Mom's Mini Cooper. She kept a plastic trash bag on the floor and replaced it religiously every day, sometimes twice. I could search the interior for a month and still find nothing but a few strands of hair stuck in the corners of the carpeting. Pop Pop’s floorboard, however, looked like the bottom of a recycling bin―not as filthy as the standard dumpster, but still trashy.
"Maybe he lived in town before. What was his name?"
I placed the picture beside me on the ivory leather seat, which was pristine compared to the dingy black floor. "Officer Scott. I'm pretty sure his first name is Steven."
"Hmm. Scott?" Pop Pop contemplated. His mind ran the name through an internal contact list. I knew it might take a while; he had met many people in his lifetime. 
Unlike my mom, my grandfather and grandmother were married some time before they had her. It was partly by choice and partly by fate. When they chose to have children―later than most of their peers at the time―they were already in their early thirties and, after several complications, they were eventually told they were unable so they gave up. However, after a couple more years, they received an unexpected surprise. I credit them for my life, convinced that my mother would have chosen prom and college over baby vomit and a soiled life if they hadn't thrown their own tribulations in her face so many times.
"Hmm," Pop Pop said again. I watched him drive. His sun spotted hands wrapped loosely around the wheel, his saddled eyes focused intently on the road ahead. Aside from minor physical issues and a slowed ability to access memories, sixty-eight years had treated him well. "The name rings a distant bell. Maybe they went to high school together. I can't be certain. Your mom was fairly popular."
Yeah. I know how popular she was. I refused to judge him for having parental pride; it was something that Mom never showed me too easily. And, even after getting knocked-up in high school, and suffering the notoriety that came from it, she eventually made something more of herself. She worked hard to gain respect that was completely separate from an ancient, high school popularity. I couldn't condemn her for that either. Even so, I could still hate her for judging my dreams, demolishing my choices, my happiness.
I stared out of the window again. The drive from lower Pennsylvania to the northeast section of the Chesapeake Bay was something I never paid much attention to. We were getting closer, though. I could tell because we were almost to the shopping center where we'd always stop to buy Mom's favorite pastries when her own bakery was a mere dream. I also noticed the change in attire and how comfortable the people looked. This was a natural slower-pace region. I wasn't sure what to call it; others call it redneck. Most people looked like they had walked off the beach even though there wasn't a speck of sand for miles. The guys left their shirts at home while the girls wore short shorts and only bikini tops to cover their tanning-booth burns.
Oh no.
"Pop Pop. I know I'm technically punished and supposed to be working all summer, but I can still go in the water, right?"
"Sure. I don't think your mom would try to keep you from enjoying that much."
I pictured throwing all of my clothes into the duffel bag, none of them meant for swimming. "I don't have a bathing suit. Can we stop in the shopping center?" I pointed as we approached the strip mall.
He yanked the wheel and made a left into the parking lot. The Eldorado floated over the speed humps and dodged a few tire-killing potholes with a swaying motion worthy of the sea. We passed the building that was Mom's favorite bakery. Plywood covered the windows, hit up with hasty scribble tags. The technique was flat; the artists had to be novices, toys. Their signs were sloppy and dripped in unintentional spots.
"Closed two seasons ago," Pop Pop said, eyeing me as we passed the building. "Not a lot of business down here for morning pastries, I suppose. I'm glad your Mom's bakery is doing well. Hopefully, it'll get a little better with your art... and all the media coverage." He grinned as he pulled the car through a double parking spot, leaving the rear end of the Eldorado to occupy half of the spot behind us. The lot was empty enough for no one to notice, or care.
 The only clothing store in the strip mall was called The Fashion Barn Boutique. I was from a little town, but this area was worse for this situation. It spread out over a larger amount of land, and was more isolated, which meant there was no chance of a close, alternative store, especially one that was open this early on a Sunday. We walked under the store sign and I shook my head, undeceived by the word fashion. Any store with the word barn in it couldn't have the balls to promise fashion, too.
"I'm going to window shop while you do the girl thing. I'll be back in a few, okay?" Pop Pop asked before I opened the store's door.
"Sure," I replied. The smell of old leather and perfume bombarded my face as I opened the door. An older lady crocheting behind the back counter lifted her head when the door's hanging bell jingled my presence. I smiled; she didn't. She let her head fall, returning her concentration to her hobby. I scoured all of the racks. It should have been named The Antique Boutique instead. It all looked vintage, and not the good vintage, or even the weird, artsy vintage. It was the crappy, never-been-sold vintage.
The first lap around the floor was quick, confirming what I already knew: I didn't like anything. The second time was filter out the possible from the horrid. At the end of my fifth lap around the narrow store, I was left with two swimsuits, both of which had no other sizes available. I climbed behind the curtain of the lone dressing room and tried the first suit on. It didn't fit; it sagged in the front where I lacked the proper cleavage to fill it, and also hung low on the butt, as if someone too large had already tried it on, purchased it, went to a pool party, or, possibly, a water polo competition, then returned it the next day. If it looked this bad dry, I could imagine how droopy it would get when walking out of water. The bottom would almost certainly take on a pouch of water, giving the appearance of a horribly humiliating accident.
The second suit was my last option. I cringed when I looked at the second one-piece hanging limply from a plastic hanger. Its white material was splashed with neon colors: orange, red, green, and yellow, all reminding me of most music videos from the eighties, and a few t-shirts that reside in the "once upon a time" section of my mom's closet. The most unfortunate part was the ugly red crab slapped across the butt. Instead of people potentially seeing my butt crack through the white material, they would see claw and shell, but I wasn't sure that made the situation better. Any chance at a serious art career was gone as soon as I bought this swimsuit.
I squeezed into the material and looked again to my reflection in the knobby-framed antique mirror, twirling my body in a less-than-thrilled manner. It wasn't as see-through as I thought, and the bright colors were piercing enough to steal sight from any eyeball that tried to sneak a peek at anything else. The material fit, well, and the cut was actually decent.
"Caly, are you okay in there?" Pop Pop asked. He had returned from his walk, meaning I had exhausted my shopping time limit.
I butted my blonde head against the mirror. Humiliation and devastation were sure to follow this purchase, which would be worse than a simple case of buyer's remorse. Maybe I wouldn't be humiliated because, maybe, no one would be at the beach. I had hope. If all else failed, I'd swim at night. "Yeah, Pop Pop. I'm fine," I mumbled the words against the mirror. "I'll be out in a minute," I said, louder this time, pushing myself upright and taking a last look at the bathing suit that I was doomed to wear all summer. It looked like I went to an eighties party then accidentally sat on my crab dinner. Hideous. I changed in a hurry and ran to the register so my gut had no time to talk sense to my brain. I knew I needed a suit. I would hate to bake in the sun and the sand, during my punishment―whatever it entailed―and not have the pleasure of enjoying a swim.
Pop Pop paid. I was positive Mom had given him an allowance for my food and necessities. If I had stayed home, and I had the money, I would certainly buy more cannons of Krylon to repaint my artwork on the bakery. It saddened me to think that Honey Muffin's wall could already be back to flat white. I was sure Mom wouldn't touch the brush or roller; one of the employees surely got a nice cash bonus today to do the job for her. My guess was it wasn't Jean.
Pop Pop had already put the convertible top down before coming to get me in the store. "Are we ready?" he asked, turning the Eldorado's ignition. The engine kicked over, pulling the parked car forward a tad, eager to conquer more roads.
"Yeah, all set," I replied, fanning my fingers out over the exposed windshield.
"It's not much farther, as you may remember. We don't have any more stops so we should make it there in less than an hour." He looked at me again and smiled. "I almost forgot.  I got us some breakfast while you were giving the boutique a shake down." He reached his arm over the top of the front seats. A second later, his hand returned with a grease-blotted brown paper bag.
I took it from him and opened the folded top, inhaling the warm smell of hash browns and egg and cheese filled biscuits. "Thanks," I said and unwrapped the first sandwich for him to eat while driving.
The Eldorado hit the speed limit easily on the two-lane, country highway, free of streetlights to slow our progress. The wind flowed over the windshield and circulated in the backseat, whipping my loose hair around behind my head. It felt good. It felt like freedom. Not so much the freedom of life's enjoyment, but freedom from my mom. It didn't matter how much work I would have to do at the beach, it didn't even matter that I would inevitably go through internet withdrawals, I would be away from her for the entire summer. The thought made me smile into the wind, up to the open sky. After finishing my food, I let my body sink into the seat and stuck my hand out of the window, letting the wind's pressure manipulate my fingers. I dipped my hand up and down, flying it with a gentle waving motion like I was eight again. I stared out the open window for a long time. The houses retreated farther from the road, and rows of sweet corn stretched on for miles. A half hour passed; we were getting closer.
"They dated in high school," Pop Pop said, not looking at me.
"What?" I asked. His words surprised me after such a lengthy silence.
He cleared his dry throat first before speaking again. "Your mom and Steven Scott. They dated in high school. I just remembered. Actually, they were quite the item."
I sighed. It was the perfect time for him to remember: when I had finally gotten her out of my head. "I assumed it had to be then, or when I was really young, since I don't remember him."
"He was a couple years her senior and left town after he graduated. She was pretty torn up about it, now that I remember. I'm pretty sure he enlisted in the Army, or was it the Air Force?" The question was not for me; it was a question for his thoughts, attempting to conjure more information from their depths.
Now I understood why she was shocked to see him. Hopefully he'll pay her more visits, like he promised. Someone needs to be there to annoy her while I'm gone, and his presence would surely serve as her punishment, while I'm away serving mine.
I tried to forget her again during the last minutes of the trip, without success. We drove over the Chesapeake City Bridge. The wind hummed loudly into my ears as it cut through the guard fencing, and I thought about her ability to loathe and critique anything that interested me. We passed over the Bohemia River Bridge. Its small concrete ridges bounced us rhythmically as they worked the Eldorado's shocks, and I thought of her incessant hypocrisy and conflicting lectures about the adolescent lifestyle and how mine was never good enough. We traveled the last few miles, passing the abandoned church and tiny graveyard by its side, and I thought of her absence as I looked at the worn tombstones. The times we weren't fighting, she was at work. When we were together at work, we were both busy. When we were together at home, I was in my room and she was in hers. Separated. Opposites.
Alone.
We left the restaurants with fish, crab, and house in their titles back in the larger towns and passed the last bar and grill, The Sandy Inn. A few cars were parked in its gravel lot and a few more were on the road, all packed with coolers, suitcases, and travel racks. The ones on the move were leaving in the opposite direction, heading home early to beat the Sunday rush. The road the latest ones came from wasn't the road we'd take. It's the access road to our neighboring beach, Gemstone Beach Manor―a public beach with open availability to rent. Our beach is private.  The bordering land between the two beaches was lined with fencing, thick trees, and tall hedging that had spiny thorns, which would break-off after penetrating an inch of calloused skin; a poor man's security. Bored teenagers, or curious kids, from either beach, would occasionally brave the barb-like needles and pass through some loose links for kicks. Most would go uncaught, but most also were from our side, breaking out of jail for a few hours of exploration. Those few that were bold enough to travel to our side, if caught, would be greeted by the reclusive owner and his trusty shotgun or his Louisville Slugger, which ever felt right that day. Along the beach itself, wooden slat fencing and tall log moorings acted as property boundaries, extending far into the water; a way to keep more outsiders from wading in. The owner didn't take well to new people. When we wanted friends to come, they had to be signed for. If they had their own vehicle, even more paperwork needed to be completed. It was like a gated community, with a run-down-penitentiary feel.
"How long has it been, now?" Pop Pop asked as he rolled his hands over the large wheel, turning the Eldorado right, onto the beach's narrow road. The pavement was webbed with tar patches and grass-filled cracks, spanning its entire width. It was rounded so much in the middle that the Eldorado's driver's side elevated a few feet higher than the passenger's. I waited for Pop Pop's weight to slowly slide across the leather seats and into my lap. He didn't; he was used to this road. I hadn't traveled it in...
"Five years," I replied, looking at the overgrown grass spreading to the tall trees, which multiplied in number the further we drove. I could feel the separation from the outside world sinking in. All of a sudden I remembered how alone this place made a person feel, and I was accustomed to solitude.
"Time sure does fly. Too bad you were never able to stay with me after your mom opened the bakery. I know your friends missed you. A few of them still come down," he said with his eyes on the road.
I was crushed the summer after Mom opened her business and wouldn't allow me stay the summer with Pop Pop. She didn't trust his laid-back parenting style, not even when she was a child. The devastation wasn't due to the beach exactly; the beach was just, there, the setting. My attachment was to a few people I had spent every summer with. They were the closest friends I ever had, next to Nadia the flake.
My friends.
Suddenly, I was ashamed. Because after that first horrible summer away from this place, I went back to school and the longing slowly disappeared, year after year, summer after summer. I guess, like Nadia, I was a flake, too. I should have contacted them. There were a million ways that I could have remained friends with them. I was just too busy wallowing in spite of my mom to care.
"They still come down here?" I asked, overcome with fear and anticipation. I wasn't even thinking that they'd be here and now I was worried. Would I still know them? Would they like me?
"Yes. Some do. We old, retired people still play our poker games and I know for sure that Bob Clark's grandkids come down often."
Clark. Clark. Aden.
My head spun at the name. Aden. "Have they been down this year?" Red flushed my cheeks and I turned my face toward the open window. I was scared, no, I was anxious. No. I wasn't sure what I was or how I wanted him to answer. Yes or no? Do I want to see Aden, or don't I? I hadn't been this flustered in ages; I couldn't even think. I folded my clammy hands and buried my nervous eyes into the wild grass and weeds as they morphed into unkempt hedges and unfurling vines. The grass disappeared entirely, replaced by underbrush and trees whose branches were close enough to touch. The road's path narrowed until a ten-foot, chain-link fence surrounded the areas in front of us.
"Yes, I believe they were all down last week, but I'm not sure about this weekend. I was up at the house for laundry and groceries for the past few days so I don’t know who is here." He stopped the car in front of a gate, equal in size to the fencing. I recalled a shorter gate the last time I was here, one that opened manually. Before I could think about getting out of the car to push this gate open, Pop Pop stretched his arm through his window, punching a few numbers on a key pad inside a hollow metal box on a post. Instantly the gate rattled and came to life, though it looked more like its life was about to end. It shook violently before it began retracting behind the bordering fence. There were so many signs cluttering the gate that it resembled a busy corkboard full of to-dos and post-its. The words and symbols blended together as one shaking mass with the gate's vibration. It couldn't read them if I tried, not only from the wobbling gate but also because my mind was horribly distracted.
Aden was here this summer. Or maybe he wasn't. Maybe it was just his younger sister or his older brother. I couldn't think straight. Why am I going crazy over this? It isn't a big deal, really. Who cares if he is here? Who cares if they hate me for not calling? I'm not planning to enjoy this summer, anyway. I'm just here for a stupid punishment. Then I'll go back home for one last year in Hell before I can move out of the Devil's house.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 7
 
The gate took three lengthy minutes to seizure its way along the track, and it still didn't retract fully. The Eldorado slid through the opening with only centimeters of clearance at the tips of the side mirrors.
"New gate?" I asked, eying Pop Pop with a sarcastic grin, trying hard to push any worry from my mind.
He laughed. "I believe that was put in the first year you weren't here, actually. It wasn't brand new then, either. Scraps. Wayne Lane is always using the cheapest materials. We have all given up on good repairs at this place. You can tell he doesn't care much for aesthetics." Pop Pop said.
I looked at the dilapidated, two-story house guarding the entrance. It was almost fully hidden by wooded overgrowth and piled junk. Stacks of dead, moss-laden trees sat next to two stripped-down cars. Their rusted metal frames peeked out in small places from under a hefty blanket of ivy vines. The vines wound so tight around the frames that the green cords seemed to be the actual cause of the cars' deaths, instead of human negligence. "Does he still live in that house?" From the outside, it looked like the perfect staging for the next big horror movie: hanging roof shingles, broken siding, and cracked window glass. It had decayed more since my last visit. The only thing missing was splashes of color from tags or more elaborate graffiti pieces that normally adorn similarly neglected properties. I wondered, briefly, if there was a way to rectify that void while I was here.
The car moved slowly as we crossed the beach's threshold. Pop Pop held the turtle pace with his foot off the pedal, letting the car's natural pull draw us forward. It was slow enough to ensure the gate's closure without waiting. "Not anymore. He finally moved into the house around the corner, the one his ex-wife had him renovate before she left him fifteen years ago. He doesn't take much to change, that one. That's why all of us are wondering if it's possible that he has gotten even more loony with age because he finally decided to fix the section of the boardwalk that no one's seen in a couple of decades."
"Do you mean the storage area that was always off limits?" I asked. A weighty upholstery curtain had hung in the same place for years concealing the off limits section. I'd peeked under when I was seven. The room took up an entire end of the building, and was about a quarter of the building’s length. It was filled with old furniture and broken arcade games. Some games charged a quarter, some were a dime, and some were penny-slotted relics, probably from the prohibition era.
"That would be the one," Pop Pop said. "The boardwalk hasn't seen much business, but I doubt that's the main reason for the alteration. We're glad he's putting effort into changing things though, regardless of the reason," he said, steering the car down the main road, away from the fork leading to the beach's only pier. The main road was freshly paved with older gravel left scattered along its borders, accompanying sporadic dead weeds. The boardwalk was the first building on the right. It wasn't anything like an ocean boardwalk with storefronts and vendor carts. Our beach's boardwalk was an enclosed building with roll-up, garage-style doors, most of which no longer opened. "And that is exactly where you will be serving your punishment," he said, nodding in the boardwalk's direction as we passed an opened roll-up door―the main rear entrance. An outdoor payphone still stood beside that door, leading into the darkened building. The phone was the only option for calls in the days before cell phones, unless you were one of the few who could afford a landline routed to their cottage or trailer. We weren't one of the few.
"I'm going to help Wayne Lane inside the boardwalk? What will I be doing?" I asked, uncertain I possessed the proper abilities for renovation work and unsure about the possibility of a work relationship with the beach's owner. Wayne Lane was a bit... off, or just weird at the very least. When I was a kid, he'd glued quarters to the floor under the cashier window of the boardwalk. It amused him to see kids and adults alike grip their fingers around the shiny silver pieces in hopes of buying a Creamsicle or a few songs on the jukebox, only to be afflicted with frustration and disappointment instead.
"More than likely you'll help with the old storage area. I'm not sure what he's doing with it, but I'm sure he'll have other people working with you, probably other volunteers since he doesn't like hiring outsiders. I'll talk to him later today about what time you'll start tomorrow."
The smell of honeysuckle filled my nose as Pop Pop rolled the Eldorado to the end of the back row of cottages, stopping at the T around the curve. I caught my first view of the water through the front row of cottages and could hear their gentle breaks onto the sand. The front road, though not paved like the main, was mostly solid ground. A left at the T would take us to the little beach, where only one row of twenty cottages stretched out to the maple trees and slatted fence serving as property border to the public Manor beach. We turned right. This part of the road was designated one way, skinny enough to fit one vehicle and no width for a three-point-turn. We drove a few yards then parked behind the only yellow cottage in the row.
"Here we are. Would you give me a hand with the groceries? I expect some people will be leaving shortly so I don't want to block the road too long."
"Sure," I replied and stepped out of the car and waited as he clamped the ragtop down, then I grabbed my duffel from the back seat. He pulled a few bags from the trunk and I followed him down the narrow alleyway to the front of the cottage. Sand was already under foot with a base of packed ground beneath it, providing some stability under my weight. The beach was the same; nothing had changed in the five years I had been away. I closed my eyes and wrinkled my nose at the foul stench of a rotting catfish blowing up from the low-tide waterline, killing any possibility for a nostalgic moment. I held my breath and clutched my duffel over my shoulder, looking down the beach. Out front, a couple of large driftwood logs were arranged as benches halfway between the cottages and the water. Back down the long stretch of sand, toward the boardwalk, a few people were swimming. Their heads bobbed up and down, far away from the shallows of the shore. Pop Pop's cottage also hadn't changed. The pale yellow siding still stood out from the neighboring subdued blues and grays, and the roof's black shingles had only faded a fraction, if at all.
He stepped up the three cement stairs and opened the porch door. A wooden plaque hung beside it engraved with the number twenty and a small crab. I followed him onto the large screened-in porch that had a newer set of patio chairs facing the water. Hitchhiking grains of sand crunched as my sneakers ground them into the wooden floor―a sound I hadn’t heard in years. Pop Pop opened the main door and placed the bags on the table before opening all available windows: two in front, one on the side (next to the other side window with the air-conditioning unit installed), and the half-window above the bed at the back of the cottage. "You can take the queen bed, Caly," he said, after he opened the last window. The queen bed was in the back corner of the cottage. It was sectioned off by an extra wall at the foot and a draw curtain, acting as a fourth wall for added privacy. It was also next to the only bathroom. "I'll take the twin bed in front." He pointed at the bunk against the opposite wall, in front of the bathroom. It opened for storage and doubled as an extra couch beside the small loveseat. It was out in the open with the rest of the cottage: the kitchen, dining room, and living room all together―one large, basic square.
"Are you sure? I don't want to impose. I am in trouble, you know?" I was being polite, of course. I had grown used to having my own bathroom and four walls to protect my privacy, so much so that this all seemed prehistoric and unreal.
"You need your own space, young lady. Besides, I find the twin more comfortable anyway. It's a stiff mattress, exactly what my old bones need. There are clean sheets and blankets in the drawers under the bed. Help me with the car before you get situated, please." He turned on his sandaled heels and was back outside before I could throw my duffel onto the bed. The smell of mothballs lingered in the stale air, and tiny, nautical knick-knacks perched on top of wall shelves, the refrigerator, and on the ledges of all of the windows―except the one with the AC unit. It was nearly the same as before my grandmother passed, six years after my birth, with minor changes to the bed accommodations to suit the current needs. I moved the curtain covering the half-window above the queen bed and peered through, viewing the road behind the cottage. Pop Pop was unloading more items. I rushed back outside to help.
We both squeezed against the walls in the cramped alleyway as he passed me with more grocery bags. I was still walking toward the Eldorado when I heard him speak loudly from the front of the cottage.
"I'll be out of your way in just a minute, Valerie."
I wasn't sure who he was talking to. I hadn't seen anyone up front when I was there. I rounded the back of the car and stacked a few extra bags on top of a laundry basket stuffed with folded clothes. I picked the basket up, turned, and for the first time noticed another car parked four cottages back. A woman walked around the black SUV with baskets of her own, loading them into the vehicle instead of unloading. I didn't recognize her. She had a stout frame with tightly clipped black hair that sparkled under the late morning sun. I passed Pop Pop in the alley and again I heard him speak to the woman, this time as I was dropping off the basket in the house and could hear through the open windows.
"Are you and the kids headed home?" he asked her.
"I've got work tomorrow. But Ava is staying behind with Dad and Pop," the lady said, sounding mildly winded. "The boys will be back in a couple of days and I'm not sure when my next visit will be. Work has been picking up."
After I unloaded the basket, I walked down the concrete steps and turned toward the alley again. A person caught my eye before I took another step. He was the same distance from our cottage as the SUV was in the back. His hands rummaged through some bags placed around his bare feet. His brown hair was cropped short on the sides with a choppy length on top that extended past his forehead as he bent over the bags. He was wearing blue and white board shorts and his chest was bare. The toned muscles that graced his upper body held a tan that could have easily been from late August instead of late June. He was gorgeous, and distracting.
I forced my feet into the alley, nearly tripping over myself so he wouldn't catch me staring. What am I thinking? I chastised myself. He was clearly another Owen―a sick dream, never actually obtainable. I shook my head to clear it, remembering why I was here in the first place. I continued through the alley and stepped into the middle of the conversation out back.
"Yeah, she is going to stay with me the remainder of the summer," I heard Pop Pop say as I emerged from the alley. "Oh, here she is."
I looked at Pop Pop with a smile then I glanced back toward the SUV. The stout woman glared at me with a small smile that didn't seem as friendly as she may have wanted it to appear. Beside her was a man, no, maybe a tall teenager who dwarfed her in size; he was well over six feet. He placed a bag into the back seat of the SUV then crossed his thick arms over his broad chest before turning and seeing me for the first time. He had black hair to match hers, shaved close to his scalp. He bore a resemblance to the guy in front of the house, but his nose was more angled and his eyebrows were thicker. He raised one of those eyebrows at me and smiled.
I smiled back until the weight of my dreadful appearance ripped it from my now embarrassed face. My dirty blonde hair had close to two days of grease built up at the roots, and my tired eyes had no makeup to cover the bags or even cover the scratchy remnants of last night's close encounter with a bush. And then there was my excessively baggy, white T-shirt I'd chosen to wear this morning specifically for comfort while I suffered through my punishment of painting the bakery's white walls. It wasn't the best look to sport while a handsome guy―that could melt me with a single glance―scanned my whole body like an overly thorough MRI. I dropped my uncomfortable eyes for a second and noticed a cheese stain smeared down the front of my shirt. Beads of shameful sweat formed above my brow. I was hoping that my cheeks and ears weren't as red as they felt; though, I had a feeling they were when I looked back up because the guy was grinning wider than before.
"Well, Caly. I hardly recognized you. It's been a long time," the woman said to me, thankfully taking my focus off the tall guy beside her. I still didn't recognize her. Her thin slit eyes and button nose did nothing to jog my memory.
I looked at Pop Pop, eying him a signal for an introduction.
He got my hint and said, "Caly, you remember Valerie Clark, right?"
Oh, God.
Before I could process my thoughts the tall guy yelled, "Hey, Aden! You'll never guess who's here." The grin never left his face. The guy that was rummaging through bags in front of the cottages stepped through the alley closest to them. His ocean blue eyes fell on mine and widened at once, realization dawning. The shock kept me from speaking, from moving. There was no way that he was Aden. He was taller. His body was... godly, and his face... his face.
Did five years change the boy I used to know? His baby face was gone, barely recognizable. Yet it was him, somehow. I couldn't quite see it until my eyes focused on the shallow line running parallel with his right eyebrow. The thin line of translucent skin is what convinced me, stealing my breath. My eyes locked on the scar, and his eyes.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 8
 
The scar brought back a memory that had buried itself deep during the years I'd been away. The memory was not from our last summer, it was from our first. And now every minute of this memory flooded back to me, like it or not.
"So, what are you going to wear to the boardwalk tonight?" Tara asked, skimming her feet over the rolling waves of the high tide.
"Nothing special. Why?" I asked, adjusting the position of my bare legs on the rough, cement dock. "What's the big deal about tonight?"
Tara shrugged. Her long brown hair was still wet from our last swim, five minutes before. It clung to her bare shoulders and her spaghetti-strapped bathing suit like silky octopus tentacles. "Well, the Clark boys are coming back to the beach tonight. Don't you want to impress them?"
"Should I? I mean, if they actually like us wouldn't they like us no matter what we wear?" I unconsciously picked a scab from my knee and a small drop of blood surfaced in its place. I cupped my hand, dipped it into the water and dumped it over my leg. Long pink streaks of diluted blood trickled down my leg and fell into the murky bay water below.
Tara looked at me with a curled upper lip. She was disgusted by the blood, or maybe my behavior. "I don't know, I think clothes help. That's why women always dress up for guys. If we look pretty, they like us more." She shrugged her bony shoulders.
I contemplated her statement as I squinted at the sun over the horizon. It would be a couple hours before it set behind Turkey Point, the state park and lighthouse, roughly one mile across the bay's channel. Tara had a point, really: women dress up for guys. Mom did, though she didn't go out too often. I was nine and it had been three years since my grandmother died. Mom and I were still living with Pop Pop, at home and at the beach, which could've contributed to Mom's infrequent dates. But when she did go out, she dressed nice. "What are you going to wear?" I asked. I knew whatever she wore was bound to be much nicer than anything I had, especially any of the clothes I had here. The beach suitcases were always packed with bathing suits and old clothes destined for the sand, sweat, and sunscreen of playful summer days.
"I have a yellow spring dress that is really nice. I may have a dress for you to wear, too, if you want."
This was Tara's second summer at the beach. Her parents moved from the west coast, to be closer to family, and her mother’s aunt summered here. The relative connection was the most common way for new people to gain renting access―an easy in. Our friendship was almost forced from the start; I was the closest girl to her age, and not nearly her usual choice. She was accustomed to chlorine pools and party dresses, but she was slowly getting used to swimming in the dingy bay water, walking around barefoot, and hanging out with me again for the second summer. It was the middle of June and she had already offered to dress me up three times. I was beginning to think that she was appalled by my cheap clothes. This time, though, it wasn't a simple playtime request driven by beach boredom. She had ulterior motives tonight: the Clark boys.
"I still don't think I want to wear a dress. They'll probably want to play flashlight tag or kick the can, and I would hate to run around in a dress, especially a bright color like yellow where someone could spot you from as far away as the Manor," I said, avoiding eye contact, hoping my response wouldn't hurt her feelings.
"Suit yourself. I'm going to wear mine. I'll just hang out at the boardwalk all night. I'm sure they will be there at some point to play games, and that's when they'll see me." She smiled, more to herself than to me. Tara was talking more about boys lately, specifically the Clark boys. They were the rowdy boys that I played with every summer, mostly when they needed an extra player for tag, capture the flag, and sometimes Marco Polo. They normally stayed at the beach all summer, like Tara and me, but so far this year they were only down on the weekends.
I shrugged and stood up. "Don't you want to play flashlight tag, if they play?" I began walking along the concrete dock, heading toward its connection to the main pier. The rough slabs transitioned to bowed wooden planks that sagged in the middle, slowly deteriorating from years of weather. I walked down to the farthest point, under the cheap, particleboard canopy, past the broken gas pumps, which had rotary meters last set to twenty-five cents per gallon, stopping at the edge of the pier.
Tara followed me, tiptoeing across the wooden planks, careful not the stub a toe or catch a splinter in her dainty feet. "I'll sit tonight out," she said, coming to my side and looking out over the open water. A cargo ship trudged across the channel, and the sun disappeared behind stacks of storage containers on its deck. I watched as splashes of light shone intermittently between those metal bins until I heard a stick break somewhere behind us.
Trees lined the middle of the pier, separating the plank and cement walkway from a single lane, dirt driveway. Their low branches obstructed the view of the beach. I couldn't tell what made the noise so I walked along the pier's front row of cement slabs for a better view. No one was around. Tree branches swayed with a gust of wind, forcing a seagull to hop from its shaky perch and fly toward the beach. I walked back to Tara. She tracked my progress while running her fingers through her wet strands of hair.
"Maybe we should go get cleaned up. I told my mom I'd be back to get ready for the boardwalk tonight," she said, flipping her hair back and securing it into a pony tail with a rubber band. I walked with her toward the cement docks to retrieve our towels and clothes at the opening of the pier. The planks bounced with our weight and I bounced with them, using the bowed wood as a makeshift trampoline. I knew Tara didn't like this, and, in a way, it could've been the reason I liked doing it. We were different, and I wasn't going to pretend to be exactly like her just so she'd be my friend. I wanted to keep that known in our friendship, especially after another attempt at dressing me up.
Then, before I could register what happened, something struck my side, hurtling me into the water without a preparatory breath. I gasped when I resurfaced and had to tread to keep from sinking into the depth of the high tide. I looked up and saw Alex Clark beside Tara, jumping high and landing hard, creating a wooden wave that rippled through planks. Tara's face scrunched, her eyes were wide with terror, and her arms were fully stretched, searching desperately for balance. I swam fast to the lowest dock, and when I reached my hand out to grab the cement Aden's head popped up out of the water beside me. His face was inches from mine; his eyes had never been so close. They were calm and warm, unlike their cool blue color. His lips were still as a few beads of water flowed over them, trickling down from the saturated strands of cheek-length hair plastered to his face.
He broke eye contact with me and yelled at Alex. "Thanks a lot, jerk!" He placed his hand on the dock next to mine. I couldn’t help but noticing they were closer than our faces, centimeters of air separating our fingers. He looked at me again. "Are you okay, Caly?"
My heart jolted, or puttered, or something. I had never felt such a reaction and couldn’t possibly describe it accurately. I opened my mouth, but no words came. Only a little "uh" escaped.
He smiled. "I'm really sorry. Alex can be such a jerk sometimes." His body relaxed and lowered into the water, his face sinking halfway under. Bubbles emerged from his nose, floating up under his eyes. He readjusted his grip on the dock. This time his fingers overlapped mine, but he didn't move them away, and neither did I. He used no pressure in that hand to raise himself higher and lift his face out of the water, but I felt the current churning from his legs below, working hard to keep his body afloat. He was looking at our hands as his body inched closer to mine then he turned to me again. "Caly, do you want to go out with me?"
I stuttered a barely audible "Yes" before I could even consider the question. I knew at that moment that I liked him and that realization was quicker than I had ever expected. I always thought that liking a boy would be a serious internal debate, much like choosing what seat to ride on the school bus or what color M&M to eat first: a moderately calculated decision. That wasn't the case here.
His lips drew into a larger smile that pressed his eyes into slits. I heard Tara gasp and more boards creaking as Alex began to bounce on the wooden planks again. Aden's other hand stopped treading water. A second later it was pressed into my back, pulling me closer to him. His smile faded, and then I felt a wisp of his breath on my cheek before he pressed his wet lips to mine.
My mind processed the activity with much confusion. It felt nice, my first kiss. A simple peck. It would've been one of the best days of my life, but, since my mom decided this year was the best time to teach me the basics about pregnancy, my mind wasn't exactly free to enjoy the sweet taste of his lips or the way his hand cradled my back. Instead, it turned out to be an emotionally embarrassing day that I would never live down. My over-informed mind took over instantly, and my imagination filled in the gaps that my mom chose to save for different talk. I panicked, naturally, and with Aden's lips still firm against mine, I reached my loose hand out of the water, clenched my fist, and punched him in the side of the head.
His eyes opened with a reaction best identified as a handsome blend of shock and fear. My follow through pushed his face sideways, directly into the edge of the cement dock.
"Holy crap!" I heard Alex yell, and his running footsteps thudded heavily immediately after.
Aden grabbed the side of his face and dunked his entire head below the water. A gurgled sound floated to the surface inside a lung-full of air bubbles. Alex squatted on the dock and fished for his brother's arms. He helped him climb out and sat him on the edge. Aden didn't look at me.
Alex helped me out next and sat me next to Aden. He started to laugh. "Did I miss something?"
I was shocked by my actions and confused, but I knew my imagination was wrong. I knew that I couldn't get pregnant from a kiss so I felt stupid for allowing such an irrational thought to manipulate my actions. Aden's head was tipped down, staring into the water. His left hand comforted his jaw and his right rested on his knee. I placed my hand on his, threading our fingers together above his knee, unsure of what else to do.
He turned to me. His eyes were steady, confident, even with blood dripping from the gash above his right eyebrow. "We're going out," he said to Alex.
"Nice. Is that why everyone says love hurts?" Alex replied, eying Aden's face as a long stream of blood ran down to his chin. "Before you kids go off to share a root beer float, Caly should get you a few Band-Aids," Alex said then turned to me. "Your cottage is closer than ours, plus I can see your mom. She is here, right? Maybe she'd be willing to punch me."



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 9
 
The scar brought the beginning of our relationship back to me. I remembered other times, later times, but this beginning I tried to forget because of my naivety. So this was actually him standing in front of me... and Alex... and their mom, Valerie, all of them staring at me. Valerie had gained a considerable amount of weight since I last saw her, which is why I didn't recognize her. Her eyes hardened at my delayed greeting.
I blinked, breaking my reverie. "Right. Of course, I remember. You're right; it has been a long time. Nice to see you, all," I said, keeping my eyes from lingering on any one of them for too long.
"Well, we were just leaving, actually. I guess we will be seeing you again, if you stay for the summer," Valerie said. She grabbed a travel bag from the ground and walked to the rear of the SUV.
"I'll be out of the way in just a second," Pop Pop said to her. "Will you take the last few bags inside while I park the car, Caly?"
I looked away from the guys, who hadn't moved an inch after their mom had. "Sure," I said and took a hold of the bags. Pop Pop jumped into the car and started the engine. I turned awkwardly, balancing three brown grocery bags squeezed inside my arms, then gave a hesitant nod to the guys before taking a step. I glanced at Aden. His eyes were soft, but his gaze darted rapidly from mine. He turned and walked in the same direction as his mom.
Alex took a few long strides to me and snatched two bags from my grip. "How's your mom, Caly?" He winked at me and I couldn't help but smile. He'd always had a crush my mom, and that weird, mom fetish was undisputedly the longest running joke between us.
"She's good, but I'm sorry, Alex, she's not coming down this summer." I was relieved by his candor. He bridged the uneasiness that came with five years of absence, and for that I was thankful. He let me walk down the alley first, his footfalls keeping close behind. When we got to the porch steps, I opened the screen door, set my bag down on the floor, then grabbed the two from his hands and set them beside the first. He held the door open from the bottom of the steps. "Thanks," I said, for more than just his ability to carry groceries.
"No problem," he said. His height made me feel like a child. I was standing on the third step and he was just shy of matching my eye level. "So, if you stay, we'll see you before the weekend. Aden and I should be back on Thursday. Ava will still be here, though. Do you remember her?" he asked.
"Sure. Your baby sister. How could I forget?" Now that I was talking to him, I couldn't believe I hadn't recognized him immediately. Sure, he was taller, but his evilly cute grin and sharp nose were a dead giveaway for the boy who loved to play more than his share of practical jokes―namely, charging at unsuspecting people as they stood on the pier or anywhere close to the water. And of course the times he used Aden like a billiard cue ball, ramming into him first, which knocked him into the other person; an accepted casualty for a good laugh.
"Not a baby anymore. She's fourteen." His bushy brows lifted and one side of his mouth twitched into a dubious smirk that suggested his discomfort as a big brother.
"Let's go, Alex!" Valerie's voice shouted from behind the cottages.
"Well, I look forward to catching up with you when we get back. See you," he said and waited for me to support the slight weight of the screen door before he let it go. He jumped into a jog and smiled at me again before entering the alley.
I high stepped the grocery bags without enough clearance, spilling apples and pears onto the sandy porch floor, and kept my legs moving fast, stopping only when I reached the back window. With my knees resting on the bed, I pulled the corner of the sheer curtain back and tilted my head to see the slow moving SUV. I didn't see Aden until the SUV was in line with the cottage. The rear tinted window was half open and his face turned as they passed. I closed the curtain more, fearing he would see me. He stared at the cottage, his eyes flat and empty.
I sunk into the bed when they left. He hates me. Why shouldn't he? I would hate me, too.  I'm the one who disappeared. After a long goodbye kiss, one meant to only last the nine months of a seemingly endless school year, we stood behind this very cottage on Labor Day and said goodbye for a lot longer than either of us intended. Mom was right to send me here for a punishment, yet there was no way she had planned for every punishment this place was about to give.
I woke up to dishes clanking in the kitchen. My feet dangled off the edge of the bed and a pillow infused with the smell of Old Spice covered my face. I cracked open my lids and sat upright. Rays of light cut through the cottage's dusty air. The dust specks glimmered inside the rays, moving with no urgency; there was no breeze to disrupt their slow motion. I peeked around the privacy wall. Pop Pop stood in the kitchen setting dishes on the round dining table.
"I was wondering how long you'd sleep," he said, placing silverware alongside the dishes.
After I opened the curtain, the aroma of spaghetti sauce quickly smothered the stagnant smell of Old Spice and mothballs. Two stainless pots took up most of the burner space on the compact stove. Next to the stove, above the refrigerator, four see-through plastic containers sat side-by-side, each intended to keep moisture from invading the breakfast cereals stored inside. A wooden bowl squeezed beside them into the back corner, taking up the remaining space above the fridge. It was filled with oranges, apples, and pears.
The fruit. "I am so sorry about the grocery bags. I'm not sure how I fell asleep," I said, my thoughts waking slowly.
He stirred a spoon in one of the pots and lifted a few noodles to check them. "Don't worry about it. I know you had a very eventful night and morning." The sunset's rays pushed through the window behind him, illuminating the gray of his hair and shadowing his face. He seemed content here, exactly how I remembered him in the summertime. "If you want to shower, do it now. It's my week to host penny poker so the old people will be here after dinner."
He didn't have to tell me twice. I grabbed clean clothes and shoved myself into the tiny bathroom. The walls were thin; I could still hear every move Pop Pop made in the kitchen. I had forgotten what close-quarters living was like. I switched on the shower then stepped into the small tub. Dinner was already on the table when I finished so I took a seat across from him.
He chewed his first bite and wiped some sauce from his lips. "When I found you sleeping, I went out for a bit and talked to Wayne Lane about your volunteer work. He said you'll be helping with the old section of the boardwalk, working on drywall and replacing floor planks." He twirled his fork in the noodles and stuffed the spiral into his mouth.
"Drywall? I've never worked with that stuff. Does he have more help?" I went to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water then returned to the table.
"I think so. He didn't say who, though. Also, I hate to do this to you, but your mom made me promise to give you chores."
I looked around the cottage, sizing up the minimal square footage. "That's no problem." And it wasn't, compared to the chores in my mom's two-story house. "Just tell me what you need done."
"Just keep things tidy. I also tend to sweep the porch and walkway daily, to keep the sand outside."
"That's reasonable," I said, before biting a fork full of noodles. Spaghetti was easy, making it a staple at the beach, as well as cereal, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and the occasional bushel of crabs. The crabs were expensive if we didn't catch them ourselves so they were usually only purchased on special occasions. I highly doubted this summer would yield any special occasions so I prepared myself mentally for a couple of months' worth of pasta and bread bloat.
Cleanup was fast, and the poker crowd showed up right after, as expected. I was at the sink doing the remaining dishes when they arrived. Pop Pop removed the top of the dining table, revealing a green felt gaming table underneath. Four people shuffled in carrying plastic Atlantic City casino buckets filled to the brim with copper-coated, Abe Lincoln faces. These people were serious. This game had been going on long before I was born, and apparently once a week was no longer enough, as they had upped the sessions to nightly.
I remained at the sink, drying the clean dishes from the dish rack. The poker players hardly noticed me. All of them talked candidly as they positioned themselves in their usual seats.
"Gentlemen... and lady," Pop Pop said, nodding to the only lady poker player among them. She was wrinkled heavily around her cheeks and eyes, and her short, gray hair was curled to camouflage its thinness and held tints of blue. "I'm sure you remember my granddaughter, Caly. Caly, you probably remember 'Rockfish' Elma," he said pointing to the lady again with a little wink in her direction. "She's still the best rockfish cook at the beach. And 'Slick' Vic Jones." He moved his hand clockwise from Elma. "Slick" Vic was completely bald with a large sunspot on his head that resembled a rabbit (us kids used to call him Floppy because of it). What he lacked in hair on his head, he made up for with hair on his face, sporting a handle bar mustache and a unibrow with its own area code. The mustache was new, the unibrow wasn't. "And I'm certain you remember Bob Clark, and his father, 'Pop' Clark."
I remembered all of them; they hadn't changed much. "Hi," I said, drying a plate with a dishtowel. Elma smiled at me and the men gave swift nods. Pop Pop busied himself, filling snack bowls up with pretzels and pre-shelled sunflower seeds.
Bob Clark addressed me first. "Have you seen the kids yet, Caly?" By kids he meant his grandkids, Alex, Aden, and Ava. "I bet they'll be happy to see that you're back." He smiled while stacking pennies into neat piles on the table in front of him. His hands were swollen with calluses, and his hair was dark, styled with a comb-over to cover a bald patch at the crown of his head.
"I saw Alex and Aden before they left. I haven't seen Ava yet." I finished drying the dishes and leaned against the counter, observing them as they prepped their own spaces at the table.
"She might stop in tonight before curfew. She stays with Pop and me while Valerie works."
Pop Clark was the oldest at the table, possibly the oldest on the beach. His face was thin and hollow, but his dark eyes bulged with an amount of life that the others probably had a hard time competing with. "Aren't you the girl who little Aden used to smooch next to the American elm behind Valerie's old place on the hill?" he asked me, before plucking the dentures from his mouth. He pulled out a container from the front pocket of his casual khakis and stored both upper and lower rows of teeth inside.
If I had been drying a plate, it would've been in shards, scattered across the room like my secret memories that Pop Clark just laid bare. But the only thing I possessed to drop was my mouth. I couldn't respond; there were no words. I was right about Pop giving the others a run for their money, especially in regards to memory.
"Was that the tree that fell on top of their trailer a couple of years back? I thought that was a cedar elm," Elma said as she cracked the deck and began to shuffle the cards. Pop Clark still eyed me, his cheeks sunk-in even more now that there were no teeth to push them out.
"Yes, that was the tree that convinced Wayne Lane to let them rent the open cottage beside ours," Bob Clark said with a small smile. "Glad no one was down at the beach for the ugly storm that caused that old tree to fall. And it was a rotten American elm. That trailer never stood a chance after Wayne denied our request to cut the tree down years before that storm."
"Yes. Yes, that was you. I remember you two were like a set of those Taiwanese twins. You were always together," Pop Clark gummed as he talked, adjusting his lips after every other word.
His memory was good, but maybe a tad quirky.
Elma dealt cards around the table. "It's Siamese twins, and would you just leave the poor girl alone? She hasn't been here in years. I'm sure she needs some time to figure what she's missed."
Pop Pop glanced over at me from his seat beside Elma. He winked an eye then set his focus on his dealt cards: one face up, one face down. The game was always five-card stud in their eternal tournament. "Valerie looks tired lately. Has she been working hard?" Pop Pop asked Bob Clark. Pop Pop's face-up card was the lowest so he slid a ten-stack of pennies into the middle of the table to start the betting.
I kept quiet. Now that I was no longer the topic of conversation at the gossip table, I wanted to remain as still as possible to avoid further interrogation. All the bets were made and Elma sent another round of face-ups to the table.
"I think life has torn her down a bit. She’s been through a lot these past few years since my son died. The boys are old enough now to come and go as they please, and, with their jobs or activities, it's not ideal for them to watch their sister all the time. So we take Ava since Valerie hasn't gotten much time off from work lately. I think it's been helping her some," Bob said, peeking under the corner of his face-down card.
Betting continued. Slick Vic folded, as did Pop Pop and Bob Clark. Elma slid another face-up card to Pop Clark and placed another in front of her. They both bet again then she placed the final face-up cards. Elma slid another stack of ten into the pile. Her face-up cards showed two fives, a queen, and a nine. Pop Clark had two jacks, an ace, and a four. He raised and slid two stacks into the pot, which Elma matched. Pop Clark flipped over his hidden ace and took the pot with two-pair, aces high. His lips tucked far into his toothless mouth and his white eyebrows rose with excitement. Elma cleared the cards and passed the deck to the next dealer, Slick Vic. Pop and Bob Clark dipped their hands into the snack bowls. Pop Clark chewed pretzels remarkably well without teeth.
"Caly is going to help Wayne Lane up at the boardwalk. He's fixing up the back section," Pop Pop said as he stood up. He went to the refrigerator, grabbed bottles of beer for everyone (except me), and opened the caps. I wished he hadn't brought me back into the conversation.
"Oh, that old man never knows what he wants to do," Elma said, rolling her eyes dramatically enough for everyone to see. Her head turned toward me. "You'll have to keep us informed, dear. Don't let him give you too much grief. He's tough, but he has his reasons."
I nodded in response. They'd dealt with Wayne more than I ever had so any information she offered about him was bound to help my situation.
Bob Clark looked at my grandfather. "How did you talk her into volunteering for that, Frank?" he asked, taking the beer bottle Pop Pop extended to him.
Pop Pop looked over at me with an internal debate that caused his gray brows to crease with cryptic wrinkles. His eyes settled back to the table and he took his seat with only his own beer left in his hand.
What was the reason for his hesitation? Did he not want the gossipmongers disgracing his granddaughter? Or did he not want the truth about his delinquent granddaughter disgracing him? I moved to the couch. With the weight of dinner descending, my mind grew tired again. I took a deep breath. Who cares if they know? After I leave this summer, Pop Pop's life, even if it gets tainted by my reputation, will be back to normal in no time. "I didn't volunteer. It's a punishment for getting into trouble back home. That's why I'm here," I spoke up, not wanting Pop Pop to torture himself.
"A punishment? For what?" Pop Clark asked, now gumming a mouthful of pre-shelled sunflower seeds.
"Oh, hush. That is none of our business," Elma hissed at him. Pop Clark raised a single, irritated eyebrow at her.
"Her mother is difficult and doesn't like her preferred hobby, that's all," Pop Pop said. All I could see was his back now. His posture was easy, not stiff and timid like my own. "I am appeasing Carmen by having Caly volunteer, but I think that Caly will find the separation from her mom to be more like a vacation, even if she has to do some work in the meantime. So, it evens out, at least in my mind." He turned his head a little to let me see the side of his face, and a sympathetic smile.
"What's your hobby then?" Pop Clark asked me, not giving up on his quest for more details.
"Pop," Bob Clark said, and smacked his father’s hand gently, like a parent to a child, not the opposite.
"It's okay," I said. Pop Pop was being gracious and it was good to know that he wasn't ashamed of me, like Mom was. I leaned back against the hard cushioned love seat, running my fingers along the seventies-style corduroy stitching. "I write graff," I said, watching their blank expressions as they waited for a better explanation. "Tagger. Painter. I'm a graffiti artist." It felt good to admit out loud, something I wasn't able to do before, except when I was first learning with New York Aden or when I actually talked to my flighty friend, Nadia. Of course, the new admission was directed to a bunch of retirees who couldn't care less, but it still felt good. Slick Vic tossed the first set of cards around the table, concentrating on the game. The others were looking at me with piqued interest.
"Is that when they paint people in the nude?" Pop Clark asked.
I smiled.
"What? Dad, no! Graffiti is when they use spray paint on the sides of old buildings and trains. You see it more often in the city," Bob Clark said to his father.
"Oh, right," Pop Clark mumbled.
"Well, there are ample dumpy places around here that could use some paint, dear," Elma said then took a pull from her beer.
"But Caly won't be practicing her hobby here. I would hate for her to get into more trouble," Pop Pop added, this time not turning to me. I got his point, loud and clear. He was trying to make me and Mom happy. He didn't want to stir up more problems for Mom and he certainly didn't want me to start any problems for him here.
I yawned. My stomach was full and my head was swimming once again. "Is it okay if I go to bed?"
"No problem at all. You'll probably have a long day tomorrow so it's best to be rested. Remember to grab the clean covers," Pop Pop said as he slid a stack of pennies into the center of the table.
"Thanks. Good night everyone. It's nice to see you again."
"Good night," most of them replied as I opened the drawers under the queen bed for the clean sheets.
I switched the sheets and blankets then took clothes into the bathroom to change. Someone, probably Pop Pop, turned off all the lights except the one in the kitchen. I tugged the black privacy curtain closed and listened to the sound of crickets from the opened, half-sized window behind my head. Coins rattled, cards slid, and bay waves broke faintly onto the shore, joining together for my first night of the beach's symphony.
My eyelids slipped closed and I was nearly asleep when a male voice spoke in a loud whisper, "I like your granddaughter, Frank. I wouldn't mind seeing her together with Aden again, though if they got together, they'd have to settle for kissing under that ivy-infested, red maple out in front of the new cottage instead of an old elm tree." Judging by the lack of enunciation, the speaker had to be Pop Clark, still without his dentures.
Elma's voice was hushed and raspy, struggling to keep her volume low. "I thought that was a silver maple?"
"No offense, Elma, you know how to fry a mean rockfish, but you are having some problems with your trees. It's a red maple. Anyway, Frank, Caly seems honest, and that quality could do that boy some good."
I smiled in the dark, enjoying the turn of their discussion now that I was no longer in the room with them. I wouldn't expect Aden to take me back as his girlfriend; his grown-up appearance was intimidating and probably out of my limited reach. All I could hope was that he'd speak to me the next time I saw him. Today, he'd never uttered a word. It left me wondering how mad he could possibly be that I never returned. Except his face hadn't looked angry. It had looked more surprised―a stunned type of quiet.
Bob Clark's voice was no lower than his dad's. "Of course, the ivy might be the least of her problems. She'll have to battle that girlfriend of his, and that won’t be an easy task."



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 10
 
I didn't sleep much. Between tosses and turns, my dreams were full of the conventional teenage fears like standing naked in front of my newly reacquainted love and his beautiful, mystery girlfriend as they mocked my inadequacies and spray painted over my mom's pin-up face on the side of Honey Muffin. Ok, so maybe the nightmare was unique to my current situation, but it still held the same effect: puffy eyes in the morning and a deep feeling of self-doubt.
I heard Pop Pop close the screen door right after I opened my eyes. I didn't see him leave, but he was kind enough to secure a note to the fridge with a seagull magnet, reminding me to report to Wayne Lane at eight for my mandatory boardwalk punishment. Pop Pop didn’t mention where he was going. I could only guess that this type of random disappearance was one reason why Mom never allowed me to stay here over the last five summers.
After a slow bowl of cereal and the completion of my first cottage chore (sweeping up trails of sand tracked in from the day before), I put on my sneakers and stepped out onto the cobbled sidewalk. The icy morning air crept into the gaps of my short sleeves and jeans, seeping deep into my bones. I shook it off, remembering that the beach's early morning chill never lasted long so it didn’t warrant backtracking to the cottage for extra clothing. The coarse sidewalk ran the length of the front row cottages, with a clear view of the water. Seagulls gathered along the waterline, pecking at scraps left behind by the decreasing tide, and preening themselves for the start of the day.
As I passed each cottage, the emptiness of spending weekdays at the beach came back to me. Doors and windows were closed up tight. Beach umbrellas, folding chairs, and kids' sand toys were bundled together and stacked inside porches, blocking tight alleyways, and stuffed into the crawl spaces under the sides of the deserted cottages. Most places showed no sign of weekly habitation. Their owners stayed home during the workweek, wherever home was: New Jersey, Delaware, Pennsylvania, or other areas of Maryland, all within a reasonable driving distance.  Only a couple of places along the row had their doors opened with the smell of fried bacon and eggs drifting through their screened windows.
I stepped off the end of the sidewalk, into the sand, with a hundred yards of empty beach lying between the boardwalk and me. With each step, my heels and toes dug in further. Sand spilled into my low-tops. "Shit," I said to myself, shaking each foot as I walked like a cat with tape stuck to its paws. Eventually, I would have to hang up the sneakers and readapt my delicate feet to sand and stone. Why didn't I just walk the compacted dirt road behind the cottage?
My legs cramped up when I reached the side door of the boardwalk. Apparently, my muscles also needed to readapt to walking in sand. I pushed against the faded, sea-foam green door and flecks of the dried paint rubbed off onto my hands. The door didn't budge. I knocked hearing only my beating fist echo through the empty building. I pressed my fingers on the lip under the three small windows at the top of the door, and stood on my tiptoes to peek inside. The hanging fluorescents were turned off, darkening the two-story ceiling. My eyes strained to look farther down the extended hall, but all I could see with my short stature was a foot or so under the lights; I couldn’t see the dirty boarded floor, the old jukebox that used to sit ten feet from this very door, or the cashier window midway down the hallway.
I stepped out of the doorway and looked around. I was closer to the back row of cottages now, and the entrance road. The whole area was as deserted as the beachfront. I walked around the side, passing the boardwalk’s attached public bathrooms that hadn’t been used in decades. Vines crept out from a nearby tree, crawling over the bathroom entrance and further up the building, turning its cold cinderblock exterior into a hippie’s heyday: Mother Nature - 1, derelict establishment - 0.
I walked around back onto the paved road, thankful to give my calves a rest from the sand workout. The back of the building had a couple windows, and a few roll-up doors, but it was mostly walled. When I reached the main roll-up door, beside the junky payphone, it was halfway up―as it had been yesterday when I arrived. I knocked on the bottom and ducked my head under.
"Hello?" I said, just before a spider fell from the base of the door and landed on my shoulder. I scrambled, throwing myself under the door, swatting the spider while bouncing around spastically. "Eww, eww, eww." I kept swatting even after I knocked the spider to the ground. He skittered toward a wall, uninjured, though he was probably close to suffering a heart attack like me. I'd never liked spiders. This fear was especially hindering during night bombings under old bridges back home, though those spiders usually met their fate with a deathly coat of whatever color Krylon I happened to be carrying.
When my nerves finally settled, I noticed the screened rooms to my left and the game room, behind a half wall, to my right. It was all the same, except with more dust. Two pool tables divided the game room and a row of arcades lined the back wall. All the games were off, dark and silent. The first screened area to the left was a small storage space. The second was an eating area, complete with hard-booth tables and a long bar with a foot prop and swivel stools straight out of a fifties diner. The counter ran the length of the room and transitioned over to the cashier window in the main hallway of the boardwalk, where money was exchanged for snacks.
The only source of light spread in from the dirty, squared windows along the top of all of the roll-up doors, casting soft rays onto the floors. The floor consisted of plank boards with spacing wide enough to devour dry and wet sand, excess water from the average soaked bathing suit, and any coins unlucky enough to be dropped. The whole building harbored a musty smell of wet dirt. From what I remembered, the smell cleared out easily enough as soon as half of the roll-up doors opened for the day.
I moused toward the front of the building, wondering if I'd gotten the message wrong; maybe I was early. The boardwalk was silent aside from a few crickets chirping, confused by the perpetual darkness below the planks. I rounded the corner and instead of going left toward the cashier window and farther down toward the jukebox, I turned right, into the game room. The heavy curtain covering the back section of the boardwalk hung at the end of the arcades. I tiptoed toward it and pinched the side, pulling it back enough to let my eyes fall to the empty floor beyond. Most of the clutter I'd seen as a kid was gone.
After looking at the state of the room I’d be working on, I backtracked toward the cashier’s window. The sliding plexi-window was a foot tall and its bottom ledge sat inches higher than my waist. It was at the perfect level to exchange merchandise and money, especially for little kids. A large screen window was affixed above it, identical to the others surrounding the eatery room and its neighboring storage space. The screen meshing was tanned from dust buildup, undisturbed (or added to) by years of communication.
My sneakers skimmed across something hard, beveled higher than the floor's surface. I leaned my hands onto the small ledge and glanced down at my feet. Four quarters―distinguishable by the size and indentations, though mostly coated in grime―had remained Super Glued to the floor in the same place from my childhood. What was new was the sizable gouges dug into the wood alongside of each of them. Times must be tough if someone tried to dig these out, I thought, kicking the quarters with the tips of my soles. A swift swooshing breeze rounded over my knuckles, catching my attention. As I stood up, the small cashier window opened and pair of wrinkled hands stuck half-way out.  "Ah!" I screamed and jumped back, landing on my ankle clumsily and falling onto my butt.
"You're Frank's granddaughter, right? Caly?" Wayne Lane asked, peering at me through the dirty screen. "You used to like Creamsicles."
That might ordinarily indicate a good memory, but I ate a lot of Creamsicles when I was a kid. My once-a-day treat―more if I had the extra cash―probably stood out amongst the other kids' alternating buying habits: Blow-Pops, Laffy Taffy, and packaged ice cream cones were some of the norm. I rarely strayed from the Creamsicles. "Yeah. I mean, yes, sir. That was definitely me," I said, getting on my feet again.
There was no mistaking Wayne Lane, though there was something different about him. The screen was the reason his face appeared dirty, but the screen could not alter his new shaving habits. A mostly-white beard with multi-colored tints straggled down to the middle of his chest with a matching mustache wrapped above his lip. One side of his face was shaved clean off. The entire left side, from nose to chin, was smooth, without even a five o'clock shadow, though his wrinkled skin hardly resembled a baby's bottom. If the wiry eyebrow on the left side of his face had been missing too, I might have thought he'd been involved in some type of accident― maybe a fire or possibly electrocution, given the condition of his remaining hair. The hair on his head was thin, medium length, brittle and also mostly white. If a match swayed too close, his mop would catch faster than a scarecrow's straw weave.
"I hear you are helping me as a punishment," he said. "I'm sure you have other things that you'd much rather be doing, like getting a tan or hanging out with boys, but I would certainly hope that you take this job seriously so that it doesn't drag out longer than necessary," he added. I guessed he figured my pale complexion was in need of attention, but I had no plans to worship the sun without anything less than SPF 60. My pale skin would combust otherwise.
He stepped out from behind the cashier window and through the screen door to its side. I was not surprised at how much he'd aged. Five years had not been kind to him or the faded gray button-down shirt and matching pants that he'd worn every day since I could remember. I'd always hoped he owned more than one set, and now I wasn't too sure. What did surprise me was that he appeared less intimidating than when I was as a child. Had my eyes changed what they considered frightening or was he less abrasive looking now that he had more wrinkles? He resembled a tired old man instead of the creepy lunatic I used to avoid. "I will try my best, sir, but I'm not confident that I'll be any good at renovation. I've never done any work like that before." I stepped back when he stepped toward me.
His face was indifferent, unreadable. "Most of the materials have been delivered. All of it is in the back area," he said, turning toward the game room.
I followed him, watching his worn orthopedic shoes as they lifted with difficulty above the floor. They scuffed the dirt and emitted a scratchy sound that carried around the building. When he got to the curtain, he swept it aside and his hunched body disappeared behind it. I hesitated for a second, and before I could pull it aside for myself, the whole thing fell to the ground, section by tacked-up section. He held the curtain corner in one hand and dragged it behind the game room wall. The storage room was double the size of the game room. The light from the windows inside was the same as the rest of the boardwalk: dismal. It displayed a yellowish tint on all of the items that were also previously hued by layers of dust.
Cleared dirt tracks on the floor proved there was recent movement in the middle of the room. Wayne Lane walked to the same area and opened the closest roll-up door. Dust clouds swirled to life with the door's disruption and more sunlight streamed in, killing the deepest shadows of the room. Most of the old, abandoned games were gone, but some remained crowded in the back corners, draped with their own protective linens and tarps. I stepped around holes in the floor where wooden planks were pried up, revealing crossbeams and a crawl space four-feet in depth below. There was no solid foundation, just sand and a few visible, metal support beams wrapped in concrete at their bases. Most of the floor was comprised of ruined planks with holes and gaps the size of a small foot, or even large enough for a whole body. This room did need work.
Wayne stepped around one of the largest gaps and walked to the end of the room. He stopped next to a pile of new two-by-twelve planks stacked and bound together. "The first project is replacing all of the damaged flooring. I've already pulled some of the bad boards up. The crossbeams appear to have no damage so it will be okay to simply switch the old with the new."
Simple? The planks were ten feet long. I guess as long as I didn't have to do any calculations I should be okay. Maybe.
He picked up a crowbar beside the stack. "This is your only tool for now. It shouldn't be a problem to pry the old ones from the sides. I realize that they are heavy so if you can't move them, let them fall. I don't need you hurting yourself." He straightened his posture then dropped the crowbar back onto the stack.
I scanned the room. "Am I the only one helping you?" It seemed ludicrous to ask. He would have to have someone else working. This job looked impossible to complete alone.
"Don't be silly. I may only shave half of my face, but I'm not crazy," he said dryly.
I sighed with relief.
"There's a delivery guy who brings all of the materials," he said, as if finishing his explanation. He turned and pointed to the stacks of planks and a pallet of drywall, sitting flush against the wood-framed wall behind him. "He removes all of the old material too."
Great. He is crazy.
"I won't be here at all times, but your grandfather tells me you're trustworthy and that it will be acceptable to leave you unattended. I have my reservations about this. And for that reason I think it's best to inform you that there are video cameras, and also that I keep a good eye on the register."
And it keeps getting better. "Look, I'm not that kind of convict, but if you are having second thoughts maybe there is something else I can do besides hang out here alone. Maybe I could clean up the beach areas instead? Move driftwood? Pull weeds?" I wished he would accept the alternatives. I had a feeling that slaving all day in the sun would fare better than prying apart the boardwalk and being accused of theft. This could be the bullshit icing on the criminal cake served up to my mother so she could forever misjudge me.
"The work is only needed in here, not the beach. I just wanted to make sure we were on the same page to start with, that way nothing would surprise either of us down the road. The air is cleared," he said and swept his lumpy, arthritic hands through the air in front of him. "There is no time crunch; however, you are expected to stay busy. You can take small breaks and a lunch. I expect you to arrive at eight every morning, whether I am here or not. I will know if you do, either way." His eyes shifted back to the main part of the building.
"I understand. Do I need to stay here on my lunch or can I leave?"
"You can leave as long as you don’t take too long. One hour, max." His voice was gruff and he coughed before speaking again. "Do you have any questions?"
I shifted my weight to my right foot, first checking that I wasn’t too close to a hole. "So, I am to work alone, unless you are here to help, get as much finished as I possibly can, and keep working no matter what," I said, in a puzzled state of understanding.
"Right."
I felt like Alice talking to the Cheshire Cat: confused but not frightened enough to walk away.  "Okay. Do I start now?" I asked and extended my hand, wondering if he would shake it.
His hand reached down to the stack of planks and lifted the crow bar. "Yes," he said and dropped the curvy steel bar into my palm.
I should have walked away.
He didn’t stick around to watch my first attempt at plank removal. Even though it wouldn't have been nice to have some instruction on technique, I was better off alone. Humiliation typically occurs with others watching; alone, it remains frustration. Frustration is bearable, especially when equipped with a crowbar that doubles as an instrument used to transfer said frustration onto any object within swinging range. If I finish this project, I imagine any remaining pieces of the old planks will resemble the outside of a golf ball, dimpled flat instead of dimpled round. The kicker was that Wayne Lane probably didn't care if the project even reached completion. He didn't exactly have a good track record when it came to property maintenance, which left me wondering if this refurbishment was thought up specifically for my punishment. Some kind of sick joke to watch me die by blisters.
The first one took me half an hour to remove. This job was already shaping up to be impossible; my own personal Everest, calculus, and track-and-field Hell.  I bounced my weight on the end of the crowbar when my arms tired, I used a hammer to wedge the bar in place for more leverage, and I cussed, a lot. The cussing helped the most. The next board was even worse. It broke in pieces under the slightest pressure and it took longer than the first to remove. When I wasn't prying, I was chipping rotten pieces of wood and hammering broken nails into the crossbeams.
Before long, the sun transitioned. Its intense light, unrestricted in the cloudless sky, beat down on the sand outside. The trees' shadows no longer pointed west toward the bay with exaggerated length. They had shrunk during my first hours of battling the boardwalk floor, now falling directly under their sources. Instinctively, I reached to my pocket to get the time from my phone and grunted with disgust. My phone was part of the punishment, left at home with my sanity. My eyes searched the walls inside the empty frames awaiting drywall. No clock. I had no source of time in this room, aside from the sun.
Distant footsteps mashed the sand outside, drawing closer.  I dropped the crowbar beside me, wiped my hands against my jeans, and stood up just as a figure stepped around the opened roll-up door. She was my height with spiked black hair, thin and prickly like porcupine quills. She wore only a long, beige T-shirt as a bathing suit cover up. It had an outlined picture of a black handgun with surrounding words that read: Guns don't kill people. People with mustaches kill people. Her cheeks were plump with baby fat and rounded up under her crystal blue eyes. The striking contrast with her black hair made her eyes look fierce, and the current, stiff glare she cast at me also contributed.
"Hi," I said, because she hadn’t spoken first.
She crossed her arms. "Caly, right?" Her voice was firm, but not unfriendly. She kept her stare and leaned against the doorframe.
"Yeah."
She smirked. "Nice. Pop was right. This summer is going to be interesting."
"I'm sorry?" I was confused, and growing annoyed, but those feelings could have easily been amplified by my empty stomach.
"I'm Ava," she said, standing upright. Her feet circled the area, observing the floor when I didn't reply. I finally realized who she was just before she confirmed, "Ava Clark. Alex and Aden's sister." She stepped too close to my side and without even thinking, I took a small step back. My foot searched for solidity over an empty space the width of three boards. I couldn’t recover, so I fell. All of the air in my lungs escaped my lips forcefully when I landed on my back in the pit below.
"Good to see you again, Caly," Ava said and locked eyes with me as I drew my first recovery breath.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 11
 
Walls made from cinderblocks aided the understructure and their placement was almost identical to the layout above. They added to a support system that lacked a modern foundation. Missing blocks within the walls left gaps open to other areas. But I'm not Lara Croft. It was too dark to see those other areas and there was no way I was going to mingle with bugs and snakes in search of artifacts or a better exit.
It took a while to climb out of the hole. Ava helped. Despite having a cherub face, and rather bony limbs, she was surprisingly strong. At first, I wasn't even sure she would help. She just watched as I jumped up and clung to the boards like a spastic cat grasping a tree branch. I struggled for a few infinite minutes before she extended her hand. Afterward, my stomach led me home and Ava followed.
"So, why are you here... now?" she asked after a couple of minutes of listening to my muttering as we trudged through the sand. Again, I should have taken the back road.
I took long, wobbly strides down the front sidewalk, leaving the sand dunes inside my shoe's insteps. Walking midday down the sidewalk proved to be as dead as the morning, if not more so, lacking the lively smell of fried eggs. "Pop Clark is your great-grandfather, right?" I asked. "After hearing all the gossip at last night’s poker game, I'm sure you already know why I’m here."
"Not exactly. He mentioned something about Siamese twins and spray paint, but that didn't really make sense. He's normally pretty clear with his information."
I laughed. "I got to see that first hand. He remembers me and your brother spending time together, though I’m not sure he was thrilled about it. That was the Siamese twin part, I think." I smirked to myself, thinking about kissing Aden five years ago. We thought we were alone some nights hiding near that elm tree. Most of the time, the world disappeared around us. I guess we weren't so invisible after all.
She stood beside me when we reached the cement stairs at the front of the cottage. "Actually, he seems pretty fond of you. And that is saying a lot. I'm not used to hearing him talk that much about other kids our age."
I looked at her curiously while removing my shoes. It was Pop Clark talking after I went to bed last night. He had said he wanted to see me back with Aden, though I had no clue why. I poured the sand out of my sneakers and set them on the step. "I have to eat something before I go back to work. Do you want to come in?"
"Sure," she said. "How long of a lunch break do you get?"
"An hour, and I'm thinking it started the moment I set the crowbar down. So, with the walk, and falling into the hole, I've got just enough time for a few bites before Wayne Lane comes looking for me with his shotgun." I smiled and searched the refrigerator, finding just enough left-over spaghetti to reheat.
"That man is nuts, but he doesn't carry the shotgun anymore. Pop says that he's gotten angrier the last couple of years, though, so I wouldn't put it past him to pull it out. He also hasn't opened the boardwalk on the weekdays at all this summer, only the weekends. Maybe it's because he's fixing it up. I still think he's weird. This is the third summer he's had his beard half-shaved. At first he stated he couldn't decide what side he liked better, now I think he's gotten used to it and is afraid to shave the rest, like kids who only get one ear pierced and are too scared to finish the job." She took a seat at the table.
I waited for my plate to finish heating in the microwave then sat opposite her. "I'm sorry. Did you want something to eat?"
"No, I'm good. Thanks. You never answered my question. Why come back now?"
"Oh. The other part of Pop's statement was right: spray painting. I'm being punished for tagging. My mom finally thinks that I'm mature enough for my grandfather to watch the entire summer, so I've been banished here. That's also why I'm working for Wayne Lane," I said, twirling the fork in the pasta. "My mom doesn't see eye-to-eye with me about what is an appropriate hobby." I bit the spiral off the fork.
"Sounds familiar. My mom isn't the easiest to get along with, either. Especially since my dad died."
"I'm so sorry," I said with difficultly through a mouth full of food, lacking the sympathy I intended.
She lifted her hand. "No, it's okay. It's been a few years. It was really hard at first, but now everything is numb. I miss him, but my mom makes it worse."
"I can see that. I didn't get a real friendly feeling when I saw her yesterday, but I never spoke much with her before so..." I took another large bite.
"She's not easy to warm up to."
"So, I have to ask," I said, scraping the last bite into a pile on my plate. "What's with the shirt? Is it a boyfriend's or something?" I shoveled the last bite into my mouth, waiting for her to respond.
She smiled. "No. No boyfriend here or at home. I don't exactly get along with people. Especially the girls down here who only discuss boys and tans." She rolled her eyes. "I'm not even sure why I'm telling you this. You are probably the only girl I've had a decent conversation with in the last two summers."
"Thanks, I guess," I said, walking my dish to the sink. I ran the water and gave the plate a quick cleaning. "I don't really excel in people skills either, so I suppose we have something in common."
"I like quirky stuff, thus the T-shirts," she said, tugging at the front of her shirt. "And if I find one that pisses my mom off, or anyone else, I like it even more."
I placed the dish in the drying rack and smirked at her. "We really do have a lot in common. Not that I like quirky shirts, I just tend to piss my mom off. And apparently it's something I do so well that I don't even have to try, most of the time." I opened the fridge one last time and grabbed a water bottle. "I should probably get back to work. I don't suppose you're interested in volunteer work?"
Her baby cheeks lifted with a smile. "Nice try, but I've already got a gig down here that I have to get to. I babysit a six-year-old boy named Dane on the little beach. His mom has a part time job in town. But I'm pretty sure there's another poker game tonight at your place. Would you mind if I came over?" she asked when we stepped outside.
"Sure. I'll see you later, unless this job kills me before then," I said and looked down at my hands. Bubbles of liquid were starting to form under layers of skin. I rubbed them softly, knowing they would grow larger before the day was through.
Ava smiled at me again and walked south, toward the smaller section of the beach. I tugged my low tops back over my dirty feet. I thought about leaving them off, but the last thing I needed was to drop a board on my bare foot or impale a toe with a splinter. This time I skipped the sand and took the narrow dirt road between the cottages, making my strides effortless. A few kids crossed my path, cutting between alleyways on their way to go swimming. Two boys and two girls, all in swimsuits, carrying rafts bigger than their bodies, screamed with summer joy that I hadn't heard in years. I could still hear them when I arrived back at the boardwalk, their squeals carrying harmoniously over the calm water. All I could see though were the specks of color from their floating rafts.
The afternoon was slow and tedious. The task of wrapping my hands around the crowbar became more difficult with each agonizing minute. I kept working. My cusses weakened along with my body, shortening my verbal complaints to exhausted grunts and tired sighs. And, when I thought I couldn't handle any more, Wayne Lane entered through the opening in the game room.
"You left the door open earlier," he said, his shoes shuffling slowly toward my crouched, debilitated body.
I dropped the crowbar. I actually wanted to throw it at him in response to his harsh greeting, but I lacked the strength. So, it simply fell to the ground with a dull clunk. "Was I supposed to close it?"
His expression hardened under his wrinkly, half-bearded face. "It shouldn't be left wide open. I don't want people walking in here whenever they want."
I wasn't sure what people he was referring to since the place was practically deserted. But, it was his place, and I had no energy to argue, so instead I sighed and stood up. My legs felt tingly as blood rushed into my lower body. It also made me lightheaded. "I was unaware you wanted me to close it. I'll remember from now on. I also didn't know when I'm supposed to stop for the evening," I said. My body swayed in a circular motion on its own.
He passed beside me, pulled the door closed and turned the center latch, locking the bars in place. "You look like crap. Tomorrow, eat more food at lunch so you don't pass out. And quitting time is at four; it's six now." He turned around and walked away.
This guy had some nerve. I just busted my butt all day and he treats me like this? I looked around the room. Pieces of shredded board lay around me, and drops of blood spotted the floor. My blood. I looked at my hands, swollen and cut up like I had fought with a honey badger, instead of a crowbar and some wood. Ugh.
When I opened the cottage door, Pop Pop was sitting at the table eating a sandwich. His eyes widened."Dear God. What the hell happened to you?" He made to stand, but I waved my dirty hand.
"Wayne Lane is a real piece of work. There's no one else working there. Just me. And for the record, he’s a jerk," I said, throwing my empty water bottle in the garbage can by the sink.
"I'm sorry, Caly. I went out today with Elma on some errands." He reached across the table and grabbed a plastic grocery bag. "I bought you some work gloves, but I guess I'm a little late."
I took the bag from him and removed the pink gloves,
smudging blood on them. "Thanks."
"Elma picked the color," he said, frowning at my unenthused reaction.
"They're great," I lied, not wanting to deflect the aggression from my horrific day onto him.  "I'm in need of a long shower," I said and walked toward the back of the cottage.
"Okay. I bought some hoagies for us tonight. I hope that is okay. Yours is in the fridge and I'll set out some aspirin for you when you're done. The gang will be over for poker in a little while."
Great. Company sounds like a lot of fun. People would only add to the misery, especially in such a confined space. This punishment was certainly living up to my mom's expectations. I bet she would be thrilled to hear all about it. I picked out lounge clothes to change into, knowing I would be in bed with an ice pack within an hour. Then I jumped in the shower and wondered how things were going back home. Pop Pop hadn't mentioned talking to mom. She didn't even call to find out if I was alive in her "irresponsible" father's care. I shouldn't be surprised.
I threw on my T-shirt and sweat pants, and clipped my towel-dried hair to the top of my head. The poker group was taking their seats when I walked into the main room. The same faces as the night before joined my grandfather at the game table. They all acknowledged me while they counted and stacked their pennies. Ava showed up just as I popped some Tylenol and situated myself on the couch with my dinner.
"How was the rest of your day?" she asked after she said her hellos to all of the poker people. She took a seat on the loveseat's other corduroy cushion.
I took my first bite of sandwich, unwilling to wait any longer. I chewed it fast and my stomach gave an approving groan. "It sucked," I finally answered, wiping my face with a napkin. "Do you want something to drink, or eat?"
"No thanks. I already ate." She'd already showered, too, wearing jeans and a new T-shirt. This one read: Sarcasm- It beats killing people.
"So, I guess that means guys with mustaches aren't sarcastic?" I asked, eying her shirt.
Her thin eyebrows scrunched as she contemplated. She looked down at her shirt. "Oh, right. Because my shirt earlier says that guys with mustaches kill people. Gotcha." She smiled. "You almost lost me." I took another bite of my sandwich and she stared at my hands. "Ouch. They look pretty swollen."
"She's right," Elma spoke from the table. She shot a sideways glance at me while she peeked at her face-down card. "You should get some ice, dear."
"I will," I said loud enough for everyone to hear then I spoke quietly to Ava. "They don't miss much, do they?"
"Nope."
We observed the game while I finished my food. Slick Vic won the first hand with a straight. He scooped the penny pot with a generous chuckle and started restacking his winnings. Pop Pop dealt next.
I got up to put together a bag of ice for my hands then I looked at the small tube TV and VCR sitting on a metal stand flush with the divider wall for the queen bed. I frowned.
Ava tracked my eyes. "You get used to it. We have a small TV down here, too. I have some old VHS tapes at the cottage you can borrow. We finally brought a DVD player down last year so we don't use the tapes anymore. They're mostly from the eighties."
"I'll take you up on that offer if I run out of options and start to go insane. Not having internet or a phone will probably affect me more." The skin on my left hand turned pink so I flipped the ice bag into my other hand. The blisters burned as the skin from the first hand returned to room temperature.
"I have a phone and a laptop at my place if you ever need to use them," she said without hesitation.
"I didn't even know the internet was accessible down here." I looked over at the table. The conversation there had died down. Eavesdropping must be more difficult when you grow older, I thought, watching the poker game. "Besides, it's part of my punishment." I eyed her and winked.
"Oh. That stinks," she said, winking back. "So what will you do then?"
"Work. I would say until I bleed, but I've already got that part covered." I looked at the scratches and blisters on my hands then switched the bag again. "And maybe sketch. I'm not really making big plans."
"Sketch? Do you have a book?" she asked and I nodded in response. "Can I see?"
"Um." I couldn't help but feel guarded; the only person who had seen inside my black book yelled at me and said I would only end up in jail. It wasn't reassuring.
"Really? Do I have to beg? It's not that big of a deal, is it?"
Is it? Maybe not. "Fine," I conceded and walked back to the queen bed. I pulled my duffel bag out from the storage drawers, grabbed my book, then returned to the seat and tossed the book into her lap.
"Caly is really good," Pop Pop said, talking to the cottage. Ava listened, but was already delving into my soul, turning page after page.
"Is that book filled with that graffiti stuff?" Pop Clark asked.
"It's not stuff. It's art," Elma said. She was dealing the latest hand. Her tinted hair had lost most of the day’s curl. It lay flat, hanging lax over the tips of her ears, as limp as blue Silly String.
Someone grumbled. I realized the sound came from Vic just before he spoke. "Art? Ha!" He forced a laugh. "One of those 'artists' painted the side of my boat last week when I was docked in Chesapeake City for the day. I don't think it should be considered art at all. Damn kids," he muttered the last part.
No one responded, and I wasn't going to either. I wasn't afraid of a confrontation with Vic, I just knew better than to pick a fight with someone who obviously had his mind set. I wasn't fooled by the hysterical rabbit-shaped sunspot on his head, and neither would anyone else that came across him. There was no disputing Vic's seriousness once you spoke to him. So, I knew he wouldn't budge. I was curious about the graffiti work on his boat, though.
"These are really good," Ava said, after a couple of minutes. Her voice was hushed until the poker game started picking up again. "I like the pictures of your tags, but I like the sketches the most. Is this a self-portrait?" She held up the inked sketch that Officer Scott gave me.
"No. A cop drew that one."
"Oh," she said, setting it aside. "Not bad." She pulled out the loose pages from the back of the book and shuffled through them. Most were older from before I learned techniques from New York Aden. They were rough, simple drawings from study periods or bus rides, banded together and stashed in a folder pocket. I hadn't looked at them in ages.
"Those are from late middle school, early high school," I said as she continued to flip pages.
"Did you think about the beach after you left?" she asked suddenly.
"Sure. I missed this place. The first summer away was the hardest. I didn't understand my mom's reasoning for not allowing me to come here with Pop Pop, still don't actually."
Ava unfolded an old piece of paper and held it up to the light. Her face tilted and a soft smile spread over her lips. "You were in love with him, huh?"
"What?"
"I was nine then so I don’t remember much more than swimming and digging in the sand that summer, but you and Aden must have been pretty serious."
I shifted my ice pack. "I'm not sure I would call it serious. We were twelve."
Ava kept her voice low, though it wasn't nearly low enough―given the restricted square-footage of the cottage. "You know he has a girlfriend now, right?"
"Yeah, I heard. What's with the questions?"
"I'm thinking you don't have a boyfriend, judging by your reaction." She turned the picture in her hand toward me. "This boy sitting on the pier looks pretty familiar."
She was right: the boy in the sketch was Aden. I barely remembered drawing it, yet I remembered seeing him sit in that spot on the pier many times, his legs dangling off the concrete edge, his toes skimming the top of the water with each passing wave, and his eyes watching the sunset. "I think I drew this my first year away." The edges were worn. Crease marks ran vertically and horizontally from numerous folds.
She adjusted her position in the seat, turning her body toward me. "Alex and Aden are coming down in a couple of days. Alex has a job back home. Normally he couldn't care less about this place, but now, from what my mom said on the phone today, he's going to make a point to come down on his days off. I'm thinking he's curious about you. And he probably thinks this summer is going to get interesting, just like Pop said." Her eyes flickered to the exceedingly quiet table then back to me. "Aden still likes this place. He comes down here to act as a buffer between me and my mom, though he won't ever admit it. He also comes down for his girlfriend."
"Oh," I said. The last part was unexpected, and it hit me harder than I thought it would. After a girlfriend was mentioned last night, I assumed his girlfriend was from where they lived, not here.
"Yeah," Ava confirmed as if she was tracking my thoughts.
"That's why this summer is rumored to be so interesting?"
"Exactly."
I held the picture in my hand. My eyes traveled around the lead marks, up and down the outline of Aden’s profiled portrait. I was being stupid, I thought, placing the picture back on top of the others resting in Ava’s lap. Not sure why I would expect everything to remain the same after all these years. People change. Though I wasn’t sure I had. "I’m not here for drama. When my punishment is over, I’ll go back home and everything will go back to normal. I'll try not to make any more ‘interesting’ waves down here," I said, fidgeting with the bag of ice. The cubes had shrunken to the size of marbles from the heat of my skin. Water sloshed inside the bag as I moved it absentmindedly from hand to hand.
Ava gathered the loose sketches and returned them to the back pocket of the book. "Right. You’re just here to do your time." She placed the book next to my leg and glared at me. "Well, you never know what will happen in a couple of months. I’m sure you’ll stay busy enough, but if you ever get tired of your normal antisocial routine, let me know. I’ll be doing my normal antisocial thing, too, trying not to be affected too much by your punishment."  She stood faster than I could think. "Have a good night, everyone," she said to the table and walked out of the cottage. The screen door slapped against its frame after she left. All sets of eyes at the table collectively turned to me.
Great. This was not intended. "I guess I’ll just go to bed then," I said, wondering if they had heard the whole conversation and if there was a chance they were more puzzled than me.
Pop Pop’s lips formed a tiny smile. "Goodnight, Caly," he said. He was the only one.
The stares left me when I stood up and placed the ice bag in the sink. I went back to the queen bed, tossed my book under the storage drawer, and crawled onto the mattress. After yanking the privacy curtain behind me, I peeked through the opened, screen-covered, window. One moth clung to the mesh, alone. Other moths circled around the streetlight across the dirt road. Was there something wrong with this lone moth or did he just prefer the privacy? 
I had been unsure of my return. What might happen, who I might see. I was already accustomed to being alone so that was never my concern. All of my fears were driven by the connections I once had. I realized that the moment I crossed through the entrance gate.
I flicked a blistered finger at the screen. The moth catapulted from the mesh and disappeared into the dark. It was mean I knew. But that moth needed a wake-up call.
Maybe I did, too.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 12
 
Since arriving at the beach, I'd acquired several mental and physical agitations:  a more-than-reasonable amount of blisters, a poker table full of gossip, and a real distaste for the grouchy owner and his soul-destroying boardwalk labor. Under all of those agitations, there were traces of reasons I used to love this place. One of those traces brought on the idiotic thought of having a relationship with someone whom I knew long ago, and whom I had only spoken a generic greeting to in almost five years―to which he said nothing in return. The one other thing I'd managed to acquire was possibly the briefest friendship I'd ever had. This is something that I wouldn't care about typically―many of my friends were fleeting acquaintances anyway―but somehow this was different.
A couple of days passed since Ava had walked out of the cottage, leaving me confused. Over those days I replayed the scenes in my mind, wondering if it all was some kind of trick or weird ploy to keep me away. Did she lure me into a false friendship simply to tell me stay out of her family's life? Or was it the simpler explanation: her upset by my comment about leaving? I couldn't tell. After all, I barely knew Ava. She was nine my last summer here. Her hair was long then, and she was such a cute little beach princess. Alex, Aden and I would play in the water with her, build sandcastles, and bury her in the sand until she laughed so hard she cried. She was always happy and loved to sing. She was different now. The loss of their father must have hurt her deeply. It must have hurt all of them deeply, which made me wonder if Aden had changed, too.
"She's a temperamental girl," Pop Pop said to me during lunch on Thursday. "She's been through a lot."
I'd broken down and finally decided to ask him about Ava. I still hadn't seen her since Monday and the poker players were keeping the gossip to themselves. They'd reached an all-time level of quiet these last few nights and I knew the two occurrences had to be linked. 
Besides the mental exhaustion, renovating the boardwalk left me physically tired at the end of each day, so tired I didn't want to leave the cottage. Some blisters on my hands popped, some subsided, giving me enough tolerance to hold a pencil and throw some pictures onto pages. Sketching was the only thing I could do to stay sane during the unusually quiet poker games.
"Your mom called me this morning," Pop Pop said when I finished my peanut butter and jelly sandwich. "She mentioned your painting. The local news did a piece about it that aired on Sunday night. They commended her on her brave approach in marketing. She was forced to leave it up because the bakery doubled its weekly sales in just the first three days."  His heavy eyes lifted with his smile.
I laughed. "That figures."
"She must've gotten your point."
"I wouldn't count on it. I bet she's already marked a take-down date on her perfectly organized calendar. It'll be a month from now, tops. She'll wait until all of the publicity dies and she'll hire a painter," I said, unconvinced that Mom could change her opinion that easily.
Pop Pop's eyes fell at my reaction. "You know her a little too well. She didn't sound too happy about it, actually, even when she mentioned the profit." He shook his head.
"I knew it. But it wasn't all for nothing. The business is what seems to make her the happiest so I'm glad it's helping. And now that I'm not there, she's clear to work even more." I stepped outside and threw my shoes on at the base of the steps. The inked-up, baby blue material no longer looked new and artsy, it was browned from the sand and torn from a few fumbles with the crowbar.
He stepped onto the porch, looking down from the screen door at me. His thin arms crossed at his chest. "I think you should give her a little credit as a mom. She does love you, you know?" He rested his hands on the ledge of the screen window and gazed out to the bay. "And just so you know, she did mention the cop. What was his name again?"
"Officer Scott," I said, remembering the officer who'd interrogated me. The same one whom Mom failed to mention she had dated.
"Right. Officer Scott. He's been visiting her lately. She sounds annoyed."
"Good. I hope he makes her life hell all summer," I said, looking down the empty beach. "I should go. I need to start placing some new boards this afternoon so I don't fall under and break my neck."
"I'll see you later tonight then," Pop Pop said as I walked down the alley beside the cottage.
When I got to the one-way road I noticed a car traveling toward me and decided to wait. The road was too narrow for a car to safely squeeze past a pedestrian so I waited between the cottages. Two teenage girls were talking in the front of the silver Prius with the radio cranked. They didn't notice me when they passed.
I saw a few more cars―early weekenders―drive down the entrance road while I finished my walk to the boardwalk. I lifted the half-closed door and pulled the filthy, pink work gloves over my sore hands. The floor's current state looked like a jigsaw puzzle of twelve-inch balance beams leading in every direction. Yesterday, Wayne Lane almost fell and hadn't been back into the room since. It was time to start placing new boards. I was pushing my luck; I never had perfect balance. If I fell in again, it'd be a while before anyone noticed. Pop Pop was busy with Elma during the day and I hadn't seen Ava since Monday. No one would be around for hours.
The unbound stack of new planks sat against the far end of the building. I grabbed one from the top and placed it along the first gap. Fortunately, there was years of built-up gritty residue left between the old planks, which meant I didn't need to measure or mark anything; the planks lined right up. The toughest part was nailing them in.
I looked at the bulky watch dangling from my wrist. Pop Pop had loaned it to me on Tuesday, the day after Wayne Lane let me work over time by two hours. I refused to repeat that mistake. Three hours had passed since my return from lunch, and it was almost quitting time. In that time I secured fifteen planks, bashing my fingers in fifteen times on the first plank alone and averaging one smash on each of the remaining. One thumb was now adorned with a blood blister under its nail bed. I swore after every hit, but slowly the pain got easier to shake-off without a peep. I viewed each new injury as another rung on the ladder leading to the complete hatred of my mom.
Laughter echoed into the building―giddy, upper-octave laughter. It was an all-too-familiar sound of teenage-girl hysteria that I normally experienced at school from far enough away that my ears, and my brain, never suffered any lasting damage. The giggles bounced off the flimsy, wooden roll-up doors, the unfinished walls, and the sheeted games. A finch that had been content enough to perch in the rafters of the exposed ceiling, even sleeping as I hammered away at the floor with earsplitting loudness all afternoon, was suddenly startled by the voices. It leapt off its ledge, falling into a dive toward the ground, pulling up in time to glide elegantly through the roll-up door.
"Mr. Lane?" a girl’s voice traveled from the game room.
"He’s not here," I called out, hoping the voices would disappear. My personality wasn’t exactly charming to begin with and this situation would surely build on an already awkward first impression.
At first, there was no response. Then I saw a head of hair peek around the corner of the game room wall. It was a head of thick, brown hair, highlighted with chunky bleach-blonde streaks that waved all the way to the girl’s elbow. She stepped around the wall and was followed by another head of hair... the same exact hair. The two girls had the same physical appearance from fifty feet of dusty air away. Were they twins?
They moved closer, both of them sashaying around obstacles and gaps in the floor with ease. It was pretty graceful, yet their faces didn't reflect their movement. They scrunched with revulsion, taking in the sight of excess filth and debris around them. My first assumption was wrong; they weren't twins. They were clones―best friend clones. I’d seen groups like this since the fourth grade. They were the girls that morphed appearances and personalities. Actually, I had been one of those girls once or twice. Nadia was the queen of morphing, and those couple of times for me was when she decided I was cool. She adopted my style for a few weeks then moved on.
"Hey," the first girl said. Her brown eyes, no longer scrunched, were now fixed on my face. The thin lips beneath her perfect nose tucked together, nearly hiding themselves after she spoke.
"Hey," I replied. I waited an awkward second before nailing one last nail into the latest plank, finishing its placement. Eight direct hits later, the nail was fully seated. It was a record for me and I couldn’t help smiling. The girls remained in the same place. The second girl wandered the room, but not the first girl. My eyes met hers again when I sensed that hers hadn't moved from my head.
Her neatly trimmed eyebrows lifted for a second. "Caly?"
"Yeah, that’s me," I smirked. I was used to reactions like this at home, too. More from old ladies who knew my mom, or had known of her, or more importantly, known of her high school mistake that was now flesh and bone standing in front of them. This wasn’t so different. Word was sure to get around that I was back here.
"Wow, you look...," she paused, searching for empty words that in no way would ever describe my current level of attractiveness.
"Like shit," I added, with a raised eyebrow that shouted, "who’s asking?"
"I was going to say different from five summers ago." She gave a soft smile and the second girl looked at her with bewilderment that mimicked my own.
It took another thirty seconds before I realized who she was, but it only should have taken one. There were some obvious indicators: designer ensemble with handbag and sunglasses, probably from the same line, and French manicured fingers and toes.
"Tara?" Of course. Having a clone was a dead giveaway, too. I was happy that she'd finally found someone to dress up.
"Yes! It's been so long. Why are you here? And why are you here?" she asked, looking at the floor and the hammer grasped in my gloved hand.
I smiled. "Long story. I’m sure we can talk about it later. But was there something you needed?"
"I was looking for Wayne Lane to get a pass for my car. I don’t usually drive it down here. We mostly carpool in Mom's baby Benz, but she's riding down with Dad later."
I stood up. My legs protested by cramping every muscle, top to bottom. "He’s not here right now. I’m not sure where he goes most of the time. Maybe try his house," I said still hunched over, massaging the Charley horses inside my thighs.
"I’ll just have my dad handle it later." She looked around at her friend. "This is Lydia, by the way. We're going to take the boat out in a little while. Would you want to go for a ride with us? What time do you get done here?"
I grinned a small greeting at Lydia. She smiled back. "I’ll finish at four, but I should shower first, if that’s okay?"
"Please do." She smirked while her squinty eyes zeroed in on the brown dirt marks strewn across my plain grey T-shirt and cut-off jean shorts.
I instantly remembered how cold her judgmental eyes could get and how they had a special way of tearing through inferiority like a virus to an unprotected PC or my absent-dad's sperm to the condom my mom said he allegedly wore. I never cared about Tara's judgments when we were younger because we were always on the same level, equal in friendship. Today, I wasn’t sure how I was seen through her eyes―friend, foe…dirty, blue-collar cockroach.
"I still live in the same cottage on the little beach. Do you remember where it is?"
"Yeah. Number seventy-five." How could I forget? We had sleepovers there, or at my cottage, since her first summer here, when we were eight.
"Good. The boat is already in the water. Meet us over there around four-thirty."
"Okay," I replied as they exited the roll-up door instead of backtracking through the filth.
Four o’clock came fast. I put up the tools, locked the door, and exited out the back, walking hurriedly to the cottage. It was no surprise that Pop Pop wasn’t there when I returned. I wrote a quick note and used one of several cartoon crab magnets to secure it to the fridge. I showered just enough to remove the work dirt (I'd wash my hair later), slid into the crab suit, and then threw on a long T-shirt and shorts for cover. I hadn’t been swimming yet, so I hadn’t seen the suit since I'd hidden it deep inside my duffel the first day I arrived. I could picture the stares directed at me already. Rekindling a friendship with someone so obviously driven by fashion by wearing this piece-of-crap suit didn't seem likely. Maybe I could keep my clothes on, or at least my shirt. I could work on convincing Pop Pop to go shopping again when I wasn’t serving time at the boardwalk.
With a water bottle and a towel in hand, I passed a couple of back-row cottages, newly occupied for the weekend. My sensitive bare feet fared well on the paved road, and they did even better when I moved onto the sand as I got closer to the little beach. The sun was beating down on my scalp and that’s when I remembered to bring sunscreen. Too late now. The boat was in view so I kept moving forward and ignored the sizzling in my hair. Tara and Lydia stood on the water line facing a white sport boat with a baby-blue racing stripe down the side. They had bags in their hands and string bikinis covering their bodies.
"Glad you made it, Caly," Tara said when I stepped beside her. Her eyes traveled from my grungy hair to my unpolished toes. Most people might do this is a more stealthy manner, but not her. She didn't bother to conceal the fact that she was gauging my appearance again. "Are you ready?"
"Yeah," I replied. Her teenage actions unnerved me; she was a tad more subtle as a kid.
"All right," Tara said and made her way to the water. Lydia followed her, practically stepping on her heels. Both of them had their hair pinned in messy buns at the crown of their heads and they carried their bags above those buns as they waded through the water. I had to smile, wondering if I would have become another best friend clone if I had returned every summer. Nah, I thought, confident in my individuality. I was irritating enough to repel Nadia; it wouldn't have differed down here.
I stepped my feet into the cool water and held my bottled water and towel above my head, leaving my shirt and shorts on. The water felt fantastic against any exposed skin, cooling my temperature and the crowbar induced dot-to-dot game of bruises covering both of my shins. The sand squished between my toes. Before long it turned from a solid grit feeling to gooey mush that trapped my feet and threatened to never let go. I kept moving, trudging through thick patches of seaweed along the way. Their slimy blades nudged around my bare skin like eels searching for food. I finally reached the boat’s rear end and threw my towel over the back before I climbed on board. Lydia already occupied the left bench seat at the front so I took a seat on the opposite side. Tara was behind the wheel, adjusting the instrument panel. She moved to the rear of the boat, pulled the ladder up, then leaned over to untie the buoy mooring.
Back on the beach, a red truck pulled off the paved road and parked in front of the cottages. A head of spiky black hair moved behind the truck. Ava. As I watched the rest of her face emerge over the bed of the truck, Alex appeared beside her, and then Aden stepped out of the passenger side of the truck's cab. They were too far away to hear, but I could see Ava was greeting them. Tara stood behind me at the wheel of the speedboat. She glanced back toward the beach and started the engine. When they heard the boat start, Ava, Alex and Aden all walked closer to the water. They were talking again and smiling, until they saw me. They stopped five feet from the water line. Aden froze first. His stare shifted from me to Tara.
"Hey, babe!" Tara yelled over the noisy boat engine. She steered the wheel in idle, making sure the boat didn't stray any closer to land in the low tide.
I looked at Tara and then to Aden. She was talking to him.
It was gut-wrenching, like I was hit in the stomach with a sledgehammer that had been lit on fire. How could I be so naive? Of course, he was going out with her. I looked at Ava, she was no longer smiling, either. She stared at me, her eyes piercing through mine despite the physical distance between us. The only one on the beach who remained smiling was Alex. He, too, was looking at me.
"Hey, Caly!" Alex yelled. The large grin remained on his face while he shouted. "Have a good boat ride, ladies!" He slapped the side of Ava's arm in jest and she repaid the deed by slugging him in the ribs, though her face remained grim. He bowed the slightest bit from her punch, but the wide smile never left his face.
Tara stared at a muted Aden. "We'll be back in a few, babe," she shouted then blew him a kiss. She didn't wait for a response before shifting into gear, turning the boat toward the bay, and leaning on the throttle.
I looked past Tara to the beach as we sped away. Aden's body grew smaller in distance. He still didn't move. I watched until I could no longer see him, only blotches of beige sand and green trees blending into a vague abstraction.
Tara sat down to drive and Lydia reclined on her seat. Her lean legs stretched out with her pedicured toes pointing toward the bow. My stomach still hurt. Every time we hit a wave it felt like another sledge blow to the belly. The boat skipped across the choppy water, cutting the crests and spraying splashes into the air on both sides of the boat. We were getting closer to the channel. Tara only slowed to yield to larger boats and barges whose wakes had the potential to flip us if we hit them at full speed. The wind hindered us from speaking, for which I was extremely thankful. I needed the time to think. How was I supposed to handle this situation? Tara and Aden, together? It seemed logical given the circumstances, but impossible due to compatibility. They had nothing in common. Or at least, they used to have nothing in common. Now I was supposed to hang out with my old best friend on her boat, like nothing's changed. My head whirled and my stomach churned again. I stared at Tara: her perfect body, her perfect boobs, and her perfect face, oval and flawless under the summer rays. Of course, they were dating.
We passed a channel buoy. Seagulls rested on the metal frame, some nestled, some alert. The alert ones tilted their heads, watching our boat skip past. We slowed to a stop fifty feet from a small beach. There wasn't a dock or even a mooring so Lydia dropped anchor. I had been here a couple of times when I was a kid and the place hadn't changed. The beach was practically nonexistent; a small strip of sand butted up to the face of a cliff comprised of gray and red clay. Farther up the side of the cliff, trees climbed to the top and spread into a dense forest leading to a lighthouse at the south tip of the Elk Neck State Park, more commonly referred to as Turkey Point. I didn't know the reason we came, but I was certain it wasn't for the quality, or the quantity, of sand.
Tara turned off the engine and grabbed her bag before lowering the ladder. "We're going to hang out here for a while. I get so sick of that beach. I just need to take off sometimes." She stepped into the water and Lydia followed her.
Sick of our beach? She'd just arrived today. How could she be sick enough to take off? I, on the other hand, needed a bit of a break. This at least was a different view. I followed behind them, keeping my shorts and shirt on when I entered the water again. The large algae-coated rocks surrounding this beach made the walk slick and complicated. I lost my footing a couple of times and almost took a dive into the shallow water.
When I finally stumbled onto the sandy part of the beach, my body dripped with water well above my stomach. A dark waterline marked halfway up my light blue shirt. It revealed enough of my bathing suit to make me shudder. I'd have to deal with criticism sooner or later so I stripped the wet layers off and rung them out, ignoring my mind as it yelled at me to put them back on.
Tara set her bag on an old fallen tree at the base of the cliff. Lydia did the same and both looked back at me. Tara laughed out loud. "Your suit is horrific. It actually reminds me of something I was going to tell you about, Calypso," she said. The sound of my full first name surprised me. "I actually thought of you once a couple of years ago. I was watching Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End and Calypso was freed by the pirates. She turned into a bunch of crabs that crawled over board, scuttling back into the sea. I thought about you then and it seems even more fitting now," she said with a smirk, looking at my suit again, paying close attention to the crab on my butt. I pulled my towel on, covering my body and the wet, ugly suit.
I recalled the movie and all of the weird attention I received in response. That was one of the times that Nadia had jumped back on the Caly-wagon of fame, or infamy. It didn't last long and it didn't go far. The impromptu popularity spike lasted just long enough to leave a lasting revulsion of crabs. I hadn't eaten any since that movie came out, and now I was wearing one on the ass of my swimsuit and discussing them with Tara. "Yeah, I remember that one," I replied, trying to stay calm. "What are we doing here?" I hadn't planned on asking because I didn't want to sound ungrateful for the invite, but I was curious why she needed to get away from our beach after arriving a couple hours prior. And I needed to change the subject. She was pressing me, and this was not the ideal place to lose my temper.
"Just hanging out. The sun is in the wrong position to lie out so we'll have to do that another day." She tilted her chin up for a moment and smiled. "Did you see Aden and Alex on the beach when we left? I'm sure they are going to be happy to see you again." Her smile disappeared and she watched my eyes closely.
"They were with Ava, too," I said, thinking about Ava's reaction when she saw me on the boat.
"She and I don't exactly talk much," Tara said and Lydia chuckled. Tara shot her a firm look then glanced back at me. Her face relaxed.
"I saw Ava on Monday, but I saw the guys on Sunday, before they went home." I watched her face change at my statement. It hardened the same way it did in reaction to Lydia's laugh seconds before: nostrils flared out, thin lips pressed tightly together, and thick lines creased above her waxed brows. It all happened fast. So fast that I thought I had imagined the reaction.
"That's nice. I'm sure everyone's excited to have you back," she said in a tone that suggested she wasn't happy or excited.
Crap. There was no way of skirting around the issue. Now was as good of a time as any to deal with it. "Look, I'm not here to cause problems, I have enough already. I'm just here to serve a punishment. That's all," I said, airing it all out. Both of them held blank expressions―life-like renditions of their dress-up doll idols: cute and mute. "I want to avoid any issues. So, if this is going to be one, we can work something out."
"It's not a problem, Caly. There is nothing to worry about," Tara said and looked at Lydia. "A friend was supposed to meet us here. Her family was coming to the park and she was going to sneak away with us for a bit, but it looks like she isn't coming. I actually should call her really quick before we leave." She pulled a cell phone from her bag and walked down the sand, holding the bag in one hand and the phone up to the sky with the other, searching for service.
Lydia remained on the log for a minute then she stood up. I expected her to follow Tara, but she stopped and looked at me. "I'm super thirsty," she said, speaking directly to me for the first time. Her mousy voice was nothing like Tara's. It was soft and fragile, not dreadfully demanding. "I'm going to go get a soda from the boat cooler. Do you want anything?"
"No, I'm okay. Thanks," I said and watched her grab her bag and walk into the water. Tara continued to hold her phone up, walking farther up the beach. I took in a deep breath, hoping that Tara got my point. Causing problems was the last thing I wanted to do while I was here. Not just because I didn’t want to hurt Pop Pop, but it wasn't my place to get involved. I hadn't been a part of their lives in a long time and I knew that affected everyone in one way or another. I'd be blind not to see that.
I picked up a stick and drew my tag sign in the moist sand. cOmO. The reason I was here. I pushed the stick around the edges and began to draw a set of eyes to kill time. The stick's edge caught on the corner of an iris, saddening the entire sketch with one accidental stroke.
The boat's engine revved and gurgled to life.
I looked up, startled and confused, as it sped forward. I wondered why Lydia would go for a joy ride while Tara and I remained on land. My bewilderment continued until I saw the boat slow down a short distance up the beach. Tara was high stepping with her legs fully extended like a track hurdler, leaping over the water. She held her bag above her head then tossed it on board when she reached the boat's ladder. She climbed in, and they both waved to me as the boat took off, shooting a rooster-tail in the air as it pulled away.
I was the only one on land.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 13
 
I was without a phone with a mile of water separating me from the beach I should be sitting on. At least I had a watch. It was six-thirty, an hour since Tara and Lydia left me high and... wet. No one was around. This sliver of a beach showed no signs of life except a few seagulls, mocking me with their magnificent flight capabilities. There wasn't even a boat close to shore. Most of the waterway traffic was cargo ships and barges traveling up the canal on their way to the Delaware River. I walked a half-mile in each direction searching for people. I even yelled for help up the face of the cliff, receiving no response. In my hour of isolation I went through five stages of strandedness:
Denial: I ran down the waterline, yelling at Tara as she and Lydia waved. I screamed as the engine growled, skimming the boat across the water, farther and farther away from the beach. I mumbled, "No, this can't be happening. They're going to come back," a million times over.
Anger: There was cussing, sand kicking, and a lot of scared seagulls.
Bargaining:
I'm not the praying type, but I got close. I did promise myself that I would never trust another bitch with a boat for as long as I lived.
Depression: I contemplated how I got here in the first place: my art, my punishment, my mom. I sat on the log and thought some more, then chastised myself for my own stupidity for the next half-hour.
Acceptance: I knew that Pop Pop would get my note, that is, if he went back to the cottage at some point. Worst case, he wouldn't see the note until the poker game started, which was within the hour. Best case, they were already out searching for me, but had no clue where to start. The best case still seemed bleak.
I waited. The sun vanished behind the cliff almost the full abandoned hour ago, giving my clothes and my suit no time to dry. A small breeze brought an unwelcome chill. The coolness was amplified by my wet towel and suit, and by my newly pinkened skin. A couple of hours in direct sunlight without sun block wasn't a smart idea for a girl who hadn't been to a beach in years. The only sun exposure I'd had since arriving was during the walk from the cottage to the boardwalk and back, twice a day, which wasn't enough for a good base tan to protect my pale skin. So forgetting the sun block made this extra-special boat trip an even bigger mistake.
Ten minutes later, I stood up, deciding it was time to take a longer, more hopeful hike to find someone before the moon switched shifts with the sun and I was left to freeze in the dark, alone. I dug my feet in the sand and took a couple of steps before I noticed a boat moving inbound. It was a simple speck on the water, but before long it was close enough to see my flailing arms. It kept its course, steering straight at me. The boat stopped off shore with two men on board. One man, with salt and pepper hair, threw an anchor over the stern. Pop Pop. The wake carried the rear toward the shore, showing the boat's side for the first time. Flat-black spray paint smeared the back half of the boat, sitting above a business decal of a red cartoon crab. It was a messy tag, done in haste.
I CAUGHT YOUR CRABS!
I now saw why Vic hated graffiti. He probably didn't get many new clients from this advertisement. I gave credit to the person who did it, though. They had no artistic talent and it wasn't eye appealing, but the statement was witty.
I made my way to the boat with my damp towel and clothes extended above my head. Vic and Pop Pop watched me as I sank deeper into the water than I had earlier. The tide was coming in, and by the time I reached the boat the water was at my neck and my hair was half- submerged.
"What happened, Caly?" Pop Pop asked after helping me into the boat. He reached beside the seat, grabbed a dry towel, and handed it to me. I sat beside him in the remaining rear seat. Vic took his seat as driver, leaving only one vacant seat in the small fishing boat. He put the boat in gear and steered us back toward Gemstone Beach.
A stack of crab pots in the front of the boat rattled each time the boat crested a wave and again when the keel smacked back onto the bay. Pop Pop's eyes were focused on me. He didn't ask his unanswered question again, and through the corner of my eye I could see the concern in his posture: eyes squinted, shoulders hunched, hands loosely interlaced with his arms resting on his knees. I almost cried. Not because of his concern, but because I had no concept of what to do in this situation. I was used to mild teen-age torture from people I didn't know in school, but this was different. She used to be my friend. We had our differences before, yet we always managed to get along. I couldn't see why she would be so cruel now, aside from the gap of time that had fallen between us. Pop Pop eventually stopped staring at me. He knew the reason I was sitting over at Turkey Point had nothing to do with a plotted escape. He wasn’t mad. If my mom had been my rescuer, though, she would have yelled at me the whole time, oblivious to my suffering and only concerned with the inconvenience of an unscheduled boat trip.
As we approached the beach, Vic looked back at us. "I'm just going to leave it in the water. Any objections for walking to shore?" His husky voice carried easily over the engine noise, and it was steady, unlike his handlebar mustache, which blew in the wind, flapping and teasing his serious cheeks.
"No," Pop Pop replied to him.
I looked back at Turkey Point relieved that they had found me. It would have been a long night, otherwise. Vic was already hooking up to a tire mooring when I turned to shore. Mid-way up the beach, two lounge chairs were spread beneath a candy-striped umbrella. The setup wasn't there before. It was also located between Tara's cottage and her boat, which was anchored to its buoy for the evening. I would guess Tara and Lydia had sat in the chairs for a while, staring across the bay, laughing about their prank.
It's a good thing I didn't have access to a few cans of Krylon. Vic's boat wouldn't be the only one bombed with a quick, cheap tag, I thought as I stared at the pinstripe on Tara's boat, dreaming of the ways I could defile its purity.
With the sun low on the horizon and compacted clouds creeping overhead, the sky darkened and the air temperature cooled. A few more cottages were lit up inside with soft glows of off-white casting out through their window screens and doors. Hanging from one of those cottages, a bug zapper sparked neon purple as mosquitoes were drawn to its light. It reminded me of my automatic attraction to my old friend, Tara. I'm the bug who just got zapped.
Vic cut the engine and Pop Pop and I eased into the water, toting our items over our heads. Vic closed up his boat for the night and followed us to shore.
"Thanks again, Vic," Pop Pop said, patting himself dry with a towel. "I think it's time we go back to the cottage and make sure those cheaters haven't stolen our money."
"Sounds good," Vic replied. They both headed toward the main beach. Pop Pop glanced back at me when he realized I hadn't followed. My stride slowed to sullen baby steps, grazing the sand with my toes. He motioned for me to catch up, but abandoned the effort when we both noticed Ava standing close to the road by the cottages. He continued marching with Vic, anxious to return to the poker game.
Ava stood as still as a life model in an art class, making no movements to meet me halfway; she just stared at me while I shuffled to her. Her usually spiky hair flopped against her face, freshly shampooed with no product pollution. Excess water continued to drip from my suit, trickling down my legs, when I stopped in front of her. It caused a chill that circulated in my skin, followed immediately with goose bumps. I cinched the towel tighter around my body, pinning it to my chest with my damp clothes in hand.
"Have a nice boat ride?" she asked with a smirk.
"Not so much," I said, shaking my head. "Look, I've wanted to apologize for Monday night."
She shook her head this time. "No need. I probably would have said the same thing if I were you. I mean, no one really wants to be stuck down here, especially without a phone or internet access." She smiled, lifting my spirits a little. "I'm glad your grandfather found you. I wasn’t sure if they'd taken you to Turkey Point or not."
"Yeah, they did. Did you tell him where I was?"
"Yes. I guessed they wouldn't change the destination of that prank. They did the same thing to me two summers ago. I was lucky Aden was in the boat. He made them turn around. To be fair, I called her some rather bad names before she left me. Did you say something to piss her off?"
I thought about the trip. There was very little conversation anyway. "After I felt like she was trying to goad me, I told her I didn't want any problems this summer. I wanted to be straight with her. I don't think there was anything else."
"That could be one reason. She's the type to prey on sincerity and honesty. She'll try to take advantage any way she can, but I'll tell you more about that later. Can I hang out with you tonight?"
"Sure. I need to go get a shower, but I'll be at the cottage. Just give me twenty minutes or so." She nodded and I turned to leave when a screen door slammed a couple of cottages down the row. I started walking until I heard Tara's snide voice.
"I see you found a ride back," she said as she stepped out of her cottage. Lydia was at her side, as usual. Both looked freshly showered, wearing skirts and makeup like they were ready to go out to dinner or possibly a night club in the middle of nowhere. "In the crab boat, right? It suits you, like your ugly swim suit and your name, Calypso." She didn't dare step closer. My body was no longer chilled; it was on fire. I knew her game. She was daring me, seeing if I would take a chance.
I almost did. My posture stiffened as adrenaline surged through my numb body. Ava grabbed my tensed forearm when my body advanced a step, ready to strike. My mind rushed through scenes, scanning all of the questions. The biggest and most obvious: Why? I was going to speak, but Ava beat me to it. "Real nice, Tara. It's good to know you are an equal opportunity bitch," she hissed, then gently tugged my arm.
A shadow cast down from the cottage window onto the road beside Tara. "I do my best, Ava," she replied. The cottage door opened, though it wasn’t her father who came outside. It was Aden. His strained eyes were on Tara until he saw me and Ava. He looked at us with a confused stare.
Ava glared at him then stepped in front of my view―she was my height and I couldn't see around her unless I purposely bobbed or weaved. "Let's go," she said. "This isn't the right time or place."
I nodded, though something inside me wanted to see Aden again. I stole another look around Ava’s face before I turned around. Tara slid her hands onto Aden’s shoulders. He dropped his shoulder, avoiding her touch, with his eyes fixed on Ava and me.
Ava mumbled incoherently for most of the walk to my cottage. I understood a few words. "... Aden... stupid... pisses me off... wretched witch..." We stopped in front of the cottage where older voices carried through the porch screens out onto the cobbled sidewalk. The poker game was back in session."Don't worry about Tara," Ava said in a clearer voice. "She'll never get physical, but that is the part that bugs me. She’ll do anything to come out smelling like a freaking peach. I should have clocked her a long time ago. It might have brought on more problems, but it would have ended a lot of my frustration. She thinks she can get away with anything. It's so annoying." She nibbled at her short fingernails and unconsciously kicked at the cement steps with her bare toes.
"So, they are the girls that you don't get along with?"
"Bingo. How could you tell?" She grinned sarcastically. "I can't stand them. That’s why I'll do anything I can to annoy Tara. I even pick some of my slogan shirts particularly for her," she said and shook the front of her T-shirt. It read: How do I block you in real life?
I smiled. "Nice."
"Speaking of fashion? Why did she mention your ugly suit?"
"You don't want to know. It's pretty bad."
"I like bad. And besides, if it irritated her, it makes it so much better. Show me."
Why not? My embarrassment no longer seemed rational anyway since it had reached full tilt earlier in the day. "Okay, you asked for it," I said and let the damp towel slip off my body.
Ava's eyes widened. She grabbed my shoulder and turned me around to see the back. When she finished spinning me in a full circle, her eyes shot up to meet mine. "No wonder she hated it," she said, stretching her lips into an exaggerated, eye-squinting smile. "I have the same suit."



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 14
 
I finished showering and rubbed aloe along my burnt skin, which had matured from crisp pink to fuchsia under the warmth of the water. The crab bathing suit had also changed colors today, from pristine white to murky, bay-water brown. And, like my skin, it might never return to its normal shade of white. I left my scraggly, towel-dried hair down and walked out of the bathroom and into the amiable atmosphere of the poker game.
"Sorry I didn’t say it earlier, but thanks for the boat ride, Vic," I said as I walked past the table.
Vic's unibrow elevated under the wrinkle of his forehead. "You’re welcome," he grunted.
Pop Pop eyed me and so did Elma. Elma’s eyes looked sympathetic. I didn’t have to wonder how much they all knew because the next words spoken explained enough.
"It was that Tara girl, right?" Pop Clark asked his son.
Bob Clark gave his father a sideways glance then returned his attention to his cards.
"I know, I know. None of my business. I know what my business is, though," he said and mocked his son by sticking out his tongue, then turned his focus back to his own cards.
Voices drifted inside from the darkness beyond the front door. I moved out to the porch and saw two shadow figures sitting on the driftwood benches in the sand.
"About time," Alex’s voice called out. "We were thinking you’d had enough and drowned yourself in there."
"Alex, shut up!" Ava barked.
I stepped out of the cottage, over the sidewalk, and dug my clean feet into the cool sand. The clouds had taken over the sky after the sunset, now allowing only bits of the thin moonlight to shimmer along the calm bay water. I focused on the outlines of the two people to guide me through the dark, hoping I wouldn’t fall into an unfilled hole or trip over a partially demolished sand castle left behind by some tired, or evil-spirited, child.
"There you are," Alex said as I approached them. The bay waves were so quiet; it was difficult to believe the water could be so noiseless twenty yards away. "You took long enough. I should tell you that that color red looks fabulous on your skin. I could see you glowing from the porch." His voice was thick and resounding.
"Thanks a lot, Alex, but it’s not really red, more like light raspberry," I said with a smile, running a hand along my sunburnt forearm. I could just make out the darkened features of his face when I took a final step around the drift wood bench closest to him.
He returned a smile; his teeth were bright compared to the stark evening. "Well raspberry looks hot on you."
"Alex has always had a problem with basic skills like differentiating colors," Ava said. She was seated on the log across from me. Her outline was visible, but her face was shadowed. "He also has problems giving compliments."
I made a step to go sit next to Ava, but Alex’s hand fell on my shoulder. "It's just good to see you again, Caly," he said and his hand lingered on my arm for a second more. "In any color."
"Do you need someone else to start a fire?" I pointed to the empty pit. "I thought you were a boy scout, Alex?" I joked to escape his blatant flirting. It made me feel good, but it didn't feel quite right.
"Wasn’t I always the epitome of a perfect boy scout?" he joked back.
I sat beside him, comfortable enough to let the years fade away between us, as they had last Sunday when I first arrived.
"We aren’t allowed to have bonfires anymore," Ava said. "After one of the cottages caught on fire last year, Wayne Lane banned them. He authorizes adults to have them on the fourth of July, but that’s about it."
"I guess I have missed a lot," I stated.
"You definitely have," Alex said. His voice was quieter, though still boomy. It was different than it was years ago, but I could hear bits reminiscent of all the jokes he told, all the laughs we shared. It was comforting.
I stared out to the water, past Ava, watching the small flecks of moonlight dance and swirl on the water like a mix of white sparks and plumes of smoke. "I guess people have changed some, though, this place hasn’t too much." I looked around. The beach was empty, silent and abandoned; a picture that I'd seen many nights in my youth. Back then, I viewed most nights like this as boring in such an antiquated place. My feelings hadn’t changed much, especially on a day like this one.
A cottage door shut behind us. I twisted my body to see the front row. The moon's soft glow was enough to see someone stepping out of the Clark’s cottage, four cottages down from Pop Pop’s place. The figure stood for a moment next to what presumably was the ivy-covered red maple.
"This place isn’t so bad," Alex said softly. We all watched the person jog from the cottages behind us to the water and then turn in our direction, heading north.
I realized it was Aden when his figure was parallel to us. His head pointed toward us, noticing us for the first time. I couldn’t see his expression. I couldn’t even see his features. That didn’t stop my mind from imagining them anyway: the scar above his eye, the flex in his arms, and the gentle slope of his shoulders. My mind wouldn't stop piecing him together on this dark, clouded night.
"This place may be boring, sometimes, but it definitely has its moments," Alex said, sliding his body closer to mine. His jeans scuffed loudly in the silence, catching on knotty parts of the driftwood when he moved.
Aden’s shadow figure missed a step―possibly tripping over a hole or buried toy―and he stumbled. My body tensed up with a sympathetic reaction. He recovered without falling and continued jogging.
"He runs," Ava said. Her eyes pointed toward Aden’s disappearing shadow. "That’s what he does. He’s a track star."
"Are you okay?" Alex asked, his voice nearly a whisper, very close to my ear.
I took a deep breath. My muscles relaxed and I turned my eyes toward Alex. "Yes. I’m fine. Sunburn isn’t the most pleasant feeling," I said, but the burn had little to do with my overwhelming response to seeing Aden, even if it was only his silhouette. My body responded to him, no matter how much I tried to clear my head. It was memory, a sad, physical recollection of a more pleasant time in my life when the people closest to me cared and didn’t put me behind their career or a chance at a free laptop. It was before my life disintegrated, before I never returned.
"Are you upset by today? Tara? She’s a piece of work, isn’t she?" Alex said to me. He wasn’t as close as he was a minute ago; he'd moved a respectable distance away. His long body slumped forward with his elbows resting on his knees, and his head tilted to look back at me. "But then again, she always was."
Ava sighed. "If she was always like this, why did you guys even hang out with her?"
"She was never that bad," I said, defending someone I'd once known as a friend. "Does she act like this all of the time now?”
"Well, you being here has certainly amplified it, but, yeah, she’s pretty much spoiled all of the time…and a bit insane," Alex said, staring at his folded hands. "One day, early last summer, her father refused to let her use his boat. That was around the same time that the fire happened in the cottage at the end of our row. Most think it was bonfire embers, but I saw the look in her eye that day."
"It was also around the same time Aden was thinking about ending their relationship, too," Ava said.
"So they’ve been dating a while?" The words slipped through my lips too fast to play off.
Alex’s teeth reappeared. His grin was more subtle, yet it was just as shiny as it was minutes earlier. He turned away from me, staring down the empty beach. His shaved head was outlined in the night's glow. "This is the third summer they've been together."
"It started the summer after Dad died," Ava said. The darkness surrounding her face added more weight to the statement. "I can’t stand her. Nobody really can, except Aden, of course. Mom liked her at first, too, but I think even she’s changed her mind, and that doesn't happen often."
"I never thought Tara would end up that bad. I guess I’m not too surprised, though." Now that I thought about our friendship history, I could see how the trouble increased over the summers. Some days we disagreed on simple things like what song to play on the jukebox, meeting on common ground quickly. Other days, especially the last summer I was here, our disagreements only began with something as trivial as a song choice then, after hours of silence and some dirty looks, we'd eventually reconcile.
Silence fell again. I stared at the clouds. No stars were visible tonight. They always appeared closer here, more vivid, sparkling gloriously in the unbounded summer sky. I missed those nights the most while I was away. "I’ve got boardwalk duty tomorrow so I’m going to get some rest," I said, ending the silence. "You guys are staying all weekend, right?" I directed the question to Alex, curious about him and Aden, already knowing Ava would be here all summer.
Quick footsteps shuffled farther down the beach. Alex stood up and moved with me as I walked around the driftwood bench. He slid his hands into the front pockets of his jeans, bowing his arms at the elbows and flapping them lightly a few times, back and forth. Aden’s pace slowed at the water line. He jogged in place, looking toward the little beach then back up the way he’d come, with a fast glance at us in between.
"We’ll be here all weekend," Alex said, pulling my eyes from Aden's figure. "I’m looking forward to a game of flashlight tag."
"Oh, that sounds like a great idea," Ava agreed. "It’s been a while since I played. We'll have to get some kids together."
Aden kept jogging in place. I listened and kept his silhouette in my peripheral view, waiting for his next move.
"Well, if you wouldn’t scare away the only kids down here with your beauty-pageant appeal," Alex said to Ava.
"Hmph," she grunted. "It’s not my fault they scare so easily."
"Scaring easily and getting told to ‘eat shit’ isn’t technically the same, little sister," Alex said next to me. He was close enough that I saw him wink at me after his last words.
Aden’s footsteps slowed.
"I guess I will see you both later…tomorrow," I said, breaking up their playful ragging.
"Yeah, sounds good," Ava said.
I turned to the cottage and navigated the sand smoothly using the dull moonlight. I wasn’t planning on looking back at Ava and Alex, or especially to Aden. I didn’t want to look as desperate as my mind made me feel.
"Good night, Caly," Alex’s voice boomed from the pit area. "I hope you have sweet dreams."
I smiled at his flattery and opened the screen door. He hadn’t changed a bit. "Goodnight," I said, looking back at them again without worry. Footsteps weren’t far to my right and they made me look down the sidewalk. Aden stopped at cottage twenty-four's front door. The smooth light from inside highlighted his face. His hair pointed down to his brow, some strands pressed against his forehead, wet with sweat. His eyes met mine for a second. I was still smiling, but it faded when he opened his door and went inside without even a nod in my direction.
My feet moved me back into the cottage since my brain had turned off.  I could only think about the emptiness on his face, no expression at all. Five other sets of eyes looked at me when I stepped into the cottage. "I'm going to bed. It's been a long week already and I still have boardwalk duty tomorrow," I said in response to Pop Pop's concerned face.
"Are the kids still outside?" Bob Clark asked me.
"Yes. Well, Aden went back into the cottage," I replied.
Pop Clark coughed then threw the stack of pennies in front of him into the pot. He flipped his cards on the table. "And that's my cue to go home. It's been a long day for me, too," he said. He grabbed his denture container and his coin bucket from the table and stood. Bob Clark gave his father a stern look, but Pop Clark ignored him. He pushed his chair under the table and continued toward the door. "Good night, all."
"Good night, Pop," everyone at the table replied. Pop's legs walked at a turtle pace toward the porch, and I used the distraction to retreat to my bed, ending the horrid day.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 15
 
Wayne Lane was nowhere to be found when I traipsed into the gloomy boardwalk early Friday morning. His absence was normal. When he did grace me with his presence it was to berate me about my slow progress or remind me to close the boardwalk doors properly. I really didn't need him around. It was clear he wasn't actually going to help me at all, nor did he have a plan to have anyone else help.
Despite having to work, it was a gorgeous morning. I'd slept long and hard last night, like I had slipped into a mild coma. All the extra rest was so rejuvenating that I didn't shy away from the sun's morning rays as I had previous days. The early bedtime was also good for my sun burn. It faded overnight, leaving my skin a mild pink hue instead of last night's severe shade. I tiptoed around the missing floorboards and opened the front roll-up door. The beach remained void, but I knew it would fill up with people in no time. It was Friday. Weekenders would soon load up their cottages for a two-day reprieve from their work, their house, and their life. Maybe, with more people around, I would go unnoticed by Tara and her clone, letting me continue my punishment in peace.
I got right to work, but I refused to ruin the morning's serenity by hammering so I started prying. My hands were adjusting to the manual labor, forming calluses where the blisters healed. Movement on the beach caught my eye before I had the chance to pry up the first plank's corner. I stopped and looked out toward the water.
Someone was running. Not someone, Aden was running. His body glided across the sand. He showed no problems distributing his weight while the loose sand shifted under foot. The fluidness of it made my slow, uncoordinated steps on sand seem ridiculous by comparison. I dropped the crowbar and peeked around the outside of the door to watch him continue down the beach.
What am I doing? I can’t do this to myself.
After a minute of internally getting my emotions back in check, I returned to the plank. Not too long after―I was still involved in a vigorous struggle with the first plank―beeping noises came from outside, and Wayne Lane poked his head into the room. His close-set eyes scanned the floor's appearance before he walked in.
"The next bundle of planks and some other materials have arrived. I think it’s safe to store it all along the same wall as before. That area of the floor isn’t in need of much restoration."
"Good morning to you, too," I said and when I received no response, not even an evil smirk or his typical irritated, half-bearded face twitch, I shifted my eyes over to the stack of planks that was practically empty.
Wayne walked slowly to the farthest point of the room and opened the last door, closest to the plank pile. A huge forklift parked outside. The reverse beeping stopped and the engine's rumble flooded into the room. Wayne sidestepped to let the telescoping forks extend through the roll-up door, carrying a new bundle of planks stacked on a pallet. The operator had a ball cap on and a pair of aviator sunglasses. The rest of him was hidden by the orange-painted steel beast he was steering. He maneuvered the forks and shuffled the planks, placing the old in front of the new.  Then he retracted the arm of the forklift and disappeared around the building, returning moments later with a smaller pallet, held together with plastic wrap.
After dropping the last pallet, the driver parked the forklift on the side of the boardwalk and came back to talk to Wayne. I started prying again as I listened to them.
"That should be everything, Kyle. Thanks for delivering this morning," Wayne said to the driver.
"Is this going to be all the material for the job?" Kyle asked, looking around the room and catching my eye as I bounced my knee on the crowbar, finally loosening the stubborn plank. He shifted his weight and removed his sunglasses, keeping his eyes on me. I looked down at the plank to avoid staring, though it was difficult. This guy, Kyle, wasn’t so bad to look at: soft gray eyes, square face, and rather fit physique.
"Possibly," Wayne responded to him. "If I need another delivery, I'll give the store a call. Thanks."
"Ok. No problem, Mr. Lane," Kyle said and walked to the new stack of planks.
Wayne left by the game room door without another word to me. Kyle cut into the material pallet with a pocketknife, slicing at the plastic wrap and unwinding it. I pried the last corner of the plank and began to tug at it, squatting and lifting to break the final nail.
A pair of boots appeared near the plank and I looked up. Kyle bent down beside me and yanked the board loose with one pull. "Are you working here by yourself?" he asked and dropped the plank to the side. His glasses were on the brim of his hat and his eyes wandered the room a second before settling back on mine.
"Thanks," I said. "Yeah. Crazy, huh?"
He smirked. "I thought Wayne wouldn’t hire anyone for this job?"
"He hasn’t," I said. "I’m actually serving time."
He raised a curious eyebrow. It was shaped, but it looked natural, not as if he visited salons on a regular basis.
"Long story," I replied to his reaction and smirked in return.
"Well, wish I could help you more, but I’ve got to get back to my own grind." He looked back toward the door.
"Right." I knelt back down and started prying the next plank. Wayne Lane’s voice bellowed from the game room, "You’re late. Don’t let it happen again." I had no clue who he was talking to.
Kyle moved back to the pile of plastic wrap and gathered it into a ball. "If you are staying down here and need an escape from your time," he said smiling, "I live over at the Manor. I’m usually there, except dayshift during the week." He tucked the plastic wrap under an arm and pulled a carpenter’s pencil from his back pocket, using the pallet delivery slip to write on. "This is the address and my cell number, if you ever want to hang out. What’s your name?" he asked, handing me the paper.
"Caly."
"Nice to meet you, Caly. I’m Kyle."
I was about to respond when a loud thump startled me. I turned toward the game room entrance and saw Aden standing there. The noise was from a tool kit he'd dropped onto a sheeted table.  He was opening the kit and examining its contents with his back to me. He was no longer in the jogging shorts and tank he'd worn on the beach earlier; he had on a pair of khaki shorts and a loose-fitting, dark brown T-shirt. His hair was wet and scraggly, having either showered or taken a swim before changing.
I turned back to Kyle with no words, stunned by Aden's presence.
"I hope you are able to escape sometime, Caly," Kyle said. He smiled at me again when he walked out the roll-up door. I stared at the scribbled phone number in my hands.
Aden clanked tools around inside the toolbox and I snapped out of shock, shoving the paper into the pocket of my shorts. I turned and picked up the old plank. Because it was mostly intact, I moved it outside and started a new pile of scraps to replace the one that must have been removed by Kyle. Why is Aden here? A million more questions swamped my mind and I wondered if any would get answered. They certainly wouldn't if I hid outside all day so I pushed myself back through the door.
Aden stood by the drywall materials. His hands moved along the unfinished walls, searching for loose stud boards and exposed nails. He was twenty feet from me, which made the small hairs on my neck stand up and my stomach flutter. Get a grip, Caly. He hasn't even said a word to you. I ignored my brain and let the euphoric sensation run its course while I imagined the way his hands used to cradle my jaw when he kissed me.
Enough.
It was too long ago and he doesn't care anymore. He's dating Miss Perfect Boobs and probably doesn't even remember us.  Which means he doesn't remember the way he'd take my hand when I needed help climbing the trees in front of the boardwalk, or how his fingers would find mine as we lay on the picnic tables on those innumerable starry nights.  One after another, the memories bombarded. I threw myself onto the next old plank, working tougher than ever before. The banging and creaking numbed my mind and managed the anger that wouldn't stop building.
After two hours, and three removed planks (shredded into generously sized toothpicks), I grabbed my water bottle and sat under the opened roll-up door, watching the waves and enjoying the breeze. Aden was still working by the drywall, measuring and cutting areas for electrical sockets.
"There you are," Tara's voice said from inside the boardwalk. I didn't have to look to know she came from the game room. It took every bit of my control not to stand and walk away, out onto the beach. "I went to your cottage and the old man told me you were volunteering up here. Can I ask why? I thought we were going to take a ride in the boat to Chesapeake City for the day?"
There was no response right away. Then I heard a tool drop onto the stack of drywall that Aden was working on. "Pop volunteered me to come up here and help after telling Wayne about my experience with drywall. Besides, I told you yesterday that I wasn't interested in going to Chesapeake City."
This was the first time I'd heard him speak since I arrived. It made everything worse. His voice was richer than when I heard it last, but it had the same smoothness that once whispered to my soul. I put my head in my hands and waited, hoping she would leave soon.
"Great," Tara said. "I guess Lydia and I will go alone. Hope you don't catch anything up here. It's really dirty."
I knew that comment wasn't only regarding the state of the boardwalk and it made me physically shake. The amount of fury coursing through my veins was equal to the amount every time I fought with my mom. I wanted to scream at her, or maybe kick her in the face, but I'd promised my grandfather, in an unspoken agreement, that I wouldn't get into trouble here. I picked up a stick to draw in the packed sand below my feet, breathing in and out with every new curve, every new line, using art to relieve some tension.
"Tara," Aden said stiffly. "I’ll see you later, okay?"
"Yeah, sure. I don't know exactly when we’ll be back. We might go shopping. There’s a new place…"
"I realize that you are volunteering here," Wayne Lane interrupted, "but no one else is allowed back here to chitchat. It’s a distraction."  This time, I did turn around.  Wayne stopped next to the largest gap in the floor. He looked at me. "It’s not lunch break yet."
I stood and moved to the next rotten wood victim without responding.
"Sorry, Mr. Lane. She was just leaving," Aden said to Wayne and looked at Tara. She rolled her eyes, but left without protest.
"You two aren’t required to work on the weekend, but you will be on time at eight on Monday morning," Wayne said after Tara left.
I nodded to him and glanced over at Aden. His eyes were set on Wayne; he didn’t look at me. As soon as Wayne exited into the game room, he went right back to work near the drywall sheets.
The rest of the workday was silent. It was a heavy silence, pressing against my heart. My thoughts tumbled all over, trying to find explanations for answers I didn’t have. Lunch went by too fast and before I knew it, I was back at the boardwalk. My work slowed to a crawl in the afternoon, losing the distractive energy I had in the morning. I removed a few more planks without bothering to place new ones. Aden worked steadily, but hadn’t actually installed any drywall. He stayed busy measuring and setting up all of the required equipment.
I stared at the hands on my watch. The third hand lagged as it made its last rotation. I stared at it so intently that it seemed to travel in reverse. Finally, when the last second ticked by, passing the four o'clock mark, I stood up and tossed the crowbar over to the new planks.  Then I jumped up, catching the rope attached to the handle of the roll-up door and pulled it to the floor to lock it closed. I jumped up again to grab the bare handle of the last open door and missed, stumbling backward and falling into the stack of planks. I tried again, but this time as I jumped an arm reached beside me and took hold of the handle before I could. I landed firmly on my feet and watched Aden pull the door closed in front of me.
For a second, I couldn't breathe. When I did inhale, I inhaled more than the room's years of dust buildup stirring around the closed door: I inhaled him. The faint wooded scent hovered in an invisible circle around him, encapsulating his personal space. I was standing in that circle. He stood up after locking the door, and I was close enough to see the sweat lining his brow, beading over the thin scar above his right eye.
I took a step back when he looked at me. "Thanks," I uttered then hurried over to grab my water bottle. I stepped around the newest holes in the floor, careful not to make myself look like an even worse klutz by falling in one.
"Wait, Caly." His voice was softer than it was this morning when he spoke to Tara and Wayne.
My knees buckled when he said my name, and I instantly hated my body for its weak, girly response. But I gathered myself quickly and turned on a stable part of the floor.
"I...," he started again. His face dropped, his eyes searching for words not written on the floor like he may have wanted. He looked back to me and his cool blue eyes transformed him into a twelve year old again. "I wanted to apologize for what Tara did to you."
What?
"For leaving you over at Turkey Point," he said, when I didn't audibly respond.
I shook my head. "That's it?" I replied.
"That's what?" His scarred eyebrow lifted some, confused by my question.
"I don't even get a 'Hi, Caly. How are you'?" All of the anger that I buried earlier seemed to climb back out and spew from my mouth. I didn't care that it was targeting him; he deserved it. "After a full day of being alone in the same room with me and all I get is, 'I'm sorry for what Tara did.' Well, that's fine, Aden. You seem like a real pro at apologizing for her."
The muscles in his jaw tightened and I turned to leave. "And I'm the only guilty one?" he called from behind me, stopping me in my tracks. "You haven't said one word today either, you know. I was just trying to be nice and apologize. Forget it." I heard the lid to the toolbox slam shut.
"Apologizing for someone else doesn't count, Aden. It never does. Tara is who she is, which, evidently, is far worse than she ever was." I started walking again. "But, you're right, forget it. None of this matters anyway." My body was on fire, reigniting the sunburn pain that had subsided during the day. I wanted to yell, I wanted to scream, I wanted to hate him for being a jerk, but I couldn't. He was trying to be nice to me, even if it was for all the wrong reasons.
 
*****
 
"Are you coming out?" Ava asked, over all of the poker players as they made their way onto the porch, buckets of pennies in hand and game faces on.
"I hadn't planned on it," I replied, sitting on one of the patio chairs, sketching.
She held the porch door open after everyone else entered. "I've got to talk to you. And I need to show you something interesting." She had lowered her voice for the last part. That got my attention, but only enough to lift my eyes from the meaningless lines I had been drawing for the last couple of hours.
She winked. "You'll want to see this, believe me."
I looked back in the cottage. The poker game was in session and Pop Pop was by the fridge, preparing snacks. "I'm going out with Ava," I announced as I stepped out of the door.
"Not too late," Pop Pop called out to me as the screen door slapped against its frame.
"Where are we going?" I asked Ava, walking behind her on the sidewalk.
She bounced as she stepped, almost skipping, down the sidewalk. She stopped four doors down and swung her arm toward the cottage opposite the big maple tree with sprawling ivy vines covering every inch. "My place."
"Your place?" Aden's place. "This isn't a good idea, Ava." I shook my head at her and turned around.
She yanked my arm back. "You're my friend, right?"
I looked at the front of her shirt: Haters Gonna Hate. "Maybe not."
She looked down at her shirt, too. "Funny. Anyway, you wanted to get online, right? I can't exactly bring my laptop to your place if you aren't supposed to use one."
"Good point," I agreed, with some uncertainty. I couldn’t stop the anxiety from striking. I was about to cross over an unwanted barrier, a line of personal territory where an ex-girlfriend surely wasn’t welcome.
Ava jumped up the stone steps and held the porch door open for me. Their cottage was larger in width than Pop Pop’s, an extra patio chair fit onto their porch, with room to spare. The inside wasn’t much different from ours: a mostly open floor plan with the bathroom in the back. The largest difference was how the beds were situated. This cottage had bunks. A set of queens stacked up beside the bathroom and a set of twins directly in front of them, separated by a divider wall. I wondered which one was Aden's.
"This is our place. I can stay here as long as Aden or Alex is here, otherwise, with Mom gone, I have to bunk next door with the old guys." Ava sat on the full-sized couch. Its fluffy gray cushions looked inviting as they folded around her body, not like the cushions of Pop Pop's uptight, corduroy loveseat. She opened the laptop on top of the thin, wire coffee table in front of her. "All set," she said and slid the laptop over.
I took a seat in front of the opened screen and the fluffy cushions nestled around my body, too. I set my sketchbook on the table and leaned forward, resting my fingers on the keyboard. I stared blankly at the screen. As much as I'd missed the internet over the last week, there was no site that I needed. My email would be predictably empty and I would only torture myself if I browsed for tagging supplies.
"I looked you up on Facebook," Ava said and walked to the refrigerator. She pulled out two sodas and placed one in front of me without asking if I wanted one.
"Thanks," I said, taking a sip from the can. "Do you want to be my friend?" I asked sarcastically.
"Maybe," she said with a grin. "It looks like you could use one more to add to your extensive list."
"Yeah, well, I guess I'm not the most liked kid in town," I muttered, recalling the small number of friends on my profile.
"I'm right there with you. I tried to add people I didn't know, but my stalker mom watches my account. She says, 'Ava, it's about quality, not quantity'."
"She does have point. Though, if I based my friends on quality instead of the 'I know you through your mom' connection, I would only have two friends." I smirked at her. Facebook was the only direction I had, so that's where my fingers navigated. After logging in, red notification numbers popped up in the upper left corner next to my year-old profile picture. "What the…?"
Ava sat next to me and turned the monitor. "You never answer your friend requests? That's why you don't have many friends."
"No, they're all new," I said, staring at the red number over the friend icon.
"All new? You have two hundred and forty-some new friend requests and thirty messages?"
"Maybe it’s a glitch," I said, scrolling down the page to see if anything else was wrong. Then I saw posts filling my entire wall from Nadia Sweetthang Burke. The post at the top was a picture of her posed next to the pin-up version of my mom at Honey Muffin Bakery. A smaller version of the same picture was beside it―her latest profile picture. Below the picture, she posted a link to a Channel 2 news video. The still frame showed my mom with a news microphone up to her reddened face. "Oh my God! I guess it isn’t a glitch."
"This is why you are being punished?" Ava asked, pointing to the picture of the bakery. "That’s amazing."
"You think so? My mom doesn't agree."
"Well, it looks like a lot of other people do. I think you should add me as a friend before you add anyone else. Then you need to start a page."
"A page? For what?" I asked opening the video link, watching my mom talk to the reporter. She looked embarrassed and ashamed, yet she answered the reporter’s questions with a strained, courteous smile.
Ava took a sip of her soda. "Isn’t it obvious? People are interested in your art. You need a business or fan page so you don’t get all of those crazies stalking your personal profile."
"That’s funny. There is no way people are that interested in my stuff. This is just a fluke, a band-wagon ride from one piece that I threw up on my mom's bakery." I opened the friend requests, found Ava Clark―a picture with no face, just forehead and spikes of black hair―and clicked on accept.
"You didn't tell me that picture was on your mom's bakery! No wonder she banished you here. She must have been pissed."
"You have no idea. It also earned me a trip to the police station," I said, scrolling through the other people. "And I have no idea who these people are." I clicked on the message icon and opened the latest from Nadia.
Nadia Sweetthang Burke: I can't believe you aren't here for this! Everyone is talking about you! I stopped by the bakery again yesterday and your mom is totally swamped. She couldn't talk because she was in the middle of interviewing a new hire. I told her I'd take the job, of course, but she ignored me. Anyway, I gave your Facebook info to anyone who asked. You need to change your profile pic!! I hope you can come back soon! This is crazy!!
My stomach churned and I closed the laptop. "I'm not dealing with this right now."
Ava went to the back of the cottage. She stood on the rail of the lower queen bunk and reached into a tote bag laying on the top one. "Did you need to use my phone?" she asked, glancing at me as she rummaged through the bag.
"No," I shook my head. "I have no one to call. I haven't talked to my mom since I've been here and I really don't want to. And I definitely don't want to deal with that mess." I pointed to the laptop.
"Ok, then." She jumped from the bottom bunk's ledge. "I have something to tell you anyway." She took a seat on the couch and let the cushion curl around her again. "I found out the reason Tara left you at Turkey Point. She and Aden got into a fight last night before he went for that run on the beach. Tara was pissed because he never told her that he saw you last Sunday, when you first got here."
"I don't really care, Ava. It's none of my business."
"Don't you get it, though? He didn't tell her that you were here! What does that tell you?"
"That tells me that he couldn't give a shit that I'm here. He's barely said a word to me."
She shifted her body to face me. "I know him. He didn't tell her because he was either hiding it, or he didn't think of her enough to say something. Get it? Either way, it's bad for her."
"No, the other explanation is that he just forgot. It doesn't matter anyway because we fought today at the boardwalk. I'm sure he won't be volunteering there anymore, though I'm not sure why he was there to begin with."
"Trust me; there is no way he forgot you were here. And Pop is the one making him volunteer since he doesn't have a summer job. If he doesn't volunteer, he'll have to go home and work with Mom at our uncle's machine shop. She’s not coming down this weekend because they’ve been really busy. Alex works there too, mostly on weekdays," she added and took another sip of her drink. "So, Aden will definitely stay and volunteer. That reminds me of the other part I wanted to tell you. Right after the boardwalk today, Aden came back here and told me that Kyle made a delivery this morning."
"You know Kyle?"
"I don't really know him, but Alex and Aden do. They used to sneak over to the Manor a few years ago. Both of them got into some real trouble with Kyle. They were charged with petty theft and got off easy because they were minors. They haven't been to the Manor since. Aden told me it was important to 'let you know about Kyle'."
"Really, like I'm some nitwit girl who can't judge character for herself? At least Kyle was friendly enough to speak to me within minutes of seeing me, unlike the treatment I've gotten from Aden." My heart raced. I lied to Ava in order to feel strong. In reality, I'd been duped by many characters that I never even saw coming. One of which I didn't find out about until long after the duping: Owen. Yet I still resented Aden's idea to have his sister warn me about someone I'd just met, especially when he didn't even know me anymore.
"I guess I can see your point," she said, dropping her head. "But I know how much trouble they got in, so just pretend the info came from me, not him, okay?"
"Sure," I agreed, just to end the conversation. I didn't want her to see through me, and I was too proud to admit that Aden's warning might be justified after my recent criminal activities.
She set her drink on the kitchen's speckled countertop and the porch door opened behind her. My muscles jumped, startled by the thought of who was about to enter.
"Hey, Caly," Alex said from the porch. His shaved head was the same height as the main door, forcing him to duck under the frame for clearance. "You look comfy," he said with a smile. He took a couple of fast strides to the couch, flopped on the cushion next to me, and threw his arm over my shoulder. It wasn't strange to have his arm there, leaning across the back of my neck like a pillow of muscles; it was actually reassuring, like I belonged here, with them. "Have you wrangled up those friendly kids to play some flashlight tag?" he asked Ava.
She stuck her tongue out at him. "No. Maybe you'll have better luck. You have such a winning personality."
I loved listening to sibling taunts. It was something that I was never privy to, being an only child, though I remember having the same fondness for it early in life thanks to the summer battles between Alex and Aden. Alex was always the instigator. Some things never change.
"Thanks, sis. I know I'm a winner, but I'm not sure that even I could trick them into playing with you. They may run home crying once they see your mean mug," he said and stretched his legs out, propping his feet on the coffee table beside the laptop.
The porch door opened again and Aden walked in, wiping his bare feet on the throw rug.
"Where were you guys?" Ava asked Alex, hearing Aden come through the door.
Aden stopped short at the doorway when he saw me. I locked eyes with him for that moment, transfixed again. He was alone.
"We both went up to the boardwalk, since Wayne finally opened it tonight," Alex spoke first. His arm closed a little tighter around my shoulder and his hand came to a rest on my bare arm. "I dropped a couple of quarters into the classic Excitebike, but there was no one else around so we left. Truth is, I was looking for you." Alex squeezed me tighter. His smirk was almost comical in size, cheesy and overdramatic.
"Oh, whatever," Ava said, turning her attention inside the refrigerator door.
Aden looked away as soon as I glanced at him again. He slid a skewed dining chair back under the table and moved swiftly to the back of the cottage.
"I've got to go," I said, shrugging Alex's arm off me as I stood.
"What? I thought you were going to hang out tonight?" Ava said, pulling her head out of the fridge.
"What about flashlight tag?" Alex asked, reclining further into the sofa without my supporting weight beside him.
"Sorry, maybe tomorrow." I turned back as I spoke. Aden was sitting on the bottom twin bunk. He held a magazine open on his lap, flipping through its pages.
"All right. See you tomorrow then," Ava said. I closed the screen door gently and turned out to the darkness. "Nice work, guys," Ava's voice traveled out of the windows.
"What did I do?" Alex's voice followed hers.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 16 
 
I kept a low profile the following morning by staying indoors. The only part of beach I could see was what was visible through the screened porch, and it wasn't much. A few people walked through the sand, a few others set up camp near the water, but there weren't as many as I expected for a Saturday.
Pop Pop left the cottage after finishing a bowl of cereal and a cup of coffee. When he left, I realized that I'd forgotten my sketchbook at Ava's last night. I was fully prepared to walk over to her cottage and get it, but then I saw Aden out on his morning run so I changed my mind. The morning passed and Ava never stopped by. I figured she was babysitting, which was actually good for me. I was depressed and I didn't want her trying to cheer me up or attempting to drag me outside. I needed the morning to myself and I got it.
After watching The Breakfast Club in low-def, eating lunch, and sketching unsuccessfully on several paper towels, Ava showed up.
"Have you been inside all morning?" she asked, staring at my striped pajamas and ratty blonde hair.
"Sure have," I said, standing at the sink rinsing ink smudges from my fingers. "What have you been up to?"
She pinched a paper towel from the table between two fingers, avoiding my smeared self-portrait and its ink bleeds on the two-ply's imprinted chili peppers. "Dane's mom, Sarah, got called in for a breakfast shift at The Clam Shucker and asked me to watch him. Oh, and I have your sketchbook at my place still," she said.
"Good. I was hoping I wouldn't have to continue my artistic journey with a Bic and a roll of Bounty. I’m not sure ink on paper towel is the right media combination for me. Nice shirt by the way," I said, nodding to her shirt that read: Looking for a nose job? Inquire here. Inquire here was written inside a picture of a fist.
"Thanks, it’s new. I picked it for Tara. No pun intended. I hope she likes it." Her thin eyebrow rose into an evil arc.
"I was wondering about her nose." I finished rinsing my hands and leaned against the counter. "It seems to stick up a little more than it used to."
"Don’t just stand there. Go get your suit on. I’m not letting you waste your weekend inside. It’s getting hot and we’re going swimming," she said.
"I don’t think that’s a good idea, Ava."
"Why not? Do you have a better idea?"
"Stay here and relax?" I mumbled, knowing that I really didn’t want to stay indoors, but it was the easiest way to stay out of sight and out of trouble.
"Right. That sounds like a blast." She rolled her eyes. "I'll go and get your sketch book while you change." She walked out before I had a chance to argue. When she returned, she was prepared for an afternoon under the sun. Slung over her forearm, she carried a mesh beach tote stuffed with towels, water bottles, and sunscreen.
"Are we leaving the state?" I asked, eying the tote packed for a trip to Florida instead of a walk to the water.
"We're heading up the beach to layout in front of the boardwalk. Why?" she asked. "Oh," she said when I pointed at all of the stuff. "I like to be prepared, and I really don't want to sit in front of the cottages where I can be supervised by Pop. I'd rather him keep an eye on me from a half-mile away, and only after he finds his binoculars that I hid above the bathroom mirror."
"You're dragging me out in front of the boardwalk?"
"Sure. The volleyball net is there, it has less driftwood, and it's more spread out without any cottages blocking the view of the road. Those are the reasons why I like it."
"The last one is why I don't. I don't want to be in view," I said, pulling my plain gray shirt over my head, covering the crab bathing suit.
"Come on, the beach isn't even crowded.  Besides, you can't hide forever."
I dropped my head. She was right. I couldn't hide forever. I grabbed her sunscreen and smeared some on my face. "Do you have an umbrella in there, too? I'm still a little pink from the other day."
"No umbrella, sorry. But we can set up camp closer to the trees if you want."
About half of the cottages in the front row were now opened: shades rolled up, windows wide, and folding lawn chairs dug into the sand along the sidewalk―some with people relaxing in them, eating a late sandwich for lunch. Inner tubes of all colors lay inflated on the sand, ready for the next round of swimming. Crab nets and fishing poles leaned against cottage siding or cement steps, and five-gallon plastic buckets were filled with water by the doors to rinse any sandy feet about to enter. Kids ran wildly around us, kicking sand and tagging each other as we passed the last cottage along the front row.
We stepped off the sidewalk, onto the blazing sand. Suddenly, every step became more urgent as the tiny granules burned into the soles of our feet. We ran across the open stretch of beach, crossing the volleyball court and finding reprieve at a lone tree close to the water.  It had a few small bushes around its base and a picnic table beside it. The tree itself was barely big enough to climb, and it was thin, but it held enough leaves to shade the sand and cool our feet.
"This is one of my favorite spots," Ava said, removing her T-shirt and shorts.
"It used to be one of mine too," I said, recalling Aden's hands sliding over my shoulders, smearing lotion on me before bouts of volleyball with Tara and Alex. "I thought you were joking when you told me you had the same suit," I said, staring at the crab on her behind, identical to the one currently covering mine. Its image was enough to drag my nostalgic mind back to the present.
"I don't joke about gaudy clothing," she replied and began slathering sunscreen on her skin. "I take odd fashion very seriously."
"Ordinarily, I'd probably be embarrassed by us wearing the same suit, but in this case the suit itself is still more embarrassing. And, if we end up in a 'who wore it best' magazine comparison, you've got me beat." I followed her lead and spread on extra sunscreen after removing my cover-up clothes.
"You ready to go in?" she asked.
"I suppose so."
Beyond the bright orange marker buoys enclosing the swimming area, dozens of boats skimmed by, towing skiers and tubers along like fishing lures at the end of a wire. Farther away, barges and cargo ships appeared to float at idle, making slow progress on the way to the next port. The tide was high, dropping off to five feet in depth almost immediately after getting our ankles wet. Ava and I stayed close to shore. We treaded and dog-paddled as we watched the seagulls scuttle around the waterline, fighting over minnows. The same wild kids from the sidewalk were now down at the water's edge stalking the seagulls. One kid would run full speed at the flock, scaring them into flight. Then they'd wait for the nervous birds to resettle before the next kid took a turn.
"Don’t look now, but I think we’ve been spotted," Ava said, then sunk back under the water to eye level, holding her breath and scanning the beach like a submarine.
"Great," I replied, watching Lydia, Tara, and Aden walking on the beach toward us.
"Ava," Aden called out from the beach. He walked past the tree where Tara and Lydia stopped, observing our stuff. The clones each wore a floppy hat―one pink, one beige―to cover their pretty heads, and a towel slung over a shoulder, covering their string bikinis.
"Yeah?" Ava said to Aden when he got close enough to the water. "What?"
His bare feet pressed into the sand at the water's edge. One wave at a time crashed and climbed the small bank to his feet, gently rolling over his toes before retreating again. "Pop wanted me to tell you that dinner was going to be at five-thirty instead of six." His face was indifferent when his eyes found mine.
"Thanks," Ava said. "You should probably get back to your friends before they do something stupid," Ava said, watching Tara and Lydia move away from our towels. They stopped only twenty feet away and laid their towels on the sand.
Aden didn’t respond, he simply turned and walked back toward the girls.
"I think I want to go see the pier. I haven't been there yet, and this place is getting... crowded," I said.
Ava nodded in agreement and followed me out of the water. The air chilled my damp skin as I hurried to my beach towel. I glanced over at Aden and was shocked to meet his eyes. The girls were adjusting their towels for the best sunlight, and he was sitting directly on the sand with his board shorts, looking at me. He dropped his head when I grabbed my towel. Ava came up behind me, dripping water all over her towel before picking it up.
"Oh, look," Tara said, noticing that we were out of the water, "they match. How cute."  Her voice was louder than needed. It cleared the twenty-foot distance and traveled another mile for good measure. She and Lydia laughed.
"Let's go," Ava said to me, stuffing all of the items back into her tote. She threw her T-shirt on over her towel and pointed to it before she yelled at Tara, "Hey, Tara! Let me know when you need a new nose job. I can hook you up real cheap. Maybe even free."
Tara's mouth stiffened and she looked at Aden. If she was looking for help or reassurance, there wasn't any there. He kept his head down, looking at the sand in front of his feet. His mouth twitched with a small smile. Tara backhanded Aden's arm then looked back to us with a stiff glare.
It was best for me to keep my mouth shut, so I did. Ava and I turned and began the hot-sand jog to the pier. Aden's tiny smile resonated in my mind, as did the look in his eyes before I grabbed my towel. Ava and I passed the grouping of trees that separated the sand from the pier's road. The road was as bad as I remembered, not refinished like the entrance road behind the boardwalk. Large cracks and holes covered every inch, resembling a poorly fitted mosaic. My feet enjoyed the last shaded steps on wobbly pavement then I crossed onto the boarded side of the pier.
"You have to be careful of these boards," Ava said, stepping gingerly on the large planks. Some stuck up from the frame, no longer attached. Others sections sunk low, sitting just above the water level, waves pressing through their seams as each passed under.
I looked to the right. The tide engulfed the cement extension pier where Aden and I first kissed. The waves rolled over it with ease, flooding an inch above the surface. I knew the low tide would uncover it if I ever wanted to see it again, to reminisce on something that I had lost. Still, I wasn't sure I wanted that torture; I'd been dealing with enough already. I turned my attention back to the wooden planks. "The frame must be rotted out. These boards are worse than they were five years ago." I tiptoed on the solid areas and only stopped when we reached the cement portion at the far end of the pier.
"Hey!" A voice called from behind us. It was from the opposite side of the pier, behind the trees.
Ava and I moved around the end of the pier. Alex was walking the safer side. It was solid ground with years of compacted dirt, wide enough to drive a car on.
"I was up at the boardwalk having a tasty, microwavable personal pizza when I saw you chicks jogging over here. What's going on?" Alex said. The sun cast a glare on his tanned head, with hardly any hair to deflect its light. He smirked at my stare.
"Wayne has the dining room open? It's shocking that he still stocks that food. I hope he let you look at the expiration date on the package before heating it up," I said, smiling back.
"Clever, but what you don't know is that I eat these all of the time. He stocks them just for me."
"And the other five-year-olds with no sense of taste," Ava said.
Alex raised a handsome eyebrow at her and sucked some air through his teeth. "I don't have taste? I beg to differ, little sister." He threw an arm around each of us. "I like you two, don't I?"
"Well, you got me there," she replied and punched him in the ribs to escape his grasp. "Other people may consider that bad taste, though... speak of the deluded," she said, staring down the pier. Tara, Lydia, and Aden were on their way toward us.
"Really?" I muttered. "Can't a girl get a break?"
Alex cinched his arm tighter over my shoulder and gave me a quick look out of the corner of his eye before yelling, "Hey, brother! What are you up to? I haven't seen you all morning. It was almost like you were hiding in the cottage after your morning run. So glad you decided to come out."
Aden narrowed his eyes at Alex, glancing at me under his arm.
"Is that where you were all morning? I thought you had to go into town with Alex?" Tara said to Aden. She and Lydia stopped short of reaching us, veered toward the drop off of the pier's edge, and looked down at its rocky border that extended all the way back to the beach. Even at high tide most of the large boulders were visible. The waves sloshed against the crevasses and sprayed tiny mists of water into the air around them.
"Hi, Alex," Lydia said. She stared into his eyes, trying hard to ignore me under his arm like I was an unspeakable tumor or like he didn't have an arm at all, just a cut-off shoulder―a more acceptable fate than having me beside him. It was the "If I ignore her, she won't be real" look. I got that look from lots of girls during my two-week relationship with Owen.
"Hey." Alex nodded to her.
I didn't want anyone getting the wrong idea so I slipped out of Alex's chokehold and flitted back toward the other end of the pier. I'd take my chances with the rotten wood. Ava followed me. I walked around the cement blocks that no longer held the old gas pumps, and took a seat staring out to the water. The sun was on its way down and its rays grew more intense with the lower angles. The heat had already dried the bay water on my skin and replaced it with beads of sweat. I leaned over and wiped my forehead with the towel still fastened around my suit.
"Normally they are nowhere to be found, now they don't want to leave us alone. I don't get it," Ava said, taking a seat beside me.
"I do," I said, realizing this was another part of my punishment: to deal with an evil ex-friend who wants to torment the crap out of me.
"I guess I do, too. I'm sorry about all of this," she said, shaking her choppy black hair; the points fanned out then fell over, nearly dried from our short swim. "Do you want to get out of here?"
Unlike hers, my hair was still soaked. I ran a few fingers through it and had to wriggle them free from the tangled mess. "None of this is your fault. And, yeah, getting out of here is probably the best idea. I would hate to have to speak to her. I don't know if I could keep it together if I did."
It was a nice thought, to leave without any problems, but as we stood Tara's voice traveled around the corner.
"Going somewhere?" she said with Lydia behind her.
Aden and Alex were talking over by the rocky side of the pier. Their conversation looked serious, or at least serious enough that they hadn't noticed the girls leave the area.
"Yeah, so?" Ava hissed at her.
"I wanted to come get that free nose job, Ava." Tara stood by the cement edge, tempting us to engage. It was very tempting. I couldn't help but notice that all it would take was one good shove, or kick to the head, for her to end up in the water. There weren't any rocks on this side, lessening the chances of any physical marks and being sued by her lawyer dad, if he was still a layer. Somehow, I knew he was, especially with Tara's designer clothes and their fancy speedboat that transported me across the channel and left me to die of exposure.
"I bet you do," Ava said, her fourteen-year-old frame―as tall as me―stood even taller when she stiffened up.
"What about your skanky friend? Do you have something to say, crab? You just can't get over how things have changed down here, can you?"
My muscles started to shake, but I took a deep breath, reminding myself that she wouldn't start a fight. She didn't want the blame. "Things haven't changed much, actually. You're still judgmental and rude. It really bothers you that I'm back, doesn't it? That's why you're talking to me now, right? You're trying to keep me in check? Keeping your eye on me because you’re threatened? It always bothered you that I never cared how much money your dad made or how many pairs of shoes you owned. You are still the same, Tara, and I really don't care. You can keep your small pond, fishy. I don't plan on being here long anyway." I breathed out. All of my muscles relaxed at once like a large weight fell from my body.
Lydia stood next to Tara, shifting her weight and taking in a large gasp of air when I finished speaking. Tara’s dark eyes settled on mine, her lips parted without words. I guessed there hadn’t been many people honest or brave enough to talk to her that way recently.
"I just don’t like you, Caly. Truthfully, I never did. I thought your weirdness and dirty look was a phase, but I was wrong. You're a bottom feeder, crab. You always will be. Some of us are blessed, I suppose," Tara finally said, looking to her friend Lydia for confirmation. Of course, Lydia nodded like a good puppet.
"Dirty?" Ava scoffed. "That dirt is called hard work, something you’ve never had to do. I hope your rich dad cuts you off one day."
"Sure she’s working, because she is in trouble. That’s the only reason she is here. It's punishment for being a dirty street painter," Tara said.
It was then that I realized the guys were talking rather heatedly on the corner of the pier. My view was partially obstructed by the cement wall, but I saw Aden shove Alex, and Alex simply laughed.
"Your paintings probably suck as bad as the bathing suit you have on," Tara continued. "If you think it is artistic, then you need to change your hobby. Real paintings hang on walls. I have quite a few originals at home. I'm betting you have no clue about real art. You only know what times are the best to dodge the cops."
What are we eight again? Her criticism was weak at best. I was more interested in the guys’ conversation growing louder by the second. I stared blankly at Tara while I watched and listened to the argument occurring behind her.
"Just admit it, Alex," Aden said from around the corner.
"You admit it, Aden," Alex replied, laughing. His laugh was cut short with a loud thump. Then both Aden and Alex yelled as they fell over the pier's edge, out of view.
I ran at Tara and Lydia, ignoring their scared faces as I bounded past them, hustling to the pier's edge to see what had happened. The guys were gone. Ava came up seconds behind me, and Tara and Lydia appeared just after.
Alex was halfway in the water; his lower body submerged in the rocks. "I’m stuck. Aden went in beside me. He hasn’t come back up yet," he said, paddling his arms to the sides, above the water.
Tara looked around at Ava and Lydia for questions, or answers. I didn’t wait; I dropped my towel and jumped. I cleared the rocks with enough distance from Alex, and all I could do was hope that I wouldn't land on Aden below the waves. I didn't hit Aden or any rocks when I entered the water so I immediately started swishing my arms around, feeling my way through the murky water. After the second dive, I came back to the surface and saw Aden face down, a few feet away. I grabbed his arm and spun his body toward me. His head lifted with his hand covering his temple. He was breathing. He was okay.
"He’s alive!" Alex yelled sarcastically.
"What the hell happened?" Ava asked, staring down at us.
I was still holding Aden’s arm beneath the water. My grip wasn't tense or lax, it was steady, and he held his arm still, not pulling away from my grasp. Our legs stirred the water between us, keeping us from sinking below the waves. His face was close. When his eyes finally dove into mine, my heart jolted, my breath hitched, and my body went numb with heat.
"We had some words," Alex grunted as he tugged at his leg. "Now can someone help me out of this crack before I get swallowed by a catfish?"
Aden kept his hand on the side of his head and I finally let go of his arm, backing away slowly. Ava stepped carefully down to the rocks and I climbed up, meeting halfway to help Alex. It only took a minute to pry Alex’s leg out. A few scratches bloodied the side of his calf, but their depth wasn't serious enough for stitches. Aden didn’t bother climbing up the rocks. He swam along the pier’s edge and walked onto shore. Tara and Lydia scampered down the road to meet him.
"I’m going to go out on a limb and say that this wasn’t a successful prank," I told Alex when we got back on the pier. I picked up my towel and dusted traces of grass off before wrapping it around my body.
"It wasn't a prank. It was a nudge, of sorts." He smiled. "And maybe it wasn't successful, but I wouldn't call it unsuccessful, either." 
"You pushed him? Over this side of the pier?" Ava smacked Alex's arm.
"Ow! No," Alex said to Ava, trying to rub away the sting on his bicep. "He pushed me, I grabbed him for balance, and then we both fell." He looked at me again with a devilish smirk. "You got to Aden quick, Caly. You're like a hot lifeguard. I wish I would have been drowning out there," he said.
"Oh, shut up!" I replied and looked down the beach at the three shrinking figures walking along the sand.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 17
 
"Shh," Ava whispered, her face lost in the darkness of a new moon. Boat lights twinkled beyond her head, skimming far out on the water. "I'm glad that you agreed to come out and play tonight, but you're breathing too loud."
The sand rubbed roughly against my arms as I shifted my weight, careful not to lift my head too high. I didn't want to knock it on the bottom of the picnic bench that concealed us. I folded my legs under my stomach, positioning myself to run if the need arose. "But I can't help it. I need to breathe," I said. My face hovered inches from the sand and my heavy breaths spread the granules out like a crater, escaping the center point of impact. I peeked out from the side of the table for a view of the playing field. To the left, the boardwalk had less than half of its roll-up doors opened. Light spilled from those doorways, shedding a mild sheen onto the pitch-black beach. To my immediate right, Ava's body lay low beside me, rooted into the sand like she'd just tagged a store front and was waiting for the sirens to disappear. Somewhere in the middle of the field, little six-year-old Dane was armed with a flashlight, ready to push the trigger and unleash its LED death ray.
"I know you have to breathe, but do you need to do it so loudly? I'm not hiding with you next time. You're a dead giveaway," she whispered as she propped her feet beneath her skinny legs, keeping her body crouched low.
I pressed my toes and fingers into the sand and took a deep breath, inhaling the insect spray that coated every inch of my body. I gagged and wondered if the mosquitoes were quietly laughing at me for using so much repellant. "I'm sorry. It's been a while since I played flashlight tag, and I've never been a good runner."
We fell silent again. My breathing slowed, allowing the music from the old, record-playing jukebox to tumble into my ears. The song melody returned to me like an old friend, and I found myself humming as soft footsteps crunched near the table.
Dane turned the corner of a nearby picnic table and shone the flashlight in our direction. Ava scattered faster than a cockroach. I tripped climbing over the seat portion of the table and scrambled on the ground. Dane strolled over and shone the light in my eyes. "You’re It, Caly," his little voice squeaked down at me. He turned off the flashlight, letting the light from the boardwalk take over, glowing behind his baby mohawk. He handed me the flashlight. "Caly’s It!" he yelled and ran away. The other players Ava was able to gather for a game without scaring them away―most under age ten―climbed out of their hiding spots and gathered in the clearing of open beach.
Ava's darkened figure jumped out of a tree and hurried over. "You’re up. Remember, you have to count a full two minutes by the jukebox. Anyone who beats you there is on base. And no cheating," she said.
"Right," I replied, watching her vanish out into the playing field.
The jukebox was loud enough to drown out the skirmishes, sand dives, and giggles occurring outside as the kids hid. I searched the song selection and confirmed that the entire playlist was the same. The songs stirred up more memories. Some of them were of flashlight tag. Others were activities created from elements, like constructing dams in the sand to capture excess rainwater flowing from the boardwalk on an exit path to the bay. But most of the memories were tied to this very spot on the boardwalk, sitting on the old, wooden bench along the wall, where the music brought us all together in our shared boredom. The bench was adorned with scars, words, initials, and scribbles. Some done in ink and some dug in with a knife. I sat lightly on it, worried I might collapse the shaky legs. I slid my fingers along the far corner, finding the letters that Aden had etched that last year we were together: A+C 4ever.
A few kids entered the door behind me, jingling change in their pockets. They walked the length of the boardwalk to the game room and put their change into one of the only working games. Next to them, the storage room's curtain was back in place to prevent curious kids from wandering in and potentially falling through the gaps I'd left in the floor.
Alex rounded the corner of the game room and noticed me. "Hey, I was looking for you!" he said loudly, strutting past the cashier window and down the extensive hall. A pair of khaki shorts sat low on his waist; the bottom hem covered a portion of the fresh scrapes on his right leg. Up top, a loose button-down shirt moved freely over a form-fitting tank as he walked. He looked like a relaxed magazine model: thuggish preppy. When he was almost to me, Aden turned the same corner by the game room. He was also wearing khakis, but he coupled them with a crisp white polo that I couldn't take my eyes from.
"Hey," Alex yelled to outdo the volume of the jukebox.
"Hey, yourself. You look good, and so does your leg," I replied, stealing glances down the boardwalk at Aden.
His eyes examined my body. "Thanks. I'd say the same, but..." he trailed off and smirked, pointing at the sand clinging to my T-shirt and jeans.
I dusted the front of my body. "Right. We've got a mean game of tag going on," I said, shaking the flashlight. "Actually, I've got to get out there because I'm It and a mob of kids may riot if I don't go find them soon. Did you want to play or are you going somewhere?" I walked toward the door and he followed. I could still see Aden leaning against the cashier window, now joined by Tara and Lydia. The girls were wearing pastel summer dresses, too nice for this place.
"No, I'm not going anywhere." Alex smiled and looked up the boardwalk, catching Aden's eye. He turned back to me. "So, you're It? Maybe I can help you out. Are you still a lousy runner?"
"Yes." I laughed then glanced up the boardwalk again. Aden's head was down as if he was interested in what was in his hands, but slanted toward us. The girls were gone again.
"Well then," Alex said, staring out into the dark, "I think I can help you catch a few rioters. I'll go up this way." He pointed up the boardwalk. "You stick to the middle and look for my signals."
"Okay."
The sand wasn't as stealthy as I wanted it to be; it shuffled and crunched under each foot. Heel to toe, heel to toe. My footsteps were noisy, not as sneaky as little Dane's. I scanned the darkness, flashlight at the ready like a nervous rent-a-cop. There was no movement for a minute until I saw long arms on a tall figure, waving. The soft light from the boardwalk was enough to tell me it was Alex. I hurried over, trotting toes first to cut the sound.
"What's up?" I whispered, close to him.
"I just wanted to see you run," he whispered back. "I like how your arms flail to the sides, like you're swatting mosquitoes. I should try that actually. I've been used as a blood bank far too much this season."
"Alex," I mouthed irritably and smacked him in the arm with the flashlight.
"Joking." He pointed to the second closest tree with a picnic bench beneath it. "Ava's in that tree. I figured your best chance to get her was while she’s still in it."
"Thanks," I said and crept under the tree. Her hands were what revealed her. They were a noticeable smooth break along the rough bark of a branch, wrapped midway up. The rest of her body lay on the top of the branch, invisible from the ground below. The bench creaked under my weight and her hands flinched. I attempted to jump up as she crossed to a different branch on the other side of the tree. I leapt off the bench, swinging around the tree faster than she could get down, and shone the flashlight at her face. "Got you Ava! Ava's It!" I yelled over my shoulder.
She snatched the flashlight from my hand. "I will take it as a compliment that you cheated," she said, then stared at Alex. "You better not hide in your favorite place, Alex. I will find you." Her eyes bored into him like only a sibling's could.
Alex laughed. "Your foot has a better chance finding the gum I spit onto the beach earlier today."
"Yuck," Ava said with a scrunched face. "We'll see. Okay, everyone. I'm It!" She took off toward the jukebox and all the kids that had emerged seconds before, scrambled. Some ran back to where they were before, others turned in circles, deciding which direction to aim their feet. Alex took off toward the pier and I sprinted at my turtle pace toward the water. Like the circle kids, I had little direction. When I got to the water, the only place to hide was by the lone tree where Ava and I swam earlier. It was the point within the boundaries that stuck out as badly as my painting on Honey Muffin's wall. It was also the farthest spot from base. I had to hope Ava wouldn't search the most obvious place first since I had no shot at beating her in a foot race.
I ducked around the picnic table and lay behind the bushes at the base of the tree. My heart pounded and my breath was heavy once again. I forced myself to inhale slowly, knowing that Ava would certainly use her ears to locate my maladjusted lungs. My fingers spread the bush's twigs apart for a clearer view. Ava paced near the jukebox, bouncing to the music's beat between steps. Rustling noises caught my ear. Kids must be changing hiding places at the last minute, I thought. It was allowed in the game, but was always a gamble. More shuffling. Closer and closer.
Ava continued pacing. Sand scuffed beside me then a body slid into mine. Something jabbed my ribs, possibly an elbow. The dark made it nearly impossible to see who had invaded my hiding spot, but when I let out a grunt from the rib hit the outline of a face came into focus.
"Sorry," Aden said. "I didn’t realize anyone was here."
I inhaled again, forcing myself to push away the ache in my side. "It’s okay," I sighed.
His face turned to me. "Caly?"
"Yeah," I replied, noticing now that our bodies were touching. I could feel him breathing. His breaths were calm and fluid like the placid bay waves behind us, resonating in my ears. He had the breaths of a true runner, adapted to heavy cardio training and completely at ease. I, on the other hand, held my breath to keep from hyperventilating.
"I am so sorry. Are you hurt?" he asked, turning slightly to face me.
I watched Ava leave the boardwalk. "No, I’m fine," I exhaled. "What are you doing here?"
"Playing flashlight tag," he whispered. He extended his arms in front of his body, mirroring mine, in order to pry the bushes apart. We watched as Ava left the boardwalk and disappeared from view. Our bodies were still touching. His warmth spread over me no matter how much I tried to stop it.
"Yeah, but, weren’t you going somewhere? You look a little too nice to dig in the sand."
The outline of his lips formed a smile. "I look nice? Was that a compliment?" His voice carried softly to me along with the smell of his breath: sweet peppermint.
"Yes," I answered flatly. This was torture, being beside him, this close. Agony. I longed to be closer still, and I couldn’t stop those feelings from seizing my mind or my heart. But I couldn't let this conversation get serious. I just couldn't. "Sure it was a compliment. You look fantastic in your preppy khakis and ultra-white polo. Though I am hoping the shirt isn't a liability. Your sister could follow its residual glow and track you here."
His smile doubled and he let out a breathy chuckle. It resembled the laugh that I knew once, one that I had heard a million times, only now it was deeper. "Maybe I should go then? I would hate for you to get caught with your slow legs."
I gasped. "Ouch. I take it you’ve been watching me on my morning runs. I’ll admit there’s room for improvement."
"Oh, she can joke," he whispered. We paused for a moment, listening to more movements in the sand not far away. "Does that mean you’ve been watching me on my morning runs?"
I bit my lip and hoped he didn’t see. "I’m a little jealous, actually. Running like that could have really helped me avoid some recent... pain." I wasn't sure how much he knew about the reasons involving my beach banishment. I could assume that he knew everything, especially since the eavesdropping Pop Clark was his great-grandfather but also because Tara seemed well informed. And they are a couple so, naturally, they talk. Nevertheless, even if he already knew it all, he had no idea that any physical pain of my beach punishment would be no comparison to this moment, this pain that coursed through my heart with every word he spoke.
He took another breath. His ribs pushed against the hollow of my side. "You shouldn't be too jealous. I heard that you moved pretty fast up at the pier today. You're lucky you didn't feel any pain from that. You could've gotten hurt jumping into the rocks." His voice was as calm as his breath. He moved his hand up to the side of his head, rubbing a small scratch from his fall on the rocks.
My heart wasn’t as calm as his voice. It pulsed in my ears and beat up to my throat. Surely he could hear it, or, at the very least, feel it pounding through the minimal fiber of clothing that separated our skin. "That kind of speed is different. And you're one to talk! You guys shouldn't have been messing around over there. That really scared me. Us, it really scared us," I said, trying to cover up my slip.
His face turned to me and I was not strong enough to hide my eyes from him, even though I knew this situation could only end in more pain. I wanted badly to see every line, every detail held hostage by the dark. Maybe I'd see what my ears thought they heard. Concern. Fear. Love. Emotions are tricky things. Maybe I'd heard only what I wanted to, like I'd done numerous times in the past. He pulled in a breath, his ribs pushing on mine again, this time holding the air in. "Caly," he whispered, but his voice was interrupted by footsteps in the sand.
Those feet stepped between our legs. "Hey, guys," Alex's husky voice whispered above our ears. Aden's body shifted away from mine leaving a void that Alex's long torso squeezed into. "Ava almost got me under the fallen tree up there, but my ninja stealth prevailed. How's it going, Caly?"
"Um, good," I said. The whole thing felt awkward, but I didn't want to let that on to Alex. "Did Ava follow you? If she did, I'm not above tripping you to save myself." I tried to glance around him to meet Aden's gaze again, but I couldn't see past Alex's big head.
More shuffling movements in the sand came from the front of the tree. "There is no saving any of you!"Ava shouted. The guys stood faster than I could even flinch. Ava swept the ray across the air toward me but Aden stepped in front of the light. "ADEN!" Ava screamed. "Aden's It! It's been a long time since I've been able to say that," she said and broke into what resembled a touchdown dance with the light in hand, creating a strobe effect through the air.
Alex stopped short, already yards away, and turned around. "What?" he asked, walking back to us as Ava continued her celebration. Aden grabbed the flashlight from Ava mid-swing and pointed it to the ground. I stared at him. The light's radial glow was bright enough to see a subtle draw in the corner of his lips. "What's wrong track star?" Alex said. "A late start is a bit off your game. Not feeling very well tonight?"
Aden pointed the light in Alex's eyes, forcing Alex to block the glare with his hands. Aden looked at me with a smirk. "Actually, I'm feeling pretty good."
"Aden!" Tara's strident voice emerged from the boardwalk's doors and bounced through all of the silhouetted kids on the beach, like an irritating sonic boom. "We've got a reservation!"
Aden looked toward the source then handed the flashlight back to Ava. "Sorry," he said, brushing the sand from the front of his white shirt. It was dark, but I could still see the dirt smears on the front. He turned back to Alex and me and said, "Maybe we can pick this up another night." Then he broke into a run. He reappeared under the lights of the boardwalk briefly before he was gone for good.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 18
 
The game lasted until the kids disappeared, dragging their filthy feet back to their cottages for curfew. Alex, Ava and I hung out at the boardwalk until Wayne Lane conned us into helping him close all of the doors, locking up for the night. When he said he'd compensate us, we thought he'd hand us a few small bills, not left-over pocket lint and a quarter each pulled from the pocket of his worn pants.
After we left the boardwalk, we went back to the log benches in front of our cottages. Tonight was Pop Pop's last night hosting the poker game, and I could tell by the slurred gossip floating through the windows that some people had consumed a few too many beers. Alex, Ava and I sat and talked, mostly about school and work. Nothing about Aden, though he was still on my mind. I was left confused by the events of the night. All of my disconnected thoughts kept recycling before I fell asleep.
The poker players left after midnight, and Pop Pop was still asleep when I woke in the morning. The kitchen was a mess: beer bottles stacked in the sink, pennies on the floor, half-full snack bowls left on the table, and Pop Clark's false teeth hanging from the side of an empty glass. Pop Pop was spread out on his twin bed, a leg hanging over the edge, mouth wide open, and snoring like his Eldorado's engine at idle. I skipped my morning chores so I wouldn't disturb him, left a note, and snuck out of the cottage with my duffel bag full of dirty clothes. At seven in the morning, I knew that Wayne would have the boardwalk's back roll-up door open, but I could only hope that no one else was awake this early... especially for an early run.
I hated myself for allowing Aden to conquer my thoughts. I couldn't stop the invasion and I couldn't concentrate on anything else. I hated myself even more when I stared out at the beach, my mind caving, vulnerable, now hoping that he would run past on my way to the boardwalk. Instead, I saw a trespassing boat drop anchor inside the swim area. Its owner came ashore long enough for his cocker spaniel to take a dump in the sand. I felt that the scene was a proper depiction of this place. In a way, I wished leaving shit behind was as easy as getting back in a boat for me. But it wasn't. I couldn't get away. All I could wish for was a way to clear it all from my head, and for the will power to think rationally because of the bottom line: Aden was involved with Tara. I couldn't expect that his cordial behavior was anything more. I should just be happy that he was being friendly since initially I was worried that he hated me as badly as Tara does. Yet, somehow, I knew I'd be better off if he did hate me. It would make it that much easier to disassociate myself in the end.
I ducked under the half-opened roll-up door and saw Wayne Lane behind the counter through the dining area's dingy screens. The aroma of cheap coffee drowned out the boardwalk's usual morning musty smell.
"What are you doing here so early? It isn't even Monday," he grumbled with a mug held up to his half-shaven face.
I pointed to the duffel over my shoulder. "Laundry day. The machines still work, right?"
"Yes. A quarter apiece," he said and took a sip from his cup.
"It's a good thing I made that quarter last night," I said, with an ironic grin.
"If you want more, there are a few under the window out front." He pointed toward the cashier window and laughed about his longstanding prank. His beard shook hard enough that I thought the brittle hair might break off his face and land in his cup, ending his shaving conflict for good. But no such luck.
"Oh, right. The super-glued quarters. I've become pretty proficient with a crowbar. Don't tempt me," I said and kept walking. To my surprise, he continued to laugh at my humor with a maniacal pitch that followed me down the hall. The old grouch must have some life left yet.
Without washers and dryers in the cottages, most people did their laundry at home during the week, but since I was stuck here for the remainder of the summer I'd have to spend the morning with the coin operated machines stashed in another, less-traveled section of the boardwalk. I turned left before I got to the jukebox and navigated the dark, segmented hallway. When I entered the laundry room, two washers and a single, industrial-sized dryer stood side by side against the right wall, dominating the small room with their massive size. A double-sided utility sink took up most of the room's length with a grimy, multi-pane window of the same size above its backsplash. A long counter to the left was the only other fixture. I threw my bag onto its yellowed surface and separated loads. After tossing my clothes in, I inserted a quarter into each of the old washers and they rumbled to life. Their cry was equivalent to twenty newer models filled with bricks.
There were no chairs. Patrons unlucky enough to launder here probably had better things to do than to sit in a cramped room and wait for their loads to finish. Not me. I needed time to clear my head without being found, and this was the perfect spot to do it. I pulled out my sketchbook and hopped on the counter top, taking a seat beside the container of soap.  The monotonous washer lulled me into a zone. I lined out a few pieces that had the potential of covering the side of Honey Muffin’s wall after Mom had her pin-up image whitewashed away. It wasn’t long before I had to switch the two loads to the dryer.
"Hey," a voice said, making me jump and scream like I was the first kill in a horror flick. I chucked my wadded-up delicates into the air and prepared to run.
"Sorry," Aden said when I spun around. A laundry basket was tucked under one of his arms and my black-and-blue-checked bra was hanging from the side of his head. He pulled one of the bra's straps with his free hand, inspecting what had landed on him.
Oh, God, kill me now.
He extended the bra in front of him, handing it back to me with a tiny grin. "I didn’t mean to scare you. I guess it's too easy to sneak up on someone back here." I was glad he chose to ignore the multitude of jokes that he could have assaulted me with while brandishing my bra. Alex would have, with much enthusiasm.
Aden's couth still couldn't numb my embarrassment. I dropped to the floor, grabbed all the items I had thrown, and shoveled them into the dryer, hoping he wouldn’t see another bra. Before I could finish he started to help, retrieving the few items in front of his feet. "It’s okay," I said taking another bunch, mostly socks, from his hand. "Thanks." I finished loading the single dryer with both loads―it was large enough to fit four―taking my time changing the settings and starting the machine to keep my red face pointed away from him.
"I guess we both had the same idea this morning," he said.
I set the timer and the dryer roared to life. When I turned again, I was relieved that his back was to me, sorting his own items. "Yeah," I said automatically, staring at the lines of his back: the way his T-shirt pressed on his arms while he spread his clothes on the counter, the slope of his shoulders, and the tapered transition from his upper back down the curve of his spine. I wanted to draw those lines. I wanted to feel those lines.
My book lay open beside him. His head tipped toward it, glancing at the new sketches resting on top. "Those are really good, Caly." He finished sorting and turned with his arms full of clothes.
I stepped to the side giving him room to pass. "Thanks." I grabbed the book and leaned against the farthest spot of the counter.
When he finished loading it, the washer joined the dryer in killing the room's silence. The noise was tolerable and it kept the lack of words from becoming uncomfortable and unbearable. I picked up my pencil and placed the tip where I’d left off on the last sketch―shading a honey dipper above my mom’s head.
Aden placed his soap back into his laundry basket. He slid the basket aside and jumped up on the counter. "Thanks for being so nice to Ava," he said, staring out of the window.
"It’s not exactly a chore," I replied and continued sketching so I wouldn’t meet his eyes. I wondered how long he planned to stay inside the cramped room with me. "She’s a great girl. A lot different than when she was younger."
"She’s changed for sure. She’s a little rough when she first meets new people. That’s why she doesn’t have many friends. People tend to react harshly to her. I’ve been trying to help her out with that." He rocked his feet back and forth as they dangled from the counter’s edge.
I looked at him now, curious. "You’re trying to help her get friends?"
"Well, not exactly. I’m trying to get her ready for the Hell that is high school."
I laughed. "Don’t you run track? How is high school hell for you?"
He smiled at my patronizing tone. "High school's supposed to be easy for me?" he asked seriously. His eyes locked with mine, relaxed and cool.
"I’m just assuming. Most of the popular kids that I've attended school with have had it a little easier. Isn’t that what you meant by ‘getting her ready,’ like teaching her how to be social?" I hated to think that he pressured her like my mom did to me.
He shook his head. Strands of hair tussled gently around his brows. "No. I don’t want her to change to make other people happy. She is who she is and I love her for that. The only thing I’ve tried to help her with is the ability to let people's insults slide off her back. She has a habit of letting things in even though she puts up a good front."
"Oh," I replied. "I wouldn’t have guessed with the way she acts."
"She’s very convincing. She adopted that trait a few years ago, after Dad died." He stared at his hands in his lap.
"I'm really sorry for your loss," I said, mechanically. I wanted to say something better, more sympathetic, but I couldn't find the right words.
"Thanks." He looked out of the window again. "So, that's basically Ava's story. Things bother her more than she lets on. What about you, Caly? I'm guessing you aren’t a part of the
'In' crowd at your school, by your stereotypical comments."
"Stereotypical? That's a good word, actually. There are reasons traits become stereotypes. Popularity seems to come with an automatic pompous attitude. I'd give an example, but I wouldn't want to offend." I tossed my book onto the counter and took a seat next to it. This conversation was getting personal and I wouldn't back down, especially when it indirectly involved his stereotypical girlfriend.
He tilted his head to look at me. "Not everyone is the same, you know? Some people may surprise you."
"I'm just going with the odds. Any time I've bet the other way, I've lost. I'm not trying to sound bitter; it is what it is."
The soft morning sun finally peeked over the eastern trees and split through the multi-paned window. Slices of its rays brightened the subdued laundry room. Some fell on Aden's chest as he leaned forward on the counter. Patterns, varying from squares to stretched diamonds, imprinted their warmth on his plain gray tee. Others settled higher around his lips, which he licked before saying, "You're right. I'm sure the odds are fairly accurate. But what if a person is involved in a group or they hang out with an individual with a known behavior, would that give them the same title automatically? Like if I was to risk the odds and hang out with a known delinquent, would that mean I would automatically be involved in their same crimes, or become a delinquent myself?"
"So I'm a delinquent?" I smirked. This was confirmation that he knew as much as everyone else at the beach. "I would hate for you to be ostracized for speaking to me, so why risk it?"
"I don't agree with guilt by association. Besides, you're as much of a delinquent as I am popular. I run track. It's something that I'm good at. Some people know me, some don't, but I definitely don't think I'm better than anyone because of it." His eyes fell back to his feet, swinging them back and forth again.
"You could be an exception, I suppose," I said. "It's hard to tell, though. I've met some really good liars; liars who are only in it for themselves in one way or another." Liars who want laptops, I thought, noting that I actually was still bitter about my relationship with Owen.
"Honesty is a hard quality to find."
"It shouldn't be," I said, looking into my sketchbook.
"This has been the most honest conversation I've had in a while. And for some reason that doesn't surprise me. You were always honest."
I could feel his eyes on me again, searching me, though I refused to look. "I don't pretend to be someone I'm not. That could be the reason why I've lost some friends and avoided new ones. I was never willing to blend in just for the sake of feeling accepted." I wasn't sure why I was telling him all of this. It seemed to flow from my mouth effortlessly, spilling the last five years of my life with a few simple words.
"I wouldn't cheapen that," he said. "You should be proud that you haven't sacrificed your personality or your flaws. It's what makes you unique."
"You should tell my mom that one. She force-feeds me social interaction. She wonders why I'm not the normal teen, she's never happy with me, and she loathes that I've taken what she considers 'a criminal path.' I’m just thankful her old popularity was never brought on by pageants. I couldn’t handle this pressure if I was forced to wear a gown," I said with a smirk, attempting to pull the conversation out of the negative hole I'd dug.
He smirked too; his teeth teased the air, hinting they might reveal themselves with a full smile. "I can imagine. My mom isn't trophy worthy, either, especially when it comes to Ava. She doesn’t bother with Alex and me too much. Alex pretty much does his own thing. He still lives at home while he goes to school part-time and works. I stay busy with meets that my mom stresses out about, but she knows my dad wanted me to continue so she lets me do what I need to. Ava, though, she's dealing with issues similar to yours. My mom likes to rag on her all the time, but it's only because Ava is around her more."
"Ava knows that's a reason you stay here during the summer, to play ref between them. She sounded almost proud of you when she told me," I said.
Now he did smile, and tilted his body to face me. "She trusts you." He got silent again, dropping his smile. His eyes fell also to the empty part of counter between us. "Is it true you’ll be here the rest of the summer?"
"That’s the plan." I didn’t want to say the word punishment. He already knew the reason I was here. I didn't need to stress that it was all against my will, or at least that it had started that way.
"I don’t want her to get hurt. She’s been through a lot and I…" He stopped suddenly and turned his face toward the window.
I looked too, in time to see Tara’s streaked hair float by, heading toward the back entrance of the boardwalk. There was a chance that, through the dirty windows and at her distance, she didn't see us, but I still felt like a trapped rat. "I don’t think it would be good for her to come back here."
"No, probably not," he said and jumped off the counter, heading toward the door-less entryway. He stopped and glanced back at the dryer, then over to me. "You're going to be here for a little while, right?"
"Sure."
He disappeared into the hallway and I slid off the counter, curiosity getting the better of me. I leaned against the wall with my ear pointed into the darkened hallway.
"Hey, baby," Tara's low voice carried. I strained my ears to hear anything else, but there was no more. A pang of jealousy swept through me out of nowhere, blinding my eyes with pictures of Aden holding her, kissing her stiff lips, and bowing to her stuck-up demands. After our conversation about popularity and association, I was left feeling even more confused by their relationship. They seemed wrong. The only thing they seemed to have in common was good looks and that only went so far. Her ugly inside was far more potent than her fake nails and highlights.  But, I wasn't the one dating her. For all I knew she could be the sweetest girlfriend ever. One who listens to his words, accepts his flaws, and cherishes both. That pang of jealousy wouldn't let me consider any more niceties. It was too difficult to think of her in a positive light after she deserted me and called me a bottom-feeder crab.
I hopped back onto the countertop in the far corner of the room and plucked up my sketchpad. I attempted more shading until I saw Aden and Tara's backs, walking away from the boardwalk. He had both hands in his pockets, elbows swaying loosely with each step. When they rounded the corner, almost out of view, he glanced back.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 19
 
Aden wasn't back when the dryer finished its unforgiving scorch cycle. I thought about it, but decided not to waste my own quarters switching his laundry. I was sure he'd be back later to do his own and I wasn't about to wait for him either. That would put me at risk of seeing Tara. So I tramped back to the cottage and unloaded my clean―and rigid enough to hammer nails with―clothes. Pop Pop was already gone, and he'd cleaned up last night's poker mess. I completed my daily chore anyway, sweeping up the trace amount of sand that had dropped from my own feet on the way in. Soon after, I heard a couple of cars pass behind the cottage's rear window. People were leaving before lunch to beat the Sunday traffic. It was hard to believe I arrived a week ago. It felt longer with all of the manual labor and unexpected emotional strife that came trailing along with this punishment.
I made myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and sat on the porch. A fresh breeze blew in from the water, which pleasantly lacked the smell of decayed fish. It circulated in the porch and traveled far enough through the stuffy cottage to waft away any lingering odors sticking around from the uninhabited winter months. It was the same kind of breeze from past summer days when I'd spend hours in the water, refusing to get out because the air was too chilly to leave the warmth of the bay. When I would finally emerge, the goose bumps charged over my body as the air pricked every droplet of water on my skin before I could wrap myself into the comfort of a towel cocoon.
I stayed on the porch for a while, uninterrupted, contemplating past events as well as what had taken place last night and this morning. I wasn't sure what to think about Aden. He seemed as genuine as he used to be, but that wasn't what mattered. The fact remained that he was involved with someone. It didn't matter that I despised her; it didn't matter that we were once friends. What mattered was they were together.  Yet here I sat, thinking about him in a way that I shouldn't, remembering a time when he and I were together.
Another engine revved behind the cottage. This one didn't continue down the road like the others had, it simply cut off and it was soon followed by noisy footsteps grinding down the alley. "How's it going, stranger?" Alex's voice flooded into the side screen. I could see his lengthy upper torso in the window from my seated position. He smiled and threw his hands above his head on the screen. His face pressed close, smashing his nose and forehead into the tiny wire meshing, squeezing little squares into his flesh.
"Hi. Would you mind easing up on the screen? I know your ego-inflated head outweighs the average eight pounds so I think you're maxing out the amount of pressure that brittle frame can handle," I said, smiling.
"Ego-inflated?" he said, pulling his hands off the screen and leaning back. He took a quick look toward the road behind the cottage then walked around the front to the door. "I guess I can't really argue with that. I am pretty special." As he finished his words, Aden walked up the alley from the back road with a laundry basket full of folded clothes.
"I never said the word special," I replied, catching a sideways glance from Aden as he passed the window screen, which was now slightly bowed in from Alex's impression. I stood up and walked to the door. Alex kept his place on the second step and was eye level with me while I stood in the porch.
"Sure you did, or maybe you were thinking it. I never told anyone this, but I can read girls' minds. I can always tell what they are thinking." He pressed his hands against the screen door's metal frame and shifted his face closer to the meshing.
"Always?"
"Always," he said with a sultry voice that I envied. I wanted its female version. A voice that sultry could land me my old dream job of narrating movie trailers. In this conversation, however, and with his over-exaggerated facial expressions, Alex’s voice was more suited for the slap-stick comedy genre, not my desired action/drama.
Aden disappeared for a moment. When he returned, he had replaced the laundry basket with a couple of plastic shopping bags. He stared at Alex and me from the sidewalk.
"I'd ask you to prove it, but I know you'd be wrong anyway," I said and poked Alex's forehead through the screen.
Alex backed away from the door. "Oh, Caly, you don't know what you do to me. I wish I could stay here all week, but I've got a job," he said, throwing a brief look toward Aden before returning his chestnut eyes to me. "You better be here when I get back on Friday."
His flirting was unrestrained. I was sure that all his other girls unhinged when they got this amount of attention from him and I couldn't blame them. It was hard for me to keep from blushing even if it was corny and somewhat theatrical. "You know I'll be here," I said with a smile.
"Alex," Aden said from the sidewalk, not stepping any closer to the cottage. "Pop said this is your grocery list for next week." He lifted the bags in the air. They contained empty product containers like cereal, sunscreen, and laundry soap.
Alex jumped down from the steps and grabbed the bags from Aden. "I thought they were making you go to the store sometime this week." His hands fished through the bags while he spoke.
Aden looked at me while Alex was preoccupied with the bags. He pushed his hands into the pockets of his dark khakis and smiled softly with his eyes more than his lips. "They still want me to go, but the market here doesn't stock this stuff. Mom normally buys them at home. So, it's your job to bring them down on Friday," he said, turning his focus back to Alex. "Did you go say bye to Ava?"
"Yeah, she was playing with Dane over by his place. I still have to grab a couple more things from the cottage," Alex replied, and then he turned back to me. "I'll see you Friday." He winked.
"Bye, Alex. Have a good week," I said, swinging my arm up in a dramatic wave for his amusement.
They walked to their cottage, neither one turned around again. I stayed on the porch for a while longer content with the peacefulness of the emptying beach. The weekend was ending and most people would be gone by tonight, taking all the excess noise with them, leaving folded lawn chairs, closed beach umbrellas, and dropped shades in their absence. It would soon become a ghost beach again for another work-week.
A while later, Pop Pop came home, carrying a large plastic bag with à la carte boxes inside. "I hope you like Chinese," he said, setting the bag on the table and tossing his car keys alongside.
"Of course! I had no idea there even was a Chinese restaurant nearby. Have you been in town all day?" I asked, gathering up two dinner plates from the cupboard and spooning fried rice on to mine.
His face looked drawn. The bags below his eyes sunk deep into his cheekbones, and his lids yielded like loose tie backs around heavy draperies. "The restaurant is on the opposite end of town, and Elma and I have been yard-sale hopping all day. I swear that woman never stops. She says, 'I'll stop when I'm dead,' but if I didn't stop, I would drop dead," he said with a sigh. "Last night was fun, though it hit me pretty hard this morning. I think the first poker night over at the Clark's will be an early one for me."
I couldn't believe that I hadn't realized he and Elma were together: an item. All of the time he spent away from the cottage instantly made sense. He never mentioned being out with the guys at all, except once earlier in the week when he helped Vic with some car problems. Any other time he didn't really talk about where he was or what he was doing. I could've asked but I never felt like it was right for me, his granddaughter, to do. Why would I check up on him? He knew where I was all week, so I felt the proper guardian roles were in force, though a bit neglected.
I eagerly ate the first bite of food before speaking. "I might have an early night, too. Tomorrow's the start of a new work-week at the boardwalk. I'll need as much energy as I can get for the next round," I said, looking at my hands. The remnants of last week's blisters hadn't fully disappeared and surely tomorrow more would take shape. I was hopeful that the newly calloused skin would help deter some from forming.
Pop Pop made his own plate and began to eat. "Oh, that reminds me," he said and wiped his mouth with a napkin. "I talked to your mom today."
Oh, goody. This sounded like a great way to cap off my Hell week. "Is she suffering as badly as I am?"
Pop Pop smiled weakly, which could have been from loss of energy or maybe mom actually was having a bad time at home without me. He took a breath after chewing another bite. "She hired a couple of new people at the bakery, taking care of some shift issues. The business hasn't slowed all week. She's still expecting it to drop off at some point, but she's not sure when."
"Ah, she still hates the painting. Actually, she may not hate the painting, but she still hates the idea of it. She doesn't want to admit that I have talent that can be used for more than trips to the police station. She can be so stubborn," I said, chopping up the egg roll on my plate.
"I won't get into the stubborn gene that runs so deeply within this family," he said and raised a gray eyebrow.
"What?" I asked.
"Hey, Caly," Ava's voice interrupted us from the porch door. "Can I come in?"
"Sure," I replied to her. I took another bite of food, watching Pop Pop eat faster than when he started.
"Anyway, your mom is a little upset with you," Pop Pop continued between bites.
"What else is new?" I laughed, watching Ava set something bundled inside a towel onto a porch chair before walking into the kitchen doorway.
"This is something new," Pop Pop said. "She happened to come across your new page on Facebook, or whatever it's called, and she is upset that you are using the internet when she specifically told you not to." He let out the words like a paid bitch-o-gram then inhaled the last bites of lo mein from his plate.
"My new page?" I asked, turning to Ava, who about-faced and was almost out of the door. "Ava! Did you make a page for me?"
"On that note, I'm heading over for some poker. I've given the message. Your mom said she'd discuss it with you later this week," Pop Pop said, cleaning his plate in the sink. "I'll be back early." He stepped past Ava.
She leaned against the doorjamb, debating if she was still allowed inside. "I brought my laptop over," she said, snatching the large bundled towel from the porch chair and deciding to come in after all. She unfolded it and pulled out the computer. "I…I was going to tell you about the page tonight. Please don't be mad at me." She stood next to the table. Tonight's shirt read: Laugh now, you'll soon feed my zombies.
"Show me," I said.
She took a seat beside me while I finished my food. Her fingers worked the keyboard, and I got up to stash the leftovers inside the fridge. "I knew you didn't have the time to work on this yourself so I wanted to make something for you that way you wouldn't have to worry about all of the traffic on your personal profile. Here," she said and spun the screen toward me when I returned to my seat.
The page opened with the name
stretched below the standard search box.
Calypso Designs. The profile picture was a clear crop of the side of Honey Muffin bakery. Other pictures littered the wall. Some had been uploaded directly to the wall while others were placed into subfolders inside the photo tab.
"You can change the name if you want. I linked the account to your personal profile and also your email so you shouldn't have any problems," Ava said. Her voice started energetically then gradually faded to a low mumble when she noticed her exuberance wasn't as contagious as she'd hoped.
"How did you...?" I trailed off, observing the pictures. Most of them were from my book. The pages of loose and bound sketches were cropped and separated into folders.
"My mom keeps a portable scanner down here in case she needs to do some book work for our uncle's business. So, when you left your book over my place the other night, I scanned them. You should copyright your work eventually, but for now you can get the recognition."
She was right. The recognition was there. There were three hundred twenty-six people already "liking" the page. A few people wrote comments on the wall or even took self-portraits posing beside my mom's pin-up legs. "So, you basically hacked my email and Facebook accounts to create a page for my art?"
"Technically, I didn't hack anything. You left your account open when you closed my laptop the other night. And your email is already linked to your profile, so, that doesn't even count because I never needed to access it. But, yeah, that's almost accurate, I suppose," she said with her wispy eyebrows arched.
"I really wasn't planning on showing everyone those sketches. Some are really personal," I said, scrolling through the pictures and reviewing some comments posted underneath. Most were good, and a few were obscene, but that was to be expected given some of the content.
She leaned beside me, staring at the screen. "I think you needed this to see how good you really are. And I'm happy that your mom has seen it, too. She needed to see it most of all." Ava pointed at the screen. "Take a look at the page's wall. There are people wanting to hire you to design images and even decorate their office space. Isn't that cool? I can make you a website also, if you're interested. That way people who want to hire you can leave messages and contact you."
"This is moving kind of fast, right? I mean, I'm not even at home right now. And a website? Really? How am I supposed to handle all of this?" I felt a rush of nerves attack my insides, my stomach churned in response.
"Relax. You can take it as slow as you want. Having the page creates the buzz. If people are interested, you can post information to keep them satisfied until you decide to take the next step."
"How are you such an expert on this?"
She returned to her chair. "I was able to learn some stuff in computer science lab. We worked on basic stuff, touching on website design and social media trends. These things interest me."
"It sounds like you know what you are doing. I'm still lost as to what direction I want to take. I hadn't even thought about going to art school after next year because I was so busy trying to convince my mom to accept me for who I am and what I can do." I shook my head. "It's going to take a while to figure it all out. And now I've got to try and explain to her that I didn't do this. I'm not sure I even should though, since it won't really matter. She'll add another punishment to this summer-long banishment anyway. At this point, she'll probably make me come home. That would make everything worse."
"That would make everything worse?" she asked, cocking her head to the side. The slick spikes protruding from her scalp didn't even tremble with the quick tilt.
"Well, yeah. Now it would."
"Does that mean that you are getting used to this place again? I know you aren't getting used to repairing the boardwalk, so has the overall fondness of this place won its way back into your heart? Or maybe it's a person?"
"Well, I enjoy hanging out with you. But, if you mean 'fond of a guy,' I'm not interested in Alex that way. I'm sure he knows that," I said, avoiding her perceptive eyes.
"Alex isn't fooling anyone, except possibly the one person he wants to fool and that isn't you. He has always liked older chicks and I doubt he has changed his mind. He's got a different agenda. You have to know what I'm talking about."
I did. It wasn't exactly difficult to figure out by Alex's flamboyant style of flirtation. He was instigating. It was in his nature and it was something that he had done since I could remember. He was rousing Aden, and he'd taken on this very challenge once before. The last time it was a simple shove off the pier that pushed Aden to me, now Alex was trying another method. And his timing was impeccable. Anytime Aden was around us, Alex was going out of his way to sit near me or throw his crushing arm over my shoulders. It was obvious he wasn't seriously interested. He just showed enough interest to make Aden notice. "I know what you're talking about," I replied with a sigh. "I really don't see why he would go to the trouble though. What's the point?"
"What's the point? Oh, please tell me you aren't serious? I may be younger than all of you, but both of my brothers are like open books. I didn't need to search for you this morning and do you know why?" I shook my head in response. "Because Aden decided to go do laundry at seven-thirty on a Sunday."
"Well, he is staying all week, right?" I asked, ignoring where she was taking the conversation.
She threw her body back against the chair childishly. "He normally doesn't run on Sundays; he sleeps in. And, he's only been here since Thursday." She scanned my eyes for confirmation, but I didn't give her any because I didn't fully understand. "Three days of clothes! That's barely enough for a small load! I'm not sure what time he really woke up, but he woke me up around seven-thirty, asking me if I needed some clothes washed. He has never offered to do my laundry! I know Tara was mad at him last night for getting his shirt dirty during our game, but I know one dirty shirt wasn't what drove him to do laundry that early in the morning." She tilted her head again with a diabolical grin.
I let out a small sigh of understanding. "Even so, nothing's changed," I said, thinking about Aden leaving the boardwalk this morning with Tara. I took my dish to the sink, and cleaned up the remaining dinner.
She was silent for a minute. "Regardless of what will inevitably happen here, everything's already changed for you." She spun the laptop around so that the Facebook page faced me at the sink. "I can email your mom and tell her that I'm the one who did this, if you want. I'm really excited for you. I just wish I could watch or maybe help you paint one day."
"You don't have to email her. She wouldn't believe you anyway." I set the last clean dish in the strainer to dry. "And I'm sorry that I can't show you how I paint down here. My grandfather doesn't deserve any backlash from my stay. I think I've already brought some unwanted gossip so I won't risk any more problems for him. Maybe we can get together some other time in the future." That was a nice thought. Not that I wanted to expose her to "criminal behavior" since I doubted that she needed any more problems with her own mother. The nice thought was seeing her after the summer. It was something that I had never done the previous years I was here. Everyone always went their own way, back to their own life after the summer ended. We all lived so far apart that it never seemed probable at a younger age. I suppose if we could have things might have turned out differently than what was happening now.
What's done is done, though. I can't change it. I can't go back. All I can do is to move forward from now. I'm older and I have a phone―when I'm not grounded―and a license, making the improbable, possible. If I wanted to visit my friend, Ava, during the winter months, I could. Knowing that comforted me. No matter what changes occurred, inevitable or not, I'd always have a true friend, year round.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 20
 
The laptop's radiant pixels imbedded into my eyes the rest of the evening. Ava rifled through the fridge, gave suggestions about future website ideas, and picked at her fingernails while I delved into my email, weeding out excessive junk and notifications. That chore took most of the night leaving me no energy to make decisions regarding the new Facebook page or any future designs for a webpage. I kicked Ava out early and went to bed before Pop Pop stumbled in, exhausted from another long night of poker.
Morning came with the sound of the four-cup, automatic coffee pot gurgling and sizzling. The grind basket was loose, causing a few drops of coffee to leak down the curve of the pot onto the warmer. They hissed as they touched the hot metal. I turned off the wind-up alarm on the ledge behind my pillow minutes before its glow-in-the-dark hands were set to wake me. Pop Pop was still asleep, wrapped securely in a crocheted blanket. I dressed and brushed my teeth, tiptoed by Pop Pop into the kitchen, and downed a cup of coffee and a piece of buttered toast before leaving the cottage. The morning looked like a fuzzy, over-diluted watercolor. The sun had yet to rise over the eastern trees, and some morning fog muzzled most of its early rays, fighting to start the day. It was evident by the air's moisture that humidity would loom through the hours and mix with the sun later to make a highly-sweaty and debilitating afternoon. 
As much as I dreaded working in the boardwalk sweat shop though, my mood remained eager. There was no way to avoid the anxiety of working alongside Aden again. Friday's work session ended in an unwanted fight, but since then things have shifted. He's talking to me again, which has left me even more confused. What is he after? Friendship? Or were the interactions meant for information, like to find out if I would abandon Ava as I had done to the beach years ago? The few times we spoke lead me to believe these were the only explanations, yet Ava painted another story. I trusted her more than most people I know, but her ideas were farfetched. Even though Aden did laundry on Sunday, and kept Tara from seeing us together in the laundry room, his reasons were bound to be simplistic, not complicated. No one wants a conflict if it can be avoided and that's all he was doing. Nothing more. I'd be an enormous fool to think otherwise. I didn't need to add to my stupidity; I was already a simple fool for arriving early to the boardwalk, opening the roll-up door to the storage room, and checking the hands on my wristwatch every minute until Aden stepped onto the wooden floor at five minutes 'til eight.
He wore older clothes today: a gray T-shirt with a rip along the stitching at the neck and faded paint stains on its sleeves, and a worn pair of jeans with frayed holes in the pockets. I was wearing my white T-shirt and old jeans, too. Almost all of my clothes had been surrendered to the dirtiness of the beach so it didn't matter what I wore to work in. I planned to burn it all at the end of the summer, unless the boardwalk's dryer beat me to it. 
After he arrived, I didn't know what to expect. I didn't even know what I was hoping for. Maybe a lengthy conversation as we each worked at our separate tasks in the room? That didn't happen. We greeted each other when he first came in, but that was the extent of the morning's conversation. At lunchtime, I waited for him to exit first before I left for the cottage. Pop Pop was gone and the cottage's silence made me dwell more on the morning's silence with Aden. It wasn't completely uncomfortable because we were busy―he prepped for the drywall installation, and I hammered the never-ending planks. The silence was also fractured by random songs projecting down the hall from the jukebox. Wayne Layne had left it on from the weekend, and, in its usual fashion, it played one of the least-played songs every hour. Even with that activity, the atmosphere was awkward. Either Aden was avoiding conversation or he preferred silence while he worked. I stayed active so my mind wouldn't flood with questions, but all of those repressed questions caught up with me during my silent lunch break anyway. That's why I didn't take a full hour. I was back at the boardwalk ready for more occupation, ready to stifle my thoughts, and to sweat all of those questions onto the floor planks.
Aden returned to the boardwalk not long after I did, chewing a piece of gum and clutching a can of soda. He walked over some of the planks I had placed during the morning. "You're getting better," he said, easing a little pressure on each footstep before he applied his full weight.
"You're afraid to fall through the new ones?" I asked, lifting a new plank from the pallet and hauling it to the next empty slot.
"Not afraid of the durability of the wood, just the placement." He smirked and slid his foot cautiously over another new piece.
"Thanks a lot!" I said, wiping the sweat from my forehead and watching him cross the boards to the far wall. His taunt caught me off guard. It was unexpected after the silence of the morning and it only created more questions to torment me.
We surrendered to silence and the room became active with work again. I finished placing enough new planks by the roll-up door and moved on to ripping up old ones in the center of the room, closer to Aden. Every now and then I'd catch him taking a glance in my direction when he'd grab another sheet of drywall from the pallet or after he hung one on an empty frame. He didn't shy away when I caught his eye, which surprised me since I felt self-coconscious about catching his. A trace of a smile on his fine lips prickled the hairs on the nape of my neck and caused my eyes to dart to the far end of the room, seeking refuge among the remaining clutter of sheeted arcades and broken chairs. I shouldn't have felt guilty, but I did. I hated that I was in this situation, unable to do anything, unable to say anything. I was actually afraid of what could happen and what might never happen. Questionable guilt returned my eyes to him, but fear constantly pulled them away.
After a few hours, light spread through the opened roll-up door, threatening to extinguish the shade in the center of the room. I stared out the door toward the glossy bay waves, wishing I could throw myself in to quench my searing skin. I wiped my forehead against my shoulder and checked my watch. Three forty. Twenty minutes of work remained until I could squirm my sweaty body into my crab suit and take a desperate swim to escape the heat. I bounced my lower body onto the wedged crowbar for a third attempt at breaking some rusty nails loose. This plank was more stubborn than my mom was when negotiating grounding terms, and just as annoying. I stood up and stomped the curved end of the bar, which bounded my knee back toward my face. The bar freed itself and landed on the floor with a dull thud, teetering on the edge of the six-plank hole I had created during the afternoon.
"Problems?" Aden asked and dropped his drill beside the pallet of drywall.
I snatched the crowbar from the ground before it dropped into the hole and shoved the flat side back into the connecting seam. "No," I huffed, forcing my knee on the bar, adding more weight and pressure. It wasn't budging.
"Mind if I try?" Aden asked as he navigated around the hole in the floor. His long body crouched beside me and his hands took a hold of the crowbar between my grips. I let go and leaned away. I wanted to give him space, though I was also concerned that my deodorant would fail an up-close test after enduring such a brutally humid day. I snuck a small whiff to check myself, but instead I smelled him. Clearly his deodorant was doing its job masking any unpleasantness from his sweaty T-shirt. All I could smell was fresh linen mixed with cedarwood. I slid my feet further back, hoping to lessen the blow of any funky smell I could be emitting.
Aden hunched over, leaning weight onto the bar. The wood squeaked, partly releasing its hold. He readjusted the crow bar's flat end, moving it under another part of the wood, closer to the support beam. I backed up more, watching him shift more weight onto the bar. With more pressure, his muscles became more defined: the cuts of his shoulders and triceps under his shirt, and his tightened forearms. I inhaled again, reminding myself to breathe while I watched him. He had to bounce almost as much as I did this time, leaning his whole upper torso onto the bar as his lower body seesawed, lifting from the ground. The plank gave a loud squelch then cracked. Aden tipped off balance toward the hole in the floor. It was instant, giving neither of us time to react. I tried to reach out to grab his shirt, but I wasn't fast enough, or close enough. I slid to the edge and leaned over. He was on his back in the pit with his eyes closed.
"Oh! Are you okay?" I shrieked. I had been dropping chunks of broken plank wood into that hole all afternoon, and the thought of them impaling him was beyond frightening. I stared at his chest, rising and falling shallowly. "Are you bleeding?" Still no answer. His lips parted as if to speak, but I couldn't hear any words. I needed to get down there.
I shimmied my lower body over the edge, resting my weight on the plank while sliding my torso below the floor. The center of the room proved to have a deeper base structure than where I had fallen before. The clearance was easily six feet because my toes only touched air as I dangled by my fingertips. I rocked my body to avoid landing on Aden, and let go. After dropping several inches, my feet sunk into the soft, dusty sand next to him. His eyes cracked open. I knelt beside his head and looked over his body. No visible blood. His eyes were thin slits focused on me, calm. "Are you hurt? Can you move?"
"Yeah," he coughed out. "Yeah, I'm fine. I just got the wind knocked out of me," he muttered then inhaled deeply before coughing some more. His hands pulled to his chest with spread fingers, as if to rub away the pain. I knew the feeling.
"Are you sure you didn't land on anything?" I asked, running my hand through the sand along the side of his body, feeling for any pieces of wood. A splinter the size of my forearm popped out of the sand beside Aden's waist. I plucked it from the dirty granules and tossed it aside; relieved it wasn't jammed into his back.
"I'm okay, really," he said and sat up.
I looked around. This section of infrastructure was separate from the one I had fallen into last week. Six concrete-based steel pillars supported this other half beneath the storage room. Still, just like the other area, this was separated with cinder-blocked walls that mimicked the layout above. Some light bled in through the hole above us, but the pit was mostly dark; the backside of the boardwalk wasn't equipped with the same amount of sun-permitting doors and windows as the front side. I looked up to the room above. "It's going to be tricky getting out of here," I said, recalling my struggle out of the front side pit with help from Ava, and that was only four-feet deep.
"It won't be a problem," he said, sweeping his hands through his hair. A cloud of dirt escaped and littered the air with particles that probably hadn't moved since the seventies. "I've been down here before. There are a few stairs leading to a trap door in a room behind the jukebox."
"Really?"
He shrugged and got to his feet. "A few years ago, I was bored of this place. I got into some trouble and did some shady things that bordered on the criminal. Exploring the boardwalk was one," he said and walked over to the closest hole in the cinderblocks.
"So you dabbled in delinquency, too?" I followed his tracks and stood behind him as he threw a leg through the hole and straddled the wall. His upper torso fit the width exactly and he ducked through without difficulty.
"I guess you could say that," he said, looking at me through the hole. "Come on." He held out a hand and I took it, swinging my leg through. The height was more of a struggle for me than it had been for him. I had to inch over on my tiptoes and my jeans kept catching on the rough cinder blocks. The layout under the game room was open. Light seeped through the plank cracks, striping the trashy dirt floor, and illuminating the air with beams of dancing dust motes.  Cobwebs extended from every support beam to their closest planks. The webs in the corners were elegantly layered, having never fallen victim to the demolition of a child's hand or weekly dusting of any ordinary household.
I stepped in Aden's footprints afraid Wayne Lane was paranoid enough to rig this place with booby traps. The ceiling fell lower with every step until our backs were rounded to avoid the wooden support beams. We passed through another cinder wall. The hole was ground level and considerably smaller. Aden wriggled through it then helped pull me from the other end. His hands were warm in mine, pulling me gently from the game room. This new area was as open as the previous, with busted cinder block walls that had collapsed below the dining room above. We were on all fours when we reached the area under the cashier window. I fanned my fingers out for stability and felt cool metal under my calloused palms. Coins!
"Aden!" I said, a little louder than I should have. The close proximity to the boards above our heads left no space to diffuse our voices. Aden spun around. His face was inches from mine with his finger placed over his lips. He pointed with the same finger above our heads and I heard the dining room screen door slam shut. We froze and stared up at the planks. I strained my ears for another minute, but there were no more sounds. "Look at all this money," I whispered and picked up a quarter from under my fingers.
His eyes dropped back to mine. "That's why I started coming down here." He pulled the quarter from my grasp. "I knew Wayne was more lazy than greedy. He never took the time to sift through this."
Another door shut above us. Aden grabbed my hand and tugged me over to the fallen wall under the dining area. He leaned against the remaining portion of stacked cinderblocks and I sat beside him.
"You were avoiding me all weekend, Wayne," a voice said above our heads. Aden and I looked at each other. I didn't recognize the voice, but his face suggested otherwise. Something black dropped between our faces and landed on my hand. A spider lay motionless on my wrist. Aden reacted when my jaw dropped, covering my mouth as soon as I flung the spider from my hand. My body convulsed and Aden's other arm swept around my side, pulling me closer to his body to quiet my trembles. I wasn't sure this was the best method to calm me: the close proximity, my body leaning against his. It was bound to elicit the same amount of trembling as the scare from the spider.
"I wasn't avoiding you. I was busy," Wayne responded grumpily. "What do you want, Quinn?"
Aden's hand fell from my mouth and I stared into his eyes. His arm was still tight around my waist. I mimed more than spoke, "Is that...?"
"Tara's dad," Aden mimed back, nodding. We both turned our heads up toward the floor. I could see the blacked-out spaces along the plank seams covered by shoes, though I couldn't see any features of either man. I hadn't seen Tara's dad in ages, but I recalled his stiff voice and his squat frame that Tara had likely passed in height.
"I just wanted to remind you in person that the papers are to be signed next month. Furthermore, I'm not totally happy that you allowed two teenagers in to fix up a part of this place. You should have hired professionals to do the job," Quinn said gruffly.
"I know when closing is. My lawyer is going over everything right now and we will discuss it with you when the time comes. As for the kids, the work they do shouldn't bother you if you're planning on tearing it all down anyway." Wayne's voice was no longer harsh. It was calm, almost defeated.
"I won't demolish this place right away so they better tread lightly with what they're working on, otherwise it will be subtracted from closing costs. I expect a phone call from your lawyer soon. Elma Adams, correct? Who resides up on the hill in cottage ninety-two?"
"Yes," Wayne confirmed and began making noise, busying himself behind the counter in the dining room.
Aden's lips brushed the hair hanging beside my face, sending a ripple down my spine. "We better move before things get too quiet," he whispered softly into my ear so he wouldn't be overheard. His arm relaxed from my waist and he started to crawl down the long path toward the area under the jukebox. I followed, sliding my knees and feet as quietly as I could through the soft sand. I couldn't believe what we had just overheard. Wayne was selling the beach? And Elma knew, which meant that my grandfather probably knew as well; they spent far too much time together for him not to know.
The section under the jukebox dipped further into the earth, providing almost enough room to walk in a low crouch instead of a crawl. Aden stopped under the jukebox and sat on a small sand hill. I glanced up at the square box above our heads, wondering when the next impromptu song would awaken its hour-long nap, then took a seat beside him, leaving plenty of room for the Tara-sized barrier between us. Seconds ago, it was crossed to keep us safe, but it was back in place the moment we parted.
Aden's fingers found a splinter of wood and twisted it between both hands. "Did you know anything about that?" he asked in a hushed voice.
"No. I didn't even realize that Elma was a lawyer." I shook my head in disbelief. "Tara's dad is buying this place? Wait, you didn't know about this either?"
His fingers kept twisting the splinter. "No," he said, shaking his head and staring at the stick as he twisted it. "There are some things I can't ignore anymore, like lies and half-truths, and, of course, there's always thoughtlessness." I had no idea what he was talking about. It could be about Tara, but I didn't know how to respond to any of it so I let him finish and waited for him to collect his thoughts. "I wonder if the poker clan knows about this, since Elma does," he said after a minute of silence.
"My grandfather must. He spends so much time with her. I'm not sure about the rest. Do you think it would be a good thing if Quinn bought it? Wayne isn't exactly the best beach keeper."
"No. Tara's dad is a dick. A while ago I heard him mention what he'd do if he owned it, though I never thought he ever would. Back then he talked about gutting it and building condos with the right backers. I thought it was his way of complaining about this place. This place might be crappy, but it's peaceful, you know?" He looked at me.
"Yeah," I replied. "I honestly wasn't happy when I first came back. I could only remember the bad things like the occasional dead fish on the beach, and the rotted buildings that all the cans of Rust-Oleum in the world couldn't save. Some of the new experiences haven't helped either," I said, recalling my boat trip with Tara. "But, when I sit on Pop Pop's porch and watch the water, play flashlight tag, or listen to another song on the jukebox, more and more memories seem to slip back in place like they never left."
He took a deep breath and smirked. "I know what you mean. I battled those feelings for a long time, too. They were conflicting. Most turned more bitter than sweet, like my dad teaching me how to fish and swim. After I lost him, I resented this place even more. I couldn't handle losing someone else."
The last bit shocked me. Was he referring to me? I wasn't expecting emotion about our relationship. It was a topic that I thought would never be brought up again. Even though there were a million apologies I wanted to say for the lost time, I figured the past was better left where it was, and I figured he was on the same page, being involved with Tara and all. I opened my mouth to respond but no words came.
His fingers stopped twisting the stick and he shifted his body toward me. "I never really thanked you for Saturday. And today, too, actually," he said and smiled to himself. "Ava told me later Saturday night that you jumped off the pier just to save me. Is that true?"
"Anyone would have," I blurted out. "You don't need to thank me. Besides, you already scolded me that night with the lecture about potential injuries," I joked to diffuse my uneasiness.
"I was stating an obvious point. It's dangerous. And, no, not everyone would have done it. Ava may have considered it, but not Tara. Don't get me wrong, she probably would have called 911 and tried to reach me with a stick or something. Not many people would have jumped blindly into rocky water. And today...," he said pointing down the far end of the boardwalk.
"That fall was my fault really," I said, flexing my tiny muscles. "I loosened that plank for you."
He laughed. "You know what I mean."
"Yeah, well...," I trailed off. "I'm just glad you didn't land in a pit of stakes, and that the rocks only left a small cut. It would be a shame to scar up that pretty face of yours," I laughed.
"Right," he said, "because you've already done that." He winked and I wished he hadn't. I immediately looked above his right eyebrow at the thin scar that forever marked our first kiss. He caught my reaction and averted his eyes.
Footsteps from above startled us. Two pairs of feet traveled down the hall and wandered toward the laundry room. We both fell silent again, waiting. The feet returned a minute later.
"He was supposed to be up here working," Tara's voice came from above the planks.
"Maybe he already left," Lydia's squeaky voice replied.
I looked at Aden, fully prepared for him to stand and rush to the exit. He didn't. He turned to me again, his eyes searching my face. I inhaled deeply, wondering why he hadn't moved, wondering why his eyes remained with me. Dust motes flowed in and tickled my nose, which caused my eyes to shut tight, bracing for a sneeze. I clamped my hand over my mouth and nose, closed my eyes, and then felt his hand cup around mine while his body shoved against me, knocking me off balance. I fell onto my back with his added weight on top of me. A tiny sneeze escaped my nose, muted under the pressure of two hands. When I opened my eyes, Aden was laying half on top of me with his hand pressed to mine. He removed his hand and waited, eyes tipped to the ceiling. I could feel his heart beating against my chest, its rhythm in a wild race with my own.
"Are you texting him?" Lydia asked as the bottoms of their shaded feet started to travel away from the jukebox.
Aden's eyes widened and his hand scrambled down the side of his body, frantically digging into his jeans. His phone beeped twice before he could yank it from his pocket and silence it.
"Did you hear something?" Tara said. Her feet stopped halfway down the hall.
The jukebox blared to life above us, wailing guitar riffs and the first lyrics to the song Angel. Tara and Lydia's feet moved on, likely convinced the beeps had been from the song.
Aden sighed. His body relaxed, and, with his hands already straddling my shoulders, he dropped his head and we were face to face. "Are you okay?" He spoke normally, above a whisper so he could compete with the music. His sweet breath rushed my nose.
"Yeah," I said, afraid to move, savoring the moment.
"Sorry for knocking you over," he said. Another wisp of his breath crossed my cheek. "She left yesterday, but she must have come back with her dad for the meeting with Wayne." His body was still on top of mine. The position finally dawned on him so he lifted a hand and rolled to the side. He stood to a crouched position and extended his hand to me. "We better go. The door is right around this other wall."
I hunched behind him, and when we arrived at the set of five stairs, he pressed his hands on the trapdoor and lifted it, cautiously peering through the crack before pushing it wide open. After we ascended, we shook down our clothes and my eyes swept the room through the new dust cloud. Stacked chairs and tables towered in the room, which was the same size as the laundry area. Some chairs and most tables were broken, all coated in the boardwalk's typical layer of a decade's worth of dust that would rise by another millimeter as soon as our cloud settled.
Aden scrolled through his phone then typed on the keys. "The song is still on so we should be covered. I've got to go. Will you be okay locking up for the day?"
"Yeah, no problem," I replied, watching him hurry to the door.
The exit dumped into the laundry room hallway. I had passed the door several times through the years and never thought to go in, not that there was much that I was missing besides a mystery trapdoor to an underground piggy bank. 
Aden scanned the hallway before walking out. "I'll catch up with you later," he said then walked down the boardwalk.
I stayed there for a moment, listening to the lonely riffs of the guitar, echoing through my soul. Aden and I kissed once during this very song, sitting on the concrete ledge under the open roll-up door. Our feet dug into the sand and our backs faced the jukebox. Aerosmith's lament scrambled my ears while Aden's tongue danced inside my mouth, one boring day the summer we were twelve.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 21
 
It took me some time to clean and close up the work area. There was no way I wanted to hear any spiteful comments from Wayne Lane so it was worth taking the time to move the tools back to the pallets, and lug the chunks of demolished planks out to the trash pile alongside the building. Any further cleaning was pointless considering the boardwalk's usual grime. After a few failed jumps to reach the door handle, I dragged the aluminum A-frame that Aden was using for drywall over, carefully avoiding the gaps in the floor, and closed up shop.
I opted to skip the relaxing swim I had daydreamed about during the sweaty day and took a cleansing shower instead. It was the best way to relax and remain hidden. The last thing I wanted was company. Ava hadn't been by the cottage yet so, before she had a chance to stop over, I told Pop Pop I wasn't feeling well and to pass the information along when he went to play poker over at the Clark's. I needed time alone. The day was too much for me to handle and even though I had a strong urge to question Pop Pop and Elma about Wayne Lane's business deal with Quinn Matthews, I couldn't handle being around Aden. I was disgusted with my feelings for him and how I'd let those feelings corrupt my judgment. He had a girlfriend and I was acting like a lovesick child―swooning over the smell of his deodorant, the warmth of his hands, and his breath on my cheek. I was allowing buckets of old feelings to return when there clearly wasn't a place to dump them. He was unavailable. It was a line I'd never cross even if I didn't agree with their relationship. I really had no right to judge one way or the other, especially since I hadn't been a part of his life these last years. Aden was being kind to me and that chivalry was turning me into a mushy mess. Why would I let myself fall like this? For someone who was taken?
He's amazing, that's why.
It wasn't all physical. It was also the way we talked, the way our words fused, rekindling our past. Though a few simple words shouldn't affect me this way. His charm was natural; after all, it ran in the family. Alex was just as fluent in smooth-talking. Maybe I was mistaking that raw charm for flirtation. There was no real way to know, unless I asked, which was far from sensible.
Even with all of this on my mind, the next punishment from my mom was expected to be at the highest level of concern. Would she make me return home? It would be the best way for her to monitor me: all day at work, all night at home. Knowing her, she's drowned herself in work, even more than usual since I've been away. She may have even pushed my problems to the bottom of her list, ignoring my childish issues, breathing freely for the first time without my presence to hinder and nauseate her. I was out of sight and, maybe for once, out of mind. But now, in her mind, I had ignored her punishment regarding the internet so she was forced to deal with me again. If she dragged me home, I would be back at work.  The backlash from painting Honey Muffin would happen every day whether I ran the register out front or hid in the back baking. My new fame would have Nadia calling me more than once a week and my new infamy would have Jean, Honey Muffin store manager, spitting daggers from her eyes or lacing my breakfast coffee with cyanide to dispose permanently of Honey Muffin's corrupter. Maybe it wouldn't all be bad; absence might make it easier to ignore my insecure heart.
Ava never showed up to the cottage that night, and Aden was missing from the boardwalk the next day. Ava must have gotten my message from Pop Pop, but why wasn't Aden drywalling? Maybe he asked the poker players about Wayne Lane's deal and was told not to volunteer any longer. Or he could have posed the question to Tara. If he tracked her down yesterday, he might have found some answers. Volunteering would hardly be worth the physical effort if Tara's father, Quinn, didn't even want us working there. Or perhaps he was just gone? No longer at the beach. Ava really doesn't need him here to protect her from their mother's criticism because their mother wasn't around, and if his girlfriend went home for the week, he had little reason to stay. I was alone with these thoughts all day Tuesday. Wayne remembered to turn off the jukebox so the only music I had was projected from my hammer and crowbar as their sharp and repetitive notes echoed through the lonely building.
After another spaghetti dinner with Pop Pop, Ava showed up, somewhat cheerful, unlike her usual indifferent persona.
"I heard a lot of banging at the boardwalk earlier. I'm glad you're feeling better," she said in a chipper voice. Or it just seemed chipper compared to the funk my mind had been crawling through all day.
"Thanks," I said with a weak smile. "Were you babysitting again? You must be raking in the dough."
"I only watched Dane for an hour today while Sarah and Dane's dad discussed custody stuff. She is as generous as she can be with her circumstances." She shrugged. Her shoulder hunched up and a price tag popped out of her shirt's sleeve. The black and white tourist shirt read: Maryland is for crabs.
I stood up from the porch chair and carefully ripped the price tag from her sleeve. "New shirt? It's a little... touristy for your taste, isn't it?" I asked.
"Are you kidding? This one is perfect. After Tara called you a crab, I had no choice but to spin it," she laughed. "I got you one, too. It's at my place. It's a shame we won't get to see Tara's reaction for a couple of weeks."
"Why? Won't she be back this weekend?"
"Nope. Her dad rented a beach house somewhere in Ocean City for two weeks so we don't have to worry about her for a while. Nice, right?"
I shrugged. "Right. That sounds like a fun time for them." Her not being here was fine with me, but Aden going with her was something else. I might not be here when they returned. I wouldn't get to tell him goodbye, again. Maybe that was best, though.
"Who cares? The only bad thing about her trip is all the late-night phone calls I have to hear. She went away last summer and called Aden constantly. Not sure if that'll be the case this year. Except, you're here, so she might call more often," she said and let out an exhausted grunt. "That's going to be fun."
"He isn't going with her?"
"No. Aden's never been invited on their trips. Lydia always goes with her."
My pulse jolted at the thought of him here, without her. But he wasn't here today. I tried to sound unconcerned when I asked, "Was he sick today?"
She had been staring through the porch screen, watching the waves swagger through the setting sun's reflection, until I asked the question. Glints of light reflected off the tips of her spikes as her eyes turned my way. An evil grin covered her lips, reminiscent of Alex's signature smirk. "We had to go shopping today. That's why he wasn't at the boardwalk. Did you miss him?"
"No! I was just wondering," I answered, a tad too quickly.
That lie wouldn't fool a cop or a sister, apparently. Her cheeks bulged high enough to kiss her eyes. "I think the poker game might be fun tonight. Aden said he wanted to talk to the adults about something you both overheard yesterday, plus he said he needed to talk to you, too. You ready to go?"
Am I ready to go?
Am I ready to see him outside the restraint of the boardwalk? "Yes." This was a dangerous line to walk, throwing my heart into a fiery pit that could only end in despair, but right at this moment I only wanted to see him, to know he hadn't left. It was also important for me to attend so I could hear the discussion involving Wayne Lane. That topic would likely yield answers that might affect my punishment. Somehow, that still took a back seat in my tortured mind. I needed to see Aden.
I was surprised when Ava and I entered her cottage, not Bob and Pop Clark's. She told me that her chores included both cottages, and she hadn't gotten a chance to clean her grandfather's place from last night's poker session so they decided to hold it over at her mom's cottage tonight. The usual suspects were gathered around Ava and Aden's table. Through the gaps of verbal greetings when we entered, I heard the shower running in the bathroom at the back of the cottage. I followed Ava to the couch and sat beside her as the water stopped.  Moments later, Aden emerged from the bathroom. His chest was bare above a pair of loose-fitting jeans and he was rubbing a towel against his wet hair. A phone rang on the bed in front of him. He looked at the screen, silenced it, and threw it back on the bed. He turned toward the poker table and caught sight of me.
Ava's face eclipsed Aden's. "Do you want something to drink?"
"Sure," I said, letting the embarrassment of being caught staring sink my body farther into the couch cushions.
Ava jumped up and poked her face into the fridge. I kept my eyes on the poker table, but could still see Aden throw his towel into a laundry basket and grab a clean T-shirt from his twin bed. He pulled it over his head and took a seat at the opposite side of the couch. He smiled at me when I turned to him. "You haven't asked anyone about Wayne, have you? I didn't want to say anything until we were together," he whispered.
"No. I didn't talk to anyone, either," I replied quietly.
He tipped his head up. "Can I get one too, Ava?" he asked her, noticing the soda in her hands. "Caly and I overheard something yesterday at the boardwalk. We were wondering if any of you knew about it." Aden's voice commanded the room's attention. All of the poker players turned their heads to acknowledge us. Pop Clark gummed something in his mouth, waiting for Aden to speak again. "Quinn stopped there yesterday and mentioned paperwork that needed signing and something about closing costs. Wayne didn't sound happy. He reminded Quinn about next month and referred him to his lawyer," Aden said.
"Quinn was hassling him? How did you two hear this?" Elma said, her warm eyes squinting below her silver brow.
"We weren't in sight," Aden replied, sidestepping the details of our location. "Is Quinn buying the beach?"
Everyone was shocked by this question, except the two people who we thought knew already: Pop Pop and Elma. Elma shifted in her seat and glanced at Pop Pop before speaking. "Yes. Quinn has been trying to acquire this place for some time. Legally, I shouldn't discuss details because Wayne is my client."
Ava stared at Aden and me with confusion and disbelief. It was apparent that Aden hadn't told her during their shopping trip.
"Is it true that Quinn wants to tear everything down to build condos?" I asked. It was the question that was the most important in regards to the future of all the summer residents. Would everything be demolished? Would he allow the summer residents to purchase the condos once they were built or would everyone be kicked out?
Pop Pop let his cards fall on the table and turned his chair to face us. "That's probably his plan, though we don't know the specifics. All we know is that he posed an offer, and Elma is reviewing the paperwork to make sure that Wayne is properly compensated in the deal."
Ava placed the sodas on the wire coffee table and scooted me over toward the middle of the couch. The middle cushion was uneven, and it tipped me closer to Aden, who now had his arm resting on the back of the couch. I tilted my body away from his, fighting the cushion as it gave under my weight, forcing me further toward his body. "Wayne's a penny pincher, right? He should have plenty of money. So why would he sell?" Ava called out.
Elma sighed. "Look there's really nothing more I can tell you. We've been trying our best to come up with alternative solutions, but this might be the only option he has."
"Why isn't it listed? I'm sure there are other people who would be interested in buying this place," Bob Clark said. Slick Vic and Pop Clark nodded in agreement. Pop wasn't looking at Elma for her answer, though. He was staring past me at Aden. When I looked to Aden also, his eyes met mine for a moment before we both turned back to Elma.
"He's trying to be discreet. That's really all I can say about him. Frank and I had an idea to pose a purchasing option to a group of renters. Very few have the means to buy this place alone so if a few people could manage it, they could merge for a joint ownership deal. It's an idea, but so far Wayne doesn't seem interested in waiting."
She faced the table again and checked her cards. The discussion had reached its limit, creating more questions to swamp all of our minds, with no hope for resolve. The only person that had answers was Wayne. Elma might have some knowledge, but she was obligated to maintain her client's privacy, so, when she turned back to the table, we all knew we wouldn't get any more of her insight. I took a drink from my soda and Aden leaned forward, doing the same. His weight shifted the cushions and mine finally settled into its rightful position in the center of the couch.
"I've got to talk to you. Would you take a walk with me?" Aden asked me when some game conversation returned to the poker table.
"Sure. As long as it isn't a run."
He smirked. "No. No running, I promise." We both stood and he grabbed a plastic shopping bag from his twin bunk before meeting me on the porch. Ava kicked her feet onto the coffee table and turned on the TV, not bothering to follow us.
"Watch out for that ivy," Pop Clark muttered when Aden passed behind his chair.
"Would you hush?" Elma hissed.
I chuckled to myself. Pop Clark was a piece of work, and it seemed his thoughts were as unforgiving as my own, trying to predict an ending that wasn't likely. The walk was short lived, stopping at the driftwood benches and abandoned fire pit.
Aden stared up to the sky while moving in front of a bench. The sun had already set, yet streaks of orange tinted the horizon, joining the minimal light from the wafer-thin moon in a farewell to the day. He sat down on the log and I sat as close as I dared, with room to spare. "What are you thinking, in regards to the sale of the beach?" he asked, his face still tipped to the sky.
I looked away from him and allowed my eyes to wander the universe, too. "I'm worried for everyone that comes down here, especially our grandfathers. They really love it here. It would be heartbreaking if my grandfather didn't have this place every summer." The words were as heavy as the feelings attached, though they came out breathy and soft."You?"
"The same," he sighed. "I wish I knew the story. I'm not sure it would help, but it would be nice to know why Wayne wants to sell. Not to mention, I'm disgusted that Quinn wants to wreck it all. He'll probably level this whole place."
"From a business standpoint, it makes the most sense," I said. Aden pulled his eyes from the sky and looked to me. They narrowed, pressing me. "I'm not saying I agree with it, I'm just saying that this place is a dump." I waved my hand toward the pier's general location, though its details were hardly visible in the early night shadows. "Maybe he'll complete it in sections. Who knows? I don't really want to think about it too much because it seems pointless to speculate. That can only lead to frustration."
He shook his head. His choppy hair, now dry, resettled loosely on his forehead. "I'm already frustrated. I have no other choice after hearing Elma's information. There's no way I can just leave it alone. Maybe we can pry some stuff out of Wayne tomorrow." His hands dipped into the sand between his feet, cupping piles into the air then allowing the grains to trickle slowly from his grasp.
"I think that'll just piss the stubborn old man off. If he is half as stubborn as my mom, I'll have no chance at getting any information out of him. Good luck, though." I shoved some sand with my feet, clearing away the top layers, smoothing out a canvas.
"She owns a bakery now, right? Your mom?" I nodded when he tilted his head toward me. "Is she pressuring you to work there so you can take over her company in the future? And you're still dreaming of space travel? Wait, that's not right anymore. You're a remarkable artist now with a Facebook page and everything."
I wasn't shocked that Ava had told him about, or maybe showed him, the page, but what did take me aback was his memory of my old dream of being an astronaut. My eyes lifted to the sky again and sought any of the constellations I once knew by heart. "I'm not sure if she wants me to take over her business, though it would validate her dismissal of my artistry. And I can't believe you remember my astronaut obsession." I smiled. "That dream was a product of a childish quest to discover the source of my name, and possibly a link to identify my father. My mother still hasn't revealed either. I used to think that I was named after Saturn's moon, Calypso. Maybe my dad had gone to school to be an astronaut? I had a wishful imagination, what can I say?"
"And now?" Aden cast a leg over the driftwood, straddling it, and stared directly at me.
"Now, after an English lesson on Greek mythology, I've followed the name back to its origin and believe that my mom simply plucked it from her high school text book before she had to leave school to have me. Who knows about my dad? I gave up on that search a while ago. I think she was too popular to care who it was, or maybe she had sex with either her English or Science teacher for an easy A."
"Ouch," Aden said. "That's a tad resentful. Have you ever asked her?"
"No," I sighed. "I did everything but. It may be dumb logic, but I figured if she hadn't already told me, she wouldn't."
"She must have her reasons. Maybe he was married or went to prison."
"Yeah, I've gone through those options, too. Maybe those possibilities are why I never asked. I don't know." I kicked my feet around again, wiping away more sand, wanting to wipe away the conversation. "What about you? You run track now so does that make the Olympics the endgame?"
He leaned forward, resting his elbows onto his knees. "That was probably what my dad would have liked initially, but I'm not that good and my heart isn't that into it. After he died it was hard to let go of the habit. As for my mom, she would like me to work for my uncle's business. Her whole family is involved in his metal shop. They fabricate anything, from railings to machine parts. We moved closer to the shop so my mom could work there after Dad died. And, just like Alex, I probably won't have a say in the decision if I don't come up with another plan. I'm not really sure what I want to do."
"You moved? Where?"
"From Dover to Christiana, Delaware."
I smirked. "We're practically neighbors."
"Yeah, I know. To be honest, I wanted to look you up but I never had your entire address. I'm not sure why I never asked." Laughter erupted from his cottage. The somber mood of the poker table had clearly lifted inside as the jovial screams traveled out the porch screens, shocking us both.
"I moved, too. It wasn't too far, though," I said when the laughs died down. "I knew you were from Dover. Back then it seemed like another country, too distant. And, I didn't know your full address, either."
"So, you thought about me?" He sat straighter, keeping his legs on either side of the driftwood bench as he smoothed the ripples in his jeans and readjusted his position. There was no humor masking the question. He was serious and wanted a serious response.
I avoided his eyes and looked to the blackened bay water for comfort and support. "Of course I thought about you. The first year was the hardest to let this place go. I was so angry with my mom that year. I was happy that her dream bakery had come to life, but with her gains I lost everything."
"I saw your grandfather that summer and I wanted to ask about you. I guess I wasn't brave enough." He laughed. "Wish some qualities hadn't changed. I got brave in other ways a year or so later, gained an attitude and ditched some important people going into high school. I was foolish and conceited. I'm almost glad you didn't know me then." A fleeting smile crossed his lips, pained with tortured humor. "I got worse after Dad died, getting into some trouble and testing life. Not long after we moved, I realized that it all wasn't worth it. Popularity, hate, rage, guilt, and arrogance. I had to let it all go. I'm not proud of some of the things I did, but I suppose I needed those events in order to change."
Suddenly, I felt superficial sitting beside a person who plainly had endured meaningful, life-altering experiences. I had been droning on about my trivial problems when the loss of his dad had been more traumatizing then I could ever imagine, far worse than never knowing a dad or petty fights with an overbearing mom. I wasn't sure what I'd do if I lost my mom. We were alike, her and I. Strong willed and stubborn, fighting more often than not. Yet, I couldn't picture my life without her. I'm sure my heart would break like Aden's.
"So I suppose your stereotypical impression of me was actually accurate," he grinned.
"I'll only admit to being a few years late with that assumption," I said with a smirk. "What I need to do is pay more attention to people and not make such rash judgments." That problem came with my solitude. It was easier to stack people into categories than to try to relate, easier to hide than to face the unknown.
"I almost forgot to give this to you," Aden said, grabbing the plastic bag behind him on the bench and handing it to me.
One sheet of sketch paper sat on top of a T-shirt identical to Ava's. I removed it from the bag and unfolded it. It was Aden, sitting on the pier at sunset, worn lines creasing the picture into four sections.  My sketch. "Did Ava give you this?"
"No. I saw it when you left your book at our place. I hope you aren't mad that I took it.  I know I told you how good they are already, but I wanted to return this in person and tell you again. You know, Ava is the one who told me all about your punishment. And, even though I don't agree with your mom, I am glad she sent you here," he said softly. His hand lifted the sketch from my fingers and placed it back in the bag. Without another word, both of his hands found mine. His fingers slid over the calluses and indents left over from the healed blisters, touching them with careful concern.
It was surreal, his hands laced with mine. I could have let it go on forever, but when his eyes lifted to mine I didn't see his stunning blue irises, I saw Tara's face. "I've got to go," I said. Shock and disbelief coursed through my body. Was this all just a game? Was he playing me for a fool? How could I be so stupid?
"What?" he said, confused as I freed my hand from his grasp. "Wait, Caly," he called after me, but I didn't turn. I stepped into Pop Pop's cottage and didn't bother to look back.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 22
 
My mom invaded my dreams. In one hand she carried a laptop for the next schmuck willing to take me on, and a set of handcuffs dangled from the other. It made me toss around all night, rolling off the bed at one point, smacking my face on the laminate floor for a rather abrupt awakening. I thought I heard Pop Pop wake after midnight, but he remained quiet during the rest of my all-night struggle with sleep.
When the alarm sounded in the morning, I re-set it once then retreated to the warm folds of my pillow. I don't remember it sounding again. After I eventually decided to wake, I discovered the heavy clock lying on its glass face in the middle of the kitchen floor. I must've chucked it at some point. I stumbled into the main area of the cottage greeted by the sun's rays blazing off the sand outside, cutting through the porch screens without mercy and burning into my unadapted eyes. I picked up the alarm, seeking the time, and immediately questioned its accuracy, since it took flight at some time during the morning. I checked the clock on the wall. Twelve-twenty? The alarm was right―and more durable that I thought.
I'd slept in. It wasn't intentional, yet I welcomed the wasted time. It hurt to think about working with Aden at the boardwalk. Every piece of me felt betrayed. I'm such a stupid girl. Was he just another one of those guys? The guys who could care less about who they hurt to attain another conquest? Why should he be different? Why would he be different? I was equally to blame. I'd put myself in this position when all along I knew it would end badly. I'd just never expected this exact outcome.
A note was pinned to the fridge under a Maryland-shaped magnet. In near-perfect cursive, Pop Pop wrote that he had a chat with Mom last night and that she was planning to join us here, at the beach, on Friday. She needed to talk to me and wanted to do it in person. Great, I thought, just when this place couldn't possibly get worse. Maybe she would take me home after all. Take me home and take me away from the catastrophe I'd created with Aden. Suddenly, Friday was too far away. I wanted her to come now. A knock at the porch door tore me from my thoughts.
Ava's face peered through the screen, her hand cupped above her eyes for a clear view inside. "Hey. Can I come in?"
I wasn't exactly keen on the idea of company, but it was Ava. "Sure," I said and took a seat on the couch. The corded cushions rebounded stiffly as unwelcoming as my mood.
She wiped her bare feet on the porch rug before entering then turned a seat at the table to face me. "You're still in your pajamas. Are you sick again?" Today's shirt simply said: Yo Momma.
How appropriate. "Not really," I replied solemnly. I tossed the note to her. "More frustration."
Her eyes scanned the paper. "Do you think she'll definitely take you home then?"
"I'm not sure, but I'm almost hoping she does."
"Ah," she sighed. "And the other day, going home would have ruined everything? Look, I'm not sure what happened last night, but I just want to tell you that this morning Aden looked as bad as you do."
"Good," I said. He should look and feel as bad as I do. A guilty conscience means that he knows he did something wrong.
"I know this isn't technically my business and you can tell me to get lost if you want, but I want to share something with you." Her eyes bored into me, angelic, yet with an intensity that bordered on demonic. I nodded for her to continue. "I lied to you last week." Her eyes fell briefly, unsure for a single moment. "When I first saw your sketch of Aden I told you that I didn't remember you two together. I do. I remember the fun we used to have: swimming all day, playing flashlight tag at the boardwalk, you and the guys burying me in sand." She grinned. "But I also remember how he changed when you never came back. He was different that next summer, like a part of him was gone, and he was lost because of that." She pressed her lips together and shook her head. "I saw that all change again last week. I'm not sure how to describe it. There was something in his eyes that lit up and his smile was... honest, not fake. It was even more noticeable yesterday, when we went shopping.
"Maybe he'll never admit it, or maybe he'll never really find the right words. My dad used to be so horrible at remembering to buy my mom flowers on their anniversary, but he expressed his love in other ways. Ways that actually counted. He remembered how she liked tea, never coffee, with one teaspoon of sugar, not honey, and he'd have it prepared for her every morning. How she'd get timid in large groups, so he'd break the ice for her or whisk her away when she appeared the slightest bit uncomfortable. He knew her favorite colors and patterns and bought her things that reflected her style."  Ava watched me curiously for a reaction, but I had none to offer. "I'll leave you alone," she said when I didn't respond. "Just do me a favor and tell me before you leave. I would still like to be friends, even if you never come back."
"I've got a couple of days still. Can we hang out tomorrow night?" I wanted to spend time with her, but not tonight. I needed the rest of the day to myself.
"That'll be nice," she said and left the cottage without another word.
Pop Pop stopped by later before heading to the Clarks' poker game. He said Wayne was pissed that I never showed today so he'd covered for me. He didn't ask why I was still in pajamas, but he did ask about dinner since he and Elma had already eaten. When I told him that I'd made a sandwich, it was enough to quiet his concerns and he left shortly after.
Later, I found myself opening the shopping bag from last night, unfolding Aden's picture, and staring at the innocence captured within the sharp lead lines and shadowed smudges. When I removed the Maryland T-shirt that Ava had bought me, more material fell into my lap. A one-piece bathing suit spread between my hands. The navy blue material had a black checkered pattern across the mid-section. It looked like one of my bras―the same bra that Aden had to pull off his head on laundry day. Is this what Ava was talking about earlier? The way her dad showed her mom how he cared? Gifts that reflected her style? Was this
a gift from Aden? I sighed, tucking it back inside the bag. Why was he doing this?
 
*****
 
The alarm clock proved its worth again the next morning. Even though I'd had another restless night, my eyes opened and refused to close so I yielded to the morning's persistence and got up. Pop Pop was at the table and when I stepped out of the bathroom he asked, "You okay?" He'd undoubtedly noticed the black crescents looming below my eyes. I'd just finished wishing them away in the mirror, which only added a headache to my already jumbled head.
"I'm not feeling so good," I said, sitting at the table, resting my forehead in my hands.
He said nothing, but poured me a bowl of cereal with milk. When I peeked through my fingers, he raised his brow. "You'll be fine."
Ugh. This wasn't the best time for him to flex his grandparenting muscles. I just wanted to stay home, and he knew it, but he wasn't going to let me ditch a second day of work. "Fine. If I have to go work up there, I'm taking some coffee with me. It looks like a crappy morning and Wayne only has crappy coffee so I'll need the good stuff if I'm to attempt survival."
"Fine with me," he said, finishing his own cup. "I've got some other news. Your mom called again last night and told me she is bringing someone with her tomorrow."
"Did she say whom?"
"No," he replied as he washed his cup in the sink.
I didn't believe him. Why wouldn't he ask a specific question like this, and who would actually want to come to this beach with my mom? "She's dating someone, isn't she? I hardly think it's the best time for her to bring a date down here, with us in the middle of a war and all."
He shrugged and put his cup in the drying rack. "I'm not sure what to think. I do know she has her reasons." He walked onto the porch and turned around.  "And, Caly, be careful if you decide to dig for information about the sale of the beach. I would hate for anything to blow up in your face because it would be blowing up in my face, too."
Point taken. I nodded and he walked out into the damp morning. I hadn't thought much about the sale of the beach. It was actually the least of my concerns at the moment. Spending the day with Aden was more worrying. I hadn't decided if I would confront him, pretend it never happened, or ignore him. It pained me to think about how any scenario would unfold. Then there was my mom. She's coming down here to punish me more, maybe tear me away again from this place that I once loved, and now she's bringing a spectator to watch the events live. If this person was indeed a new boyfriend, she picked the wrong time to expect me to play nice.
I bagged some fresh grounds from Pop Pop's stash of upscale coffee beans, pulled my hoodie over my head, and left the cottage. It had rained during the night. It wasn't enough to close the cottage windows during my second night's struggle with sleep, but it was enough to coat the ground, leaving a moist layer of condensed sand coating the beach's surface. My feet pierced the two-inch barrier, churning up the dry sand below with each step. As usual, the boardwalk's back door was half-open. I stopped at the dining area and entered through the flimsy screen door. Wayne wasn't around so I slid under the bridged section of the chrome-edged counter and searched for the coffee pot. The fresh brewed smell traveled around the room, killing the stale stink of the morning. I filled a disposable cup, added some cream and sugar then headed over to the storage room. I unlocked and opened the two roll-up doors closest to the tools and pallets. Aden showed up a few minutes later, after I had positioned the first plank and started to hammer.
"Morning," Aden said, moving his tools in place. The chilly air forced him to wear a hoodie too, though he didn't use its hood to hide his face as I did.
"Morning," I replied between hammer hits, keeping my eyes on the nail head. I didn't want to meet his gaze. I wanted to erase everything right then: all of the talks, the time under the boardwalk, and the touch of his hands the other night. I was contented when he didn't speak again. Maybe he wanted to erase it, too. It was all a mistake. I was a mistake.
It was a day like most others: physically draining. The temperature continued to climb despite the cloudy skies. I hammered and pried and when I got too heated I took off my hoodie and switched to water instead of coffee. Aden had finished the drywall taping and sanding during my absence yesterday. It must have taken him most of the day, though he'd actually worked on parts of the floor, too, possibly during drying times. His first task this morning was to wipe the dust from the walls before he could apply primer coats on the surface. The crisp smell of paint made me want to pick up a roller and help, but I resisted. In the afternoon, when he finished applying the second coat of primer, he took up the crowbar and started to remove planks on the backside of the room. Wayne Lane stopped in for a surprise visit an hour before quitting time.
"Who brought the coffee this morning?" he asked, shuffling his feet over a few new planks, observing my craftsmanship as he walked.
"I did."
"Thanks. And you left the rest of the grounds behind the counter."
He was thanking me? Plus, he was looking at me like I was a person, not the peon he had ordered around last week. "The rest are for you. That coffee you had brewing on Sunday smelled like dog piss. I thought you would enjoy a few good cups," I said, no longer worrying about being polite to him; I had finally realized this backwards bee had a thing for vinegar, not honey. Aden watched us talk from across the room, smirking at my statement. 
              "Dog piss?" Wayne laughed. It was a hearty laugh, shaking his half-beard and leaving a smile on his face that mapped the long-forgotten causes of all his entrenched wrinkles. "It tastes like piss, too." He looked at the drywall then spoke to Aden. "That looks good. Your father taught you well. Is it paint-ready?"
"That's the second primer coat so, yes, it should be ready for whatever you want to throw on it tomorrow," Aden replied. His face was as tired as mine. It was the first time all day that I'd taken in his appearance without the fear of meeting his eyes.
Wayne crossed his arms and stared at the wall. He was in a good mood. Good enough for me to push my luck. "What are you planning on painting it?" I asked, setting another board in place and readying the nails.
"I'm not sure exactly," he said. His eyes remained on the wall. "Do you have any suggestions?"
I chuckled. "I have a lot of suggestions, but you wouldn't like them."
That comment was enough to get his full attention. I waited for his response with my hammer set in place for the plank's first nail. "I think you'd be surprised by what I like and dislike. For example, I
like when people don't steal. Even if they have opportunity and maybe even time to scurry around in dark places that are considered off limits." He tilted his head down and scraped the toe of his worn shoe across the edge of a hole in the floor.
I glanced at Aden, abandoning all fear, and found the same reaction on his face. He knows we were under the boardwalk? We both looked back to Wayne, awaiting the repercussions: more work, a permanent ban from the beach, or maybe a shotgun barrel placed to our temples?
Wayne cleared his throat, delaying, reveling in our guilty silence. "I dislike bullies. People who think they can give orders when all the bets haven't been called in. I've never been accused of being the most sensible and I never liked the popular vote. So, young lady, I would actually like to know your suggestions."
He knew we were under the boardwalk and he wasn't mad? More importantly, he knew when we were there. When Quinn was pressing Wayne, like a bully. Wayne sounded defeated that day, but he was actually mad. This might be an act of rebellion, and I liked that! "First off, not pertinent to this exact wall, I suggest you get some Rusto... Rust-Oleum," I corrected my slang, "on some of the door framing before the rust eats this whole place. As far as the wall goes, I have a few ideas. I could draw up some sketches tonight. Do you have spray paint, preferably mixed brands and styles?"
"I have some old stuff and I think I can get more for you to start tomorrow," he said.
"Tomorrow?" I asked. "But you haven't seen any sketches yet."
"Bring them in the morning. I know they will be good enough, your grandfather is pretty proud of you." He turned to exit the room. "Oh, and you guys can cut out of here early today. I'll clean and lock up," he said, before disappearing into the game room.
I was frozen for a minute, doubtful that the conversation had actually taken place. I looked at Aden. He was staring at me with the same confusion. I propped the loose plank unevenly so no one would accidentally step on it then took the hammer and nails over to the toolbox on the plank pallet. Aden followed my lead and stacked his painting materials. I stepped out of the roll-up door and started walking toward the cottages. The humidity had increased during the day, and gray, pillowy clouds blocked most of the sky, only allowing creases of blue to peek through their darkness in shuffled breaks. My clothes clung to my sweaty body, peeling and re-sticking with each step.
"Hold up, Caly," Aden's voice called from behind me.
I'd been avoiding this interaction all day, but I took an unsettled breath and turned around.
His stride slowed when I turned. My black hoodie hung from one of his hands and he extended it to me when he got close enough. "What just happened in there?"
I smiled with relief that he didn't bring up the other night. "Thanks." I took my hoodie and started walking again. He kept pace alongside me. "I'm not really sure what happened. I guess he knows that we were under the boardwalk."
"How? We weren't loud."
The humidity was dense with the smell of wet dirt and sand. Sweat dripped between my eyebrows and into my eye, stinging it briefly. I wiped the rest of the moisture from my forehead with my hoodie and smelled the air. "The first day I started working he told me that he has cameras up, so he'd know if I stole anything. I thought he was only referring to the register area."
"He must have more. Maybe the rafters?"
"Maybe," I said. My mind trailed off, thinking of mural designs for the blank drywall: seagulls, sand, sunset?
We stepped past the final roll-up door of the boardwalk and a drop of rain broke against the bridge of my nose. In three more steps, the clouds unleashed the flood they were harboring, dumping drop after drop. They were stacked together, relentless. It was a stormless summer rain, as warm and welcoming as I remembered. I tipped my chin and closed my eyes. The drops massaged my eyelids, my cheeks, my nose, clearing the sweat, cleansing my face. I was excited about Wayne's offer to paint tomorrow, so much so that I let my worries fall to the ground with the rain; everything drifted away. Each drop pounded the sand with a muted thud, and the collective cacophony fluttered in my ears like a million mini drums, sounding a beautifully chaotic cadence.
When I opened my eyes, Aden was dry, standing inside the shield of the roll-up door's frame, staring at me intently. Water cascaded off the high roof, pelting the ground inches in front of him, gradually forming a thin river that started to flow along the side of the building. His body leaned tight against the peeling, sea-foam door paint, and his stare shifted from me to his shoes as he removed them. He placed them where he stood and set his hoodie on top, protecting the shoes from the downpour. Without a word, he jogged past me and fell to his knees. His hands plunged into the open sand, digging a trench and a semi-circle pool. He stacked the wet and dry mix of sand into a long pile behind the pool to catch the river before it arrived. Dams.
I slipped my feet out of my sneakers and placed them, and my hoodie, next to Aden's. I ran through the tiny river, scattering the water, disrupting its steadily increasing flow. I passed the river's head and jumped beside Aden, digging and piling more sand onto his heap before the river arrived. We remembered the low route―the typical path the rain always followed from the boardwalk to the bay―so when the first dam was sturdy enough, we moved down a few yards and started digging the second. My heart raced. The sand was saturated and heavy, harder to dig after every minute. I smiled to myself. At least one memory from every summer was here, in this very spot, sopping wet and slinging sand. My hair was drenched and fell out of its low ponytail. Dirty-blonde strands hung like sodden tendrils from my head, some grasping the side of my face like slick vines climbing back to the earth.
The second dam was complete. Aden and I stopped for a moment to watch the water pool inside the first dam and then we moved down further to start a third. Our movements slowed and our breaths labored. I watched him dig. His brown hair had flattened like mine, water dripping down the strands against his face. Sand littered his scalp and dusted his soaked clothes. He grinned when he caught my eye. When the third dam was finished we ran up to the first, gauging the pool's depth as the river fed in and more rain splashed down. The water held at the dam's ridge, threatening to roll over.
We stood there, catching our breaths, silenced by the rain and exhaustion. After a minute, Aden turned to me. His blue eyes were subdued under the dark clouds, but were as alluring as ever. "We still need to talk."
I slid the wet hair from my face, tucking it behind my ears, and fell to my knees again, weakened by the thought of having this talk. The water eroded the dam from the top, taking a few grains at a time, shrinking the wall. I scooped more sand and packed it onto the ridge, busying my hands and my eyes. "No, we don't."
"You can't ignore me forever," he said coolly from beside me. His voice was calm, saying the phrase like a dare. It bordered on cocky, like I'd never be able to resist him.
He was right: It would be hard to ignore him. Even so, I wouldn't have to worry about doing it for long. Mom would surely take me home this weekend, if not Friday then Sunday at the latest. "That sounded as arrogant as your brother," I replied and pierced a finger through the dam, watching the water seize its opportunity for escape. The pressure forced the opening wider, and the water gushed out and raced to the second dam. I stood and walked in line with its progress. "And I'll ignore you for as long as I need to."
Aden followed. He was speechless for a minute while I reinforced the second dam with more packed sand. "I wasn't being arrogant," he finally said. "I know what I've been feeling lately. I know that I don't want to go a long time without talking to you. And, unless I'm delusional, something tells me you are feeling the same."
I clenched my teeth. I didn't like this, treating him this way, but he deserved it. Why should I be the nice guy when I've been made a joke of down here? I kept my eyes down and shook my head. "Fine, Aden. Let's talk. What do you want from me?" I asked with a shaky voice as I stood to face him.
"What do I want from you? All I wanted was to talk and you took off the other night," he said. "You ran away. Why are you hiding?"
Water pooled into the second dam, filling faster than the first, cresting the top in half the time. I turned my head away from him. "I left because I won't be made a fool of. I'm not an idiot."
Aden stepped sideways, positioning himself in front of me again. "I don't think you're an idiot, and I would never fool you."
"Why then?" I screamed through the rain. I kicked the dam's wall, splashing water out of the pool and sending chunks of sand flying through the wet air. "Why get close to me? Why pull me in when you are involved with Tara? It's humiliating." I walked to the third dam as the second crumpled around the hole my foot created.
"If you wouldn't have gone into hiding, I would have told you. I wanted to tell you Tuesday night," he said and stepped in front of me again. His hands reached out and slowly, tentatively, touched my arms. "Tara and I broke up on Monday. After you and I got out from under the boardwalk, I went to find her. I called it off, Caly." He applied soft pressure on my upper arms. His thumbs slid back and forth over my wet skin, comforting.
The water rose in dam three. Raindrops kamikazed the pool, creating tiny air bubbles when they hit the water. I kept my eyes focused on those bubbles, not wanting to look at Aden. I couldn't let myself be pulled into the depth of his eyes. I wouldn't.
"I didn't tell you right away. That was my mistake, and I'm sorry. I had to wait until we were alone. My plan was to tell you, then give you…us, time and space to clear our heads. It didn't really work out that way. When we were talking, I wanted, no, I needed to be close to you. I just got too close before I could find the words to tell you about Tara."
I pulled my arms from his grip and stepped back. "How can I know that this isn't all bull crap right now? Some cruel way to set me up while your girlfriend goes away on vacation?"
He dropped his hands to his side, deflated. "I'm not like that, Caly. I won't lie to you. I used to be like that, for a time, but not anymore. I thought when I changed my behavior everything would be better. I thought that being involved with the same person and doing well in school would give me fulfillment or make me feel whole. That never happened. I always knew something was missing. Tara was with me after my dad died. That was my excuse to stay with her, but she was never right for me. Most of the time this place was the only place I actually felt something. There was a connection, like I needed to be here. I told myself that it was because I grew up here, or that it was fun." He smirked. "You know what I realized?"
The rain continued pouring a non-stop shower over our bodies. I finally looked at him, waiting for him to finish his thoughts, and he took a hold of my arms again. "I realized something the moment I saw you the first day you came back. You couldn't have been more beautiful with the food stain down the front of your white T-shirt," he said with a soft grin."That day something clicked. I realized I had been lying to myself for too long. All these wasted summers, and I was still waiting for you. I wanted to kiss you right there, like all of those wasted summers had never happened and we were right back where we were before. Then, after I spent a few days at home I was in denial again, and when I returned I tried to ignore you. I thought those feelings couldn't be real. But after you jumped off the pier, I knew you felt something for me, too. I had to talk to you so I joined the game of flashlight tag Saturday just to hide with you, and when we spoke it confirmed everything that I felt. I knew what my life was missing, who I've been missing. You were my best friend, and I wasn't the same without you."
My body was suddenly weak, and I let his arms close around my back for support. Was it all true? Was he feeling the same way all along? His face was close to mine, yet far enough to admire the gorgeous details: the shallow creases in his lips, the easy curve in his lashes, the light stubble on his chin, and the thin, translucent scar above his right eye.
"It took so much strength not to kiss you that night, hiding together in the dark," he continued, his voice softer. "It was painful again doing laundry on Sunday and then Monday, under the boardwalk. I blame your fear of spiders and your untimely sneeze for pushing me closer to you. The smell of your perfume wasn't helping my fight to stay away either. It might have been easier if you'd smelled as bad as I did that day." He laughed.
I smiled and linked my arms around his lower back. "I thought your deodorant smelt amazing that day. I was worried that I was the stinky one," I said, recalling the hints of cedarwood from his body. The rain hid them from me now. Even with our bodies interlocked, I could only smell the raindrops cleansing the dirt and sand.
"It's good to know that my deodorant works," he said. His smile widened and his hands traveled up and down my back. "I missed this, Caly. I missed you," he said, tilting his face closer to mine.
I wanted all of this, every word, every touch. But in the back of my mind I remembered that I would be leaving this weekend, vanishing again and ripping our lives apart. The heartache of never returning came back to me, every night I'd cried and every argument with my mom during that entire first summer at home. I didn't want to cause or feel such grief and pain again. I pulled away and turned to watch the pooled water creep around the sides of the dam, finding an alternate way to flee. "I can't do this."



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 23
 
"What do you mean?" Aden asked and stepped behind my shoulder, closing the distance I'd created.
"I mean, I can't do this, Aden. I can't get involved with you. We should save ourselves the trouble and leave it alone."
"Why? What could possibly make you want to ignore what is obviously happening between us? There is no question that you feel the same way I do. I can see it in your eyes," he said and stepped in front of me again, crushing the wall of the third dam with his feet. The remaining water gushed past our ankles on its path to the bay.
I pressed my toes into the sand as the water ran by, feeling the loosened granules wash away beneath them. "I need time to think. That's all I want, time to think about everything."
He lifted my chin lightly with his fingers, pulling my eyes to him. "I know that your mom is coming tomorrow. Are you afraid of leaving again?"
I tipped my chin, ditching his delicate grasp. "How did you know that?"
His arms fell to his sides and he took in a deep breath. "Ava told me. She said you were worried."
I raked my palms across my face to clear the rain. "Ava's got a big mouth."
"She told me because she was upset. She doesn't want to see you go, either," he said.  "But, Caly, I won't make the mistake I made before. I should have tried harder to stay connected to you. It won't happen this time."
I understood what he was saying. I should have done more back then, too, but it still wouldn't change what distance and time could do to us eventually. "None of that matters because it's an impossible scenario."
"What happened to you? You used to be someone who didn't care about odds, or the norm. You always did things your own way even if something blocked your path."
"I still do things my own way, but I found out life doesn't always agree. It's never that easy, Aden. It's never just a simple yes or no, black or white."
"You're right. The best things are seldom easy. You're copping out with an easy route right now, though. I did the same thing for the last three years. I thought it was the right way to go, downstream, not fighting the current. That's not the right choice. Anything you truly care about is worth fighting for," he said, aggravated. His arms swung through the air, dispelling drops of rain as he knocked them off their gravitational track.
"This battle doesn't stand a chance. Why waste the effort if the outcome is doomed from the start?" I asked.
His smirk was filled with irritation; his lips pressed tight in a hard line despite a small curve at their ends. "I had my own pointless battles a few years ago, but I was fighting for no other reason than the fight itself. After I decided to change my stupid behavior, I floated along with no goal, nothing worth fighting for." He shook his head. "I know now what's important enough to fight for. This. Us," he said, pointing between us. "And I know you haven't lost your determination. You find painting important enough to start a fight with your mom? It's clearly not a wasted effort. Do you think I'm worth fighting for? Or would I be a wasted effort?"
I stared at him, the anger in his eyes. I'd hurt him. I wanted to believe I could fight for him, but I was uncertain. I didn't know what my true feelings were, especially since up until a half-hour ago I'd thought he was still dating Tara. I dropped my head, unsure of everything he had told me, unsure of my own thoughts; my frenzied mind wanted desperately to protect my foolish heart.
"I'll fight, Caly. I want to fight for something real. If you are only worried about leaving, we will figure out a plan. If you're worried about everything else," he paused and stared up to the sky, letting the rain consume his face. He looked back to me, took a breath, and said, "I guess you have to trust me."
"That's the thing, I'm not sure if I can," I replied. The conviction on his face dissolved as if I had smacked it away. "I'm not sure what to think, Aden. Talk is cheap, right? Words are words. Some words mean nothing when they should mean everything. So, I might be a coward who takes the easy road, but I have reasons for my caution," I said then ran to the door to grab my shoes and hoodie. Aden was still standing on top of the destroyed dam as I walked toward the cottages. His eyes followed me. "But, you're right," I yelled to him when I reached the first cottage. "If I feel it is worth it, I will fight."
 
*****
 
The lines blurred in my sketchbook. I started four hours ago with little progress aside from messy erase marks and crumpled papers in the trash. This would have been acceptable if I was physically busy, but the only valid interruption tonight was dinner. Though, Pop Pop picking up a pizza for dinner was hardly an interruption; I held a slice with one hand and a pencil in the other. After I'd explained Wayne's idea to Pop Pop, he left for the poker game to give me space to work. So my virtually uninterrupted efforts were leading nowhere.
"Knock, knock," Ava said through the porch screen.
"Hey. Come on in," I said from my hunched position at the kitchen table.
She wiped her bare feet and stepped through the kitchen door. "You said that we'd hang out tonight?"
"I remember," I said, finally getting a picture in my head. I started some lines for a tree. "Do you want something to drink?"
She took a seat at the table with me. "I'm okay, thanks. I heard you'd be busy. I can leave, if you want."
I pulled my eyes from the page. Ava's shirt was blank. No pictures, no quotes. No idioms or innuendos. The plain gray T-shirt was unreadable like her face. There was usually a tough look on her eyes, but tonight they were somber... or maybe disquieted. "I'm not going to die, you know?" I said, smiling to lighten her mood. "And who told you I'd be busy?"
"I'd give you two guesses, but you don't even need one," she quipped.
"You two talk a lot," I replied and let the pencil glide along the page. "What else did he tell you?"
She stretched her skinny legs out beside the table. "He's upset that you don't believe him, but he understands why. He said that he'll find a way to show you his truth. That's all he really said to me when I got back from sitting Dane. So, I guess that means he actually told you how he feels?"
I moved the pencil more―curves and lines around a thick branch, bulging eyes from a stick figure's head. "I think he told me everything. He told me he broke up with Tara on Monday and that I would have known earlier if I hadn't walked away Tuesday night." I slid the picture in front of her.
"I'm thinking that Wayne Lane wants something other than a mural of a stick figure hanging from a tree. But I do admire your boldness…and how you chose to leave one shoe on and the other kicked to the ground. It's a nice touch, though it may be a bit morbid for small children," she said with a laugh.
I laughed with her then crumpled up the suicidal stick man and tossed it to the trashcan. It missed the rim by an inch and settled on the ground with the other five failed attempts. "He's your brother, you know him best. Do you think he's honest?"
The smile on her face was left over from her laugh. She held it in place as she thought about the question. "Honest with other people, yes, with himself, no. Although, that appears to have changed lately. If it makes you feel any better, he didn't tell me about Tara until Wednesday. I was yelling at him to answer his phone because she'd been calling him nonstop since Monday night. He took her calls a couple of times in private while we shopped Tuesday, but he turned his phone off Wednesday. That's when he told me they'd broken up. He's been letting her calls go to voicemail since."
So chances were good that Aden was telling the truth about Tara, but I still couldn't know that when I left the beach things wouldn't go back to how they were before: me, alone; him, back with Tara out of convenience. I shook my head. "I'm not sure what to do."
Ava stood up. "I'm glad he told you everything. That's a big step for him. He really hasn't expressed much to anyone since Dad died." She pointed at the blank sheet in front of me. "I'll let you get back to it."
"I think Wayne wants me to start painting tomorrow. If you aren't sitting for Dane, you should come up to the boardwalk and help me."
"Really?"
"Yeah. It's going to be a long day. I could use the help."
"I have to watch Dane in the morning, but I can be there after lunch."
Ava left, and I stayed up for hours. When Pop Pop came home I moved to the queen bed with a reading light so I could continue without disturbing his sleep. I woke Friday morning with no trouble. Even though my eyes were heavy, my mind was fresh, ready for day. My nose was well rested too, alerting me to the smell of good coffee before I strolled through the boardwalk's door. Wayne stood behind the counter in the dining area, tilting a mug back to drain every drop.
"Morning," I said and took a seat on the cracked-vinyl barstool. I placed the sketchbook on the speckled green countertop and opened it in front of him.
"Morning," he replied and glanced at the book while pouring another mug of coffee. He filled a Styrofoam cup also and slid it to me then paged through the book. "You had a long night?"
"Not too bad," I said, adding cream and sugar to my cup. "Don't give me a bunch of crap. Just tell me now if I have to go pry up more boards."
He laughed and his body quickly reacted with a coughing fit. When he was able to catch his breath he said, "I'm not changing my mind. These look good, but I like this one best." He pointed to the second page. It wasn't a busy sketch; it was the simplest in the group. The point of view was from the bay, looking onto the beach. The boardwalk was along the top, in the background. The beach covered most of the area with a few trees and some umbrellas. What was the closest and most prominent was a metal channel buoy with a seagull perched on the top and a crab clinging to the side, halfway in the water.
"It'll be skewed some, not exactly realistic. It all depends on the colors you have too," I said and sipped some coffee. Footsteps traveled into the hallway as Aden passed the dining area on his way to the storage room.
"That's fine with me," Wayne said, pulling my attention back to him. "Do what you can. Your grandfather told me you might be leaving soon. Will that be a problem?"
"My mom might take me home this weekend so I won't have time to complete a whole wall-to-wall dress-up. I could work this piece on six sheets of drywall, and I should be able to finish a piece that size by tomorrow, as long as I have all of the colors and materials. Do you have a mask?"
Beeping noises echoed through the building. Wayne set his mug down and lifted the counter's bridge. "Sounds like all the materials have arrived." He waited for me to grab my stuff and we both walked through the game room to the storage area.
The forklift moved around outside, still out of view through the opened garage door.  Aden was on his knees in the middle of the room, prying planks. He smiled when Wayne and I entered and I smiled in return―a peace offering to start the day. I didn't want to fight with him. All I wanted was time to figure everything out because even though last night's talk with Ava helped me to believe him more, I still needed something else; I just didn't know what. I could tell by Aden's soft expression that he was prepared to give me the time I needed to figure it out.
The forklift pulled into view. Kyle was behind the wheel and Wayne pointed directions out where to place the new material pallet. When the forklift finished, Wayne walked outside and I walked over to inspect the materials.
Kyle entered the door without Wayne. "Hi again, Caly," he said and removed his sunglasses, propping them above his reversed baseball cap.
"Hi, Kyle. How are you?" I asked while I looked over the pallet, unable to see anything through the layers of protective wrap.
"I'm good." He removed a box cutter from his back pocket and sliced through the wrapping. "Has the warden put you on another detail?" he asked with a smile.
"Yeah," I laughed, remembering our talk last week about "serving time" here. "I'm painting a mural on the wall." I scanned the boxes as he tore the wrapping off. Plenty of black, beige, red, blue and all the other basic colors I needed for a beach scene.
"You spray paint? Are you any good?"  He crumpled the wrapping in his arms and stepped closer.
I picked up the face ventilator, shocked that Wayne had spent the extra money on a quality mask instead of buying the cheap medical face guards that I usually bought. "I'm okay," I replied, pulling apart the plastic covering, anxious to try on the mask.
"You missed a great party last weekend," Kyle said, watching me adjust the mask straps. "The offer is still open if you ever want to come over and hang out."
Aden walked up next to us and grabbed a plank from the pallet. "How's it going, Kyle?"
"Hey, Aden," Kyle replied, startled by Aden's presence. "You up here for bad behavior, too?" It was an inside joke, one that I wasn't intended to know, except Ava had already vaguely informed me of their old criminal connection.
"Not exactly bad behavior, more like... good endeavors," Aden glanced at me and I placed the mask around my head, trying to ignore the not-so-subtle undertones of the conversation.
Kyle smirked. "Good for you. How's that girlfriend of yours? Is she still hot enough to melt a pair of shades?" I had to hand it to Kyle; he wouldn't back down. He must have thought mentioning Tara would help his cause. Too bad he still had no chance of manipulating the situation in his favor. It was funny to watch, though, and quite flattering. I kept fidgeting with the mask over my face to hide the grin that wouldn't leave my lips.
Aden smirked back at him, one with an unmistakable, hardened line of hate. "Yeah, she is still hot, but no longer my girlfriend. I'll tell her to give you a call, though. She may be interested in some real jail time," Aden said, standing a little straighter. Wayne walked back into the door at the best possible time, before things got too heated.
Kyle glanced over his shoulder. "Come and see me if you get bored of this place, Caly." He turned back to Wayne. "Is that everything, Mr. Lane?"
"Yes, that should be all of it, Kyle. Thanks for coming out on short notice." Kyle nodded and smiled at me again before leaving.
Aden turned to me and chuckled.
"What?" I asked, confused.
"He's never gotten under my skin before. It's all your fault, you know? I have a feeling I could be fighting in more ways than one." He let out a deep breath, releasing some tension. "And, I can see the smile in your eyes, even when I can't see your beautiful lips," he said and touched the bottom of the ventilator before moving the new plank back to his work area.
"If this doesn't cover it, the older cans are upstairs," Wayne said, prying my eyes away from Aden.
"This is plenty to use, but can I go look at the old stock too? Different caps will help with the details."
I hurried to the room Wayne gave me directions to, which was much like the room behind the jukebox area, storing miscellaneous garbage. I surveyed the cans quickly then returned downstairs so Wayne didn't get the idea I was stealing, though he probably had cameras up there, too. Most of the old caps were clogged so I dumped them in an empty tray with thinner. I also took a few near-empty cans from the room so I could use their leftover aerosol to blow the caps clean during painting.
I opened most of the roll-up doors for ventilation, studied the sketch again, and searched the pallet. Wayne had spent a fortune and I wasn't sure why. If this was his way to get back at Quinn for bullying him, it had to be the most expensive way to accomplish it. I spread out the boxes and unloaded the cans, sorting them by colors. Wayne was smart enough to buy variations of the same hues, which would make the job of blending a lot easier, though I wished I had my own caps from home. Hopefully, with good technique, I could still make this piece work. When I finished organizing the colors I secured my respirator, set the ladder in place, and sprayed the first lines.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 24
 
If heaven is modeled to suit each person's individuality, this was my heaven's design. Wayne had supplied me with enough paint to cover the entire storage room twice over, a fresh drywall canvas, and the freedom of expression. There was no pressure to be stealthy by moonlight, no pressure to keep an eye out for police cars, and no pressure to finish within a couple of hours. Mom was due to arrive this evening so she wouldn't leave until Saturday at the earliest, which meant I had all day to get most, or all of the mural finished.
I shook a can, rattling the pea inside, and pressed the cap, expelling aerosol and tiny puffs of paint into the air. The process invigorated me. I started slowly, using caution as I laid the back shading for the upper portion of the mural. Even being cautious, I completed the first half before lunch. The boardwalk image took the longest with the details of the roll-up doors: the peeling paint, the shiny windows, and the splits along the doorframes. I left some of the doors open, highlighting the boarded floors with shades of the sunset pouring in. A few wispy orange clouds streaked across the sky, and the trees along the side of the boardwalk shone with high and lowlights of green and brown. I was engaged, only stopping for water twice. Aden didn't bother me, though he watched with a fascination that unnerved me at first. The only person I had ever tagged in front of before was New York Aden. That was the very beginning. His own talent was exceptional so the look from his eyes was critical, picking through my faults as I adopted his tricks. His severe eye didn't bother me; it was part of the learning process. My Aden's eyes, however, looked at the wall with admiration, and love. My Aden. All this time, he has always been my Aden.
I refused to take a full lunch. Instead of going home, I ate one of the personal pizzas from the boardwalk's supply. Alex was right to claim he was the reason that Wayne stocked them; Wayne confirmed as much when I ordered one. I inhaled the microwavable disc of grease and got back to work. Aden left for his lunch and came back with Ava, bouncing in her steps, excited to help. I explained some of the process to her as I finished the blending along the beach. When I was done, I unstrapped my mask and fixed it on her head, allowing her to start the bay water for the bottom section. I handed over a can of mud brown for the base and stepped away from the wall. Aden had disappeared while I instructed Ava, but returned just as she swiped her first lines.
"Here," he said, tapping me on the shoulder with an orange Creamsicle in his hand. Squiggly vapors rose above it as it cooled the surrounding hot air. He took a bite from one in his other hand, staring at Ava and the wall.
"Thanks," I said, smiling to myself.
"I don't need to tell you how good you are, but I'm just not sure this is worth all of your effort. Maybe Quinn would be willing to sell me the wall before he demolishes this place," Aden said, watching Ava dust paint apprehensively along the bottom of the wall. Her hands shook as she released sporadic bursts through the fat cap. She looked the way I did during my first time painting: unsure, uncomfortable. Afraid. Now graff was the one thing that I was the most certain of in my life. After I lost the beach, I had more reservations about myself, life, and any type of relationship. When I never came back, I thought I was content alone, spending most of my time shut up in my room or working. Was I simply afraid to create something that I could lose again? Hiding?  And now I was keeping Aden at arm's length. Why risk the pain? Like the mural, was it really worth the effort, especially if it gets torn down, tagged over, or whitewashed in the end?
Yes. Yes, of course it is. It always was. Because all of the effort creates beauty, something so powerful that it combines all senses, all emotions, encouraging the mind and body to experience it simultaneously. Then the mind stores it all together like treasures to reopen throughout life, sometimes when you least expect it.
I took a bite of the Creamsicle. The orange and cream flavors pinched my mind, taking me back to a beautiful treasure from the last summer I was here. It was the scorching first day of the Memorial Day weekend. Alex had run wild along the boardwalk. It was his custom, entertaining whoever was around when we had no coins left to feed the hungry games. He took his act up a notch from previous summers: dancing, singing, hurdling the pool tables (with no sign of Wayne Lane). Wrestling with Aden was another trick, but only when Aden wasn't expecting it. That day, Aden was an especially easy target because his eyes were glued to me. We had been apart all school year, and, after reuniting the day before, we were once again inseparable. So when Alex tackled Aden, sending Aden's ice-cream cone (the one he bought with his last two quarters) skidding across the planks, I used my last quarters to buy him a Creamsicle. He was nice enough to share it with me... and our first French kiss. This gave me another reason to love the Creamsicle and I think he knew it. He remembered. It was as if we traveled back in time, skipping all the years we spent apart and were right back where we used to be: together.
I thought about his words again: "Is it worth the effort? Worth the fight?" I took another bite of the Creamsicle before replying to him. "Even if the end outcome is negative, the beauty always makes the effort worthwhile," I said, staring at his profile, at his choppy hair and inviting lips. "It's worth the fight." I cupped my free hand around his arm.
He kept his eyes on the wall while his lips spread wide, filling his face with a smile so familiar it made my heart leap. His eyes turned to me with a sideways, squinty glance. Then he slid his arm from my grasp and placed it around my shoulders, pulling me closer to his body. The weight of his arm was not playfully assertive like Alex's arm was last week. Aden's arm was easy, natural, and seemed to fit in place better than ever.  "Well, if I had known this only took a Creamsicle..." He lifted his arm and set it back in place, teasing happily.
"Caly," Ava turned around, tugging the mask off her face. "Oh. Um," she said awkwardly.
I smiled at Aden before I ducked under his arm. "You did great," I said to Ava, walking over to her. "We need to start adding hints of dark algae green then I need to work on the strip of sunset."
Aden returned to the planks while Ava and I sectioned the wall. I couldn't help but smile anytime Aden looked up at me. My mind remained wary, by my heart was fuller than it had been in a long time. The beach brought it all back to me. It was what I'd been missing. I'd dwelt on the negative attributes of this place for years, lying to myself about not needing it because I wasn't allowed to return. Now, all of the rust, neglected structures, and dead fish couldn't sway my affections since the conditions really had nothing to do with the attraction. It was about family and friends, and love. I'd gotten all of it back, and I would fight to keep it.
Normal quitting time passed and I kept working. Aden and Ava tried to talk me into taking a break with them when they left for dinner, but I declined, determined to stay until I was satisfied. Noise along the boardwalk broke my concentration, forcing me to take a breather. Behind the curtain, the game room came to life with arcade tones and music. Wayne Lane stepped through the gap in the wall between the rooms. His body seemed to struggle with the simple task of standing, wavering slightly with each move he forced it to make. He wasn't in the same condition as earlier. It was like he'd aged nine years in nine hours. His face was somewhat sunken and was as pale as the can of flat white I grasped in my hand. That's when I realized Wayne was sick. Not just cold and flu sick, seriously ill. The pieces came together within the seconds it took him to enter the room and stare emptily at the paint on the wall. This was his reason for selling the beach.
"You aren't well, are you?" I asked, avoiding a couple of missing planks as I walked to his side.
He coughed with a low rumble, infused with harsh prickles that rose from the bottom of his lungs. "Well, given the sight of my beard, I'd say most people would find it hard to believe I could be sane," he replied plainly with his eyes fixed on the wall, evading my gaze.
"You know that's not what I meant," I said, looking back to the wall. "Is that what this is all about? Why you're selling?"
"I suppose you, in all your teenage wisdom, plan to tell me that I'm making the wrong decision," he said. His voice was rough, bitter with contempt, completely opposite from his jovial demeanor this morning.
I looked at the floor, wondering what he must be going through. From his reaction, the sale was probably his only choice. Maybe that choice only involved money or perhaps he knew he would no longer be physically able to care for the property. Either way, he didn't like it. It was as if the pain of the decision was long gone, leaving only anger buried inside. That anger was emerging now and would likely surface more each day closer to the sale. I don't think the anger was directed entirely at Quinn. The other target was the illness, which is a difficult target in such an emotional war. "No," I said, shaking my head. "I'm sure you've explored and weighed all your options. I have to admit, though, this was certainly a fitting way to leave a mark, whether it gets torn down or not. I may have time before I leave to throw a middle finger in an empty section, if you're interested," I said. I refused to pump him for information, lecture him, or attempt to solve his problems. He wasn't my friend; he was an adult who didn't want pity or opinions, just honesty.
The lines on the bald portions of his face creased into a fraction of a smile. "No, I think this is enough. It looks good. Your grandfather wasn't exaggerating," he said quietly.
"Thanks. It'll be pretty much finished after I'm done with the buoy. It's up to you if you want more on the other panels after that."
"Maybe. We'll see tomorrow," he said, turning slowly. "I better get back to work before all of the kids show up looking for change."
With one of the rear roll-up doors open for ventilation, I could see cars arriving ready to start the weekend as soon as the beach's gate convulsed its authorization to enter. The sun was lower on the horizon when Aden returned.  He snuck up on me while I was adding details to the buoy. After he touched my shoulder, he leapt back, avoiding the streak of black that expelled from the can. He had already showered. His damp hair clumped in chunky pieces, some curling onto his forehead. When I removed my mask to talk, his subtle cologne trumped the stale stench of the boardwalk and even the sharp smell of fresh paint. The woodsy scent was as inviting as his eyes, drawing me in. I leaned into him and his arms closed around my body, securing the most unstable parts of my life. I had to stifle the urge to drop everything and remain there. Forcing my attention back to the wall, I started to paint again and kept my mask off to tell him about my conversation with Wayne.
"That's why Elma was so reluctant to tell us everything," Aden said, shaking the can of white I handed him.
"As his lawyer, she probably can't tell anyone," I said and sprayed black shadows inside the shell of the blue crab then I took the can of white from him and highlighted its bright spots. We dropped the boardwalk conversation, knowing there was nothing more to say.  "I'll probably finish within an hour. The seagull already has its dark shades so I just need to add his lights and details." I pulled the respirator back over my face and got to work.
Aden watched a while then disappeared into the game room. I could hear him yelling playfully with Ava over arcade games. More time passed, and the setting sun projected my shadow over half the length of the boardwalk's floor. I scanned the wall for missing details and filled in where needed: sun reflecting off the umbrella, divots along the waterline, sparse grass beneath the trees. I used the spent cans to blow the caps clean then returned them to a smaller box, saving them in the event I was to paint more tomorrow. When I finished returning all of the cans to their boxes, I heard a familiar voice.
"Amazing," Mom said from the open wall of the game room.
I wiped my hands along my ragged work jeans. "Glad you think so," I replied with a tinge of resentment that wasn't lost on her.
She smiled weakly, but before she could speak again a guy walked behind her. At first, I didn't recognize him; his jeans and blue-striped T-shirt didn't ring any bells. It was only when he spoke that I figured it out.
"Wow, Caly. This rivals your work on Honey Muffin," he said. His voice was a low tone that repeated in my mind. I instantly remembered the same voice saying, "You seem like a smart kid, Caly, so what’s the reason for tonight’s artwork?" A phrase etched in my memory accompanied by the smell of burnt popcorn from the police interrogation room. "Looks like your eye didn't suffer any permanent damage from that bush. I gave Owen a good deal of paperwork as payback for that ordeal. He swore it wasn't his fault, but I didn't buy it."



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 25
 
"You brought the cop?" I asked Mom. "You've got to be kidding me." I lifted a box of cans and set it closer to the wall.
"Are you finished up here? We really need to talk," Mom said calmly as Officer Scott stepped beside her. She looked good: well-rested, relaxed. Happy, even.
"Yeah, I'm done," I replied. Officer Scott followed my lead and helped me close all of the ventilation doors, except one. It was weird seeing him here, without his uniform, or his sidearm. If Mom was looking for another way to punish me, this was it. I couldn't believe she'd started dating a cop. No more unauthorized street pieces for me.
We walked into the game room. Aden and Ava stopped their game of pool when we entered. I smiled at both of them, hopefully assuring them that I wouldn't be leaving the beach tonight. At least, as far as I knew. The smile seemed to work since neither of them followed us outside.
The march back to the cottage was filled with sounds from everything imaginable: crickets warming up for their nightly performance, boats skimming far out at bay, kids gathering loudly for a game of tag. Understandably, not one of us spoke. Mom and I likely had the same intention of hashing it out in the confines of the cottage. It would get loud, possibly loud enough to shut the windows in order to prevent the entire beach from hearing. Officer Scott kept silent, too. Smart man.
Pop Pop was already over at the Clark's cottage for the poker game so we had the cottage to ourselves. Officer Scott entered with us, and I looked to Mom with some confusion as I kicked my shoes off onto the porch. Why was he here? Shouldn't he go take a walk during this meeting? Possibly a long one off the busted pier? Mom took a seat at the table and pulled another chair out for me. I went to the fridge first and grabbed a water bottle before sitting. Officer Scott sat down opposite Mom.
"Why are you here?" I blurted out to Officer Scott after drinking some water.
"Caly," Mom said and shook her head. "We've got some things to talk about. First, the art thing," she started.
"I get that, Mom, but why is he here? I know, I know," I said, shaking my head. "You're probably dating. But I would hate to think you'd want him here for this discussion."
Officer Scott remained silent. His eyes strayed to Mom with a look of frustration. He wanted to speak, but didn't. The only movement he made was to lace his hands together and place them on the table. His fingernails were bitten down to nubs and the surrounding skin wasn't any better, with pieces torn off leaving red cuts where they had undoubtedly bled. Bad habit or nerves? I didn't recall them being in that condition at the police station.
"Let's talk about your punishment first then we will talk about Steven, okay?" she asked and sighed. I stared at the water bottle with no response. "Here's the deal. I'm still upset about the illegal activity, especially your method of showing me your talent. Steven already knows that you were never given permission to paint the wall."
Great. More reason for her cop-boyfriend to harass me, I thought.
"What you did was wrong and I won't glorify it," she continued. "With that being said, you already know you've gotten a big response from the painting. Honey Muffin's sales increased and have remained constant, and I've noticed that the Facebook page you created is getting a lot of attention. Business owners came to me for information about you and your designs, and most of the usual customers loved it. So, I've decided to leave it up," she said. I smiled reflexively. It was rare for my mom to eat crow. Actually, it was never. She never thought she was wrong, ever. "As for your punishment," she continued, "I think you've endured enough time down here and you can come back with us when we leave."
"What if I don't want to?" I asked quickly.
"Well, it appears the rest of your summer would be busy with jobs, if you choose to come home and start getting serious about your hobby." She forced the last word through her teeth, like it was a dirty word. "And that mural at the boardwalk looked finished."
"I've got other, unfinished business down here. Plus, if people are truly interested, they can wait a couple months while I start up a website, get a business license, and whatever else is required, right?" Ava would surely help me with most of that if I stayed here the rest of the summer.
Mom looked at Officer Scott―Steven. He shrugged. "I think it's a smart idea to take the time for all the proper procedures. I'm sure it took you a long time to set up the bakery, right?"
Mom nodded. "I suppose you can stay. We'll have to clear it with Pop Pop first. He said you've been doing well down here despite some minor setbacks with some old friends."
I gave a lame smile. Minor setbacks. Pop Pop was vague with Mom when describing my old friend Tara's prank of leaving me across the bay to die from a sunburn or seagull mockery. "Minor setbacks," I mimicked her.
Mom cleared her throat and glanced over at Steven for a second. "Well, I guess you know that Steven and I have a history, and that we are dating again."
"Don't tell me you're getting married. Shouldn't you wait closer to a month before you make a decision like that?" I said, running ahead of where this conversation was leading.
"No, we aren't getting married." She smirked and dropped her eyes. Her face appeared younger than the last time I had seen her. Her skin was radiant, vibrant and healthy. I wondered if their relationship was the reason, since owning the bakery seemed to drive her down the opposite road of aging. "I need to apologize to you, Caly."
Huh?
My eyes narrowed. I wasn't expecting an apology. The admittance that my art was good, and that it wasn't the biggest mistake of my life were the only things I'd wanted. I never thought I'd get an apology. I looked at Steven, wondering if he was somehow behind the words. Steven stood up and moved over to the couch where he opened Mom's purse and removed a piece of paper. He brought it back to the table, stared at it for a second, and then slid the textured sheet to me. It was beige, heavy-weight sketch paper, not unlike the kind I favored. A single image was drawn on the front, shaded in charcoal gray. With no folds or accidental smudges, it looked like a brand new sketch of a flower. From its thin stem, five delicate petals fanned toward the sky and the lower portion of the flower hung below like a curved, opened mouth. The sides of the mouth were striped and spotted. I had never seen the flower before.
"I never told you how you got your name. It's something that I avoided purposely and I'm sorry," Mom said with a small crack splintering her voice. This wasn't the apology I was expecting at all. She swiped her finger under one eye, clearing a tear that hadn't even left its corner, and pressed her lips together in an embarrassed smile. "I'm not proud of my actions, but one day I hope you can understand that I thought I was doing the best thing. It was actually more for selfish reasons, though, at the time, I felt it was right."
"I don't understand what this is about," I said, staring at the flower. It reminded me of the sketch Officer Scott did of me at the station. It was his style. Heavy lines pushed deep on the lower portion of the flower the same way that he'd marked my jaw line in the interrogation room.
Mom was uncharacteristically silent. "Caly," Steven said, covering for Mom who had apparently lost the ability to speak. "That flower is a Calypso orchid. It's usually found hiding along the forest floor in the North."
"I get my fabulous name from a flower. Fantastic. I suppose that's better than a moon of Saturn or some Greek kidnapping harlot. So why do you know so much about a flower?" I asked Steven.
"When I was a senior in high school, I went on a weekend trip to Maine with my parents. We hiked quite a bit, and I found an area covered with Calypsos. I potted one and, because they are unique, I brought it back home to give to my girlfriend before prom," he said. His words dissolved at the end of the sentence and his almond eyes shifted to Mom. Her lips flitted with a tiny smirk then her gaze fell on me.
Oh, God. 
My mind flashed to the sketch he'd drawn of me. He draws, too. "Are you serious?" I yelled. I couldn't believe what they were trying to express to me without really saying the words. Officer Scott is my father? "Why did you never tell me this?" I yelled at my mom then I turned my attention to Steven. "And why weren't you around?"
He shook his head. "I would've been. At least, I'd like to think I would have been."
"You didn't know?" I said to him then turned back to Mom. "You never told him?"
"He was leaving in a couple of months, starting a life in the Army. I didn't think it was fair to stop him," she replied softly. "I didn't want him to abandon his plans, and I also was afraid that he might not understand my decision to keep you. I knew your grandparents would honor my choice due to their own pregnancy complications, but I wasn't as sure that Steven would. Keeping everything from him probably wasn't the right thing to do, but it felt like the best choice at the time."
"You're right," I snapped. "It wasn't the right thing to do. It wasn't even your choice to make."
"Don't beat her up, Caly," Steven said to me. His voice was neutral. "I already did enough of that. I wasn't exactly this calm when I first put it together."
"You had to figure it out? When?" I asked, shocked Mom hadn't even told him after she found out he was back in town. How could she not? She was heartless, that's how.
"Not right away. When you were detained at the police station, you didn't have your ID. The preliminary paperwork was written up improperly by Owen, who only wrote what everyone calls you: Caly. With no charges pressed and no other paperwork drawn, I thought Caly was your full name until Sunday morning. I asked you about your tag sign and that's when you told me your full name. I confronted Carmen the next day."
I stared at Mom, wondering, after all these years, how she could keep a secret like this from him. From me? How could she let me suffer such a never-ending puzzle? How could she lead me to believe he was absent for a reason like imprisonment or simply of his own accord like some dead-beat father who wanted nothing to do with me? There were days that I'd viewed her through the same eyes as people in our community. They saw her as a slut for getting knocked-up at such a young age and sometimes, when I was at my maddest during an argument, I did, too. It was a valid assumption based on her high school popularity, and it made the harsh abandonment theory take a back seat to an easy paternity mix-up. But in any of the theories, regardless of their credibility, I was always the loser.
Mom was crying now. A continuous flow streamed from her red, squinty eyes, expelling all of the lies and sorrow that she'd hidden for years. She sobbed, breathing erratically through her nose and lips, and suddenly I saw her as my age, young, scared about having a child and making decisions that would not only sculpt her own future, but mine as well. Steven reached across the table and placed his hand on top of hers. She didn't move or dodge his touch; she allowed his comfort. Her breaths slowed and she wiped her face, collecting herself.
"I'm sorry. I never meant to hurt either of you. I know that it will be a very long time, if ever, before you can forgive me, but I want to make things right." She sighed and took a deep breath. "Caly, I know I've been a difficult mother. I was so scared that you would follow my footsteps that I laid a lot of information on you far too early. I started to worry about your social interaction a while after the bakery opened. I thought I, and my notoriety, scared you into a hermit lifestyle and that's why I pressed you to go out more. Guilt was another reason. I had turned into a parent who only had time for her business and not enough time for her own daughter."
Her words poured over me. As I watched her fall to pieces, I struggled to comprehend it all. My face was even numb, void of feeling and surely void of expression.
"And I'm sorry about setting you up with Owen. I thought if you got an in with some people you would make friends and want to go out more. Again, it was selfish. I was only masking my own guilt when clearly you were perfectly content at home. I shouldn't have pushed you," she said. She looked at me through puffy eyes with wet liner marks streaked across her cheeks, waiting.
I sifted through the wreckage in my mind, rubbing my smudged fingers against my forehead, hoping to make sense of it all. "I'm not sure what to say." I shook my head and stared at the wooden tabletop, picturing the felt poker table underneath. Like the game, it was my turn to call. "I need some time to process it all. I do want to tell you that I've figured some things out while I've been here. The truth is, I was lying to myself at home. I thought I was content. And for most of that surreal time, the trance I was in was good enough. But now, I remember how lost I was when I left this place. Losing this place was like losing a family, and then in the years to follow, I lost you. I lost love. I never realized how much it all really mattered, but now I know I don't want to lose it again. That's why I need to stay." I could see that she might appreciate the importance of finding something that had been lost―he was sitting across from her.
"I understand," she said, calmly. "We're staying in town until Sunday. We'll be here at the beach during the day. We can talk more whenever you decide."
"Sure," I replied, looking at Steven. "I guess there's a lot for us to talk about." I stood up and pointed at the sketch of the Calypso flower. "It's pretty," I said, smiling. "I guess some natural talent runs in the family."
"Guess so," he replied. His brown eyes looked into mine―a genetic match.
Maybe I was in shock. An emotional overload can have that effect. There were moments during my mom's words that I wanted to shake her, hard, and other moments when I wanted to comfort her with a hug. Yet, I did neither. After a lifetime of waiting for a paternal explanation, I finally had one. My father's a cop…and I'm a graffiti artist. It probably wasn't the best way to start a relationship, with a definite line drawn between us. Yet somehow I was more comfortable with that line. Maybe it was because I would have legal work in the coming months, nothing to warrant another interrogation. And none of this would have happened if I hadn't tagged the bakery. I would have remained at home, alone in my silent misconception of happiness, erasing everything that occurred with Officer Scott, Mom, and everything that happened here, too. Erased Ava, Alex, and Aden.
Aden. He'd told me everything about how he really felt and I needed to reciprocate. I wasn't afraid anymore. Even if we only had this weekend left at the beach, I would fight for him, for us. I found myself jogging over the cobbled sidewalk. My tender feet―newly tolerant to bareness―no longer protested with crippling pain that triggered lip-biting distraction. Instead, I was soft on my feet and only bit my lip twice.
The sky was clear and the stars flashed their brilliance, rivaling the dull crescent moon. The boardwalk wasn't busy when I arrived. Younger kids gathered near the jukebox, yelling in order to hear one another over the speakers. Wayne was in the dining area chatting with some adults while more kids stood like robots in front of the arcades, slamming joysticks and punching buttons. Ava and Aden were gone. I crossed the game room and stepped around the gap in the wall. The storage room was especially dark at night, with fewer hanging fluorescents than other areas of the boardwalk and scant moonlight diffusing through its dirty windows. I admired the dark mural for a second before I decided to walk to the pier.
It was a long shot that Aden would be there, but I didn't want to wait at the boardwalk and I wasn't going to go back to his cottage where I would likely run into Mom again, visiting with the poker players. I cut through the trees, stepped gingerly onto the cracked pavement, and then navigated to the first bowed planks of the pier. The moonlight did little to help me see splinters or broken nails protruding from the old planks. I should have put my kicks back on. One foot after another, I crept forward. Baby steps.
The tide wasn't high enough to splash the underside of the planks, even though they bowed a couple of feet lower in the center than the cement supports. Halfway across the planks, I stepped down onto the first cement branch. Its walkway was high enough to escape the peaceful night waves, but the perpendicular docks sat another foot lower, submerged. I rolled my jeans to my knees, sat on the walkway, and dipped my feet into the water over the dock. The coolness of the bay was comforting after a full day of painting. It could easily contend with the relaxing shower that I didn't get to take after Mom and Steven showed up. There was no way I'd voluntarily stick around after that conversation. Some people might disagree with that decision. Some wouldn't be able to ignore the million questions assembling in their minds aimed at the man they had just discovered was their father. I thought the discovery alone was enough information to handle for one evening so I left. Plus, it was plain to see from the subtle gestures between him and Mom that he'd be around a while. I didn't need to test my emotional limit for one night.
Something splashed on the other side of the pier. It wasn't the waves; they were too muted. This sound was water against grass or dirt, like a faucet had been opened, gushing water onto the ground below. I turned my head toward the entrance of the pier, but couldn't pinpoint the location. My eyes resettled at my feet. The concrete below was where Aden first kissed me. His eyes had searched mine after he asked me to go out with him. He'd kissed me then, and I'd foolishly punched him in return.
I smiled, remembering how our summer love began. I needed to find him. I needed to tell him that all of the feelings he'd expressed to me were the same ones that I had been feeling all along. As I approached the planks to leave, I caught a glimpse of someone moving at the farthest point of the pier. It was far too dark to see who it was so, instead of leaving, I moved cautiously along the warped boards to determine if it was Aden before I left to go find him. When I reached the larger concrete section, I stepped under the particleboard overhang covering the vacant gas pump area. The person had already moved around the other end and the sound of sloshing started again.
Splash. Splash. Splash.
I walked toward the wall, noticing a hint of sharp fumes mixing into the algae-scented air. There were no boats around to be the source. Perhaps weekender boaters docked at the pier before sundown, needing to refuel with their own supply? The potency increased when I turned the corner of the cement wall. My soles were wet, but it wasn't bay water; the tide waves were too low to reach the top of the pier. It was something else that glinted on the cement in the moonlight. More movements came from around a tree. When I tilted my face toward the road, my stomach turned. Tara stood ten feet from me. She wore basic black jeans and a matching T-shirt, camouflaged in the night.
The red gas can hanging from her grip was easier to see.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 26
 
She was supposed to be in Ocean City for two weeks, not standing in front of me, staring. Her teeth, the brightest feature on her shadowed body, gleamed under the moonlight with an eerie smile.
"Caly," Tara said. Her voice was delicate, hardly recognizable from its usual emphatic tones. "Funny, I wasn't expecting you to be here, though it is a pleasant surprise." She continued dumping liquid from the five-gallon container, spreading it generously around the base of the tree beside her.
I glanced down, past the roll in my jeans, to my feet, tilting them to the side and examining the liquid underneath. The pungent odor entered my nose and swirled in my head. Gas. The area was flooded. I looked around Tara and noticed the four other gas containers behind her. "What are you doing?" I asked, baffled by the scene playing out in front me.
"You're duller than I thought, crab," she scoffed, sounding more like herself as she whipped her arm in the air, slinging the remaining gas, dousing the tree and some scrawny patches of grass. She flipped the container and let the last bit drip from the nozzle.
I stepped over the short concrete ledge, moving from the pavement onto the ground. Gas was soaked into the packed dirt. Though the gas was no longer puddled, the ground remained damp. "I must be dull because I don't understand why you would do something like this." My movements were slow and careful. I was not supposed to be here; I'd surprised her. Nevertheless, she wasn't worried about my presence, which is what bothered me the most about the situation. I am a witness to this, whatever this is.
Her thick hair was braided away from her face, allowing me to see her dark eyes. They shifted about, tracking my motions. She tossed the empty container and leaned over to grab another. "I have many reasons," she said. "First of all, this place sucks. It always has." She unscrewed the new container's top, extended the valve spout, and popped the tiny vent. Her other hand grabbed the side handle for a better tilt then she took short steps, beginning to pour again. Her path led away from me, toward the beach.
When she stepped away, I stepped closer
unconsciously. Was I attempting to stop her from lighting the place up? I kept thinking about fleeing. My mind wanted me to run for the dry sand on the beach to escape the gas under my soles, but my feet refused to take any more than a single step at a time. "I know you never liked it here. It's not exactly a Caribbean resort," I said, recalling a reference she used once, comparing another trip.
The phrase wasn't lost on her. She laughed with recognition and the volume drowned out the dull sound of waves colliding with the pier's solid base. "I was supposed to be in Ocean City. Instead, I'm back here in this hellhole. A place I've been trying to escape for years." She moved toward the side of the pier facing the beach, and she poured gas along the ledge and the thin bushes that shielded the ten-foot drop-off. The rocks that Alex and Aden had fallen onto were visible in the moon's reflection. Their serrated points appeared more unnerving at night because the shadows made it difficult to distinguish where one rock started and another ended.
"Why not stay home, or refuse to come?" I asked. Her baby-girl influence had always won over her father so I was curious why she felt as though she had no other options.
"If it were that easy, I would never come. Unfortunately, my mother loves this place. And she gets everything she wants, which means I'll never be able to leave."
I took the last part to mean that the deal between her dad and Wayne was actually something her mom wanted. If what she said was true then the only person able to trump her in her father's manipulation was her mom. I couldn't say I felt sorry for her; I didn't. I was once on the opposite side of the beach-battle spectrum, unable to return for the summer. Was there something more I could've done to win my battle? Maybe. But, unlike Tara in this situation, burning down my mom's business wouldn't have been a likely option in my sane mind. "My mom isn't easy to deal with either. She was the reason I never returned," I said.
"Don't try and relate. You have no idea," she yelled, dumping more gas. "You're the one who screwed up my life."
"I screwed up your life?" I asked, offended by the accusation. "I'm pretty sure you did that yourself."
She stopped pouring and let the container hang by her side. Gas trickled down the spout and soaked into the sides of her black denim. "I was always baffled by his attraction to you, ever since we were kids. What was so great about a scrawny blonde who liked to play in mud puddles?"
Aden was the reason. Of course. If she'd cared for him, she would be hurt that he'd broken up with her. I felt my heart tighten, knowing how I felt when I wasn't able to see him those years ago, and more recently when he wouldn't speak to me. "I'm not sure I understand. You cared for him then? When we were kids?"
"I liked him before you. I never understood why he asked you out that day at the pier and not me," she said and started pouring the gas again. "When you never came back, he resisted me for a couple of summers until he finally came to his senses. For me, he was a distraction from this place even before we dated; I wanted him when you dated, and pursued him after you were gone. It all helped me pass time in this crappy place. If I had been with him from the start, it might have all been different. Maybe I would've liked it here. It was just too bad that there was never really a fantastic connection between us after you. It didn't matter too much, though; I had more fun with guys at home and on vacations." She laughed, maybe remembering a time with another guy, or maybe a time with Aden―a time she never cherished. No wonder he was never happy with her, she'd never truly cared for him. Her mourning their breakup was actually her mourning what once could've been, and which now was only a tolerable distraction from her misery.
"So you used him?" I asked, concluding her twisted thoughts. "How could you even do that? He was supposed to be your friend, too." It hurt to think about the time Aden wasted with her, someone who was never honest with him. I remembered Aden's words from our talk in the laundry room: "Honesty is a hard quality to find." He knew that she wasn't honest with him. He was just going with the flow, with no urgency to change anything. A stalemate of his own composition.
"The relationship was convenient. The truth is that I never really liked you, either." Her voice rose as the container emptied. She slung it toward the trees and it bounced off a low branch before tumbling to the ground. She strode past me to grab the next container and continued dumping gas where she left off. "I knew then you were beneath me, but I tried to keep up the pleasantries between us because you spent time with the Clark boys. And I figured you could use a girl friend."
"I could use a girl friend?" I recoiled.
Her dark almond eyes narrowed. "You seemed so awkward, I wanted to help, but you were so stubborn. You didn't even care to dress like a girl. You were a bit pathetic, actually." She changed direction and moved back toward the end of the pier with the latest container fully tilted.
"Pathetic? I was nice to you because you were new here. Is that why I was pathetic or was it because I wouldn't sacrifice my own personality like your clone-puppet, Lydia? You must have been so used to all of your other friends doing everything you wanted."
"Typically," she said, flipping her head in the opposite direction, swinging her braid around in turn. "I was used to everyone doing what I wanted, even Aden." Her smirk was large enough to see through the shadows. "That bad-boy streak he went through after his dad died made me want him more. Then he decided to change after he got into trouble, making it easier to pin him down. I normally wouldn't take advantage, but I couldn't help myself. Such a hurt little puppy, he was willing to do anything for me."
Anger pulsed with the blood in my veins, tensing my muscles and forcing my heart to beat wildly and erratically. I closed the space between us and stood behind her at the ledge that separated the dirt driveway from the concrete end of the pier. The concrete was still shiny, wet with the gas I had stepped in minutes ago. Tara dumped more gas along the opposing ridge. It leaked through the branches and ran down the edge, spilling over onto the rocks and into the water. The gas' rainbow sheen was brilliant in the moonlight. The colors swirled like twisted rainbows, multiplying the more she poured. I knew what she was about to do was wrong, but I was finished trying to relate with her in order to stop her from blowing up the pier. She deserved nothing from me, least of all my sympathy.
Tara remained focused on her task until I spoke again. "Well Tara, I can honestly say this is one time I hope you get what you want. I would love nothing more than to never see your face again."
She stopped pouring and looked at me straight. "You better hope I get my way, Caly. It might mean your family gets to stay here."
"Is that a threat?"
"It's a fact, actually. My dad plans to level the cottages on the main beach first. Your cottages will be gone. Most of the others tenants will be invited to purchase one of the condos that are built in the rubble, but if I have to stay here, you and Aden won't be invited back. You will no longer have a place here," she said. She stuck her bottom lip like a pouting child. It was identical to the one she wore as a kid when she begged for something from her father. "Your poor grandfather will be lost without all of his summer buddies. How long do you think he'll survive without this place?"
My muscles responded before my mind acknowledged their movement. My fist hit her face and she dropped the gas container to her side. Her reactions were slow to start, throwing a weak hand in attempt to block me. Then my body slammed into hers, knocking her onto her back, stealing the air from her lungs. She writhed under my weight and I connected another punch, striking her perfect nose with a crunch that would pay for her plastic surgeon's next vacation. She delivered a counter, striking her fist to my cheek and then twisting her body out from under mine. The hit split the side of my lip and its shockwave rattled my head. My tongue moved instinctively, finding the cut on my lip and another gash on the inside of my cheek. The latter was the worst, spilling blood over my teeth, filling my mouth with a bitter taste of iron. I got to my knees and spit the blood onto the dirt before it had a chance to pool under my tongue.
Tara got to her feet and used one of her boots to kick me in the spine. I caught myself and spun my body fast enough to dodge her other foot before it stomped its print into the back of my head. I swung my leg around and swept her stance, knocking her off balance and bringing her to her knees. Then I tackled her again, keeping the upper hand for a victorious minute. We rolled around on the ground, both of us snatching at hair, pushing faces, and blocking hits. Gas soaked into my clothes, cool and damp against my skin. The smell contaminated my lungs, making my head spin with every strained breath. Our bodies hit a stop at the short ledge, and she kicked me off her. I stumbled back and kicked with my own foot, connecting with her stomach. She expelled a pained sigh, and even though it was a good hit, at that moment, I wished I had worn shoes so the kick would've been more powerful like the one she drove into my back moments ago.
I spit out another mouthful of blood and crawled to my feet. She stumbled to her feet, too, moving away from me. Our breaths sounded rough, overpowering the crickets' melody and the faint song from the boardwalk's jukebox. I steadied myself, ready for her to attack again, backing up until my feet touched the short ledge. She didn't stop; her feet continued to push backward, keeping her eyes on me, holding her stomach. Was she retreating? As badly as I wanted to beat her, to take every frustration that I had been feeling over the last weeks and force it upon her, it wouldn't solve the problem. The fight was over; it was a physical draw.
I looked to the beach, watching childrens' shadows run across the sand near the boardwalk. A beam of light chased a few of them, followed by screams ending their round of flashlight tag. If I were lucky, I could spend the rest of the summer here with Aden. We would have one last summer to remember before Quinn evicted us. I knew Tara still had enough power over her father to ensure my family, and Aden's, could never return. The beach fell silent; the jukebox song ended and the shadow kids disappeared into their next hiding spots. Tara's breath was quieting, as was mine. I watched the moonlight on the beach's sand wondering how many peaceful nights I had left. Then I saw someone taking long strides through the sand along the water's edge.
Aden.
Even with little light, I could tell it was him by his frame and his walk: lean and smooth, gliding across the sand. I glanced at Tara, who turned her back to me and stared toward the trees beside the remaining gas container. She dropped her head, leaving nothing more to our argument, nothing more to settle tonight. I walked along the ridge and stepped onto a cement ledge, overlooking the rocks and water, waving my arm in the air. Aden noticed and waved back. Before I had a chance to step down to go meet him, he started running. His voice called to me from the beach, but his words weren't clear enough to understand.
My heart raced with his increased speed, worried something was wrong. But what? I needed to run to him, too. I turned to step from the ledge and a wall of fire greeted me. It ran the length of the pier and climbed as high as my chest. I caught one last sight of Tara before she jumped over to the planked side of the pier and disappeared. The fire continued climbing. I thought it would settle after the initial blaze, but it remained constant. That's when I noticed the gas container laying on its side a couple of feet away, leaking a steady stream that fed the blaze. A tiny flame slowly fought the stream of gas, gaining momentum as it got closer to the container. I scanned the ledge. There was no exit through the wall of fire, no break in the flames. I turned back to the beach. Aden was closer now, sprinting in a run that was poised, controlled and effortless.
"Caly!" His distant voice filled my ears as the flames spit their heat, nudging closer to my back. "Caly!" he yelled. Then the container exploded behind me, and I leapt from the ledge to the rocks below.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 27
 
My body was lax, floating and wet. Something tugged around my neck and arm, jerking my body through the water. A splash hit my half-submerged face while I inhaled, and its cool water seared as hot as fire, stabbing the inside of my lungs like a million needles. My chest convulsed, and I coughed hard and raggedly to expel the foreign liquid. The taste of seaweed lingered in my nose and mouth. Then my body lifted from the water and bounced with the rhythm of rushed footsteps until I was laid onto the ground. I dug my fingernails into the wet sand, reassured by its smooth solidity.
"Caly?" Aden's voice whispered with concern. "Caly?" His hand touched my cheek. The warmth from his palm made the rest of my chilled body yearn for the same comfort. My clothes were soaked and heavy. They clung to my skin like latex paint rather than cotton and denim. There was no way to peel their coldness away; I knew I lacked the strength even to try. "Caly?" Aden's voice was a little louder now, rattled. His hands cleared wet hair from my face.  I opened my eyes in a squint. Aden looked at me with an uneasy smile. Water ran from his hair and dripped from his chin. "How do you feel?" he asked.
I lifted my head. The weight of it forced me to make a second attempt before successfully sitting up. His arm slid around my back, supporting my movements. My hair was drenched and weighty, though the water wasn't the only cause of the weight. My hands reached up to my skull, feeling a spot behind my left ear that throbbed repeatedly.
"You must have hit one of the rocks," Aden said, watching me carefully. "I didn't see how hard you hit. It was too dark, and I had to swim half the way." His hands joined mine feeling the knot, and he moved his face closer to examine the area. "There's a small cut, but not much blood. I can't see anything else out here. We'll have to get you up back to the cottage to clean it up. You might have a concussion. You didn't get burnt anywhere, did you?" he asked, searching my legs.
I helped him look. "No, not burnt," I said and turned my face toward the pier. The flames continued to consume the trees and bushes where Tara had dumped the gasoline. They projected an orange glow around the perimeter of the pier, reflecting off the inky bay and illuminating the night with more light than the moon alone. "Oh," I said in a mixture of physical pain and awe from the sight of the fire; it was both tragic and beautiful.
"Was it Tara?" Aden asked. "I saw her and Quinn arrive earlier."
I rubbed the side of my head, wishing for some aspirin to make the headache go away. "Yes. It was Tara," I said, then explained everything that happened at the pier.
His jaw clenched when I spoke of our fight and again when I recalled the fire. "I'm so glad you are okay. She always went crazy when she didn't get her way. She has to be insane to take it this far, though," he said, looking to the fire. "You're sure no one else was around?"
I tried to shake my head in response, but changed my mind when it amplified the pain. "No one else was there." Goosebumps took over my wet body, forcing my muscles into spasms. Aden pulled me into him, guiding my back against his chest. He folded his body around mine, shielding me from the cool air. With our bodies together, it didn't take long to warm up. Even though the body heat was the primary reason for the warmth, my soul had created a fire of its own, warming me from the inside. We watched as darkened figures ran toward the fire's source; their urgent voices scattered around the pier's road.
"Does your head hurt badly? I should get you back to your place," he whispered, brushing his lips against my matted hair.
"My head hurt before I jumped, even before I saw Tara. I've been through so much tonight, but the good news is I'm staying down here with you for the rest of the summer, or as long as we are permitted by the new owner. Whichever comes first, I guess."
His chest expanded as he pulled in a deep breath. He released it slow and easy. "That's good news. I saw your mom when I was looking for you. I couldn't tell how everything went because I was only there long enough to ask for you. I'm sure I would've found out from the poker table if I had stayed longer."
"Did you meet the guy with her?" I asked.
"Yeah. They were both watching the game. Steven, right?"
"He's the cop that interrogated me for painting my mom's bakery. They're dating again."
"Again? So you already knew him?"
"No, I didn't know him. They dated in high school. Apparently, he's also my father."
Aden shifted our bodies to see my face. "What?"
I smirked then gave him the brief version of Mom and Officer Scott's history. "So, my mom finally came clean with the dirty truth."
"And you're okay with all of it?" he asked.
I dropped my face, staring at the wet sand. "I think I'm all right with it. She actually seems happy. And she apologized to me, which is a first. I'm not sure it will make everything better, but maybe it's a new beginning for our relationship. I also feel like a weight has been lifted about my dad. Not knowing who he was has always been the most disconcerting thing in my life. I'm relieved. Not that having a cop for a dad will be the best thing for my hobby," I said. "But at least I know."
"I doubt it will affect your art. Your style is going to be easily recognizable, especially if people start to hire you," he said. "And I'm glad that you're handling it all so well, but are you sure you want to stay here for whatever time is left? Wouldn't you want to go home and get to know your dad?"
I lifted my eyes to see his. "No. I can get to know him later. Besides, my mom and him could use more time together," I said and watched his face look out to the water. "And I could use more time with you." His lips formed a broad smile and he turned his face back to me. His hands gripped my sides with firm acceptance. "I wanted to thank you," I said, watching the specks of fire reflect in his eyes.
"For what?" he asked quietly.
"First, for the bathing suit."
He laughed. "I knew there was a chance you'd like it."
"At the time, I was hoping you'd ignore my bra when it landed on your head. I guess you decided to study it first," I said with a grin that matched his. More worried voices traveled toward the pier along the beach. The people were too concerned with the fire to notice us by the water's edge. We listened to them shuffle through the sand behind us before I spoke again. "I also wanted to thank you for saving me."
"It was my turn. You know, I should be the one thanking you. You saved me three times in less than two weeks. I need to catch up, and prove that my words match my actions," he said and tightened his arms around me. "But the next time I save you I'd rather it be from a bee or a splinter. Something safer. No more fighting with fire-setting psychos or jumping from the pier," he said as sternly as he could in a hushed tone.
"I won't do anything else crazy, I promise. And I don't need any more proof. I believe all of your words," I said, smiling in response to his humor; however, his math confused me. "I only tried
to save
you twice. When you fell under the boardwalk and when you and Alex fell off the pier." I was sure those were the only times. My head wasn't injured that badly.
"You saved me from myself, Caly. I'm not sure how long I would have continued with that dormant life if I hadn't seen you again. Maybe forever," he said and shook his head.
The words soothed my heart. He was always telling the truth. Deep in my soul I knew it, but I was scared, fighting myself. Fighting the fall. There was no fighting it now. We were here, together, and I never wanted to leave. "You saved me too then," I whispered to him.
He tipped my chin up and traced the skin along my jaw. His fingers slid back to my mouth where he gently touched the cut on my lip. His face drew closer to mine, and his breath drifted over my cheek. "I want to kiss you right now, but you have to promise me something first," he breathed. His lips teased mine, lingering just shy of their surface.
I kept focused on his eyes. Their ocean blue color was a stark contrast from the muddy bay waves breaking a few feet away. They searched my face, rolling their own waves over me. I could never deny him. "Anything," I replied.
"You have to promise you won't hit me," he said with a tiny smile. I glanced at the thin scar that lined his right eyebrow―the first time our lips met.
"Well then, it better be a good one," I said, joking despite the nervous flutters jolting all over my body, rippling new goosebumps through my skin.
"Clever," he said and pressed his grinning lips to mine. They were tender to start, affectionate, recapturing our beginning. Then they grew more assured, firm, making up for all our years apart. I squeezed my arms tightly around his waist, fending off the paralyzing sensory overload that clutched every ounce of my flesh and threatened to render me a pile of mush in his arms. My body was no longer cold. It surged as hot as the fire on the pier and burnt only for him. I forgot about the headache, the beach, my punishment. It was all gone, vanishing like a quick tag on a covered, back-to-back, city wall. He pulled away and brushed strands of hair from my face so he could graze his lips against my cheek. "I need to get you back home and out of these clothes."
"That was a good kiss, but I'm not that easy."
"You're on a roll tonight, aren't you?"
He helped me to my feet and I stared at the pier for a minute. The tall flames had dwindled. Either the flames had consumed the limited materials available on the pier or the people were able to slow the fire's progress. "Should we go help?"
"I think you've dealt with enough for one night," he said, keeping his body close to mine. "I'll come back to help after I get you home." He kissed me once more and took my hand when our lips parted. We walked the water line to the cottages. A figure appeared seconds later, running toward us from the same direction. Their silhouette bounced with their stride, crunching heavy footsteps into the sand.  We stopped beside the lone tree and picnic table, where we'd hidden during the game of flashlight tag.
Aden dropped my hand and stepped in front of me, guarding me from whoever approached. After a few more crunches, Aden muttered, "Just Alex," over his shoulder.
"Hey, brother," Alex said seconds later with a labored breath. "Why are you wet?" When he saw me standing behind Aden, he stepped around him for a better view. My body began to shake again as the cool night attacked my wet clothes. "You don't look so good. Are you okay?" Alex asked, throwing an arm around me and pulling me to his chest like an enormous momma bird. "I'm not sure you should be out here taking a late-night dip. It's a little cold for that." His voice was loud, almost lecturing―probably directed at Aden. I was about to respond when I looked at Aden. His lips pinched so tight that they disappeared and his eyes narrowed under his scrunched brow. He was pissed. His hand landed hard on Alex's shoulder. Alex released his grip on me and turned back to Aden.
Aden's fist cracked against Alex's jaw too fast for him to react. He doubled over and grabbed his face. Aden stepped beside me with a devilish smirk and watched Alex spit onto the sand. It could've been blood, but it was too dark to tell. Alex was harmless, but didn't Aden know that? Didn't he recognize his brother's intent? Aden glanced at me. I wanted to say something, but I was stunned silent.
"What the hell, Aden?" Alex said, standing upright and holding his jaw.
"What? Did you want a warning?" Aden said. "I believe you had one last week at the pier."
"Oh, right," Alex replied, laughing. "So you finally figured it out and made a choice. It's about time, right Caly?" Alex looked at me and winked.
When Aden seemed comfortable with the idea that Alex wouldn't retaliate, he settled his arm around my back, returning his warmth to me. "I'm not stupid. I knew what you were doing way before then. I'm sure Caly did, too, Captain Obvious. Actually, I'm surprised he didn't scare you away with the whole ridiculous act," Aden said to me.
"I just figured he had gotten cheesier with age," I replied. "But if you knew before, why hit him now?"
"Because he kept interfering, even after our pier fight when we both tried to get the truth from each other," Aden said.
"If it's all about interference, than you still owe Ava and Pop. They interfered, too. Maybe more than me," Alex said then spit again. "And you're welcome because I know your fist was actually thanking me."
"Maybe I should thank you some more." Aden clenched his fist and took a fake swing at Alex, which led to a minute of brotherly bonding at its finest, complete with half-nelsons and half-assed take downs. Aden dusted sand from his wet clothes and returned his arm to me before they started talking again. "I knew Ava was getting close to Caly. That was a given. And when Pop told me I had to volunteer my services to Wayne at the boardwalk, I figured he was up to no good either."
I chuckled at that one. Pop Clark had us pegged. He knew we wouldn't stay apart. "Pop called it the first night," I said to Aden. "He even remembered us kissing under the elm tree at your old place."
"He talked about that the first night you got here?" Aden asked.
"Yes, that was one topic discussed at the poker table that night," I replied, recalling all of the gossip that had transpired over the cards and pennies.
Aden's hand turned my waist and pulled my body to him. His arms sealed around me, warming every inch of my skin. "Oh, how I remember that elm tree," he said before pressing his lips to mine.
"Hate to break this up," Ava's voice surprised us from behind Alex. "We all need to get to the boardwalk. I just let everyone at the cottage know, too. They're on their way there now."
"Does it have to do with the fire?" Alex asked. We all looked toward the pier, though most of the flames were gone. Light clouds of smoke crossed over the crescent moon. "I saw it when I was parking my truck. That's where I was headed before I ran into Aden's fist."
Aden and I laughed, but Ava ignored him. "I'm not sure, but it does have to do with Wayne. One of the old cronies in the back row told me to go find Elma because Wayne has gone off his rocker. Supposedly he's holding someone hostage at the boardwalk."
"What?" I asked. "He's not doing so well right now. He's sick."
"Yeah, mental," Alex said. "That's nothing new. I want to know what happened at the pier."
"Actually, Wayne is ill. My guess is cancer, but I never asked," I said and started to walk. I needed to be there. People misunderstood him. I wasn't sure how long he had been putting on his insane act for others, but, even if some of his bizarre behavior wasn't fabricated, I wasn't about to walk away when he'd shown me qualities that many had never seen from him: kindness and generosity.
"Tara's to blame for the pier," Aden said to Alex and told him and Ava the pier story as we walked to the boardwalk.
It appeared as though word of tonight's events had spread as rapidly as the pier's gasoline fire. People crowded inside the roll-up door to the storage area, whispering quietly to each other. Even over those quiet whispers, we were still unable to hear, or see, what was happening until we pushed our way through the bodies, emerging near one of the large holes left unfinished in the floor. Everyone stopped whispering and looked at us when we broke through. The only eyes that hadn't found us were Wayne's. His back faced us on the opposite side of the hole, centered in the room, close to my mural. His eyes and his shotgun were focused in front of him, aimed dead center, five feet away from Tara's chest.
"Holy shit," Alex breathed.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 28
 
Straggles of hair poked out of Tara's tangled braid, leading in random directions like the snakes of Medusa. Bits of grass decorated her plain black attire, and she was covered from head to toe with dirt and sand. Gasoline marks streaked the sides of her pants and blotched all over her tee; some of it undoubtedly from our fight. There were no burn marks on her from what I could see, making her extremely lucky. She's the one that had started the fire, and with the condition of her clothes, she could have easily gone up with the flames. Her face didn't express any luck now, though. She held her hands halfway up in a surrendering fashion, and they quivered as badly as her lips. Her eyes were wide and fixed on the double-barrel pointed to her chest. Lines of dried blood ran from her nose to her chin―the only splash of color on her frightened, pale face.
Elma and Pop Pop pushed through the crowd from the game room's entrance with the rest of the poker clan trailing behind. Elma stepped closer to Wayne with Pop Pop at her side, the rest stayed with the crowd. Pop Pop glanced sideways with his saddled eyes and noticed us. He raised his hand, palm down, telling us to stay put, and gave a small nod.
"Wayne," Elma said in her low, raspy voice. If she was trying to keep the conversation discreet, it was a wasted effort. The boardwalk was nearly as silent as a deserted weekday. There were no more whispers, just bated breaths.  The only noises around filtered in from the game room: arcade games summoned more quarters and parents ushered their children away from the potential danger. Those noises were too faint to affect this whole area, though. "Wayne," Elma repeated, stepping beside him.
Wayne's body stayed in the same position, stiff and unwavering. His strength appeared better than earlier when he'd struggled to move. His focus remained on Tara when he spoke to Elma. "Where is her father?"
"Wayne, this isn't the way to handle this," Elma said.  "Just put the gun down and tell us what happened. She's not going anywhere."
"Her father?" Wayne shouted then coughed. The shotgun―positioned low to his side―jostled with his chest and Tara's eyes fluttered until he regained an even breath.
Elma whispered something to Pop Pop and he pointed into the crowd. I followed his finger in time to see Slick Vic's bald, rabbit-spotted head disappear from the back of the game room entrance. The crowd standing in the doorway behind us shoved around, then Mom and Steven squeezed through. "There you are," Mom said and pushed up to my side. "I was so worried when we heard about the fire. What happened to you?" she asked, touching my shirt and my face with care that I hadn't seen from her since I fell off my first two-wheeler as a kid. I looked down at my clothes. They looked as bad as Tara's and I wondered if my face was as bloody. I reached up and touched my cut lip. Mom looked at Aden: his arm clutching my side, his clothes also wet. Her eyes looked back to me, troubled.
"I was at the pier when the fire happened. I'll tell you about it later," I replied and grabbed her hand. She was ready to demand a better response, but then her eyes took in the scene.
Steven's hand jerked to his waist and lingered for a second, searching for a side arm that he didn't have with him. He took one step forward and Pop Pop put his hand out like he had done to me, telling Steven to stay back―this wasn't his jurisdiction. They needed some space to talk Wayne down, and an off-duty, out-of-state officer getting involved was not the best option.
Mom's hand cinched mine, worried for her father's safety and possibly for Tara, who remained as still as a deer in headlights. Another minute passed in silence then Tara's dad, Quinn, was heard talking in the game room. The crowd parted at the game room entrance. He moved through, but didn't stop when he saw Wayne holding a gun. "What are you doing?" he yelled, skirting around some missing planks.
Wayne shifted his head to the side, revealing a freshly shaven face. He shaved it all, I thought, wondering why now, after having it half-shaved for a few years. He kept the gun in place despite Quinn's arrival.
"Put the gun down, Wayne. Quinn is here. Let's talk," Elma said.
"Yes. Do as your lawyer instructed, Mr. Lane," Quinn said. His posture was alarming for his height. The bulky muscles under his polo shirt seized up, flexing tight. I was suddenly glad Wayne had the gun.
"The deal is off, Quinn," Wayne said in a composed tone. "And your family is evicted. You will leave tonight. I will allow you to return tomorrow, supervised, to remove all of your property from your rented cottage."
"I'm calling the police," Quinn said, ignoring Wayne's words.
"Please do. You might mention that your daughter just set fire to my pier. I'm protecting my property with this gun. I have every right to do so," Wayne said. Quinn held his phone, but didn't dial.
"I did not set fire to your pier," Tara piped in. Her confidence returned to her with the lie. "Caly did."
She didn't have to point a finger. All eyes turned to me automatically. Some were shocked, some upset.
"She's lying," Aden said before I had the chance.
"You wouldn't even know. You weren't there, Aden," Tara spat.
I watched Wayne's back, never moving the position of his gun. "Aden knows because I told him after he saved me from drowning in the bay, Tara," I said, dropping my mom's hand, though she tried desperately to keep its hold. I pulled from Aden's arm and stepped around the unfinished hole in front of us. "I had to jump from the pier because I was trapped. You had such a clear plan when you were dumping gas on those trees. Not sure why you'd lie about it now, though. Are you scared that the police might come? That wasn't exactly part of your plan, was it?"
Quinn looked at me. "If my daughter says that Caly had something to do with it, I'd listen, Wayne. Isn't she down here because she was in trouble with the police to begin with?"
"Now wait a minute." Mom stepped out behind me. Her petite body looked like a mouse compared to the people at her back, but her voice rivaled anyone's. "Yes, she was in trouble, that's why she was sent down here. But she's a graffiti artist not an arsonist." She pointed to the mural behind me.
I scanned the faces and saw more confusion than blame. They didn't know what to think.
"A vandal is a vandal," Quinn replied.
"Wayne, you don't need the gun. We can sort this out without it," Elma said. It was harder to hear her now over the whispers, but her focus was still on the firearm pointed at the minor; she could care less about solving the dilemma until Wayne surrendered the weapon.
I move around more planks so I could see Wayne's face. He was calm. He didn't mind the chatter or the time it was taking to sort out the problem. He was waiting. I caught Tara's eye. She wasn't as afraid as she was before her dad showed up.
"Of course Caly did it. I'm lucky I was able to get off the pier alive. I could have died and now you have a gun to me?" Tara's eyes turned from me to Wayne.
Without another word, Wayne slid his thumb along the catch on the top of the gun, emitting a soft click that sounded more like a plane crash in the quiet room. It was followed quickly by gasps from the crowd after they realized what it meant. The safety.  "If you lie one more time...," he said. Tara's eyes bulged, her body trembled, and she fell to her knees in front of him. As soon as she hit the floor, Wayne popped the break in the shotgun, revealing no ammunition. Quinn ran to Tara and dropped to her side. Wayne lowered the gun and turned to Pop Pop. "I hear your daughter's new beau is an officer of the law?"
Pop Pop's face moved in shock from Tara to Wayne. "Yes. Steven is an officer in Pennsylvania," he replied and pointed toward Steven.
"There are monitors in the back room behind the dining area," Wayne projected his voice clear enough for everyone to hear. "That's where my connections are set up. I have cameras here," he pointed around the room, "on the pier, and in other places I felt were essential to protecting my property. All of the cameras record digitally, meaning I have saved evidence that shows this girl setting the fire," Wayne said. Steven simply listened and waited, not wanting to leave the area in case something happened.  "I am willing to forgo police involvement. I will not press charges as long as you remove yourself and your family from my property and take the option that I previously posed to you," Wayne said to Quinn.
Quinn helped Tara to her feet and kept his arm out to support her. "You can't record people without their knowledge. Those tapes won't hold up as evidence," Quinn replied.
"The signs are posted at the gate," Elma replied to Quinn. "They are in plain sight, hanging on the chain link and they clearly indicate to anyone entering that there are cameras installed for the protection of the facility and the tenants." Quinn didn't reply. "I suggest taking Mr. Lane's offer to vacate the property. He will contact you tomorrow to setup a time for you to come and clear the belongings from the cottage." Elma looked back to Wayne to see if he wanted to add anything.
"The contract for the sale will be shredded tonight," Wayne said and Elma nodded in response.
Quinn gave a grunt. "No one else will ever want to purchase this dump. It'll take too much money to fix. And in your condition, you don't have the time to wait."
"Maybe so, but it's no longer your concern," Wayne replied. "Now it's time for you to leave."
Quinn guided Tara, moving with the crowd as it filtered back into the game room. After a minute, most people were gone. "It's a good thing you have the cameras and the signs to back them," Steven told Wayne. "You would have had a huge lawsuit on your hands if you didn't."
"I had to do something after a cottage caught fire last year," Wayne replied. "He'll probably try to sue me anyway, but I have an excellent lawyer." Elma smiled at his statement.
"See, I told you I had a feeling about Tara. She probably lit the cottage up, too," Alex said to me as he, Aden, and Ava walked closer to the mural.
Aden slid his arms around my waist and kissed me on the forehead. "Are you okay?" he asked, rocking my body, comforting me.
"Yeah, I'm fine. I'm lucky Wayne has the cameras or I would have gone down for that fire," I said.
"No chance," Ava replied. "Wayne likes you. There is no way he would have taken her word over yours." She sounded certain, but I wasn't as confident.
"Hey, Carmen," Alex said in his most charming voice as Mom approached us. This style of flirting was more subtle than his exaggeration with me. Apparently, the crush he had for my mom hadn't gone away.
"Hi, Alex." She smiled. "Glad to see you guys are all back together," she said to us, though she stared at Aden and me when she spoke. She'd never rejected our summer love all those years ago and these few words seemed to continue an unspoken approval. Maybe she recognized our rekindled romance to be much like her own with Steven, bringing happiness that neither of us had felt in a long time. Mom walked back to Wayne and the others who were discussing the sale of the beach.
"Nice try, Romeo, but Carmen is with Steven now. He's Caly's dad," Aden said to Alex and pointed to Steven.
"Ouch," Alex covered his heart with his hand. "I guess I should move on. Ava? Is Dane's mom dating anyone?" Ava shook her head and he smirked.
Across the room there was more talk. "Don't fret, Wayne," Elma said to the group. "This just opens more options. We can officially put the property on the market or we can pose the opportunity to the tenants first. I think there's a good chance to gather people for joint ownership."
"I agree. They have more rights to buy than an outsider," Wayne replied. "Frank? Do you think you could grab a couple of people to watch Quinn? I want to make sure he leaves with his rotten daughter tonight. I'll have to ask someone to look over his move tomorrow as well."
"No problem, Wayne," Pop Pop said. "I'll see you all back at the cottage." He walked to the game room door meeting up with Pop and Bob Clark, and Vic. Pop Clark stared at Aden and me with a satisfied, toothless smile.
Vic hung back when the others left. "Have you ever tried your craft on a boat, Caly?" he asked with his eyes on the mural.
His question shocked me. He had been so resolute about graffiti during last week's poker game that my mind had to reprocess his words before I answered. "No. Sorry, Vic. I've never painted a boat. But I could do some research."
His handlebar mustache twitched as he contemplated. "Get me the information and you may have a job," he replied, and then looked at Ava. "Nice shirt."
I looked at the front of Ava's tee: Guns don't kill people. People with mustaches kill people. "Thanks," Ava replied to Vic as he turned and left to go babysit Quinn with the other poker men. "Did you see Tara's face?" Ava asked us after Vic disappeared into the game room. "Her nose was all busted. I wonder if she fell."
"Nope, that was all Caly," Aden said.
"Oh, man! You hit her?" Ava asked sounding happy, yet disappointed.
"Sorry, I know you really wanted to do it," I said at the look of her defeated face. "She got a couple of good ones in, too." I smoothed my fingers over my lip.
"I think I see Dane's mom," Alex cut in, tugging Ava's arm. "Come with me to talk to her." Ava shrugged and followed Alex, dragging her feet with sulky steps, leaving Aden and me standing beside the mural.
Wayne stood in the middle of the room with Elma. He glanced over to us. "Looks like I've got some more work to do now that I have to find new buyers. Are you guys up to helping? I'm ordering more paint…What did you call it? Rusto?... To prevent the rust from eating the rest of this place," he said with a freshly-shaven smile. His face looked older with all of its naked wrinkles exposed to the world. "I still want the wall completed first. Can you start the other sketches tomorrow?"
"Sure. Thanks, Wayne," I said with a nod, not only meant for the paint jobs, but also for his belief and for his defense. He nodded in return and stepped around some holes before leaving the storage room with Elma.
Mom and Steven were the only people left in the room with Aden and me. "Caly, I know you've been through a lot tonight, but we've got some important things to discuss this weekend, including your future and my expectations for school. If you're going to start this career, your effort and grades need to match this amount of dedication," Mom said, looking at the mural.
Great. Mom's already back to normal. "Yes, I know," I replied, realizing that this conversation was the short version of the lecture I'd hear later.
"You know what this is missing?" Steven said, interrupting Mom before she had the chance to speak again. Maybe it would be good to have him around, someone to interject―a buffer.
"What does it need?" I asked, wondering if he had any pointers or critiques. After all, I'd critiqued his sketch of me so I expected him, as another artist, to perhaps notice my flaws more than others.
"cOmO," he said, simply. "Your tag, right? You didn't sign your work."
He was right; I hadn't signed it. I stepped away from Aden, pulled a can of pink semi-gloss from a box near the pallet, and popped the top. cOmO didn't feel right anymore. It felt like I was hiding from myself, my life. I replaced that fat cap with a thin one and leaned down to the bottom right corner of the mural's murky bay water. "Ava will have to sign it, too," I said as I cast off some paint before spraying the first line.
"Changing your tag?" Steven said, eying me as I walked back to Aden.
Aden took my empty hand, folding it between both of his. "I don't think I should hide it anymore," I said, looking back to the wall, at my name: Calypso.
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