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   To anyone who ever thought they needed to change to make someone else happy…
 
    
 
    
 
   A girl should be two things: who and what she wants.
 
    
 
   --Coco Chanel, The Gospel According to Coco Chanel: Life Lessons from the World’s Most Elegant Woman
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   August 15, 2014
 
    
 
    
 
   I can’t believe it. I mean, I have thought it for a long time. But thinking it, and actually seeing it’s true, are two very different things. She denied it, up one side and down the other, no matter how many times I confronted her about it, but it’s obvious she wasn’t telling the truth.
 
    
 
   It’s a good thing I always have an eye on her, even when she’s out of town. She needs to understand that there are consequences for her actions.
 
    
 
   If I get my hands on her, she’ll be begging for mercy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   “Everybody buckled in and ready to go?” Asher’s dad asks.
 
   “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I mumble to myself.
 
   Asher looks over at me with eyebrows raised. “Is everything okay?” 
 
   I just nod and turn away. 
 
   What have I gotten myself into?
 
   I am so anxious that I, quite honestly, feel like I’m going to be sick. I’m in the back seat of a car with Asher. Now, I totally know what this might look like to some people, but that is so not what is going on. Don’t get me wrong, I am practically in love with him, but his parents are in the front seat. And after my ex accused me of cheating on him with Asher, well…I haven’t exactly been looking forward to this trip.
 
   Asher and I were boyfriend and girlfriend back in the fifth grade. We dated for four whole months, and even though we broke up, we were still really good friends, best friends even, and continued to do all sorts of things together… up until Trip asked me to stop spending time with him. Now, a lot of people would say that a relationship when you are ten and eleven years old doesn’t really count, but we totally counted. We held hands, we sang in church choir together, we called each other on the phone (from his friend John’s house, of course) and he even kissed me once. It was only on the cheek, but it was in a public place (even if it was dark inside) so IT. COUNTS.
 
   But I digress. It’s been seven years since we were “together”, and right now, I know that both of us are single, and we have been for a while. Despite my single status, and my forever kind of want for this boy, I’m not sure if I’ll ever be ready to be in a serious relationship again. Let’s just say my ex was a real piece of work, and I was broken into a hundred different pieces. And just because Asher hasn’t really paid attention to any other girls lately doesn’t mean he wants to be anything more than friends with me.
 
   To be honest, I don’t have a clue how he actually feels about me. I should probably at least have an idea, considering before Trip happened we were practically best friends. No, not practically. We were best friends. We’re both in choir and in band, we both had pre-calculus and humanities last year, and we go to a really small school in a ridiculously small town. Of course, going to that small school, in that small town (as well as attending the same church), means that he probably knows that I kinda-sorta never stopped having a thing for him. Which, of course, is just going to make this car ride even more awkward.
 
   Asher’s mom turns around in her seat. “How was camp, Becca? You think the team will make it to State this year?” She’s a huge supporter of the girls’ sports teams at our school. So it shouldn’t surprise me that’s the first thing she wants to talk about.
 
   “Camp was really great, Laura. It was tough, and I pretty much felt like dying at the end of each day, but it’s totally worth it,” I said. “Coach will accept nothing less than making it to the state tournament this year. Almost the entire team is seniors, and we’ve been playing together for almost seven years. If she has it her way, we’ll be walking away with the trophy when the season is over.”
 
   “Are you excited for the first game? New Haven is going to be tough to beat, since their team is full of seniors too.”
 
   “We’ve been working really hard, and Coach had us watch tapes of our games with them last year to look for weaknesses. So unless they’ve all grown a foot, or improved a ton in those areas, I think we'll be able to smoke ‘em.”
 
   “And have you been lifting weights even though it’s volleyball season?” Asher’s dad asks, which makes me grin.
 
   “Of course, Robert. How am I going to give those boys a run for their money this winter if I don’t keep working on my form?” It might be completely weird to love weightlifting, but I kind of do. And I really love it when I kick some boy’s butt doing squats or bench pressing.
 
   He chuckles. “Atta girl!”
 
   “So, which classes are you taking this year?” Asher asks.
 
   I whip my head around to look at Asher, then quickly look away again. Oh Lord. I don’t know if I can do this for the next few hours. How am I supposed to sit here with his tall, shaggy haired, cute self and still be able to form words? “Umm…” I take a deep breath. “I’m taking choir, band, and calculus, of course. And the second year of humanities.” I look down at my hands. “I’m an office aide one class period, a teacher’s aide to Mr. West so I can record the choir parts on the piano for him.” I’m forgetting something… “Oh, and I’m working with Kara during her P.E. class, since she doesn’t have a paraprofessional assigned to her anymore, and she needs someone to help with her adapted assignments.” When I peek at Asher, his jaw is dropped. 
 
   Am I being weird? Did I say something stupid? I knew this was a bad idea.
 
   But then his face transforms into a grin. “Wow. That sounds intense. But you were always one to help someone out. Sounds like an awesome schedule for you.” He smiles, and my heart does a little flip inside my chest. “Plus, we’re going to be spending four class periods together again this year.”
 
   I try to smile, but it probably looks more like a grimace. “That’ll be nice.”
 
   “I ran into Mr. West the other day at the grocery store,” he says, leaning forward so he can put his phone in his back pocket. “He told me he already has a few duet ideas brewing for us to work on this year so we have a few options for solo and ensemble.”
 
   “Oh.” I don’t really know where this conversation is going. “Cool. I—” …am saved by a text message. 
 
   Ding.
 
    
 
   Olivia: I can’t believe you would do this to me, Becca! Sometimes I hate being the youngest child. :-P
 
    
 
   Well, obviously Livvie is a little upset right now. She’s currently spending this nice, looong drive in the van with my parents, and has no portable DVD player. Although, she does have her cell phone.
 
    
 
   Me: Well, just scroll through Facebook and Twitter, like you normally do. :-P If you get really bored, there's always Instagram!
 
    
 
   When Asher asked me if I’d ride with him and his parents right before we all left, I decided I was going to need something else in the car if I was going to spend that much time with Asher. I haven’t exactly been sociable lately, and there was no way I was going to be able to just chat with him and his parents for that long of a drive. I told my parents that we wanted to watch a movie on the ride up to the cabin.
 
   “Sorry, it was my sister. So, what are our movie choices?” Best to get one started so I’m not forced to converse with anybody the rest of the trip.
 
   “I got Tommy Boy, Final Destination, and The Three Musketeers. What do you want to watch? Or did you bring a movie?”
 
   Tommy Boy is sort of an old standby for us, but I’m not sure I’m in the mood to be nostalgic. Final Destination? Blech. No thank you to the horror movie. I did bring a few of my own, but since I’d like to keep the focus off of me, and end this discussion… “Well, I’ve never seen The Three Musketeers. So maybe we could watch that?” It’s not like I want to start an argument about what to watch when I can avoid talking about it at all. And if Asher suggested it, it can’t be that bad.
 
   Asher gives me a sideways glance, but doesn’t argue. “Then the Musketeers it is.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As we pull into the driveway of the cabin, I take in the view of the lake. I’ve spent many, many long weekends up here. The cabin belongs to my great-aunt, and since it’s only about a three-hour drive from where we live, we make it up here at least a couple of times a year. But I’ve never been up here with someone who isn’t family, and definitely haven’t been here with someone I’ve often wished I was dating. The hardest part is going to be the sleeping arrangements—our parents will have the two master bedrooms upstairs, but Asher, my little sister, and I will be sharing the bunk room. Umm…awkward much?
 
   Asher’s dad throws the car into Park, turns in his seat, and says, “Make sure you guys shut that movie off right away so you don’t drain the car battery.” 
 
   I smile at him, and lean forward to turn the DVD player off. The Three Musketeers was actually pretty funny, but I was feeling pretty worn out by the time it was over. We started another movie about forty-five minutes ago, but I haven’t really been paying any attention to it. I didn’t even offer up my opinion on what to watch next, I just let Asher choose. Both of Asher’s parents get out of the car and close their doors.
 
   I’m about to open my door and climb out of the car when Asher grabs my wrist. I turn my head to look at him, raising one eyebrow, not sure why he’s stopping me from getting out.
 
   “Becca," he says, his blue eyes searching mine. "I just want to say thanks for riding with me up here,” he says. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be uncomfortable or anything, but I…it was fun.”
 
   I’m not sure what to make of his little speech, so I try to smile, slowly extracting my arm from his hold, and say, “Of course not. I had fun too.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   Thank the Lord I asked Becca to ride up with my parents and me. I had a feeling that if I rode up alone with them, the entire three-hour drive would have consisted of my mom and dad telling me how wonderful going to college at Syracuse University was going to be next year, and that I’m going to make a wonderful architect. But I’m not sure that I want to be an architect, or even that I want to go to Syracuse. Of course, I haven’t said anything to either of them about it. They’ve been hoping, dreaming, and planning this for me since I was a little boy playing with Legos and K’nex. And it’s not that I wouldn’t make a good architect; after all, my parents have been preparing me to be one for most of my life. But I just can’t envision myself designing buildings or renovations for the rest of my life. There are other things I’d rather do for a living. Well, one thing anyway.
 
   Not that inviting Becca to ride with me was just to avoid that conversation.
 
   Okay, so maybe that’s why I initially thought to ask her, but it’s not the reason why I wanted her to say yes. Ever since Becca started dating Trip, she hasn’t been herself. And she seemed to pull further and further away from everyone the longer she dated him. She was my best friend. Well, she still is really, even if we haven’t been able to hang out like we used to. I thought once she broke up with him that I might start seeing the old Becca again. But despite the fact that I’ve actually been able to spend some time with her, in group settings anyway, she seems to be keeping herself all locked up inside…which is not the Rebecca Haines I know at all.
 
   As Becca walks her bag toward the cabin, I can't help but pause in grabbing my own bag from the trunk to watch her. Since I was going to get to spend almost three solid hours with her, with only my parents and The Three Musketeers to distract us, I figured I could wiggle my way into getting her to talk to me, open up a bit. Maybe see a hint of that old spark. Didn’t really happen, though.
 
   She was able to hold a conversation with my parents, same as always, spinning her purity ring around her finger the entire time. But I could only seem to get her to talk about superficial things. However, Athos, Aramis, and Porthos got her to laugh the way she used to, back when we could just hang out and have a good time.
 
   I drop my bag on the ground and close the trunk. As Becca disappears behind the screen door, I make a decision. I have a new mission this week: I want to be the one who makes Becca laugh like that. I want to see the fire that used to burn in her eyes. I want her to talk back to me, and have fun.
 
   But most of all, I want her to tell me what’s wrong. Because I don’t think I will be able to help get her back to who she was without her being open and honest with me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   As I walk into the bunk room, I notice my sister has already claimed the only single bed in the entire room. Looking back and forth between the other three bunk beds, I’m not really sure what I’m going to do. I take a deep breath, step forward, and toss my bags on the bottom bunk farthest from my sister’s bed. I will take whatever tiny bit of pretend privacy I can get with her. Since I just got back from a volleyball retreat about 45 minutes before we left to drive up here, I didn’t get a chance to do my laundry. I grab my laundry bag and head to the utility room.
 
   As I’m sorting my clothes into the darks and lights baskets, my sister pokes her head in. “If anyone comes looking for me, let them know I’m heading out to the dock to catch some rays.” I give her a quick once over, taking in her tiny string bikini and beach towel, and wish I felt comfortable doing the same with Asher being here. The weather is gorgeous right now, and if I had a body shaped more like hers, he might have appreciated me walking around in next to nothing like my sister is. She may only be 14, but I’ve even seen boys in my grade watching her when she comes to my games and meets. Sometimes I think it’s not really fair that she’s so pretty that people can’t help but stare at her. But when I get to thinking about it, I’m kind of glad that everyone isn’t constantly watching me. Especially since I broke things off with Trip.
 
   “Sure thing,” I say, hoping she stays out there as long as possible. I’m just not in the mood to deal with her hanging around, interrupting, or making comments while I’m trying to feel things out with Asher.
 
   Once my clothes are sorted, I dump the darks basket into the top of the washer. I dig around the cupboards above it until I find the detergent, pour it in as well, then start the machine.
 
   Carrying my now-empty laundry bag down the hall towards the bunk room, I halt, holding my breath. Asher is in there, and I can see he’s in the process of choosing his bed for the week. I hold my breath, wondering what he’s thinking about, and what’s taking him so long to decide. He takes a hesitant step forward, and then slowly puts his bag on the top bunk…right above my bed. There were two other completely empty sets of bunks, and he chose to sleep above me instead. What does that mean?
 
   Maybe I’m over-analyzing this. Maybe it doesn’t mean anything. But for some reason, I’m crossing my fingers that it does.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After tossing my laundry bag into the laundry room, I head into the game room, because I’m not about to walk in there and have a discussion about where everyone is sleeping. I plop down on the loveseat, looking around at one of my favorite rooms in the whole cabin.
 
   Not many people know this about me, not really even Asher, but I’m a closet gamer. Trip started to uncover this about me, and he gave me flack for it all the time…which made me hide it even more from everyone else. And I’m not just talking about video games. Board games, computer games, pool, cards, horseshoes, croquet…you name it, I’ve probably tried to play it at least once. There’s a 51” television, with an old school Nintendo, a Wii, an Xbox, and a Playstation 3 hooked up to it, along with all the fixings for Rock Band. A gorgeous dark cherry pool table, with dark green felt, sits in the back of the room, next to the wet bar. And my favorite part…there is a wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling shelf of board games and books. I know from church lock-ins that Asher is a pretty good chess player, and has a good time playing Twister. But I’m not sure if he’ll be interested in playing anything, just the two of us. So I get up and head over to the book half of the shelving unit.
 
   As I look over the titles on the shelf, running my fingers along the spines, Asher walks in. I turn to face him, and he’s looking at the floor, grinning and shaking his head. “What?” I ask.
 
   “It shouldn’t surprise me that the first thing you do when you get to a cabin, that’s on a lake, where you could be canoeing, fishing, sunbathing, or playing cards, board games, or video games with other people, is look for a book that you can read by yourself.” He’s still smiling, and I’d like to smack that grin right off his face. Let’s see how well you play with others.
 
   “I’d love to play a game with you,” I say in a sickeningly sweet voice, trying to cover up my nerves. I look down to pick a non-existent piece of lint from my shirt. “I just wasn’t sure what you were interested in doing this afternoon, or who you’d want to do it with.”
 
   “Oh, there are lots of things I’d like to do with you.” 
 
   My eyes snap to his face. Apparently that little speech out in the car was meant to encourage me to continue to spend time with him.
 
   “Wha-what did you have in mind?”
 
   “Well, let’s have a look.” He walks toward the shelves filled with board games, studies each game, and then he bends over—would you look at that tush?—and grabs one that I can’t see from where I’m standing. When he turns around, his smile wide, he’s holding Don’t Break the Ice.
 
   “What on earth do you want to play that child’s game for?” I don’t need Asher knowing that I am a master at this game. It’s kind of embarrassing to know that you’re really good at something that three-year-olds like to play.
 
   “Well, I’m pretty good with a hammer, you know.” He winks as he holds the box out, silently asking me if I’ll join him in this game. And he’s not kidding about his hammer work. I remember watching him last summer pounding nails on the Habitat for Humanity project we worked on.
 
   I’m not sure if this is a good idea, but I grab the box from him and take it over to the coffee table. Opening it up, I can see that all the pieces are still here, even though the game is probably older than I am. I’m about to start setting it up when I notice that Asher hasn’t moved from his spot. I look up at him, and he’s staring at me, his jaw hanging open. “Are we going to play or not?” I ask, hoping I sound more confident than I feel.
 
   He slowly walks over to the coffee table and sits down, cross legged, on the floor across from me. He has this little smirk on his face, and it’s driving me crazy, because he still hasn’t said anything to me. “What are you smiling for?” I ask.
 
   “I just can’t believe you’re actually setting this game up, ready to play against this master hammer handler. Some people have even taken to calling me Thor.”
 
   I almost give him some smack talk, letting him know he’s about to be smashed to smithereens…but decide to surprise him with my skills instead. I finally have the cute little polar bear secured in the middle of the ice and ask, “Would you like to begin, oh mighty Thor?”
 
   The biggest grin spreads across his face. “Ladies first.”
 
   “If you insist,” I say as innocently as possible. Boy, he is in for the most intense, brutal game of Don’t Break the Ice he’s ever played.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   Becca hesitantly picks up the hammer off the table. As she decides which block to knock out first, I say, “I can’t believe it’s our last year. How crazy is it that we’re seniors now? I don’t feel any different, but at the same time everything is changing. Are you excited?”
 
   “I guess. Although I sometimes wish I could just be home schooled, and only come to school for music classes.” She does a little silent Eenie, Meenie, Minie, Mo action with her finger, then shrugs and knocks out the block in the corner immediately in front of her on the outside edge. It’s so cute that she doesn’t really know what she’s doing. I give her a little smirk and a wink as I take the hammer from her.
 
   “Really? I mean, I get only wanting to come to school for music classes, but homeschooling? That doesn’t really seem your style. Besides, if you weren’t in humanities and calculus with me, who would I have to compete against for the highest score in the class?” I knock out one of the middle two blocks on the outside of my side of the board.
 
   "Nobody," she says with a smile. However, it quickly disappears. "But I still wish I were homeschooled sometimes."
 
   After I pass Becca the hammer again, she asks, “How do you decide which block to knock out?” She’s trying to change the subject, but as long as she keeps talking, I guess I’ll just roll with it.
 
   “It’s a secret. I can’t share my strategy if I want to win.”
 
   She sighs. “Well, I’m just not sure where to go from here. Would you give me a hint, just this once?”
 
   I smile and shake my head. “No way. You agreed to this game, fair and square. Nobody forced you to play.” This, of course, is true, but I hope I’m not making her feel like she has to spend time with me.
 
   “Fine. I guess I’ll just go with…this one.” She knocks out the other corner block on her side of the board. When she goes to hand me back the hammer, instead of grabbing the free end that she’s holding out to me, I grab her entire hand. Back in the fifth grade, my hands were already bigger than hers, but I didn’t realize just how much bigger they had grown. Hers must have stopped growing all together when she was 10 years old, because now my hand completely engulfs hers. Becca looks up at me, shocked.
 
   “Are you sure you want to finish this game? There’s no shame in forfeiting,” I say, trying to give her an out.
 
   Her brows come together as she looks down at the table. “Why would I forfeit?”
 
   “I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, but it’s pretty obvious that you don’t have a clue what you’re doing. And I wouldn’t want to make you feel even worse when I make you drown that poor polar bear.”
 
   She inhales through her nose, and exhales through her mouth as she sits up straighter and pushes her shoulders back. “No, no. Like you said, nobody forced me to play this game with you. I insist on finishing it.”
 
   “Alright, but if I win, you have to worship at the altar of the almighty Thor. That means getting me food, cleaning up after me, doing my laundry before we leave, baiting my hook for me when we go fishing…and we will go fishing.” I give her another wink to let her know that I’m playing around. Mostly.
 
   “And if I win?”
 
   Hmm. “If you win, I will do whatever you want me to for the entire time we’re here.”
 
   “Anything?”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “Well, if you’re so eager to win, you’re going to have to let go of my hand and take the hammer so we can finish the game.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   Asher’s gaze moves to our hands, and he almost immediately lets go of mine, as if he didn’t realize he was still holding it. He takes the hammer from me, and it looks like he’s confused for a moment. He shakes his head, as if it can clear his mind. So, it would seem not only that he still doesn’t know that I’m going to cream him, but now I’ve thrown him off his game. Score 1 for me.
 
   Asher is staring intently at the board, with an unsure look on his face. He reaches the hammer over to a block on my side of the board, which is touching the middle block. This time, he’s a little more hesitant in his hammering. Once he gets the block free, and the bear doesn’t fall, he smiles again, handing the hammer back to me. He thinks he’s just made it difficult for me to win. But I know that I can still knock out a third corner without touching anything holding the middle block up. I make it look like I’m thinking REALLY hard, twisting my lips from side to side. Then reach over to the third corner. The polar bear doesn’t budge, but the two blocks touching the block I just dropped out start to slide down a bit.
 
   I look up, about to hand over the hammer, when I notice Asher isn’t looking at me, but at the board. He’s starting to get concerned that he’s not going to win. A grin slowly spreads itself across my face, but then I quickly try to hide it, hoping he doesn’t notice. When he finally looks up at me, he asks, “How did you do that? How did you find the ONE block that wouldn’t knock out the middle, but also made it near impossible for me to win anymore?”
 
   I try to keep an innocent expression on my face as I say, “Beginner’s luck?”
 
   He slowly pulls the hammer from my hand, then goes back to searching the board for a way to win. As if that were possible. Watching the small movements of his eyes, and his hands, I can tell that he’s trying to visualize what will happen if he makes one choice or another. He does this when he plays chess, and it makes me start to quietly giggle. Before pounding out one of the blocks, Asher looks back up at me, puzzled. “What’s so funny?”
 
   “Nothing. It’s just…you’re making the same face right now, trying to decide which block to knock out in Don’t Break the Ice, that you make when you’re trying to figure out your next chess move. And the hand movements too.” Stating it out loud makes me giggle even more.
 
   “This is serious business, Becca. I want to win this little wager we’ve got going on. I mean, I know you are a fantastic cook, and I would love nothing more than to eat your food, have you bait my hook, and not have to clean up after myself all week.” His face is very serious, but I can see in his eyes that he’s laughing on the inside.
 
   “I know this is serious business. And as much as I would love to cook for you, and all that jazz, I am very much looking forward to you having to do whatever I want for the week.” Although, to be honest, I’m not entirely sure what I would ask him to do for the rest of the time we’re here.
 
   “Okay then. I’m going to knock out…this one.” As he is reaching the hammer toward the block, I know I have this in the bag. I try REALLY hard not to start grinning before he’s even started hammering. But he’s no longer paying me any attention, as all his focus is on the block. He lightly taps it once, trying to see if he can do it without making the other blocks around it fall out. When nothing else happens to the blocks it’s touching except that one block moving down a millionth of an inch, he smiles, and starts tapping a little harder. 
 
   What he didn’t notice was that a block on the other side of the board also started slipping down. And I watch that other block while he is tapping his…and before he can even get his block out, the other block drops to the table, and the whole game crashes down after it. He stares at the table in horror. “Wha—how? What just happened?”
 
   “You just lost a very big wager to the queen of Don’t Break the Ice, that’s what happened.” 
 
   He looks back up at me, and his face changes from horror to indignation.
 
   “You mean to tell me that you are some sort of genius at playing this game? And you let me believe that you didn’t have a clue what you were doing?”
 
   “Asher, I have been playing this game since I was old enough to hold that plastic hammer. You probably have too, but you also probably stopped playing it when you felt like you were too old to play a baby game like this. I, however, never stopped playing it, and discovered a few key secrets to almost always win the game. I have won almost every game of Don’t Break the Ice I’ve played since I was eight. My family has been playing me for years, trying to find ways to beat me. And yes, I let you believe I didn’t know what I was doing…at first it was because I didn’t want you to think I was some sort of weirdo who still plays games a three-year-old would. But then, when you offered that little wager, I decided not to let on, because I wanted to win.”
 
   Asher shakes his head, but there is a smile on his face. “My dear, sweet Becca. Who knew you were so competitive?”
 
   “You did. We’ve played chess tons of times. Ever since chess tournaments started when we were in fourth grade. At school, during church lock-ins…we’ve just never wagered anything over it before.”
 
   “Touché. Well, what do you say we change this wager up a bit—extend it if you will. Rather than this one game deciding our entire vacation, each game we play, the winner gets ONE thing; one meal cooked for them, choosing an activity, one load of laundry…” He’s got a Cheshire cat’s grin going now. “You get what I mean. But I think we need a set of House Rules for this week. I was previously unaware of your prowess in the Don’t Break the Ice area, so rule number one to this new wager: we tell the truth.” Asher holds up one finger. “No lies, and no cheating. Rule number two”—the second finger goes up—“we only play each game once. Rule number three, the loser of the previous game gets to choose the next game. I think that about covers it. Wha’dya say, Becca? Do we have a deal?”
 
   I like this new idea. But I think over each of the rules he’s come up with, making sure they don’t need to be changed, and trying to think of any other rules we may need. “I think we need to add one more rule, and then I will agree to your conditions of the wager.”
 
   “And what would that rule be?”
 
   “Before each game, we tell each other what we want if we win. I know we didn’t do that for this game, but in the future, I think it’s only fair we know what we will be getting ourselves into if we lose.”
 
   Asher looks at me for a moment, with his hand under his chin, tapping his lips like he really needs to think about this. “Alright, if you’re willing to agree to my terms, I think I can handle this one request from you. You’re on. Should we shake on it?”
 
   I smile. This is something we’ve done before every single game of chess we’ve ever played, shaking hands. But before I’ll shake on it, I have one more thing to add. “I think we should write down the House Rules of this gambling den we’ve created, and sign them before shaking on it.”
 
   I grab the notepad and pen that are always stored in the drawer of the coffee table, and write out our rules:
 
    
 
   HOUSE RULES
 
    
 
   1. Only the truth shall be told: No lying. No cheating.
 
   2. Each game may only be played once.
 
   3. The loser of each game chooses the next game.
 
   4. Before each game starts, each player states what they want if they win. The winner of each game gets ONE thing.
 
    
 
   By signing below, each player agrees to follow the House Rules for the course of the entire week.
 
    
 
   I look over what I’ve written, making sure I haven’t left anything out. It looks good to me. I sign the rules and turn the sheet around to face Asher.
 
   “Where do I sign?” he asks. 
 
   “Anywhere you’d like.”
 
   “Can I sign here?” He holds my hand, palm up, and points to my palm.
 
   I’m not sure what to say. I haven’t seen him in a couple of weeks, since I missed church while being at volleyball camp, but I am wondering what has changed for him while I was gone. I decide to brush it off. “Ha ha. Very funny, Asher. You have to sign the rules in order for it to be binding.”
 
   “But your palm is currently below the statement that says ‘By signing below…’”
 
   “But it won’t be below that statement for the entirety of our vacation, and therefore you would be able to say that you didn’t agree to the rules.”
 
   He lets go of my hand, and throws his hands up into the air, signaling his innocence. “Alright, alright. I’ll sign where you want me to.” He takes the pen from the table and signs his name under mine. “Let the games begin.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   This is definitely going to be an interesting week. But what’s making me the most happy right now is the fact that Becca has been smiling and laughing this whole time. And although I would truly be willing to do whatever it is that she wants for the entire week, our new deal gives me the perfect excuse to keep Becca playing games and talking to me.
 
   “I suppose we should clean this up,” I suggest, trying to keep her in the room a little longer.
 
   “I can take care of it. You go on ahead and do whatever you were planning on doing before we started this game.”
 
   “Becca, stop.” 
 
   She pauses, hands held mid-air, and looks up at me. 
 
   “What I was planning on doing was spending time with you. So let me help you clean all of this up, and then we can decide what to do next together.”
 
   “Oh. O-Okay.” Instantly I can see Becca putting her wall back up around her. I wish I knew how to talk to her, to let her know that I’m here for her. That she’s still my best friend, no matter what happened last year.
 
   It seemed like she was able to open up a little bit while we were playing, and if I’m able to win any of the games we play, maybe my prize can be some answers about what happened between her and Trip, and why she’s still been kind of distant since they broke up.
 
   Speaking of questions I have for her, I wonder what she’ll choose to do for her first win…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   As I’m putting the game board back on the shelf, I take a deep breath, then say while I’m still facing away from Asher, “Now that I only get to choose one thing, rather than choosing for the whole week, I’ve decided what I want for winning our first game.” There, I said it.
 
   When Asher doesn’t immediately respond, I turn back around to face him. He looks a little worried. But he shouldn’t be. “What would you like as your prize?”
 
   “You are going to take me into my favorite spot in town. It will take us about twenty minutes to drive there, but it’s totally worth it. I promise.”
 
   The worry leaves his face, but he still looks a little skeptical. “And where exactly am I taking you? The House Rules clearly state that you have to tell me.”
 
   I sigh. I want it to be a bit of a surprise. And I think I know exactly how I can get around this rule. “You are taking me to Rush.”
 
   “And what exactly is Rush?”
 
   I can’t help but grin, knowing this is going to drive him crazy. “Ah, ah, ah! The rules only say I have to tell you what I want, which is for you to take me to Rush. They don’t state that I have to explain it if you don’t know what it is.”
 
   A sound somewhere between a laugh and a grunt comes out of his mouth, while he shakes his head. “Well, if that’s how you want to play the game…”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Then you’d better be prepared for an all-out war.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I make Asher drive us to town in his parents’ car. The reason is two-fold. Number one: I don’t want to drive my parents mini-van around if I don’t have to. Number two: I won fair and square, and my request was for him to take me. I direct him from the lake into town, and have him pull into the diagonal parking spaces in front of Rush. The sun is glaring off the windows of the shop, so Asher still can’t really see what it is.
 
   Before I can even get my seatbelt unbuckled, Asher has turned off the car, gotten out, and run around the front end to open my door. This surprises me. It’s not that Asher isn’t an all-around nice guy, because he is. But I’ve never seen him so enthusiastic about doing something as simple as opening a car door for me. As I unbuckle myself, Asher reaches his hand into the car to help me out. I’m not exactly sure what all this behavior is leading to, but I decide to just go with it. I grab his hand, and get out of the car. Asher shuts my door for me, but doesn’t let go of my hand.
 
   “So, seriously, what is this place?” he asks, trying to shield his eyes from the glare with his free hand.
 
   “You’ll see when we get inside. I promise you’ll like it.”
 
   Since Asher is still holding my hand, I drag him up to the door. As I pull it open, the old-school ding goes off, and it makes me smile. I have been to Rush what feels like a million times over the course of my life, and yet I could never get tired of coming here. I take a deep breath in through my nose. It always smells heavenly in here—a mix of chocolate and pure sugar.
 
   “It’s a candy store…like a real, old-time candy store! When you told me I was taking you somewhere called Rush, I couldn’t imagine what on earth would be called that. But it must be for sugar rush.”
 
   I turn to look at Asher, and he has the biggest smile I think I have ever seen spread across his face. “I told you you’d like it. Come on!” I tug on his hand, and he follows. To our right, in the window, is a taffy-pulling machine. In the case on the same side of the shop is just about anything you could think of dipped in chocolate, or white chocolate, and every flavor of fudge you could imagine. All over the rest of the shop are jars, barrels, baskets, and other containers full of colorful taffy, licorice, gummy bears, jaw breakers, rock candy…the list goes on and on. “I think you will like this right over here.”
 
   It’s a good thing he’s still holding my hand, or he probably just would have stood there in the doorway, staring at everything around him. I stop in front of a bushel basket full of root beer barrels. “But—how did you know?” He’s just standing there, still as a statue, ogling the brown candies.
 
   “Are you kidding me? You always have root beer barrels lying around. You’ve got a bag in your locker, I think one in your glove box, and I know your mom has a standing order for ten giant bags of them every Christmas. Or did you forget that I happen to work at the hardware store during weightlifting season?”
 
   “I didn’t forget, I just didn’t think you paid enough attention to notice my addiction to a soda flavored pieces of candy.” He smiles at me, then asks, “So how does this work?”
 
   I point to the stack of baskets sitting next to the taffy display. “You grab a basket, and put anything you want from this side of the shop into it. When you’ve got everything you want, you bring it over to that lady at the counter, and she’ll put it all into a bag and weigh it to figure out how much it will cost. Then, if there’s anything you want from the other side of the store, they package it up for you, kind of like the deli, and then you bring it all up to the register at the front to pay for it.”
 
   “So it’s all just by weight? Like, no matter what kind of candy it is?”
 
   “Exactly.” He just can’t seem to stop smiling, which of course makes me smile. “I would say you look like a kid in a candy shop, but…”
 
   “That’s precisely how I feel!”
 
   “Well, I’ll leave you to it. Grab a basket and choose whatever your heart desires…as long as you can pay for it.” I wink at him, then let go of his hand to grab my own basket. I can’t help but feel a sense of loss now that I’m not touching him anymore.
 
   I walk around the store, trying to decide what to buy. Since I just got back from volleyball camp, and two weeks before that I was at All-State Choir camp, I don’t exactly have a lot of dough in my back pocket. It’s not like you can babysit the neighbor’s kids when you’re out of town. But I was sure to save up what I could just for this trip. The first thing I put in my basket is a giant jawbreaker. I know my mom will say it’s disgusting when she sees me eating it, because it’s not something you eat in one sitting, but I love them! Then I walk to the barrel full of strawberry-filled hard candy. I just grab four of them, because otherwise I will be pigging them down all week. On my way over to the rock candy display, I stop and grab one of each of my favorite flavors of taffy. While standing in front of the colored crystals rock candy display, I can’t help but wonder how on earth I’m supposed to walk out of this store without buying every last piece of it. I know it’s just pure sugar, but I’m pretty sure it’s my favorite of all the candy here. I finally decide on one white and one purple stick, and then head over to the lady at the counter. After she weighs my bag, I take it over to the display case. You cannot leave Rush without fudge, and something covered in chocolate.
 
   I’m looking over all the fine choices in the display case when Asher walks up beside me, putting his hand on the small of my back. I immediately feel warmth spreading from where his hand is touching me, all the way up to my cheeks. “You just about ready to go?”
 
   At first I can hardly speak. But when I look back at Asher, he’s smiling, and his bag of treats is practically hiding behind his back. He must be trying to hide the fact that it’s full of root beer barrels. I smile as I say, “I just need my chocolate fix, and then I’ll pay and we can go.”
 
   The giant man behind the case asks, “What can I get for you?”
 
   I turn back to face him. He’s wearing a too-small crisp white apron and a chef’s hat. I almost laugh at the sight. “I’d like a half pound of peanut butter chocolate fudge, two chocolate covered pretzels, two chocolate covered strawberries, and four white chocolate covered Oreos.”
 
   He grabs a box and says, “I’m on it.”
 
   “You’re gonna share some of that peanut butter chocolate fudge with me, right?” Asher’s breath on my ear startles me. I didn’t realize he’d moved in so close.
 
   “Hmm. I could share some with you. But maybe—maybe I’ll make you win some. You’ll have to ask for it when we play one of our games this week.”
 
   “I guess that’s fair. Speaking of our next game—” Asher is cut off by the man behind the counter handing me my box of pure heaven.
 
   “Can I get you anything else?”
 
   “That’s all I need. But thank you!”
 
   Asher guides me over to the register with his hand still resting on my back, where a teenage girl is sitting, looking bored. At least she was, until she started ogling Asher. 
 
   Seriously? She thinks she can just stand there and run her eyes all over him? I mean, he’s touching me, in a boyfriend-ish way. Does she have no class?
 
   I hand her my bag and box, and she pouts, having to look away from Asher, then gives me the evil eye. 
 
   That’s right! Get back to your job. Wow, what has gotten into me?!
 
   “That’ll be $15.67.”
 
   As I start to dig in my purse for my wallet, Asher touches my elbow and says, “I got this.”
 
   “Asher, I can pay for my own sugar rush. I specifically saved up for this trip.”
 
   “Nope. You’re not paying for it. You won this trip to Rush, fair and square, and I refuse to let you pay for your own candy. What kind of man would I be if I just let you spend your money, when I have perfectly good money right here, in my wallet?”
 
   “But—“
 
   “I insist.” He hands a twenty to the girl, who turns on her megawatt smile for him.
 
   It seems to take her a minute to get the receipt and money all together. “Here’s your change. I hope you come again.” 
 
   In your dreams. When she hands him the receipt, her hand lingers on his, and I want to punch her in the face. I really need to get out of here, or Asher is going to see exactly how I feel about him.
 
   Asher pulls his hand away from hers and says, “We’re just passing through.” Then he takes my hand, intertwining his fingers with mine, and opens the door for me to pass through. What is he doing? I kind of want to ask him, but I’m afraid he might change his mind about it if I do, and I’m too happy that he’s holding my hand like this.
 
   He walks me over to the passenger side of the car and opens the door for me, not letting go of my hand until I’m safely seated inside. I’m almost surprised he doesn’t buckle my seatbelt for me. He closes my door, and I can tell that my cheeks are as red as raspberries.
 
    
 
   I’m not sure what to do with this Asher…but I like this Asher very much.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   I can’t believe that girl in there gave me her number and her Twitter handle. I mean, yeah, it feels good to get hit on. She was hot. But I’m here with Becca, so I take the receipt and crumple it up, dumping it in the cup holder.
 
   I am a gentleman, after all.
 
   As I put the car in Reverse, I take a quick look at Becca before putting my hand on the back of her headrest to back out. She’s looking out her window, but I can see in the reflection of the window that she has a huge grin on her face, although she’s also twisting her purity ring around her finger. I wonder if it’s because of what just happened…
 
   After I put the car in Drive, I decide to test that theory. I try to nonchalantly reach for her hand, keeping my eyes focused on the road. When I first get my hand wrapped around her fingers, she gasps and starts to pull away. But I move my hand so I can link our fingers together, and give her hand a small squeeze.
 
   She lets me move our hands to rest on the center console. I risk taking a glance at her, but she’s back to looking out the window, and this time I can’t see her face in the reflection. I decide to take her not pulling away from me as permission to continue holding her hand. And I’m glad she lets me.
 
   When Becca was dating Trip, and I wasn’t able to spend any real time with her, of course I missed her. But it wasn’t until today, when I discovered how good it felt just to be able to touch her again, that I realized just how much I had missed her.
 
   No matter what happens this week, I am never going to let Becca get far enough away from me to miss her like that ever again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   I'm supposed to be packing my bags for move-in day at UW. But instead, I'm flipping through my journal, trying to find the lists of things I wrote down earlier this summer that I thought might remind Becca why she belongs to me.
 
    
 
   She was almost perfect in April. If she just would have talked to Mr. West, like she said she would, I would have been able to show her how good listening to me can be. But instead, she lied to me, and I had to show her what happens when she violates my trust.
 
    
 
   If I can just find something in those lists, a way to prove to her that I know what's best for her, then when she graduates next year, she'll be moving in with me at UW.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   When we get back to the cabin, I can see Livvie is still out on the dock, getting her tan on, but I don’t see anyone else outside. I walk up the stairs to go in on the second floor. “Mom, Dad?”
 
   “We’re here,” I hear my mom say, who is just walking up from downstairs. It kind of surprises me that they’re inside. My parents are usually the first ones out in the morning, and the last ones to come back in at night. But maybe Asher’s parents don’t want to spend as much time outdoors as mine do. “Where did you go?”
 
   “Sorry I didn’t let you know before we left. I took Asher—“
 
   “Becca was just showing me around downtown. I asked her what there was to do around here, besides the obvious things on the lake.” 
 
   I wonder why he’s kind of lying to my mom. Not that it’s a huge lie, but Asher isn’t normally one to omit the truth.
 
   “Yeah, I took him to Rush. And don’t worry, I brought back your allotment of chocolate covered pretzels, so you don’t have to go into town for them, if you don’t want to.” Mom only allows herself two chocolate covered pretzels each time we come up here. She’s so worried about her figure, which is ridiculous, because she’s skinnier than I am, but whatever.
 
   “Thanks, Becca. I might just take you up on that, in case we don’t make it into town. Laura and Robert, and your father and I, were thinking about taking the houseboat out Monday afternoon, and sleeping out on the water that evening and the next, so we might not make it to Rush this week. Your sister was invited by that family down the road—the Davidsons, who have those two twin girls she used to play with?—to spend the night those two nights as well. Do you think the two of you can handle taking care of yourselves for 48 hours or so?”
 
   What? Both of our parents, who are normally extremely overprotective when it comes to this sort of thing, are going to just let Asher and I stay at the cabin while they’re out on the water? Just the two of us? Apparently I am more worried about this situation than our parents are. And just thinking about it makes me nervous…what are we going to do for that long without the distraction of our families being around?
 
   “I don’t think that will be a problem, Mrs. Amy. As we all know, Becca here is a formidable cook. And we promise not even to light the campfire while everyone is gone, so no worries about burning down the cabin. Scout's honor.”
 
   "Someone's been studying their SAT vocabulary," I say.
 
   I can’t believe Asher so readily answered my mother about us staying out of trouble while they’re gone. Does that mean he doesn’t have any feelings toward me other than friendship? Or is it that he wants to stay here alone with me? Maybe I don’t want to stay here alone with him…it could be dangerous toward my heart health.
 
   “First of all, Asher, I’m glad you’re so polite, calling me Mrs. Amy all the time, but you’re an adult now, and it makes me feel old. Please just call me Amy. Second, we trust you guys, and I’m sure you’ll be fine. But thank you in advance for not burning anything while we’re gone. Better to be safe than sorry. We’ll have a campfire tonight, and maybe tomorrow night too, so you won’t have to miss out on it completely.”
 
   Campfires with our two families are one of my favorite things. There’s lots of singing, and laughter; this may be just what I need to help pull me out of this funk I keep falling into. Just then, Asher’s mom reaches the top of the stairs. “That sounds awesome, Mom. Do you need my help with anything for supper?” I’m starting to feel like maybe I need to create a little space between Asher and me after our trip to the candy store, and the car ride home.
 
   “Thanks for offering.” She pauses, looking over at Asher’s mom then back at me. “But I think Laura and I already have everything well in hand. So you guys just run along and do whatever you want the rest of the evening, and we’ll let you know when supper’s ready.”
 
   “Sounds good, Mrs.—I mean Amy. Becca and I will be down in the game room. We have a little unfinished game-playing to take care of.” He smiles, winking at me, and turns to start walking toward the stairs.
 
   “Asher, would you mind sending Rich and your dad back up here, then? I need them to run down the road to the bait shop and get a tank of propane for the grill.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   As Asher heads down the stairs, I turn back to my mom. “Are you sure there’s nothing I can help you with?”
 
   She shakes her head, smiling. “Nope. In fact, I don’t want your help. I want you to get your be-hind down those stairs and play whatever game you and Asher are supposed to be playing. It’ll be good for you. I promise.”
 
   I sigh, knowing there is no getting out of this now.
 
   I wonder what game Asher has in mind…and what he’s going to ask for if he wins.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After kicking our dads out of the game room, Asher grabs a deck of cards off the shelf. “You know how to play golf?”
 
   “I do…”
 
   “Alright, then that’s what I want to play. What do you want if you win?”
 
   That’s a great question. What do I want? “Umm…if I win this time, I want…I want you to play and sing ‘Silhouettes on the Shade’ with me when we have the campfire tonight.” I figure this is a pretty safe thing to ask for, and I love singing harmony on that song, even if it is ancient.
 
   Asher’s smile makes me melt a little inside. “Becca, I’ll do that anyway. You don’t have to win a game to get that from me. Pick something else.”
 
   Now what am I going to ask for? “Ooookay. If I win, you have to…watch three episodes of Doctor Who with me tonight after we come in from the campfire.” He is constantly giving me crap for watching that show…but maybe I can make him a Whovian convert.
 
   Asher wrinkles up his nose a little, but doesn’t comment on my choice. “Are you sure you’re going to be able to stay awake for all that?”
 
   I laugh. “Don’t you worry about me. What are you playing for this time around?”
 
   “If I win, you have to cook whatever I want for supper on Monday while everyone else is gone.”
 
   “That seems fair to me.” I had already been thinking about doing that anyway. “Since it’s your game choice, you can deal.”
 
   “Rules. Four cards, face down, in a square in front of you, only look at the two cards closest to you. When it’s your turn, you can either draw a card from the draw pile, or take the top card on the discard pile to exchange with one of your own cards. If you take the top card from the discard pile, you must use it. Once you think you have a good set of four cards, you knock on the table. The other person takes one more turn. Ace through 10 is worth its face value, jacks and queens are worth 10 points, and kings are worth 0. Person with the lowest score wins. How many hands are we playing? Nine or eighteen?”
 
   “It’s your game. How many hands do you want to play?”
 
   “Let’s just play nine. Otherwise we might be in the middle of a hand when supper’s ready.”
 
   “Sounds good. Shuffle ‘em up and deal, my friend.”
 
   Asher shuffles the deck three times, then deals out four cards to each of us. I look at my bottom two cards: an 8 and a queen. Now to decide on my strategy…
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   I watch Becca as she looks at her bottom two cards, but her face gives nothing away about whether they’re good or bad. I take a deep breath, then look at my own bottom two cards: a 6 and a 7. Not too bad, but I can’t help but wonder what my top two cards are. It’s so hard to know whether or not to change them out. I guess we’ll see what I draw for cards. I flip the top card from the draw pile over to start the discard pile. It’s the 2 of hearts. I wonder if Becca will take that, or draw a new one? “Ladies first.”
 
   Becca shakes her head, as if to clear it. She must have been strategizing over there. When she’s thinking really hard, she sticks her tongue out, just a little, in between her lips, and she just slid it back into her mouth. I wonder what it would feel like to have those lips on mine…
 
   Where on earth did THAT thought come from?! I mean, I guess I’ve thought about what kissing Becca might be like before, but she was in a relationship with that douche bag, Trip, for what seemed like forever. And although she finally broke up with him three or four months ago, she still doesn’t quite seem like she’s back to being the girl she was before she dated him. He was kind of controlling, and treated her like crap, as far as I’m concerned. I should know, because I was one of the first people he said he didn’t like her hanging out with. And although I saw her practically every day (that’s what happens when you have four classes together, and go to the same church) I didn’t actually get to spend any real time with her anymore. She even left our study group for humanities to study with a group of all girls. And she eventually stopped coming to Pizza Study with our youth group while she was dating him.
 
   “Umm, Asher? It’s your turn.” 
 
   Oh great. See what happens when I let my mind wander into Becca territory?
 
   “Sorry. I was lost in thought for a moment.”
 
   “Thinking about what?”
 
   Oh, hell no. Not going there. Oh yeah, Becca, I was just thinking about you, and your d-bag ex-boyfriend. “Nothing important.” I look down at the discard pile. Becca must have taken the 2 that was laying there before, because there is only one card there now, a queen. I’m definitely not taking that. Before Becca could argue that it was definitely something important, I change the subject. “I forgot to ask before. How was All-State? I still wish I would’ve made it in with you.” I draw a card from the pile. I really do wish I had made it into the All-State Choir with her. Not only would camp have been a lot of fun, but it would have been an extra week straight to spend with Becca this summer. 
 
   “Camp was alright. It probably would have been more fun if you had made it in too. It was kind of weird, not knowing anyone. But I loved getting to sing for seven or eight hours a day. And my roommate was really nice, and kind of shy too. So we mostly just hung out with each other in our dorm room when we weren’t in choir rehearsals.”
 
   I do a little mental one potato, two potato, and decide to trade my new card out with my top right card. “I’m glad you had someone else to do things with while you were at camp. It’s too bad we actually have to take our core subject classes. I’d be okay with a full day of band and choir.” After deciding which card to trade, I slowly flip it over before putting it in the discard pile—crap!—it’s a king! Well, there’s no way on earth Becca is going to miss that opportunity!
 
   I look up at Becca’s face, which has a happily surprised expression on it. “Wow! I can’t believe my luck so early in the game!” She grabs the king, and switches it with her bottom right card, which happens to be a queen.
 
   “Well it ain’t over yet.” I grab the next card from the draw pile. It’s a jack, and I decide to just dump it straight onto the discard pile. Becca draws one more card, and switches it with her top left. When she flips it over, it’s a 9. I’m about to reach for the draw pile when Becca knocks on the table. “Already? You can’t be serious, Becca.”
 
   “I am. Now, draw your last card.”
 
   Oh, this had better be a good one. I grab the card from the deck, and turn it over. A three! I quickly switch it out with my 7. “Alrighty. Shall you flip your cards first, or shall I, m’lady?”
 
   Without saying a word, Becca flips over all four of her cards, revealing a 2, a king, a 5, and a 3. Well, there’s no way I’m going to beat that hand! I carefully turn mine over: an ace, a 3, a 6 and a 10. Score: twenty to ten. Man, she just kicked my butt! It’s a good thing we’re playing nine hands, and not just one, because ten points can be a lot to come back from.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   Asher is shuffling the deck for our last “hole” of golf. I can’t believe it is all coming down to this last hand. Our third game, we went through all but the last six cards on the draw pile before Asher finally knocked signaling that he was ready to show his cards…which he was smart to do, since he won. I think we both tried out the “know what all four of your cards are, and make sure they’re all low” strategy that round. Then during round 6, Asher knocked before I even drew my first card…and he kicked my tush because he had TWO kings as his bottom two cards. And now, Asher is only beating me by ONE point. The score is 90 to 89.
 
   Just as Asher is dealing the first card to me, my mom hollers down the stairs, “Supper will be ready in five!”
 
   “We’ll be up shortly!” I call back.
 
   “I guess we’d better make this last hole a quick one.”
 
   “Oh, no. We will take as long as necessary to play this round out,” I say, raising my eyebrows at him.
 
   “Alright, alright. Don’t get your undies in a bunch.” Asher finishes dealing out our cards, flipping the first card to the discard pile, revealing a 5. After I carefully arrange mine, I look at my bottom two cards. A jack and a 2. Not too shabby. I’ll never trade my 2 away, and the jack will be the first thing to go. I look over to see if Asher is ready for me to draw, and he has this great big smile on his face, and I can’t tell if he’s trying to throw me, or if he really has something to be happy about. I pick that 5 right up off the discard pile, and trade my jack for it. Asher draws but immediately discards a 10. Well, I definitely don’t want that card.
 
   “You know Asher, I think you’re really going to like The Doctor.” I pick up the next card on the pile, and it’s a 5. I decide to take a risk and trade it for my upper left hand card. Crap! It was a 3! I really hope I didn’t just screw myself over.
 
   “I don’t think we’re going to find out. I can’t wait to eat some of your awesome cooking on Monday night!” Of course, Asher grabs my 3 right up, trading it for his top right, which is revealed to be a 9. This does not bode well for me. I take the next card on the draw pile. It’s a 10, and I immediately discard it, blowing out a heavy sigh.
 
   Asher leans forward across the table. “Getting a little worried there, Rebecca?” That smile is back on his face, the one he had after checking his bottom two cards.
 
   “Of course not,” I snap back at him. I probably shouldn’t be getting so worked up over this, especially considering what we’re playing for isn’t really a big deal. But I am.
 
   Asher draws his next card, and trades it for his top left card. When he flips it onto the discard pile, his smile gets a little smaller. It’s a three! So my mistake earlier can be fixed, right now. I pick that lovely little 3 up, and trade it for the 5 that’s on my bottom left. I decide to take a risk, and knock on the table, hoping my upper right card isn’t too big.
 
   Asher’s eyes go wide. “Did you actually just knock? Like this is my last chance to draw?”
 
   “That’s right, my friend. Pony up.” The words come out much stronger than I’m feeling.
 
   “Okie dokie.” He picks up his last card from the draw pile, and frowns, tossing it onto the discard pile. It was a queen. Please, Lord, let me not have made a mistake knocking so early! “Alright, Becca. I say we reveal one card at a time. I’ll go first.” He flips over his bottom left card, which is a 5. Then I reveal my 3. Next is his bottom right, which is a king. Well, that’s why he was smiling so big when we started. I reveal my 2. When he flips over his upper left, which is a 4, I start to panic. I know I have a 5 in my upper left, but no clue what is in my upper right. I show my 5, and anxiously await him flipping over his last card.
 
   It’s a 4, and I’m about ready to cry. There is no way my last card is small enough to beat him. He only has thirteen points, and he was already ahead by one. “I’m trying to decide for sure what I’d like to eat on Monday.”
 
   “Ha, ha,” I say, not-so-enthusiastically. I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and slowly flip over my last card. “Is it awful?”
 
   Asher doesn’t answer. I peek open my left eye, looking straight at him, not my cards. He looks dumbfounded. “What? What is it?”
 
   Without lifting his eyes from my cards, he says, “Maybe you should look for yourself.”
 
   I open both my eyes, then slowly move them from Asher’s face to my cards. It’s an ace. That’s…three plus two is five, plus five is ten…eleven. Eleven! “Did I seriously just win by one point?”
 
   “Yes, unfortunately.” Asher sighs. “Looks like we’ll be watching Doctor Who this evening.”
 
   “After we sing during our campfire,” I remind him. 
 
   He smiles. “Yes. After we sing.”
 
   “It will be a performance worthy of the religious festival in The Rings of Akhaten.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   I grin. “You’ll understand when you get to season seven.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   I love campfires. The smell of burning wood, the warmth it gives off, the crackling noises it makes. Mmm, and s'mores. Delicious.
 
   I especially love them with Asher’s family and mine together. Between my mom, Robert, Asher and I, there are three guitars and a banjo around our fire. You’ll never believe this, but the banjo is what I’m playing this evening. Call me corny, weird, strange, whatever. I don’t care. My grandpa taught me how to play it before he died. I had let it sit by the wayside for a while, during the six months or so that I dated Trip. He didn’t like it, and it was bad enough that I played flute in band, and took piano lessons, so I let him talk me into putting it aside for a while. After all, it was a small price to pay to get him to really like me. Compromise, right? But that was really stupid. This is actually the first time I’ve picked it up since I started dating Trip. It was Mom’s idea to bring it along, and now that I think about it, she probably knew it would be therapeutic as well.
 
   “Okay. What song is up first?” Robert asks.
 
   “Oh, can we please sing ‘Grandma’s Feather Bed’ first?” my sister begs.
 
   Everyone else starts laughing. “Well, if you’re so anxious to sing it, your wish is my command,” Robert replies. “What key are we all playing in?”
 
   “In G?” I ask. “That’s where I usually play it for her.” Although, usually is probably a bit too strong of a word, considering it’s been over a year since I’ve played it for her.
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Asher answers.
 
   Robert counts us in, and we begin: When I was a little bitty boy…
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   We’ve been singing around the campfire for almost an hour, when Becca jumps in and says, “Asher promised to sing “Silhouettes on the Shade” with me earlier, and he’s going to play.” I’m pretty sure my face is turning red, but I hope, now that the only light is coming from the campfire and the almost non-existent moon, that nobody else can tell. Becca doesn’t know this, because whenever we’ve sang this song at a campfire, we’ve ALL sang along, but “Silhouettes on the Shade” is sort-of my mom and dad’s “song.” The first time they ever sang together in high school, they sang this song…and they’ve been singing it together ever since.
 
   Plus, what happens to the guy in the beginning of the song kind-of actually happened to me once. The tennis team was out for a run last March, around town. As we passed the local bakery, Becca walked out, carrying a paper cup of coffee and a bag of donuts. I was about to wave to her when Trip walked out behind her, grabbed her around the waist, and turned her around to kiss her. His eyes were wide open, and he looked right at me. It felt like I had been punched in the gut.
 
   “Just the two of you?” Livvie asks, her brows scrunched together.
 
   My dad shoots me a knowing look, and I’m sure my face is looking like a tomato about now.
 
   “Yes, just the two of us,” Becca says quietly. I look up at her, wondering if she’s changed her mind. But she has the most shy, beautiful smile on her face. This boosts my confidence a little, and I begin to pluck out the intro chords to the song.
 
   “You’re singing harmony, right?” I ask, just to make sure.
 
   “Of course,” she answers, as if to say would there BE any other answer to that question? I smile, looking back down toward my guitar, and come in on the next bar.
 
   When I get to the part where I'm wondering why I'm not the person whose shadow is next to hers, I look up at Becca. As we’re singing the next line, about tears, it almost looks like Becca has tears of her own in her eyes. But why would she be crying right now? I guess I’ll have to ask her about it later.
 
   I focus back on the song, and then it’s like the whole world disappears, except for Becca and me, our voices mixing together to create something beautiful. Becca closes her eyes and we continue to sing.
 
   As I strum the last chord, our surroundings come back into focus, and I look around the fire to see smiles on our parents’ faces, and my mom is openly letting tears fall down her face. Livvie starts clapping, and then our parents join her. I look back at Becca, and now she’s the one who looks embarrassed. The thing is, she shouldn’t be. Anyone would love to sing with Becca, because she is that good. I just happen to be lucky enough for her to choose me to sing with her.
 
   She shakes her head, then smiles and looks around the campfire. “Now that we’ve totally embarrassed ourselves with our song, Asher needs to come inside with me to fulfill his part of our bet from earlier today.”
 
   I grumble, but then start laughing. I had forgotten all about what she had won in our last bet. I stand up and move my guitar to my back. Then I reach for Becca’s hand and help her stand up. “We’ll be in the game room if anyone needs us.” I start thinking about what I want to grab to eat before being subjected to the great and powerful Doctor Who.
 
   But two words that Becca said keep repeating themselves in my head. Our song. And even though it’s my parents’ song, and she probably didn’t mean it that way, maybe it can be our song too.
 
   Or maybe we can find a new song, all our own.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   I finally made Asher drag his happy hind end back into the cabin after we were done singing around the campfire. I know he’s not looking forward to watching Doctor Who with me, but I told him since he’s never actually watched it before, he’s not allowed to make any more judgments about it to me. At least, not until after the three episodes I make him watch tonight. Nobody else really knows this, but Doctor Who and library books are what have been getting me through the last few months. I guess when you sort-of alienate your friends for a guy, they don’t put their lives on pause, waiting for you to come back around. And it’s not like I wanted to sit around and gush to them about all the crap that had happened to me while I was dating Trip. In fact, I’d rather keep that all to myself, thanks. So I continued to hang out alone.
 
   It’s only 9:30 right now, so we should be able to finish the episodes by about midnight or so, which really isn’t that late for us. We used to pull all-nighters at church lock-ins together, and we even stayed up all night once to cram before a humanities test last year. So this should be no problem.
 
   I already know which episode we’re going to watch first. It’s the first episode that I was told to watch, and I’ve been hooked ever since. I turn around as I hear Asher clunking down the stairs. He walks into the room, his arms (and the pocket of his hoodie) loaded with television-watching sustenance.
 
   “I’ve got popcorn, Twizzlers pull-n-peel, chocolate covered raisins, two Diet Cokes, and I even brought you a little surprise.” He pulls the popcorn bowl off of a smaller bowl to reveal melty, gooey nacho cheese. I’m pretty sure I now have the dorkiest grin ever on my face.
 
   “Where did you get that?” I ask, wondering how on earth he could have not only gotten his hands on it, but also remembered that’s how I liked to eat my popcorn.
 
   “Well, when your mom gave my mom a list of everything that was already up here for us to do over this nice, long week, she mentioned that there were a few gaming systems hooked up, and Wi-Fi. So I knew we would have access to Netflix while we were here. I didn’t know for sure that it would happen, but on the off-chance that we would be watching a movie this week, I thought I’d bring it, and some popcorn, with me.”
 
   “How did you even remember that? We haven’t seen a movie together in what, a year? Not since our whole youth group went to the drive-in in New Haven last summer.”
 
   “Ah, but don’t you remember? They had to figure out how much they were going to charge you for the extra cheese. Nobody had ever asked them for a side of nacho cheese with their popcorn before.”
 
   “That’s right! But still, I can’t believe you remembered that well enough to come prepared for me to want it this week.”
 
   “Well, there are a lot of things I came prepared for this week. Did you forget? I was a boy scout for a whole three months when I was eight. And a boy scout is always prepared for anything.” I don’t know what he means by that, but I have a feeling I’m going to find out over the next few days.
 
   All of a sudden, Livvie pops into the room. I didn’t even hear her coming down the stairs. “What are you guys doing?”
 
   I know four little words that will send her running: “Watching my favorite show.”
 
   “Blech, never mind.” She walks right back out of the room and across the hall to the bunk room. We won’t be seeing any more of her tonight.
 
   “Okay, enough stalling Mr. Sorensen. Time for some Doctor Who! The first episode this evening, for your viewing pleasure, is season three, episode eleven, titled ‘Blink.’ Now, The Doctor is not actually a heavy character in this particular episode, but in my opinion, this is the best episode to really explain who The Doctor is, how being a Time Lord works, etcetera.” I walk up to the entertainment stand and grab all of the remotes I need to operate the television, sound system, and game system. When I turn around, Asher is sitting on the love seat, making himself comfortable. I hadn’t thought about this…it would look stupid if I sat in one of the chairs, because they aren’t facing directly toward the TV. But it’s been quite a while since I’ve sat that close to a boy, and even longer since I’ve sat that close to Asher. I’m not sure if sharing the love seat with Asher is such a good idea.
 
   As if he can sense my concern, Asher pats the space next to him and says, “Come on Becca, you know I don’t bite.” He’s got a cheeky little grin on his face.
 
   When I sit down on the love seat, with a whole pile of courage, I lean towards Asher and whisper in his ear, “But I might.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   I have to admit, I’m actually kind-of enjoying watching this show. Of course, I’m not going to say that out loud. We just started another episode. And as much as I know that Becca LOVES this show, her eyelids have been drooping since we started the first one. I’m not sure she’s going to make it through all three of them. After finishing that first episode, she brought me back to season one. Although, she said we were skipping the first episode. Something about it being too cheesy or something? I don’t know. But whatever she wants to watch, we’ll watch.
 
   I look over at her again, and she’s trying to shake herself awake. I decide to take my life into my hands. I put my arm up, above and behind her in a classic yawn-and-stretch move and say, “Come ‘ere, Becca. I promise, even if you fall asleep, I will watch a third episode.”
 
   She hesitates, and I start to wonder if this is a good idea. But then she leans into my side, saying, “Alright, but no funny business, mister.”
 
   “Scouts honor,” I reply. I slowly drop my arm back down around her shoulders, and carefully place my hand on her arm. Becca always seems kind of small, and breakable, to me, since I’m almost eight inches taller than her, and a lot bigger. But I forget how strong she is. She may only be about five foot four, but she is all muscle. She’s in a sport every season during the school year, and continues to play volleyball over the summer. When the basketball team lifts weights with the weightlifting team, my eyes are always drawn to her. You can see every muscle in her arms and legs flex and relax when she lifts. And she can squat almost as much as I can. A lot of the guys make rotten comments about her being muscular, and about how much she can lift, but it’s mostly because their egos are bruised that some tiny little girl might be physically stronger than they are. But I’m not one of those guys. Not only does it impress me, but it’s kinda hot that she is so strong.
 
   Normally I would try to stop myself from traveling down this line of thinking, but with Becca here, half asleep in my arms, it’s hard to think about anything else. Of course, this train of thought also tends to lead me to thinking about stupid Trip, and what he did to her. It really bothers me that I don’t actually know what he did to her. I want to beat the crap out of him, but it’s probably not any of my business, is it? Becca doesn’t really talk about it, but I watched her change from this amazing, vibrant, strong, outgoing girl, into something much different. She started to retreat into herself. She stopped talking to me about a lot of things, which sucked. But it wouldn’t have bothered me so much if she hadn’t also stopped talking so much to her other friends. For that alone I want to beat the crap out of him. But that wouldn’t really do anything. Except maybe make me feel a little better.
 
   I look down at Becca, and see she’s now totally asleep. She looks so peaceful, curled up against me. I slowly lean my head down and kiss her hair softly. I don’t know what just came over me, but I couldn’t resist. And her hair smells so good. This may be a total chick thing to say, but I could sit like this, holding her forever.
 
   Whoa.
 
   I know I said that I just wanted to have the old Becca back when we got here for the week, to have my friend back after we go back home. But I’m not sure that’s going to be enough for me anymore. I mean, if that’s all Becca wants from me, is to be friends, I would never push her into something she doesn’t want, but... if she wanted more? I would give her everything. If I can get my hands on her, I will hold her in my heart. Forever.
 
   Maybe I’d better focus back on the television. If I know Becca, she’s going to ask me in the morning what happened in the episodes I watched, and whether or not I liked it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   I stretch my arms out, and roll over a bit, not wanting to open my eyes yet. I lay there listening, but I’m confused. I swear I hear David Tennant talking, which would mean that Doctor Who has been playing for at least nine hours since I fell asleep last night. But why didn’t Asher turn it off? Did he fall asleep out here too?
 
   My eyes shoot open, trying to assess the situation. I’m still wearing the clothes I was in yesterday, which means I still stink like the bonfire. But there’s a blanket draped over me now. I look over my shoulder at the TV, and sure as shootin’ there’s the tenth Doctor on the screen. It’s obvious that Asher isn’t on the love seat with me anymore, as I’m laying all the way down, so where is he?
 
   I roll all the way over, and there he is, perched in a chair, watching the television. There are bags under his eyes, and his hair is all mussed up, but he otherwise seems rather entranced. “Did you stay up all night?”
 
   He practically jumps out of his skin when I speak, turning to look at me, and I start to laugh. “It’s not funny, Becca! You just scared the ever-loving crap out of me!”
 
   I try to stop laughing, but I just can’t! “It is too funny! And you didn’t answer my question.” 
 
   He gives me the evil eye, but I can tell he’s holding in a smile. “Yes, I stayed up all night. You made me start watching this stupid show…and then I couldn’t stop! This is the first episode of season two.”
 
   What?! I can’t believe he’s still watching it! Asher has always given me crap for watching this show, and now he’s watched an entire season? Without me making him do it? I smile. “I know what episode it is. I’m the one who’s addicted to this show, remember?”
 
   “How come you didn’t tell me it was so addicting?”
 
   “Well, you see, I have told you it was addicting. Lots of times. Just like I tell everyone that it’s addicting. It’s just that most people don’t listen to me.”
 
   “Umm…I guess you’re right. I promise to never doubt your choice of television show ever again,” he says, crossing his heart with his right index finger.
 
   “You know, you could have woken me up when I fell asleep, and I would have gone to bed.”
 
   “I know. But you looked so peaceful when you fell asleep, I just couldn’t wake you up. So after the third episode was over, I threw the blanket from the back of the love seat over you, and moved out from under you as smoothly as I could so I wouldn’t wake you up.”
 
   It’s moments like these that I wonder what I ever saw in Trip. I mean, yeah, he was easy on the eyes, with his blonde hair, green eyes, and a body built by hard work. And he seemed to have lots of friends, and played sports. But I’m having a hard time remembering him even once doing something for me without having some ulterior motive behind it. And Asher, who I’m not even dating, brought nacho cheese for my popcorn, on the off chance that we might watch a movie while we were up here, and he sang one of my favorite songs with me last night, and he let me sleep here on the love seat while he sat on a not-so-comfy chair the rest of the night and watched a show that I made him watch. He is being way too nice to me. Maybe it’s time I do something for him.
 
   “I need to change into something that doesn’t smell like smoke first, but what would you say to an omelet and some hash browns? My treat.”
 
   Asher’s eyes pop wide open, but then a huge grin splits his face. “You know I can never say no to your cooking. While you’re working on breakfast, I’ll clean up our mess down here from last night.” I wish I could make Asher smile like that all the time. It feels good.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   After I clean up all of our trash from last night, I grab the dirty dishes and carry them back up the stairs. I know Becca’s sister is already awake somewhere, because she went upstairs about an hour before Becca finally woke up. But when I get to the top of the stairs, I realize I hadn’t once thought about our parents being around since Becca and I left the campfire last night.
 
   Now, all four of our parents are sitting at the big dining room table, reading the newspaper or checking their phones, while eating various breakfast foods—muffins, bagels, fruit, toast, cereal—and they each have a cup of coffee. But none of them are eating anything that actually had to be cooked. Becca is already over in the kitchen chopping a green pepper, while keeping an eye on the bacon that’s sizzling in a pan on the stove. It smells heavenly. As I walk by the table to bring our dishes from last night to the sink, my mom looks over at me with her eyebrows raised and a smile on her face. I quirk my eyebrows back up at her, not willing to say anything. She continues to smile, but shakes her head, and goes back to reading the newspaper.
 
   I quietly say to Becca, “This smells amazing already. Is there anything I can help you with? I'm more than happy to chip in.”
 
   She smiles at me, and I swear my heart stops for a minute. The longer we are here, the more the old Becca seems to be making her way up to the surface. And maybe I can help continue to make that happen.
 
   “Well, if you could grate some of that cheese there into a bowl for me, that would be awesome.”
 
   “I can handle shredding some cheese. Your wish is my command. Where can I find a cheese grater?”
 
   “Right there in the drawer directly in front of you. Could you grab me the second grater in there too?”
 
   “I’m on it. But what do you need it for if I’m already shredding the cheese?” I ask, handing her a grater.
 
   “We didn’t bring any frozen hash browns with us yesterday, so I’m going to shred a couple of our potatoes.”
 
   “I don’t need hash browns Becca. That’s a lot of work.”
 
   She smiles at me again, and I can’t help but smile back. “That’s okay. I want to do it.”
 
   Well how can I say no to that?
 
   After shredding the cheese, I start a sink of dishwater, and start to do the dishes we’ve already dirtied. As I sink the first few dishes into the water, my dad walks up and sets his plate and coffee mug next to the sink. Practically whispering, he asks, “Washing the dishes? Without being told to?”
 
   I glance over at him, and he’s wearing a mischievous look on his face. I don’t say anything to him, but I stick my tongue out at him. I know it’s a childish thing to do, but just because I’m eighteen doesn’t mean I’m done being my father’s son. He just smiles and nods, turning back toward the dining table.
 
   “Well, ladies and gents, seeing as my son has so graciously volunteered to wash the breakfast dishes, and Becca is taking care of their breakfast, why don’t the rest of us head out onto the water and see if we can’t catch something for our supper tonight?”
 
   Before anyone can answer, Becca asks, “Where’s Olivia?”
 
   Amy looks up at Becca, like she’s surprised she asked. “She’s already laying out on the beach. But she’ll be coming with us when we go out on the water, if that’s what you’re asking.”
 
   I look back over at Becca, who has the most adorable blush creeping onto her cheeks. “I was just wondering, that’s all. I hadn’t seen her at all this morning.”
 
   I don’t think her mom believes her, if the look she’s giving Becca has anything to say about it, but she leaves it alone. “Well, then, I agree with Robert, let’s head out.” All of our parents get up and bring their dishes over to me, with great big smiles on their faces. Amy is the last one to come over. She leans in, and whispers in my ear, “Take care of my baby girl.” I turn my face toward hers, shocked at the words she’s just spoken to me. She has a sad smile on her face, which confuses me even more. Then I realize she must be as worried about Becca as I am, after what happened with Trip. I wonder if her mom knows more about why Becca finally broke it off with him. I close my mouth, and look at her seriously, then nod once, to show I understand. Her smile grows a little less sad, and she mouths thank you to me.
 
   Well, if her own mother is willing to trust me with caring for Becca, then maybe I should make a point to take care of her. I mean, here she is, taking care of me, making me a delicious, hearty breakfast, when I could have just had a bowl of cereal, or a bagel, like everyone else. And I can start right now.
 
   “What else can I do to help you, Becca?”
 
   She’s moving back and forth between watching the omelets in their pans, and turning over the hash browns. “Nothing really. Unless you want to take out the plates, forks, ketchup, and pour us each a glass of orange juice.”
 
   “I can do that.” I start opening cupboards and drawers, looking for everything we need so I don’t need to bother her again. I quickly set up our plates, forks, and glasses on the breakfast bar, then head to the fridge for the ketchup and orange juice. I look back over at Becca, but she’s in her own little cooking world. Right before I open the door, I see the cheese, milk, and eggs are all still on the counter. Without asking, I just grab all of them up, and put them back in the fridge, hoping she doesn’t need them anymore, then take the juice and ketchup to the breakfast bar as well.
 
   I can see the omelets are almost done, so I grab both our plates and walk them over to the stove. Becca must sense me behind her, because she turns to look at me. “I thought I’d bring the plates over so you could just slide them right out of the pan onto the plate.”
 
   She smiles as she says, “Thank you.” She reaches for the omelet on the back burner. “This one’s yours.” I hold a plate out for her, and once she moves the most perfect omelet I’ve ever seen from the pan to my plate, I set it down on the counter, holding out the other one.
 
   “You mean they’re different?”
 
   “Yes. Yours has one more egg than mine. And something else.”
 
   Hmm… “What is this something else that I have in mine that you don’t have in yours?”
 
   She doesn’t look at me as she slides her omelet onto her plate. “I guess you’ll have to wait and see.”
 
   I’m not sure what’s going on here, but I decide to leave it alone. I trust Becca, so whatever extra is in my omelet can’t be too bad.
 
   She wipes her hands on the towel hanging from the oven, then grabs the pan of hash browns and carries it over to our plates. “Tell me when.”
 
   When she’s put almost exactly half of them on my plate, I say, “When.”
 
   “Smart Alec,” she responds, sticking her tongue out at me.
 
   “Umm, that would be ‘Smart Asher’, Becca.”
 
   “Oh, just be quiet,” she says, swatting her hand through the air. At least she’s still smiling for me.
 
   I take my seat, and wait for Becca to put the pan back on the stove and sit down. She pours a ridiculous amount of ketchup all over her hash browns before handing the bottle to me. “Would you like a little hash browns with your ketchup, ma’am?” I smirk at her. I love stirring her up.
 
   “You know better than to ask that question. The answer is always yes.”
 
   As I put a little ketchup on my hash browns, I watch her dig into her omelet. She closes her eyes, and breathes deeply, and a small moan escapes her. Well, if it’s that good, I guess I don’t care what she added to mine. I dig into my own food, putting the first bite in my mouth. “Mushrooms! You added mushrooms to mine, didn’t you?”
 
   She finishes swallowing before answering. “Yes. You and my father are the only two people in the world that I know who like mushrooms, I swear. So when I saw my parents brought some with, I snuck a few into your omelet.”
 
   “Seriously, Becca, this is amazing. I could eat this all day, every day, and never get sick of it.” I take a bite of my hash browns and my eyes open wide. “What did you add to these? They’re fantastic!”
 
   “That’s for me to know, and you to maybe find out. It’s a secret. Not even my family knows. They just know they like it.”
 
   “Well, I’ll have to find a way to get it out of you. But for now, I’m too hungry, and enjoying this food far too much, to care.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   After we finish eating, we work together to finish up the rest of the dishes and clean up the kitchen.
 
   “So, mister I-lost-two-games-in-a-row. What are we playing next?” Becca asks as she finishes rinsing the dish rag.
 
   “Why don’t we take this outside,” I say, hoping I can win the game I am about to suggest.
 
   “What do you have in mind?”
 
   “Well, I was thinking we could play a friendly game of corn hole.”
 
   Becca sort of jumps up and down, clapping her hands. This is the most excited I’ve seen her all weekend. Even more than when we were singing around the campfire last night. “I love corn hole! Although, I have to admit, I’m not very good at it.”
 
   “Well, all the better for me then. I’d like to win something this week.”
 
   “Since you’re probably going to win this game, then I’d better hear what it is that you’re playing for.”
 
   I have a few things in mind, but I’m thinking we should work our way up to those things. I don’t want to scare her off.
 
   “If I win this game of corn hole, you have to answer three questions of my choosing. No matter what I ask, you must answer it.” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I hold my breath.
 
   She’s looking at me skeptically, probably weighing what she thinks I might ask her about. I wonder if she’ll agree to this, because she has no idea what I have planned to ask her.
 
   “Alright…but if I win, I want the same thing.”
 
   “Well, well, well. It looks like somebody is stepping up to the plate.”
 
   “What can I say? This game playing is getting serious. And I might as well ask for what I want, just in case I do win.”
 
   Huh? “What are you saying? That you haven’t been asking for what you really want?”
 
   “I guess you’ll have to wait and see.”
 
   Oh, this game is so on.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   I practically drag Asher down to the shed where all the lawn games, extra paddles, and life jackets are stored. I really do love playing corn hole. I remember when my parents built our corn hole games. Literally, they made them by hand, boards, saws, and all. My mom even hand sewed the corn bags. I thought my parents were spending too much time and money on some stupid game that only a two-year-old would be amused to play, but my feelings changed after the first game they forced me to play. I was totally hooked. It's been a favorite family game ever since.
 
   The funny thing is, I'm actually pretty bad at it, which is okay by me because it is so much more than just trying to throw a bag into a hole. The social aspect of the game is my favorite part. “Alright, rules of the game.” Asher claps his hands once, then rubs his hands together. “A corn bag in the hole is worth three points. A corn bag resting on the platform is worth one point. Since we are not playing doubles, we will only use one corn hole platform, and pitch from the same direction each time. We will play cancellation scoring. Do you know what that is?”
 
   As if I don’t know what cancellation scoring is. Does he think I’ve been living under a rock? “Duh. It means that if you score six points in a round, and I score nine, only three points are added to my score; your six points cancel out my first six points.”
 
   “Sorry,” he says, glancing away from me, a sly smile creeping onto his face, rubbing the back of his neck. “Anyway. We alternate turns pitching the bag. We’ll alternate who pitches first each round. We play to twenty-one points. Do you agree to these rules?” Asher asks.
 
   “All but one. Instead of alternating who pitches first, I say we follow the official rules, and the person who won the previous round pitches first.”
 
   “Sounds good to me, I guess. But I just have one question.” He pauses for effect. “Do you really know all of the official rules?” he asks, grinning like a cat about to catch the mouse.
 
   “Save your questions for after the game. If you win, that is.”
 
   Jeeze! I don’t know who put a quarter in me, but I feel like I am on fire with the comebacks today! Honestly, I haven’t felt this good in…well, in a very long time.
 
   “Oh I’ll win. Don’t you worry about that. Do you want to rock paper scissors to figure out who pitches first this first round?”
 
   “That’s ok. You pitch first, since it’s your game.”
 
   “Well then, let’s get started!” Asher says, rubbing his hands together. He seems really keen on winning this one. I wonder what kind of questions Asher has in mind to ask me if he wins. A part of me wants to let him win, just to find out. But another part of me is terrified that he’ll win, and he’ll ask questions that I’m not sure I’m willing to answer. I guess all I can do is play my best, and see what happens.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   We seriously have been playing corn hole for almost an hour now. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to play cancellation scoring. I would have had 21 points a long time ago.
 
   “I told you I was terrible at this game. If I could get my bags into the freaking hole, I would have won already!” Becca exclaims. The thing is, though, despite not being able to get her bags actually into the hole, she is excellent at knocking my corn bags off the platform…right along with her own.
 
   However, I can’t complain too much. Becca won’t let me ask her any questions, since that’s what one of us is going to win, but we’ve been having a nice chat while we’ve been playing.
 
   “You’re not terrible. And if you hadn’t noticed, I haven’t won yet either. If you would stop knocking my corn bags off…”
 
   “Like I’m going to let you win so easily,” she spits back, but she has a smile on her face, so I know she’s joking. I think.
 
   I walk over and pick up our corn bags to bring them back to the line we’re pitching from when I hear Becca scream. I whip around, trying to figure out what she’s freaked out about. Pure terror is on her face, but I don’t immediately see anything that would make her so scared. 
 
   “What is it Becca? What’s wrong?” But before she can answer me, I hear it. I look down at the ground, and finally spot it. A water snake is slithering towards Becca, and she is frozen where she is standing. “Becca! Move away from it!” But she’s not listening to me. I see the small shovel lying next to the fire pit, the one we use to put sand on top of the hot coals to make sure it is put out. I run over there, grab it, and run towards the snake, turning the shovel sideways so that the sharp edge is up and down. With two quick hacks, I have mostly severed the snake’s head from its body, and I take a deep breath. I look up at Becca, and she is still in the same spot she was when she first saw the snake.
 
   “I…I…I can’t believe you just did that!”
 
   That’s what she’s choosing to focus on right now? “Becca, are you all right? It didn’t bite you or anything before I got back over here, did it?”
 
   She shakes her head. “No. No. I’m fine. But even though it’s already dead, do you think you could get rid of it? I won’t be able to stop thinking about it until it’s out of my sight.”
 
   Oookay. Where on earth am I going to put this thing? “Do you think you’ll be alright if I toss it into the lake? I promise to take it all the way out to the end of the dock, and throw it as far as I can away from shore.”
 
   I notice a silent shudder, but she quietly says, “Alright. I think that would be ok.”
 
   I carefully pick up the snake, using the shovel. I hold it out and away from me as I walk down to the dock. When I get to the end of it, I turn back, facing the cabin, and Becca. I count to three in my head, and send that thing flying, over my right shoulder…and by that thing, I guess I mean the snake and the shovel. I’ll add that to the list of things I need to buy if Becca and I go into town tomorrow.
 
   As I walk back toward the cabin, I keep my eyes on Becca, trying to figure out if she’s really okay, or if she needs to go inside and sit down or something. When I’m about forty feet away from her, she suddenly bursts out laughing. I stop dead. Is she losing her mind?
 
   “Becca?”
 
   She can hardly talk between her bursts of laughter, but she does: “I—you threw—the shovel is in the lake!”
 
   I roll my eyes and start walking towards her again. I can hear her laughing, but I see her shaking. She's not fooling me. That shaking is not laughter shaking. It's full on fear. Something about that snake really got to her and she's using the laughter to convince herself she is okay. When I reach her, I carefully grab her by both shoulders, and point her body towards mine. She stops laughing, but I can tell she’s trying very hard to hold it in, because she’s pinching her lips in between her teeth. “Seriously. Are you going to be alright?” Her body starts shaking with the laughter still stuck inside her, but she still hasn’t answered me, so I move my hands from her shoulders to both sides of her face. She immediately stops shaking and gasps. “Becca, I need you to tell me, out loud, that you’re okay.”
 
   She slowly moves her right hand to cover my left. When she finally speaks, it’s hardly above a whisper. “I’ll be alright. But do you think you could hold me for a minute? I know the snake is gone, but I’m having trouble convincing the rest of my body.”
 
   My arms move around her so quickly, I’m afraid I might have scared her even more. But she just rests the side of her face against my chest, eyes closed, taking a deep breath. After a few moments, Becca cautiously moves her arms around my waist and hugs me.
 
   I can’t help myself, even if she is awake and will know I did it this time. I lean my face toward the crown of her head, and press my lips to her hair. She doesn’t flinch. She doesn’t say or do anything. She just continues to hug me, and let me hold her.
 
   I don’t know how long we stand here like this, but out of nowhere we hear a wolf whistle. Becca gasps, and lets go of me, but she doesn’t pull away. I look back toward the water, and there are our families, climbing out of the boat onto the dock. I hadn’t even heard the motor when they pulled up to the dock. Neither did Becca, if her reaction was any indication. I turn, shifting so I have one arm behind Becca’s back, and my other arm free.
 
   Trying to make this situation seem a little less awkward, I ask, “Did you catch us some dinner? Or are we going to have to find something in the fridge?”
 
   Our parents all laugh, “Who do you think you’re talking to?” my dad asks. “I caught enough fish for two meals!”
 
   When Olivia jumps out of the boat, she races across the beach, up the yard, and right up to Becca. “Can I talk to you for a minute, Becca? Inside?”
 
   “Sure, Livvie, I’ll be right in.” I remove my arm from Becca’s shoulders so she can follow her sister, but before she walks inside, she stands up on her tiptoes, her hand on my shoulder to help hold her up, and whispers in my ear, “Don’t think I’ve forgotten that our game isn’t finished. I still want to win…and, thank you.”
 
   Well, if killing snakes can’t even keep her mind from forgetting she wants me to answer some questions for her, maybe I should just let her win. I mean, how bad could they be?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   As I walk back inside the cabin, I can’t help but wonder what our parents think is going on after coming home, seeing us holding each other like that. It felt so nice…Asher, with his arms around me. And he even kissed my hair. But what does that mean to him? And should I be letting this happen?
 
   Olivia pulls me out of my reverie by grabbing my arm and pulling me into the bunk room. She slams the door behind us. “What on earth, Livvie?”
 
   “Are you and Asher, like, together?”
 
   Um, I don’t really have an answer to that question. I decide to go with what feels somewhat close to the truth. “No, why?”
 
   “I’m not really sure how to say this. Have you checked your phone at all since we got here?”
 
   I hadn’t thought about my phone since the moment I got into that car with Asher and his parents to come up here. And being at volleyball camp all last week means I spent a total of about thirty minutes yesterday, before we left, to check anything going on with my phone, Facebook, etc. “No, I haven’t. Is there a reason I should have?”
 
   “Well, check your phone first. I don’t want to get involved if I don’t have to.”
 
   “Get involved in what?” But before I can even finish asking my question, Livvie bolts back out the door. What on earth could be such a big deal that I need to check my phone, right now, and that Livvie can’t just say to me?
 
   I pull my phone out of my purse, which is lying on my bed. I hit the power button and nothing happens. Dead. I dig through my duffel bag, searching for my power cord. After finding my phone charger, on the bottom of the bag of course, I plug it in, and have to wait for it to decide it’s alive enough to turn back on.
 
   The home screen finally comes to life and my phone dings that I have a new voicemail. Then a new text message. And another. And another. That’s strange. As the messaging app opens, I see that I have eight new text messages. Seven of those messages…are from Trip. I’m not sure I even want to read them. Next, I open up my Facebook app, since that’s the only social media thing that Livvie and I are both on, wondering if what’s bothering her is on there. The app comes up, and I see that I have 47 notifications. “What the heck is going on?” I'm scrolling through the notifications, and notice that almost all of them are comments on a post on my wall. Since I don't remember posting anything of that kind of worth yesterday, I go to my personal page. Right at the top is a post made by Trip. It says:
 
    
 
   So this is why you think you’re too good for me now. Hope you two had fun, because if I get my hands on you...
 
    
 
   Below this statement is a screenshot of a check-in from Asher’s profile page. It says:
 
    
 
   Getting my sugar rush on! – with Becca Haines at RUSH
 
    
 
   This is not happening. No, no, nonono…
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   Olivia came out of the cabin like five minutes ago, and Becca still hasn’t come back out. I thought she wanted to finish our game. So, I head into the cabin, deciding to go and find her and see if I can drag her back outside. I call out her name, but she doesn’t answer. I stop in the hallway, between the door to the game room and the door to the bunk room. “Becca?”
 
   Suddenly I hear a sob coming from my right: the bunk room. I walk into the room and find Becca crying, with her arms wrapped around her knees, rocking back and forth on her bed.
 
   I practically run across the room, sit on her bed, then hook one arm under her knees, and wrap the other around her back, lifting her into my lap. I continue to rock with her, shushing her in her ear.
 
   When her sobs have turned into silent tears, I push her hair away from her face and ask, “Becca, what happened?”
 
   She doesn’t say anything, just points to her phone, lying on her pillow. I can’t reach it the way we’re sitting, so I move Becca so she is sitting between my legs, with her back against my chest. I reach across the bed and pick up her phone. When I turn on the screen, it’s on Becca’s Facebook page. I look a little closer, and see that Trip posted on her wall. When I read what he wrote, I see red. “What the hell is going on, Becca? What is he talking about?”
 
   She takes a deep breath and wipes the tears from her eyes with the heels of her hand, then slowly slips the phone away from me. She scrolls the screen down just a little farther, and I can now see a screen shot of my check-in from the candy store yesterday. I didn’t think about the fact that he might see the post, or that he would care for that matter. Am I friends with him on Facebook? If I am, it’s about damn time I removed him. “I am so sorry, Becca. This is my fault. I didn't think about the fact that he might see that post. But it doesn't matter, because nobody should ever talk to you like that. If I get my hands on him—“ Becca silences me by covering my mouth with her hand, while shaking her head no. She starts to turn around in my lap, pushing against my chest, so I scoot further across the bed, putting my back against the wall, with my legs straight in front of me. She puts a knee on either side of my thighs, so she’s still sitting on my lap, but facing me straight on.
 
   “This is not your fault, Asher. I should have blocked him on Facebook when I broke up with him. Of course I immediately changed my relationship status, but I didn’t think to make it so he couldn’t see my stuff anymore.  And I certainly haven’t seen any posts from him. Besides, I’ve hardly been on Facebook anyway, since I didn’t want anyone to ask questions. And if I had just been honest with my friends, especially you, that post he made last night probably wouldn’t have happened.”
 
   “What do you mean? What haven’t you been honest with me about?”
 
   Becca sighs, then says, “If I tell you this, you have to promise me that you will not talk to anyone else about this, that you won’t treat me any differently than you do now, and that you will not do anything about it. Only my parents know. Well, and Trip’s parents, I guess. Not even Livvie knows.”
 
   “Becca, if he did something to you, I can’t—“
 
   “Promise. Me. Or I won’t be able to talk to you about this.”
 
   This is freaking me out. I’ve never seen Becca like this. I don’t know if I can keep this promise, because I have no idea what she is about to tell me, but I make it anyway: “Fine. I promise.”
 
   She sets her phone back down on the bed, and I immediately notice that she’s shaking. I grab both of her hands in mine, and hold them to my chest. “What happened, Becca?”
 
   She closes her eyes, takes a deep breath, and says, “I guess I’d better start at the beginning.” If she has to start at the beginning, that means things were bad a lot longer than I thought they were. “So, Trip started hinting that he liked me some time last September, I think. He seemed so far out of my reach that I didn’t believe him at first. Plus, I was super busy with volleyball and stuff. But he was persistent. He started leaving cute little notes in my locker, and coming to home volleyball games, and when he asked me out on a date a couple weeks later, I couldn’t help but say yes. As you know, once we started dating, officially, Trip asked me to stop hanging out with other guys. At first I thought it was kind of adorable that he was a little jealous, and I was happy that he wanted to spend so much time with me. It made me feel special.
 
   “But that wasn’t all that he wanted me to stop. At first it was little things. Like he would ask me to play hooky from an activity at school to spend the day with him. I thought it was sweet, so sometimes I did. He also kept hinting that he thought my playing banjo was kind of stupid. So, I put it aside. I didn’t think it was that big of a deal at the time. I had plenty of other things to focus on anyway, and I really liked Trip, so I wanted to do what I could to make him happy.”
 
   I already don’t like where this sounds like it’s going, but I don’t say anything as Becca continues. “At Christmas, which I spent with his family, he told me he loved me. And I believed him. He bought me one of the most thoughtful Christmas gifts I’ve ever received. And said all these other nice things about me. And told his family that I was a keeper…it was just all really nice.
 
   “But shortly after that, things started to go wrong. I had already made plans to spend New Year’s Eve with the volleyball girls months before, because we had to buy tickets in advance for the House of Blues New Year’s Eve concert. He asked me multiple times to stay home and spend the evening with him and his friends. I told him I was sorry, but there was no way I was giving up that ticket. He still was mad at me, but he seemed like he was getting over it.
 
   “That night, he wouldn’t stop texting me. At first it was things like I miss you, or I wish you were here with me. But then they kept coming, and got more aggressive. And the girls told me I should just turn my phone off. That I deserved a girls’ night out. I hadn’t spent any time with them at all since I had started dating Trip, and I agreed with them. So I sent him a message saying I’d talk to him tomorrow, and shut my phone off. But I guess that wasn’t okay with him, because when I got home, at 2 o’clock in the morning, he was sitting on my front steps waiting for me.”
 
   He was treating her like this all the way back in January, and she didn’t break up with him until April? What could possibly have possessed her—?
 
   “He started yelling at me, asking me where the hell I had been, why I wasn’t answering his messages. I reminded him that he knew exactly where I was, and told him I had shut my phone off to save the battery in case I needed it on my way home. Of course that wasn’t exactly the truth, but that’s not the point. He told me—“ She stops to take a deep breath, and she still doesn’t open her eyes. "He told me it was complete and utter bullshit that I would rather spend New Year’s Eve with my bitchy girlfriends when I could have been spending it with him. That’s when I started yelling. I told him if that’s the way he felt, then he could take a flying leap and find a new girlfriend.
 
   “He immediately sat down on my front step and started crying. And the idiot that I am, I walked up and sat down next to him on the step. I asked him why he was crying, and he said that if I was breaking up with him, that he might as well go jump off a bridge. I asked him why on earth he would do that, and he said that he loved me, and if he couldn’t have me, then he might as well just end it all. I didn’t really know what to say to that, so I just stayed silent. Then he turned to me and said he was sorry for freaking out, but that he loved me, and when I didn’t answer his texts, or later his calls, he was terrified that something had happened to me, and that if I had just stayed home with him, whatever had happened wouldn’t have happened.”
 
   Wow. I knew Trip was a piece of work. But this? He’s like a freaking con artist.
 
   “So you tried to break up with him four months before you actually did?”
 
   She puts a finger up to my lips to shush me. “Please, just let me finish, or I might not be able to get through telling this.”
 
   That sentence shuts me up even more than her finger on my lips. Because although I’m not sure I want to know all of this, I need to hear it.
 
   “I fell for it. Hook, line, and sinker. He looked so heartbroken. And I wanted to believe him. And of course I didn’t want him to hurt himself. So I did what I thought was best for the moment: I apologized for saying I wanted to break up with him. That I was just angry that he was mad at me. He hugged me so hard, it almost hurt. Then he kissed me, and went home.”
 
   I almost interrupt her, to ask if that was the last time he did anything like that, but I don’t want her to stop telling me what happened, so I keep my mouth shut.
 
   “I spent as much time as I could with him, hoping that would be enough to keep him happy. But the way he was treating me…I constantly felt like I needed to ask him permission about things, like whether or not it was ok to spend time with my friends, and even my family sometimes. And he constantly told me, not only with his words, but with his actions, that his plans and activities were more important than mine, and that the things I wanted were stupid, or never going to happen. When he got his acceptance letter to UW, for their pre-med program, he kept pushing me to apply there once I got my ACT scores back. I told him I didn’t really want to go to UW, because they didn’t have a very good music education program, and I couldn’t get a track scholarship from them because they’re a division three school. He said I didn’t need a scholarship for track, and that I shouldn’t play college sports anyway, because we go to college to get a degree, not play games. Then he told me going to school to be a music teacher would be a waste of time, because it didn’t pay diddly squat, and I could do so much better than being a teacher, saying that stupid freaking cliché ‘Those who can’t do, teach.’ He made me question everything I had ever wanted. I thought maybe he was right.”
 
   What kind of jerk, who says he loves a girl, tells that same girl that her dreams and aspirations are stupid?! I take a deep breath, to help me keep my tongue from spewing out my thoughts.
 
   “You remember in March, when Mr. West assigned you and me that duet for contest?”
 
   “Yeah.” Of course I do. One of the best decisions Mr. West ever made. “Why?”
 
   “Well, Trip accused me of asking Mr. West to sing with you, saying that I wanted to date you instead of him. I told him over and over again that it wasn’t true. But he didn’t believe me. The next day, he came back and apologized to me, saying he didn’t mean to yell at me, or accuse me of anything. That he didn't want to hurt me. But that he still didn’t want me to sing with you. So I told him I would find a way to get out of it.”
 
   “But you never asked to get out of it. At least not that I heard.”
 
   “Please. I’m almost done. I told him I would find a way to get out of it, but I never even tried to. I wanted to sing that song with you. And if this was the only way I could do something that I wanted to do, well, then he didn’t need to know about it.
 
   “Two weeks later, he found out, from Hillary, that I was still working on that duet with you…”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   I pulled into Trip’s driveway after my shift at the hardware store was over. As I pulled the keys out of my ignition, the radio clock read 5:37 PM.
 
   I hopped out of my car, leaving it unlocked since I was the one driving to the movie theater. I was exhausted, but Trip had been bugging me all week to see the action flick that came out the previous weekend. So, I finally gave in today so I wouldn’t have to hear him talk about it anymore.
 
   I knocked twice on the door, then opened it. Trip’s parents never kept it locked, and his mom had very firmly told me to just come on in whenever I came over, after the second time that I had stopped by and waited at the door for someone to answer it.
 
   As I turned to close the door behind me, Trip walked into the hallway and immediately started screaming at me.
 
   “What the hell, Becca? I have to hear from Hillary, of all people, that my girlfriend is singing with that idiot, Asher, when she specifically told me she was going to find a way to get out of doing it?!”
 
   I stood against the wall, frozen. I wasn’t sure if it would be best to just let him get it all out, or if I should try to defend myself right away. But Trip didn’t wait long enough for me to make a decision.
 
   “You won’t even deny it! And you shouldn’t, because I already asked Mr. West if you were singing with Asher, and he said yes. You want to know what I think? I think you have been cheating on me with Asher. I think the reason you’ve refused to sleep with me, over and over again, is because you’ve been screwing Asher this whole time. You’re nothing but a dirty little slut.”
 
   I could hardly see Trip through the tears I was trying to hold back. But it was no use. The sobs began racking my body, making it impossible for me to respond to Trip’s accusations. He stood there, staring me down, fists clenched at his sides. His face was getting redder by the moment, and I knew he was about to explode.
 
   I took a deep breath, and whispered, “It’s not true.”
 
   A wicked sneer came across Trip’s face. “Is that so?”
 
   I got a little braver. “Yes. I have never—not once—cheated on you with anybody, and the reason I won’t sleep with you is because I’m a virgin, and I plan on staying that way. I made a promise, before God, to wait until I was married. You know that.”
 
   Trip made it pretty obvious that he didn’t believe me when he rushed up to me and punched the wall next to my face.
 
   I began crying harder again. I whispered through my tears, “I’m telling you the truth.”
 
   He immediately pressed his entire body against mine, one hand pressed slightly against my throat, while his other arm wrapped around me, holding my arms to my body. “Well, I don’t believe a word you just said. I think since Asher’s already gotten a piece of you, it’s about time I got my fair share. After all, I’m the one who’s actually been dating you for the last seven months.”
 
   Tears continued to stream down my face as Trip ran his tongue up my neck to my ear. I didn’t know what to do to make him stop. Between Trip’s hand restricting my vocal chords, and my crying, I barely managed to get out a hoarse, “Please Trip. Don’t do this.”
 
   His response to my plea was to run his lips across my neck and to my other ear before whispering, “Becca. I would rather see you dead than to see you with Asher.”
 
   His words terrified me, seeming to trigger my fight response. I tried to push Trip off of me, and strangled out, “Please Trip! Just let me go!” My pushing and wriggling did me no good. Trip was stronger than I was.
 
   He sucked my ear lobe into his mouth. When he released it, he whispered, “Never.”
 
   He released my neck, moving that hand down my body, stopping to feel my left breast, then continuing down my stomach, where he started to unbutton my jeans.
 
   A wordless scream left my body. Trip covered it with a kiss, as he moved his hand from my now-released button to my zipper.
 
   Just as I went limp with hopelessness, I heard Trip’s dad yell, “Trip, what in the Sam Hell are you doing?!” He ran down the hall, and ripped Trip off of me.
 
   I stayed against the wall, but leaned over, putting my hands on my knees, trying to breathe.
 
   I hadn’t even noticed her in all the commotion, but Trip’s mom had come up to me, and put her arm around my shoulders. But after what Trip had done to me, I didn’t want her to touch me. I didn’t want anyone to touch me. I shrugged her arm off, and ran out the front door, zipping and buttoning my pants between the front steps and my car.
 
   I jumped into the front seat, locked my doors and grabbed my phone. I thanked God that my mom was on speed dial, or I might not have been able to find her name through my tears.
 
   “Hey Becca. What’s up? I thought you were going to a movie with Trip?”
 
   “Mom?” I croaked out, then started sobbing all over again…
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   Silent tears are streaming down Becca’s face. They haven't really stopped since she started her story. I wipe them away with my thumbs, and tell her, “You don’t have to tell me the rest. I don’t want to hurt you any more than you already have been.”
 
   “I want to. And you’re not hurting me. He did.” Becca starts turning her purity ring around her finger, and I slide my hands down her arms, then carefully pull her hands apart, and give her hands a small squeeze. “Anyway, she could barely understand me through my tears, but I asked her to come pick me up, because I couldn’t drive while I was crying. My dad drove her over, and she drove me home in my car. When I finally calmed down enough to talk, I told them everything, from the very beginning. They had suspected that I wasn’t really happy in our relationship, but they didn’t have a clue about everything Trip had done to me. When I finished telling them what happened, my parents apologized for not realizing what was going on. But it wasn’t their fault, and I told them that. Then my dad called Trip’s dad, and we all agreed to meet back over at their house to discuss what had happened.
 
   “I had already told my parents I didn’t want to date him anymore, and they knew everything that had happened, so I didn’t say a word the entire time we were there. In front of all of our parents, Trip promised never to talk to me, or touch me, again. His parents asked us to not press charges, as Trip was getting the punishment of a lifetime from them, although they understood if we still wanted to. I shook my head no, that I wouldn’t do that. I just wanted to get the heck out of there. I knew I was going to have to still see him in the hallways at school. But something like this on his record would mean he would not be moving nice and far away from me to go to college. And I didn’t want to add to the reasons that Trip might want to hurt me. I went out and sat in the car while my parents told his parents everything else that happened before that day, because they wanted to know. And I never wanted to relive those moments again.”
 
   She can’t seem to speak anymore through the tears that are now pouring like rain from her eyes. I continue to wipe away as many as I can.
 
   Becca breathes in, holds it, then finally blows it out. “And Trip kept his promise. He never said a word to me, or touched me again.”
 
   Until now.
 
   I know I promised Becca I wouldn’t do anything. But if I ever get my hands on him…I’ll kill him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   The moment I stop talking, I lean my face into Asher’s chest, and just start sobbing again. I can’t believe I just told Asher all of that. But now that it’s all off my chest, I can’t stop crying. He wraps his arms around me, and starts slowly rubbing my back. I just need something to hold onto, so I slide my arms around his back, and hang on tight.
 
   When I can finally breathe normally again, I say, “I know. I’m stupid. And weak. And I shouldn’t let one little post on Facebook upset me like this.”
 
   Asher runs his hands from my back, over my shoulders, up my neck, and cups my face, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “Becca, you are not stupid. Or weak. You are one of the strongest people I know. And you have every right to be upset about that post. Hell, I’m upset about that post.”
 
   “You really think that?” I find it hard to believe. I think I’m stupid for dealing with my relationship with Trip the way I did. And I certainly feel weak.
 
   “Of course I think that. You are an amazing person. And Trip is the world’s biggest douche bag. If I could, I would—“
 
   “No. You promised. You promised you wouldn’t try to do anything about it. I didn’t tell you so that someone would seek some sort of revenge for me, or for you to feel sorry for me, or anything like that. I told you because I wanted to be honest with you. And I wanted you to understand why I am acting like a lunatic.”
 
   “I know. And I won’t. And I’m glad you were honest with me. And yes, I understand now why you’re acting the way you are, but you are most definitely not acting like a lunatic. You are acting like you’re scared. And I would be too, after what he said, and what he’s already done in the past. But Becca, I think you need to tell your parents.”
 
   “Maybe…I don’t know. I don’t want to get them worried about something that’s on the stupid internet.” I start to turn my face away, but Asher’s hands are still on my face, and he turns me back to look at him.
 
   “I know you probably don’t want to do this, but do you think it would be alright if I read the comments on that post? And if I read the text messages on your phone, which I suspect are from Trip?”
 
   I’m not sure if I want Asher to read all of that, but I really don’t think I can do it myself. “There’s also a voicemail on my phone that’s probably from him too. And no, I don’t think I can read any of that, or listen to his voice. You go ahead and read or listen. Or not. Whatever you want. But I can’t be here while you do it. I’ll go out on the couch or something while you do it.”
 
   “No. You stay here. Lay down. Rest. I will go out into the game room to take care of this. I’ll let you know if there’s anything you have to know, but otherwise, do you want me to keep it to myself?”
 
   “Please? I just…I don’t want to know.”
 
   I move off of Asher’s lap, and up toward my pillows. Asher slides off the bed, then tucks me into it. He leans over me, to brush my hair off of my face, and says “I promise. I will do whatever I can to help fix this.” With his face only inches from mine, I push myself up, just enough to kiss him on the cheek, and whisper a thank you before rolling over to face the wall. I’m exhausted, and need a few minutes to myself.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   The first thing I do when I get into the game room is set Becca’s phone on the coffee table, plunk down on the couch, and rub the crap out of my eyes. Between staying up all night, and this, I’m exhausted. But this is much more important than sneaking in a nap.
 
   I pick Becca’s phone back up, and scroll through the comments on Trip’s post on her wall. Becca may not believe it, but she has some amazing friends, even after everything that’s happened. The girls she plays volleyball with, and a bunch from the track team, have all supported Becca through their responses to Trip’s post. A number of them asked Trip to delete it, since it was obvious Becca hasn’t been online, and they had a whole lot of things to say about Trip himself. I’m tempted to delete his post off her wall myself, but I don’t want to do that without asking Becca’s permission. And if she tells her parents, they’re going to want to see exactly what he said. I take a few screen shots, making sure to get the entire post, just in case.
 
   Once I finish scrolling through all of the comments, I open Becca’s text messaging app. Seven of the eight text messages are from Trip. The eighth one is from Livvie. That must be why she had wanted to talk to Becca when they got back from fishing. Livvie must have seen the post online. And it’s pretty obvious Livvie didn’t tell their parents, because I can’t imagine in a million years that Amy and Rich would let Becca find out about this on her own if they could help it.
 
   I open the texts from Trip, and they start out simply enough:
 
    
 
   Trip: Are you seriously out of town with Asher?
 
   Trip: Are you going to respond to me?
 
   Trip: Well, your not responding to me says a WHOLE lot.
 
    
 
   But they get worse…a LOT worse:
 
    
 
   Trip: It’s pretty obvious that you lied, and you were fucking him before you broke up with me.
 
   Trip: Why else would you be hours from home with that asshole?
 
   Trip: I knew you were a bitch, but you could at least have the decency to admit the truth to me.
 
    
 
   And I don’t even want to think about what that last text message said. I almost delete the whole conversation, when a thought occurs to me. Her parents told Trip’s parents she wouldn’t press charges when he promised not to talk to her, or touch her anymore. But he just attempted to communicate with her, among other things. And if nothing else, this is harassment.
 
   I’m about to listen to the voicemail when Amy walks into the room. I hadn’t heard her coming down the stairs, so she must have come in the door downstairs. She closes the game room door behind her, and comes to sit down next to me on the love seat.
 
   “Something happened with Trip, didn’t it.” It’s a statement, not a question.
 
   Was she expecting something to happen? “But how did you—“
 
   “I’m a mother, it’s not hard to figure out. Becca is sleeping, in the middle of a lovely day, and you are in another room with her phone. Now, what happened?”
 
   I tell her about the post on Facebook, and that it was because I had checked-in with Becca the day before.
 
   “This isn’t your fault, Asher. I’ve been expecting something like this to happen for months. I’m just glad we’re so far away from him when it happened.”
 
   “Becca told me what happened. With Trip. What he did to her.”
 
   A sad smile comes across Amy’s face. “I thought she might. In fact, I hoped she might. She has been keeping all of this to herself for so long…and I know you won’t use the information to hurt her.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? I would never—“ I stop short, when another thought occurs to me. “Umm, Mrs.—I mean, Amy. I don’t think Trip is as far away as we wish he was…I’m pretty sure this is move-in weekend at UW. Which would mean Trip is only about an hour away from here.”
 
   Amy’s eyes widen. “I think you might be right. I need to go talk to Rich, and have him call Trip’s parents, to let them know that Trip isn’t keeping his end of the deal up.”
 
   “Oh, ok. That’s actually probably a good idea.” As much as I wish I could be the one to make all of this go away for Becca, I’m glad there’s someone who can do something about it. “Oh, and Amy?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You might want Becca’s phone. It wasn’t just the Facebook post, although Becca hasn’t seen any of the rest. He left seven text messages on her phone. They’re not very nice. And I was just about to listen to the voicemail he left her.”
 
   Amy reaches over and hugs me. “Thank you, Asher. For taking care of my baby girl. Rich and I will take care of this. Don’t worry about it. If you would just stay down here with her? In case she wakes up?”
 
   “Absolutely.” I will do anything I can to make Becca feel better.
 
   Anything.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   I don’t know how long I’ve been asleep, but it’s dark outside now. Even though I feel calmer now, I still feel a little sick to my stomach. I thought I was done feeling this way. About Trip. About myself. But I’m feeling more unsure than ever. Not about Trip. He still scares the crap out of me, and I hope I never see him again. But I thought I was done feeling insecure. Finished worrying about what other people thought of me and my dreams. I know what I want, and I know that Trip is not a good person. And yet, I somehow still feel like what I want is stupid, or unattainable. I’m feeling pretty worthless right now. I lie here, staring at the wall, and pull the blanket back up around me.
 
   “Becca?”
 
   I freeze for a moment, shocked to hear anyone’s voice. But then I remember where I am. And when I realize it’s Asher, I relax. “I’m awake.”
 
   He immediately comes over from the bunk opposite mine, and slides onto the bed behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. “What happened after I fell asleep?”
 
   Asher takes a deep breath and holds it. After finally letting it out, he says, “I read all the comments on that post, and then I read your text messages. Which, by the way, you should know that you have some awesome girlfriends. You might not believe this, but the girls were all really supportive; your friends still really care about you. Before I could get to the voicemail, your mom walked into the room, and guessed at what had happened. She took your phone, and said she was going to talk with your dad. She said she’d have your dad call Trip’s parents. But after she left the room, I don’t know what happened. I’ve been in here, waiting for you to wake up.”
 
   I’m a little surprised any of my friends were acting supportive of me, considering they don’t have a clue what happened between Trip and I. And it’s not like I went running back to my friends after I broke up with him. In fact, I’ve hardly done anything with them since the break-up.
 
   But wait a minute. I’ve been sleeping for hours. “You’ve been waiting down here this whole time? Have you eaten lunch? Or supper yet?”
 
   “No. I didn’t want you to wake up alone.”
 
   I sigh. I can’t believe he did that for me. “You could have woken me up. It’s pretty obvious I’ve been sleeping for a long time. You really need to eat.”
 
   “So do you. But I’ll wait until you’re ready to go up there.”
 
   I snuggle my back up against his chest, wishing we could just lie like this forever. “Or…”
 
   “Or, what?”
 
   “Or, you could go up and get some food, and bring it back down here. We can eat here in the room.”
 
   Asher doesn’t move, or speak for a minute. I can’t see his face, but I assume he’s thinking about what our parents are going to say. “I take it you’d rather not see anyone else yet.”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Well, I can leave you alone too, if you want.” Asher starts to pull away from me. “Just grab you some food and leave you be.”
 
   “No!” I immediately reply, taking hold of his hands in front of my torso. I don't have the heart to look into his eyes, afraid of what I might see there. “I mean, unless you’d rather eat with everyone else. You don’t have to stay here with me.” I probably sound like I’m desperate. Which is probably a huge turn-off for Asher. But maybe I am desperate.
 
   “I want to stay with you. If you’ll have me.”
 
   I let go of his hands and start to roll over, so Asher loosens his arms around me. I turn over as quickly as possible, and wrap my arms around his neck in a hug. “I will always want you around,” I whisper.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   Always.
 
   I didn’t expect Becca to say that word to me, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t wished for it. For a long time, I might add. I slide my hands up her back, over her shoulders, and rest my hands on her arms. She pulls back slightly, so we’re facing each other, with only an inch or two of space between our lips. She’s still close enough that I can feel the warmth of her breath when she breathes out. “Do you mean that?”
 
   She doesn’t say anything out loud, but she looks straight into my eyes, and nods slowly. I tilt my face towards hers until our foreheads are leaning against one another. “Then I always want to be here.”
 
   I want to kiss her so bad I can taste it. But after everything she’s been through, I need that to be her decision. Just because she wants me to be here for her, doesn’t mean she’s ready for anything more than that. I close my eyes, and we lay like that for a minute or two. Just when I’m about to pull away and ask what she wants me to get her to eat, she tentatively brushes her lips against mine, as if she’s asking me if I want to kiss her. I don’t even hesitate to respond to that question. I want her to know exactly how I feel about her.
 
   Her lips are so soft between mine, I can't help but be gentle, kissing her slow. Becca loosens her arms from my neck, only to run her fingers through my hair. It makes me desperate to touch her more. I pull her closer, resting one hand on her neck to keep her lips on mine, and the other on the small of her back.
 
   Without warning, Becca's stomach growls, making us break apart as we laugh and gasp for air.
 
   I grin at her. "Maybe I should head upstairs and grab us that food?"
 
   She looks down, with a small smile on her face, and I would bet she's blushing, even though it's too dark to tell for sure.
 
   "That's probably a good idea."
 
   I reach out and tip her chin up, so I can see her eyes. Leaning over, I leave a quick kiss on her cheek. 
 
   "I'm on it," I say, as I walk out of the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   That kiss! When Asher first went upstairs to see what he could scrounge up for food, I could hardly stop smiling. It felt so good to be in his arms. To feel his lips on mine. But now that he’s been gone for a few minutes, I’m starting to wonder if that was such a good idea. I really care about him. And I’m pretty sure he cares about me. Exhibit A: skipping meals just to make sure I don’t wake up alone.
 
   But, did he kiss me because he feels sorry for me? Does he see me differently now that he knows what Trip did to me? And what if this changes everything? Asher has been one of my best friends for like, nine years. I would die if I couldn’t be around him anymore just because we couldn’t make a more-than-friends relationship work. Ugh. I don’t know what I want anymore. I just know I can’t stand to lose him.
 
   “Alright, I’ve got some grilled fish, cheese and crackers, corn, mashed potatoes, and a banana. I wasn’t sure what you were in the mood for, so I grabbed a little bit of everything.”
 
   This. This is what I love about Asher. He is so considerate, and thinks about other people before himself. I don’t deserve him.
 
   Grabbing the banana, and peeling it, I say, “Thank you. And not just for the food. For everything you did for me today.”
 
   Asher picks up the grilled fish with his fingers, and tears a piece off before popping it into his mouth. “There is no need to thank me. I wanted to do it for you. I just wish there were something I could do to take away what he did to you. It’s not fair that he did all those things, and you are the one who is still suffering for it.”
 
   I don’t want Asher to feel sorry for me. I don’t want anyone to feel sorry for me. So much of what happened could have been avoided if I just would have handled everything better. So I try to change the subject. “Say, we never finished that game of corn hole.”
 
   Asher has a contemplative look on his face. He finishes eating his fish, chewing slowly. Then he says, “I forfeit. What you told me this afternoon answered at least one of the questions I wanted to ask you anyway. So you can take the win. What three questions would you like to ask me?”
 
   Well, if he had asked me that before I turned my stupid phone back on, I would have been able to spout off three questions without really even thinking about it. But for some reason, now, I feel like everything is changing around me. And the questions I would have asked him earlier seem petty, and stupid. I take the last bite of my banana, and put its peel back on the plate. I think I’m going to start with one that seems kind of unimportant, and build up to the question I really want to ask him.
 
   “Alright, here’s my first question: what schools are you going to apply to?”
 
   “Way to start off with a tough one, Becca,” he grumbles. He thinks this is hard to answer? I thought he’d already have this all figured out. “I haven’t decided for sure what I’d like to major in. Of course, I will apply to Syracuse University to get my BA in architecture, since my parents went there. It’s all they ever seem to talk about. I’m not really sure I want to go there, but I would get a legacy scholarship if I decided to attend, and they have one of the best architecture programs in the country. I’d like to apply to Ohio State University and Texas A&M because they have great landscape architecture programs. But I’m not sure that’s what I want to major in either. Lately I’ve been considering studying journalism, and if I decided to do that, I would really like to go to Northwestern University. Some of the best journalists graduated from that program. Although there are a couple other schools I’d be okay with attending as well.”
 
   "Wow. We might actually be applying to a lot of the same schools if you decide to go that route. I didn't realize you cared so much about writing. Although, I guess it shouldn't surprise me. You work on the school paper, and you've always gotten better grades than everyone else on every essay or narrative we’ve ever had to write for school." Growing up in a small town, it’s not like we read the New York Times or travel the globe. But maybe that’s why he’d like to do it for a living.
 
   "Not every writing assignment. That poetry unit in Ms. Tate's class last year? Your writing was a thousand times better than mine. Or anyone else’s for that matter."
 
   I just shake my head at him.
 
   “You got another question for me?”
 
   I’m not sure what to ask. I know what my third question will be. But I want that to be last, in case I need to leave the room after his answer. “Umm…question two: before I told you what Trip did to me, why did you think I broke it off with Trip?”
 
   “Well, this is a much easier question. I figured you had finally gotten tired of his douche-baggery. No guy should ever ask a girl to change for him. And it was obvious he was making you change. You stopped doing things you loved. And I’m not just talking about spending time with me. I never saw you eat lunch with your friends anymore, and when you thought no one was looking, you looked so lost, so stuck inside yourself, like you were trapped. It seemed like the only thing you were still doing that you loved was singing. But even that changed. When we started practicing that duet, at first, you were pouring everything you had into singing it, but not singing it with me. About a week and a half after you broke things off with Trip, I started to see tiny bits of the old Becca trying to break through to the surface, but even then, you still were holding back with me. I’m glad you felt you could trust me today, to tell me what really happened.”
 
   I am on the verge of tears again, but for a very different reason. He’s right. I had changed. And not for me, or in a good way. And he had seen through it all, even if he didn’t know the specifics at the time. But there’s something I need to know. “Alright, here’s my last question: do you feel sorry for me?”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   Is that really what she wants to know? She has the power to ask me anything in the whole world, and she wants to know if I feel sorry for her. I don’t really understand why this question is important to her.
 
   “Well, yeah. Nobody should ever have to go through what you—“ but I don’t get to finish that thought.
 
   Becca jumps up, turns to face the door, and says, “I think I’m ready to talk to my parents. I need to know what they did while I was sleeping.” Then she takes off, almost at a run, heading upstairs.
 
   Did I say something wrong? I’m not exactly sure what just happened, why Becca bolted like that, but I follow Becca up the stairs. Although at a much slower pace. I, like Becca, don’t have a clue what happened after Amy took Becca’s phone to Rich. I’d really like to know what’s going on, but even more than that, I refuse to let Becca go through this alone.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   When I get upstairs, Becca is already tucked under her mom’s arm on the love seat, and her dad is sitting backwards on a dining chair across from them. Part of me feels like I’m intruding, especially since Becca is getting her comfort from someone else. But if I’m going to help her get through this, I have to know what’s going on, what’s being done to protect her, and make her feel safe.
 
   There’s a wooden rocking chair on the other side of Becca, so I quietly walk over and sit in it. Once I’m seated, Rich looks around at all of us, sucks in a deep breath, then sighs out, “Okay. Here’s what happened…”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   Since I slept almost the entire day away, I can’t sleep now. I’m still feeling totally wiped out, but my brain just won’t shut off. What if Trip finds me? What if he hurts me? What if he hurts Asher? Or my parents, or my sister…I can’t let that happen. But how on earth would I stop him?
 
   The tears start to drip down my face, one at a time. After all of the crying I’ve done today, I can’t imagine how there are any tears left inside my body.
 
   Pressing charges. Those were the words my dad spoke to Trip’s parents just before he made me block Trip in every way possible. He even called the cell phone company and had my phone number changed. He’s threatening your life, he said. Which we apparently need to take seriously. When Dad called Trip’s parents to let them know what was going on, they actually searched his room. And what they found…it gives me the heebie jeebies.
 
   After Trip and I weren’t together anymore, I didn’t see him. Ever. Not even in the hallways at school. He never tried to talk to me. Or contact me in any other way.
 
   But he was watching me. He keeps a journal; I didn’t know that. When his parents read through it today, they got worried…for me.
 
   When I first separated myself from Trip in April, he wrote in his journal that he was very depressed, questioning whether or not he wanted to live. Then he started writing ways he thought he could get me back. Things he could say or do to convince me that we should be together. That in itself wouldn’t seem so bad. But then he started expressing his hatred toward me for not only leaving him, but because he believed that I was spending time with other guys; specifically, that I had been spending a lot of time with Asher. One day he even wrote the first stanza of the lyrics from “Run for Your Life” by the Beatles. I wouldn’t even have known that was of any significance…but my dad has the Rubber Soul album on vinyl, and I’ve been listening to it for most of my life.
 
   In Trip’s desk, they found, printed out, everything that was posted on my Facebook wall, and my Twitter feed, highlighting anything to or from a member of the opposite sex, from April 11th to yesterday, which is the day before he left to move into the dorms at UW. Which is only an hour away from here.
 
   Trip. Here. That possibility is almost more than I can handle.
 
   And then, when I found out what he'd done to Livvie? I wanted to go find him myself and murder him in his sleep. There was a reason Livvie said she didn't want to get involved if she didn't have to. And it makes me sick.
 
   Back in February, Trip gave Livvie a ride home from school one day when I had to stay late for an extra band rehearsal. When they were a few blocks from our house, Trip put his hand on her thigh, and made a move toward more inappropriate places. Livvie flung his hand from her, and asked him what the hell he thought he was doing.
 
   When he pulled into the driveway, he grabbed her face with his hand, and told her if she ever told anyone about it, he would kill her. And she believed him...as she probably should.
 
   I haven’t said anything aloud, or made any other indication that I’m even awake. But as if Asher could hear every one of my thoughts, he reaches his arm over the edge of his bunk and hangs his hand down to me, silently offering me a lifeline. I look to the other side of the room where my sister is in bed. It’s obvious she is out like a light, so it’s not like she would see. When I don’t make a move to take his hand, he wiggles his fingers toward me. When I still don’t reach out to him, he leans his face over the edge of his bunk, looking right into my eyes with his eyebrows raised. My eyes begin to well up with new tears.
 
   I don’t know what I’m doing, but I can’t help but accept the comfort he is offering me. I’m not sure exactly what this means for me, for us. But I don’t think I can do this alone anymore. And I don’t think I want to.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   Thank God. For a minute there, I wasn’t sure she was going to accept my help. And I am feeling pretty helpless. It may not seem like much, but holding Becca’s hand is about the only comfort I can offer her…well, at least with her sister sleeping in the same room.
 
   I’m pretty sure Becca doesn’t want me to see her crying, so I slide back over on my bed until I can lay my head back down on my pillow, without letting go of her hand. I wish so badly that I could climb down there and hold her. Kiss the tears off her cheeks. Whisper in her ear that everything will be alright. That I’m here for her, no matter what.
 
   I squeeze Becca’s hand, to let her know I’m still thinking about her. But then I can feel her pulling against me. Not like she wants me to let go, but like she’s shaking. Hard. I pull myself back over to look down at her, and she’s on her side, sobbing.
 
   Screw Livvie sleeping in here. I don’t even care if she tells all of our parents. They’ll understand. And if they don’t…well, I just don’t care. I refuse to let Becca feel even remotely like she’s alone in all of this. I squeeze her hand again, to let her know that I’m not letting go for good, then release her hand so I can climb back down from the top bunk. I pull back the covers a bit so I can slide in with her.
 
   As I’m getting under the covers, Becca turns to face me, and buries her head in my chest, wrapping her arms around my torso. I pull her tighter against me, with one hand resting on the back of her head, the other on the small of her back.
 
   And that’s how we stay, for hours, saying nothing out loud. But still saying everything that needs to be said by continuing to hold one another, until finally Becca falls asleep. I don’t want to let her go, but I know, for now at least, it’s easiest to avoid Livvie’s (and our parents for that matter) scrutiny.
 
   As much as I want to be with Becca, I don’t want anything that she doesn’t want. So until she says the word…I guess I’ll do the best to be here for her, as her friend.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   August 17, 2014
 
    
 
    
 
   I can’t believe I forgot to pack my journal this morning before I drove up here for move-in day. I guess this notebook will have to do until I visit home. I don’t really need the notes anymore anyway.
 
    
 
   Becca probably thinks I can’t find her now. I tried to text her again, but it bounced back to me: undeliverable. Then I went on Facebook to see if there were any more posts about where she is, or what she’s doing, but I can’t find her. Or her sister. Or that dumb-ass who thinks he can steal my girlfriend. They’re gone from Twitter too.
 
    
 
   But I already have the address for that candy store saved in my phone. I can wait them out. They’ll have to come into, or through, town at some point.
 
    
 
   Tuesday…Tuesday I will find her. And she will answer to me.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   “So, since you lost—again—what are we playing this time?” I ask, with what I hope is a cheeky grin on my face.
 
   “I didn’t lose, I forfeited. But that’s just semantics. Anyway, I think I’ve finally come up with a game that you have never beat me at. We’re going to play Phase 10. And since everyone is sort-of stuck inside, with the thunderstorm going on outside, our parents and Livvie can play too.”
 
   This could be interesting. Although I’ve never beat him before, we all know that card games are games of luck, no matter how good our strategy is. But—“If there’s seven of us playing, what if neither one of us wins this one?”
 
   “Ah, you seem to forget that even if we are not the person to get through phase ten first, we still keep score.”
 
   “This is true. So, are we telling our families that there is a bet on the line before we play? Oh, and what are you playing for this time around?”
 
   His Cheshire smile is huge on his face. “Oh, we are definitely telling our families that we’re betting, and what it is that we want if we win. I am thinking all of our parents, and maybe even your sister, will help me out, however they can, to make sure I win this one.”
 
   “Oh really? And what are you playing for that’s so good it makes you think they won’t help me to beat you in this game?”
 
   “Well,” Asher begins, “if I win, you have to bring me breakfast in bed tomorrow.”
 
   “And why would our families help you win that?”
 
   “Because it is a very specific breakfast you will be bringing me in bed.” Asher pauses for dramatic effect. “Blueberry breakfast cake.”
 
   Dang. He’s right. Our families really will want to help him win that. What could I place my bet for that might swing them my way?
 
   Asher’s grin doesn’t go away when he says, “So. What are you gonna play for? Because I don’t think you can beat that when it comes to our families.”
 
   I take a deep breath, but come up with nothing. “Well, I’ll be honest. I’m not sure I can beat that either. But give me a minute to think about it.”
 
   “You go right ahead and think away. I’ll go downstairs and get the cards, and you can tell me what you want if you win when we tell our families what we’re playing for.”
 
   As he heads down the stairs, I walk over to the couch where Livvie is hovering over her phone and pull her ear buds out. “Hey!” she shouts.
 
   I ruffle her hair and she swats my hand away. “Calm down, Liv. We’re gonna play Phase 10, and Asher says we’re all playing.”
 
   Livvie smooths her hair. “Oh. Well I guess that doesn’t sound so bad. It might even be fun. I do wish it would stop raining though. I’m losing hours of sunlight!”
 
   I just smile and shake my head. “Olivia, you are plenty tan already. And it will be good for you to be social face-to-face for a while, instead of just digitally.”
 
   She sticks her tongue out at me and says, “I am plenty social. And you know it.”
 
   “I know,” I sigh. “But seriously, put your phone away, or at least on silent, and come play with us.”
 
   Livvie grabs my arm and says, "Hey, Becca?"
 
   I wrinkle my brow. "Yeah?"
 
   "I just--I just wanted to say I'm sorry for not telling you, about, you know. The thing with Trip."
 
   I wrap my sister up in a hug. It's not often I get the urge to be touchy feely with Livvie, so at first she just freezes. But after a couple moments, she wraps her arms around me as well.
 
   "Livvie, there's nothing to apologize for. He threatened you, and that's not okay. And I know I may not say it much, but I love you, and your life is worth much more to me than anything you did or didn't tell me."
 
   Both of us let go, and she says, "I know. But I'm still sorry. And I love you too, even if you are my bossy older sister." Each of us breathes a sigh of relief and we grin at each other.
 
   We both walk over to the dining table and she helps me clear it off without me asking. She really is a good kid, even if she is my annoying little sister. “Livvie, I need some help. Asher and I have a little…bet going on. And when one of us wins a game, we get whatever we put up for the bet before we play. Asher is asking to be served blueberry breakfast cake for breakfast tomorrow, and he thinks everyone will help him win because they want to eat it too.”
 
   “Mmm. That does sound good. So what do you need my help with?”
 
   I pick up the salt and pepper shakers and move them to the counter. “I need to bet something that everyone will help me win, instead of breakfast.”
 
   “Becs, that’s going to be a hard sell. Everyone loves your blueberry breakfast cake. Including me.” She grabs the newspaper and moves it to the end table in the living room.
 
   “I know, Olivia. I’ve been trying to come up with something since Asher told me what he wants if he wins, and I’m drawing a blank. Can you think of anything that at least might make it a fair game?”
 
   She pauses, tapping her index finger on her lips. Then her eyes shoot wide open. “I’ve got it!”
 
   Right when I’m about to ask Livvie what she’s thought of, taking the centerpiece off the table to move it out of our way, Asher gets to the top of the stairs, followed by all of our parents. “I scrounged up some players for our game,” he says with a grin.
 
   “Scrounged up?” I ask. “Or told your evil plan to make everyone help you beat me so that I have to make everyone’s favorite breakfast?”
 
   “That’s for me to know, and you to find out. Did you finally decide what you want if you win?”
 
   “Yes,” Livvie jumps in. “She did. If Becca wins, Asher has to go into Rush and get everyone a half pound of their favorite fudge.”
 
   “Hey! I only said that Becca had to make me breakfast, and serve it to me in bed. How come she gets to request it for everyone if she wins?”
 
   “Asher, Asher, Asher,” Livvie says, shaking her head back and forth. “You know that if Becca makes blueberry breakfast cake, everyone is going to get to eat blueberry breakfast cake. She needs to fight fire with fire.”
 
   Asher puts his hands up and sighs. “Alright, alright. I don’t want to start a fight with you, Olivia.”
 
   She grins. “No, you certainly don’t; I would win.”
 
   Everyone laughs at that as they take their seats around the table. Asher and I are sitting directly across from each other, and shockingly my mother sits down right next to him. Cupping her hand next to her mouth to supposedly stop the rest of us from hearing, she stage whispers, “Don’t worry Asher, we’ve got this in the bag. Rich doesn’t even really like fudge. And I really want that breakfast cake.”
 
   “Mom!” I fake scold. “How could you abandon me in my hour of need?”
 
   “Sorry Becs. I love you, but I love your blueberry breakfast cake more.” She winks, and all I can do is laugh.
 
   “Okie dokie, everybody. Enough with the smack talk. I’m dealing first,” Livvie says, tapping the deck on the table twice, wearing a very stern look on her face. As she shuffles she reminds everyone, “Phase one is two sets of three.” Livvie begins shooting cards to everyone in a clockwise pattern. Once everyone has their ten cards, she turns to her left to face me. “Becca,” she says in a very serious, yet very haughty voice. “You are up first. May the odds be ever in your favor.”
 
   Everyone except Asher’s dad immediately cracks up. Robert’s eyebrows are drawn together, and he looks around the table at everyone. When the laughter has almost died down he asks, “Why is that funny?”
 
   A few more giggles escape Livvie and me while Laura pats him on the shoulder. “Never mind dear. Let’s just play the game.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   “This could be it, everybody!” Livvie squeals. “It could be the last round! Mom is on phase ten, and Asher and Becca are only twelve points apart.”
 
   It’s been really fun seeing Livvie so invested in who wins this game. Olivia and Becca don’t hate each other or anything, but they aren’t exactly best friends either. And the smile that pops up on Becca’s face each time her sister does something to help her out is priceless.
 
   As I shuffle the deck, I take a peek at Becca. She’s spinning her ring around her finger again, which means she is definitely nervous about not winning. For a while, Becca had been leading in the phases. I was beginning to think she was never going to miss a phase, and apparently she had thought so as well. For the first four phases, she had been so worried about completing it and going out before everyone else that she would hold her entire phase in her hand until she could lay it down and go out. A good strategy to throw everyone off, but not-so-good when you’re stuck with three wild cards in your hand, and your mom shocks everyone by going out in two rounds. Up until then, Becca had been kicking butt and taking names. In fact, everyone had begun teasing her that she was cheating. Then her mom pulled a Becca and laid down her entire phase four and went out before anyone else could finish a phase. Man, you should have seen Becca’s face! Seventy-five points just from her wild cards, not to mention the rest of her cards were ten counts. She went from zero points to 145, and has been battling to not let it get any higher ever since.
 
   The cards are dealt, thanks to Livvie, and everyone goes quiet. We’re all holding our breath, as if someone where diffusing a bomb around us. The cards in my hand are almost comical. I try not to smile as I look up and see Becca’s eyes wide with sheer horror. I know that look; nothing goes together. For me, it’s the exact opposite. Phase eight is one of my favorites: seven cards of one color. And today, my favorite color is blue. I have two wild cards, a red 7 and 4, a green 2, a yellow 9, and four blue cards. 
 
   “So,” I say, breaking the silence. “How come none of you ever told me about Becca’s mad skills at Don’t Break the Ice?”
 
   Amy busts out laughing, and Rich has a huge grin on his face. Looking Becca right in the eye, Rich replies, “I take it our vow of silence no longer applies?”
 
   “Oh hush, Dad.” A blush is creeping up Becca’s neck and onto her face.
 
   “Becca swore us all to secrecy when she was, oh, about nine I think? So I suppose that’s how you never found out about it,” Amy says now that she’s stopped laughing.
 
   Becca shakes her head, taking a card from the pile, and exchanges it with one of her high cards. Amy is next and grabs the high card, smiling, and then discards a green 9. 
 
   “That’s not very helpful, Amy. I thought we were trying to win some blueberry breakfast cake!”
 
   “I’m trying here, Asher. Plus, you really want me to finish this phase, unless you have really bad cards in your hand.”
 
   I choose not to answer her as I draw a red 6. I place it in my hand and discard my green 2 in case someone else lays down red cards that I can play on later. Rich and my mom take their turns, and then Dad draws a card and discards a blue 3. Livvie whoops and hollers while she picks up the blue 3 and lays down her phase, seven blue cards. 
 
   Crap! This is not a good sign. I can’t believe we were both looking for the same color. I really hope I can find another blue card before she goes out for this hand! Play continues around the table with people drawing and discarding until it's Becca's turn again. She draws a card and immediately throws it down in a huff. Obviously not what she wanted. Her mom swipes up the card Becca discarded and smiles wildly. She pauses for dramatic effect, lays out her tenth phase, and then discards a skip card. Craptastic! “Again, Amy. Not. Helpful.” Now all I can do is hope no one else gets the cards they need to go out before I finally get another turn. Livvie gets a wild card and plays it on her phase, but luckily she can't go out.
 
   Just as I thought things were looking up, both Becca’s dad and my mom, who have been pretty quiet throughout the entire game, lay down their phases as well. Mom had eight red cards, but obviously no blue ones, because she would have thrown one on Livvie's cards and gone out. Becca's dad is a phase ahead of me so he lays down five 5s and two 9s and then discards a skip. By now Becca is outwardly flustered. Nothing is going her way and three people have completed their phases. Amy picks up a card and immediately discards it. It's a blue 7! Wait a minute. That means I have five blue cards, plus my two wild cards so I can complete my phase. But not only that, I also have two red cards and a yellow 9. The smile on my face grows so wide I can't contain it. 
 
   To go out I have to discard so I lay down my phase first. “Tardis blue, baby.” Then I lay down my red 7 and 6. I pretend to be looking at my last two cards to determine what to discard, but then surprise everyone by laying down the yellow 9 on Becca's dad's cards and discarding my red 4. “Boom! Game over!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After being cooped up all morning, Becca and I decide to take a little walk now that the rain has stopped. We’ve been walking through a wooded area for a few minutes when we come up on running water. I lay my sweatshirt on a downed tree, and we sit watching the little creek run by on its way to the lake. We’re both quiet for a long moment. But it’s not an uncomfortable silence. With the exception of the last nine months or so, this is the way that we’ve always been. Relaxed, content, even when no one is talking.
 
   “So, now that I’ve finally won something, what are we going to be playing next, Ms. Haines?”
 
   Becca’s eyebrows come together, and her tongue barely sticks out as she thinks about what our next game should be. I can’t help but shake my head and grin. Sometimes I wonder if she can get any more adorable. But then a slow smile spreads over her entire face as she looks up at me. This is not a good sign.
 
   “Ever shot a gun before?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   I still can’t believe Asher won. But, since he won, that means I get to choose what we’re doing for our next game. And there is no way Asher is going to beat me at what we are going to do this afternoon. He’s taking a long time to respond to me, so I bump his arm with my elbow, raising my eyebrows in question.
 
   “Wow. Wasn’t expecting that question. No, I’ve never shot a gun before.”
 
   Ooh, this is going to be good. “Well, then we’re going to go to the gun range and get our target practice on.”
 
   Asher still looks a bit gun-shy, pun intended. “Well, I can’t foresee this happening, but if I win something by shooting a gun, I want you to come out with me tonight on a canoe for a bit of a midnight float out on the lake.”
 
   I can feel the heat reaching my cheeks, along with my ears. A part of me already wants him to win…but another part of me is terrified. Although his actions have continued above and beyond just being a friend who feels sorry for me, his answer to my third question last night is still bothering me. He did come right out and say that he felt sorry for me. What if he really is just doing all of this because he’s pitying me? What if I am nothing more than a good friend to him? But what about that kiss? Could it really have been just a pity kiss? I thought we had a connection. It didn’t feel like pity in the heat of the moment, but maybe that was just my wishful thinking.  If platonic friendship is all this is, I’m not sure I can keep doing this with him. But how could I stand to lose him?
 
   Asher’s hand comes to rest on my cheek, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Becca, where did you go just now?”
 
   “I…umm…I’m sorry. I just got stuck in my head for a minute there.” I shake my head, trying to get rid of the icky feelings I dredged up.
 
   But Asher’s not about to let it go. “I’m serious, Becca. I want to know what you were thinking about. Remember last night when I told you that when you thought no one was looking, you looked like you were trapped inside yourself at school?”
 
   I nod, unable to speak. Tears are pooling in my eyes again. “Well,” Asher begins again, “you had that look again, just now. And I never want to see it again. So please tell me where you went inside that pretty little head of yours, so I can make sure that look stays far, far away from your pretty face.”
 
   I feel a tear escape, and quickly wipe it away, pulling away from Asher’s hand. “I really don’t want this afternoon to turn into a ‘poor me’ session.” Another tear begins to fall, but before I can even move, Asher’s hand is back, and he wipes it away with his thumb.
 
   “Becca, this is not, nor has it ever been, a ‘poor you’ session. I care about you. I want to know what’s going on. And I want you to feel comfortable enough to tell me anything, no matter what it’s about.”
 
   I sniffle, then take a deep breath, hoping to stifle the tears that are so desperately trying to break free of my eyelids. “I feel like I’m just being a big baby. And I don’t want to sound stupid.” I gulp in another big breath, hold it, then just blurt out, “Are you just being nice to me because you feel sorry for me?”
 
   Asher stares at me in complete and utter shock. His eyebrows are raised high, his mouth slightly open, and he doesn’t move a muscle. “Wow. Okay then. Forget I asked.”
 
   After shaking his head back and forth a few times, he looks me straight in the eye and asks, “Becca. What on earth would make you think that my actions towards you are because I feel sorry for you?”
 
   I look back down toward my hands. “Well, last night, when I asked if you felt sorry for me…” I trail off, not really knowing what else to say to explain what I’m feeling.
 
   His eyes widen in understanding. “That’s what that question was about the other night,” he almost whispers. Asher moves his other hand so he’s cupping both my cheeks. “Look at me, Becca.” I sigh, but do as he asked. “Just because I am sorry that you had to go through that shit with Trip does not have anything to do with how I feel about you. My actions, my words, my feelings towards you have nothing to do with what that douche did to you.” Asher wipes another tear away from my face. “Now my actions toward him on the other hand—”
 
   “Nope. We’ve already had this discussion. You made a promise.”
 
   “I know. But it doesn’t change how I feel about him.”
 
   I peel both his hands from my cheeks, and hold them in my much smaller ones. I take one last deep breath to shake off the feelings, then squeeze his hands. “What do you say we start heading to the gun range? We’ll need to grab my dad, since I’m still under eighteen, so he can sign my release forms.”
 
   Asher stands up, helping me get off the log as well. “Wait, your dad is going to be there too? This could be even more embarrassing than I anticipated.”
 
   I laugh at him. “Don’t worry, he won’t be on the range with us. He just has to get me past the front desk. Unless, of course, you’d rather he taught you how to shoot a gun, instead of me.”
 
   “Oh, no, no, no. That won’t be necessary.” He lets go of one hand, then tugs my other to get me walking with him back toward the cabin. “But maybe I should be asking this: are you sure you can teach me how to shoot a gun? I mean, I’m sure you’re more than capable of shooting, but can you really teach me, too?”
 
   I shove him with my shoulder, and he almost trips. “Just because I’m a girl doesn’t mean I can’t show a guy how to shoot. Besides, I am an excellent teacher of all things, as you should know.”
 
   “Wow, remind me never to underestimate your teaching abilities again,” he says with a smirk on his face.
 
   “Never underestimate my teaching abilities again, Asher,” I remind him in as serious a voice as I can muster.
 
   He bumps my shoulder with his elbow. “You’re such a Smart Alec.”
 
   I smile as I reply, “Don’t you mean Smart Becca?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As we’re about to walk out the doors onto the shooting range, my dad calls out, “Don’t forget your hearing protection! And your safety glasses!”
 
   I shake my head and smile at him. “We know, Dad. I’ve done this like a hundred times with you. Safety first. Always.”
 
   “That’s my girl!” he says, throwing his fist in the air. 
 
   When we get outside, I can feel just how heated up my cheeks have grown from embarrassment via my father. Hopefully Asher just thinks it’s the change in temperature from the AC to the outdoors. When we get to the bench, I set the gun case and ammo on it and turn to Asher. “Alright. Before we do anything else, we’re going to put our safety glasses and earphones on. We don’t need to be losing any hearing, or eyeballs for that matter, today. And before you ask, yes, you will probably look like a dork. No, there is nothing you can do about it. Yes, getting to shoot a gun is totally worth looking like a dork.”
 
   Asher laughs and says, “Well, okay then. I guess I better follow the rules,” causing me to laugh with him. He immediately puts his glasses on, followed by his headphones. Which immediately causes me to stop laughing. I know what I just said to him, but he definitely does not look like a dork. “What?” he practically yells. It’s nice to know his headphones are working.
 
   I realize I must have been staring. “Nothing. You stay back here and watch while I shoot. Then I’ll teach you step by step after I’m done with my two clips of bullets,” I yell.
 
   He gives me two thumbs up and takes a step back.
 
   Then he surprises me when he shouts, “You’ll shoot your eye out, kid!”
 
   What am I going to do with him?
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   I’m seriously nervous about this. Not only is Becca an amazing shot, but I’ve never even held a gun, much less shot one.
 
   I watch as Becca loads her second clip into the semiautomatic pistol. She spreads her feet with her knees slightly bent, aiming the gun out in front of her. When she leans forward before pulling the trigger, I can’t help but let my vision drift lower on her body…
 
   Bang! Oops. The first bullet out of the gun brings me out of my reverie. The second draws my attention to the target Becca is shooting at. By the time she finishes the clip, I’m pretty sure I won’t be able to do this. Even from this distance, I can see that Becca’s target is full of holes right around the bullseye.
 
   “Alrighty, Asher. It’s your turn.” Becca sets the gun down on the bench, facing down range, then flicks the switch to pull her target back in. After taking the small chain off the bottom of the target, she releases it from its clips, then turns to look at me. “There are a couple of things you need to do before you even pick the gun up.”
 
   There are? “I didn’t see you do anything, other than set up your target, and load the gun of course.”
 
   Becca rolls up her target. A small smile comes onto her face, and I can see the laughter in her eyes. “Yes, but I’ve already done these things. Once you figure them out, you don’t have to do it ever again.”
 
   “Oh.” Her shoulders are shaking now. “Why are you laughing at me, Becca?”
 
   And now she just lets it all out. “I’m sorry!” she says between giggles. “It’s just so weird that I am teaching you how to shoot a gun.” She takes a deep breath and shakes her head. “I really am sorry. Shooting a gun is no laughing matter.” She takes another deep breath then says, “Okay. Take your pointer fingers and thumbs and make a diamond with your arms stretched out, like this.” She moves her hands and arms out to show me what she means. But I must be taking too long to copy her because she drops her arms and moves so she’s standing in front of me. “Here,” she says, grabbing my hands. Electricity races up my arms from where she’s touching me, and I involuntarily shiver.
 
   Becca looks up at me with her eyebrows wrinkled together, but then focuses back on the task at hand. She pulls my arms straight out in front of me at shoulder height. She uses her hands to close the last three fingers on each of my hands to my palms, and makes a diamond with my index fingers and thumbs, just like she told me to. I smile, squint one eye, then tell Becca, “This is a great frame for your face. I need a camera, because this is the perfect shot.”
 
   She laughs but reprimands me, “Focus, Asher!”
 
   “But I am! On your smile!” I wink, and that gorgeous blush I love so much rises on her cheeks.
 
   She releases my hands then says, “Alright, all jokes aside, find something that can’t move to fit right in the middle of the diamond you made with your hands.”
 
   I slowly move my ‘diamond’ around until I find a bolt on the bench. “Okay. I’ve found something. Now what?”
 
   “Now I want you to close your left eye without moving your hands.” Ookaay. “Now switch and close your right eye.”
 
   “Alright. There was a difference, but why am I doing this?” I start to bring my arms down—
 
   “Ah, ah, ah! Keep your diamond there. When you closed your eyes one at a time, which eye was closed when you couldn’t see the object anymore?”
 
   I repeat the exercise to double check. “My left eye was closed when I couldn’t see it.”
 
   “Huh.” She says. And doesn’t continue.
 
   “Huh, what? Is there something wrong with me?”
 
   “No,” she laughs. “It’s just that you are a left-handed shooter, that’s all.”
 
   “What do you mean? I’m right handed.”
 
   “I know you write with your right hand. But your left eye is your dominant eye. Which means when you’re shooting down range, you will use your left eye to focus the sights, and you’ll use your left pointer finger to pull the trigger.”
 
   Okay, that just sounds weird. “I’m not so sure I’m going to be able to shoot that way, Becca.”
 
   But she just smiles at me and grabs my hands again, pulling me toward the bench where the gun and ammo are waiting. That same zing runs up my arms again, and this time I stifle the shiver, hoping Becca doesn’t notice. “You’ll be just fine. I promise.”
 
   Becca releases my hands and grabs my target off the ground. “I can do that Becca. You don’t have to do it for me.”
 
   She just smiles and says, “I know. I never said you were incapable. But you just focus on shooting, and I’ll take care of the rest...this time.” Oh, she thinks we’re going to go to the shooting range again sometime? I’m not so sure how I feel about that idea.
 
   Becca doesn’t give me any time to consider it. She picks up the gun off the bench, then presses it into my left hand.
 
   “Okay Asher, hold the gun out in front of you the way you think you would if you were shooting one-handed, but keep your pointer finger straight. Don’t touch the trigger.”
 
   I immediately follow her instructions, wrapping my lower three fingers around the grip of the gun, my thumb around the back, and leave my index finger straight.
 
   “Good. Now I want you to wrap all your fingers of your right hand over your left hand fingers, and then cross your thumb over your left thumb, but keep it on the same side of the gun. We don’t want the slide to hit your thumb.”
 
   I do as she says, but, “Becca, this feels really weird. I don’t know if I can do this.”
 
   She squeezes my shoulder with her hand. “You’ll be fine! Just relax, and have fun.”
 
   How I’m supposed to do either of those things, the world may never know. But here goes nothing.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I am extremely glad there is no one else here at the gun range right now. Especially Becca’s dad. I can’t believe I’m so bad at this! “Becca?” I say, looking behind me to make sure she hears me. “Maybe you should just finish off my second clip. It’s obvious I’m not going to win this round, and it seems like a waste of bullets for me to continue.”
 
   Becca nods her head as she walks toward me. But instead of taking the gun from me like I expect her to, she puts her hands on my shoulders and turns me back toward my target.  “Alright, Asher. You really aren’t that bad at this, especially for your first time out. The first time my dad took me, I shot 20 bullets, and only 3 of them even hit the target, say nothing about anywhere near the center.”
 
   I snort, then ask, “And how old were you then? Eight? Nine?”
 
   “I was seven,” she responds, “not that it matters.” She takes a deep breath, then moves her hand from her shoulders, down my biceps, until their each grasping my forearms. “Okay then, put your hands back on the gun the way I showed you.” I do as she asks, my insides beginning to boil. Not only is she touching both of my arms, but the front of her body is pressed against my back, since she’s too small to reach my arms otherwise. “Now lift it up so you can see down the sights, closing your right eye.” I start shaking as soon as the gun is up where it belongs, but not because of its weight. “Steady,” she instructs, holding my arms still.
 
   There is no way in Heaven I am going to be able to shoot with her standing so close. “Becca—“
 
   “Hush. Just do as I say.”
 
   I stay silent, waiting for her next instructions. “Now, can you see both sights, and the center of the target?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Okay, I want you to bend slightly at the waist,” she says, while pressing her chest against my back to get me to do as she asked. Lord, have mercy on me. “Take a deep breath, and then when you let it out, just pull the trigger at the same time.”
 
   Come on, man. You can do this. I close my eyes for a moment, savoring Becca’s touch. Then I take in a deep breath, focus my left eye through the sites to the bullseye, and then breathe out, pulling the trigger at the same moment.
 
   Bang! I close both eyes again, too nervous to see if I’m still such a crap shot.
 
   “Woohoo!” Becca shouts, which has me setting down the gun and turning to look at her. She lets go of me as she does an adorable little victory dance. “Look where you hit!”
 
   When I turn back around, I can see a tiny new hole in my target, almost exactly in the middle. I stare at it in shock. “Asher, you did it!” Becca flings herself at me again, wrapping me in a tight hug. It feels so good, I can’t help but wrap my arms around her and squeeze her tight to myself.
 
   I hang onto her as long as seems appropriate, and when I let her go, her cheeks are that beautiful rosy red again. Feeling a little bashful myself, I put my hands into my pockets. “Like I said earlier, I should never have doubted you. You are a fantastic teacher, and I never would have been able to hit that bullseye if it weren’t for your excellent teaching skills.” I give her my biggest smile, hoping she’ll see just how true that statement was. “Seriously, you’ll make a fantastic music teacher someday.”
 
   She tries to hide her grin, ever-modest as she is. “Thanks.” Becca quickly turns back towards the target, then looks at me again. “Why don’t you finish up that clip, then we’ll clean up our mess and head back to the cabin.”
 
   I quickly agree, knowing that if I’m feeling as high as I am with all this touching, and closeness, Becca is probably feeling overwhelmed. 
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   Holy wow. 
 
   I'm feeling a bit warm and tingly all over. I openly stare at Asher as he begins shooting again. It's not like he, or anyone else, can see me right now. And I can't stop smiling.
 
   I press my palms to my cheeks, feeling the heat that has gathered there, hoping my cool hands will help remove my blush.
 
   I can't believe how good it felt to be so close to Asher. Or for him to compliment me. I'm still feeling a bit embarrassed about that, but accepting compliments is something I'm going to have to work on. After dealing with Trip for so long, it's often hard for me to believe that there is anything for me to be complimented on.
 
   Here's to hoping, with Asher's help, I can figure out who I am and what I want to be again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   It was really hard making sure I got out of bed this morning without Asher waking up. I had to ask my mom to set her alarm, then come get me so I could make Asher’s blueberry breakfast cake before he woke up. I wanted it to be true breakfast in bed, even if he did already know it was coming.
 
   When I get up to the kitchen, mom heads back to bed. But as I’m beating the eggs and vanilla together, Asher’s dad moseys into the kitchen in his pajamas. Thankfully, they are pajamas that include top and bottoms, or this could have been a whole lot more awkward.
 
   “Good morning, Becca. How’s that blueberry breakfast cake coming along?”
 
   “I just got started, but everything is ready to go, so it should be in the oven as soon as it finishes pre-heating. Why are you up so early? You’re supposed to be on vacation.”
 
   Robert sighs. “I’ve always been an early riser. Even when I was a kid. It’s usually a good thing. But then there are other times, like now, where it would be nice to be able to sleep in.”
 
   “So that’s where Asher gets it from.”
 
   “Gets what from?”
 
   I nod my head toward him. “His bright-eyed, bushy-tailed, morning peppiness.”
 
   Robert laughs. “I guess I’ve never paid attention since I’m usually gone from home before anyone else gets up in the morning, except on the weekends of course. Is he always like that?”
 
   “Gosh, yes, he is!” I say almost too loudly as I fold the blueberries into the rest of the batter. I lower my volume before continuing. “At first I thought it was great to have someone happy to be awake in the morning at jazz choir rehearsals.” I smile, remembering those early mornings with our classmates three years ago. “But after a few days of that, I realized it was impossible for him to understand that sometimes, we all just need to be tired in peace.”
 
   Just then Laura walks out of their room, yawning. She wraps her arms around Robert’s shoulders and says, “He’s not bothering you, is he Becca?”
 
   “Not at all Laura,” I respond. “We were just discussing how Asher must have gotten his morning person traits from Robert.”
 
   She cracks up. “Well he definitely didn’t get them from me! I would sleep until at least ten every day if my responsibilities didn’t have me getting up earlier.”
 
   I smile and tell her, “Well, breakfast won’t be ready for another forty-five minutes or so, so if you want to get a few more winks before starting your day, I won’t be offended if you go back to bed.”
 
   Sighing she replies, “Normally I would, but I think it’s high time I learned how to make this blueberry breakfast cake of yours. Are you willing to share your secret recipe?”
 
   “Of course! You just come round the breakfast bar here and I’ll show you how it’s done. And I’ll make sure to write it all down for you.”
 
   “Well,” Robert says, standing from his chair, “since you ladies are going to be hard at work here in the kitchen, I guess I can start packing up a few things to take out on the lake with us the next couple of days.”
 
   “Oh!” I squeak. I’d almost forgotten they are headed out for the next two days, which will leave Asher and I here alone. How on earth had I forgotten that already? “I’m sure you guys will have a great time. Is there anything I can help prepare?”
 
   A Cheshire grin comes onto Robert’s face, and I can see Asher got another trait from his father. “I think you have plenty to prepare yourself for, what with you and Asher staying here all by yourselves for the next two days.” He winks at me, then strides back toward their bedroom.
 
   I can feel the heat creeping onto my face, and it’s not coming from the kitchen.
 
   “Oh, don’t mind him,” Laura says, smiling in what I’m sure is meant to be reassurance. “Robert just likes to get people worked up over nothing.”
 
   I’m not sure it’s over nothing, but I keep that to myself.
 
   “So, as you can see, I already started by whisking together the eggs and vanilla…”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I carefully carry the breakfast tray down the stairs, excited to bring Asher his breakfast in bed. When I first lost, I was a bit sad that I would making breakfast for everyone this morning. But now, I’m kind of excited to be giving him such a great gift. His tray looks like a picture from a food magazine. Which is why I took a picture of it before I brought it down here. There are two beautiful slices of cake on his plate, with one piece overlapping the other on one corner. I drizzled some blueberry syrup over it, and across the plate. I also put two slices of bacon, and two sausage links on a second, smaller plate. And I couldn’t forget the orange juice. 
 
   As I push the door to the bunk room open as quietly as possible, I take a deep breath, waiting to fully step into the room until my nerves have calmed down to a low buzz.
 
   Here goes.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   I take a deep breath, half asleep, when I realize there is a new scent in the room. “Is that my blueberry breakfast cake?” I ask without opening my eyes.
 
   Becca gasps, then lightly laughs. “Holy Moses, Asher, you scared me! You’re lucky I had already set your breakfast tray on the night stand, or I probably would have dropped your food all over the floor.”
 
   I roll onto my side and look at her. “Well we can’t have that, now, can we?”
 
   Her cheeks are a little rosy, but it looks like it’s more from excitement than embarrassment. That’s when I look down at the rest of her, and realize she’s still in her pajamas. All she’s wearing is a pair of boxers and a skimpy tank top.
 
   Clearing my throat, I look back up at her face, then over to the breakfast tray. “Wow, Becca. That breakfast looks fit for a king!”
 
   Now her blush is turning crimson. “Oh, it’s nothing. Just a little bit of blueberry syrup, and a quick, easy arrangement.” She turns away from me to pick up the breakfast tray. “So, are you coming down to eat from a lower bunk? Or are you going to make me carry the tray up to you?”
 
   I smile. “Well, if I get out of bed, that means, I didn’t get to stay in my bed to have breakfast, which kind of defeats the purpose of winning breakfast in bed. However, you also do not have to carry the tray up the ladder. Just bring it over here, and I’ll take it from you.”
 
   She does exactly that, but once I’ve removed all of the tray’s weight from her hands, she takes a step away, moving her hands behind her back. “Well, I guess I’ll leave you to your breakfast then,” she says, looking around the room.
 
   Is she serious? “No. Stay. Climb up here. I promise I’ll make room for you to sit with me.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.” She looks back at the door to the bunk room, but then moves forward toward the ladder.
 
   Once she’s made it up, I toss a pillow to her, so she can lean against it instead of the wall. Once she’s made herself comfortable, I dig into my food, and let out an involuntary moan. “God this is good.”
 
   Becca looks at my plate, then back to her hands, which are currently folded in her lap. “I’m glad you like it.” She looks again at my plate.
 
   That’s when a thought occurs to me. “Becca? Have you eaten breakfast yet?”
 
   She shakes her head, still looking down. “No. Everyone else has already eaten, and those two pieces of cake on your plate were the last two.”
 
   I can hardly believe what I’m hearing. “Are you telling me that you got up early this morning, and made blueberry breakfast cake, and you didn’t even get to eat any of it?”
 
   “It’s not a big deal. I had a couple slices of bacon while I was cooking, and I’ll just have a bagel or something when I bring the dishes back upstairs.” 
 
   No she won’t. I cut a bite from my breakfast and point the fork toward her. “Here. We can share this.”
 
   Her eyes widen. “Are you sure? You won this after all.”
 
   “Becca, I would hardly be able to enjoy this knowing that you didn’t get any of it after all the work you did to make it for me.”
 
   She leans forward an inch, then hesitates. “Maybe I should go grab another fork.”
 
   “Becca.” I move the fork right in front of her mouth. “We have shared plenty of germs over the last nine years of our lives. It’s fine. Just take the bite.”
 
   She wraps her lips around my fork, and slowly pulls the cake off the fork, closing her eyes and savoring what she’s eating. It has me thinking about things I shouldn’t be. Maybe this is why Becca suggested getting her own fork.
 
   I quickly shake off those thoughts and take my own bite of cake. “Lord have mercy. Becca this is so good!”
 
   Giggling, Becca looks at me and says, “Well, I’m glad I showed your mom how to make it this morning. Now she can bake it for you whenever you want.”
 
   “Yes! She’s gonna be sorry she asked you for the recipe. Because I’m going to ask her to make it all the time now.”
 
   She shakes her head at me while she steals a piece of my bacon. I grab her wrist before she can get it to her mouth. “What do you think you’re doing?”
 
   She grins at me, and I can see that sparkle coming back into her eyes. “What? You said we were sharing this breakfast. I assumed you meant more than just sharing one bite of your cake with me.”
 
   “Touché,” I reply, letting go of her wrist. I take another bite of my breakfast. “Maybe I’ll have to make you breakfast tomorrow, since you’ve been cooking for me so much this week.”
 
   “Oh, really?” she asks, one eyebrow raised. “And what would that consist of?”
 
   “Oh, you know. Hot cocoa. Toast. Fruit. Cereal if you want. All part of a healthy breakfast.”
 
   “That sounds wonderful. I might just have to take you up on that. And there won’t be anyone else around tomorrow to judge you on your choice of breakfast food, so you don’t have to worry about that.”
 
   Believe me, Becca. I don’t need you to remind me that we will be home. Alone. For the next two days.
 
   Lord help me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   “Are you sure you’ll be alright if we still go out on the lake for two days? I hate to leave you right now with all of this going on.”
 
   We’ve already had this discussion three times over the last two days. “I’ll be fine mom. We already talked to his parents, changed my phone number, and he has no access to any of my social media accounts.” Which was not fun. At all. “He’s never been here before, and doesn’t have the address. And I won’t be here all alone. Asher will still be here, and Olivia will be just up the road. I have the Davidson’s phone number, in case we need anything immediately, and you guys have the radio and your phones while you’re on the boat. It will be fine.”
 
   I don’t know if I am trying to convince my mom, or myself, but I hope it’s working for both of us. Nobody should have to stop their lives because of me and my problems. And it is my problem. I’m the idiot that dated Trip, that didn’t break up with him when I should have.
 
   Besides, not only did we go into town at the crack of dawn on Sunday morning to report the things that Trip did to me, but I also filed a temporary restraining order, which a judge immediately granted. The sheriff’s department sent all the information to my hometown police department, and they said they'd call when the injunction hearing had been scheduled. And it would be in the next fourteen days, because that's all a temporary restraining order is good for. Which means sometime in the next fourteen days, I'm going to have to be in the same room as Trip. In front of a judge. Possibly having to retell my story, again. I shiver at the thought.
 
   “Alright. But seriously, if you need anything, you get ahold of us, and we will turn that boat right back around to get to you. You know that, don’t you?”
 
   My breath hitches in an almost-sob, but I keep it in. “Of course, Mom. I know you guys would do anything for me. But I’m almost eighteen, and I promise, I can take care of myself for forty-eight hours.”
 
   My mom reaches over to hug me, and it feels like she’s never going to let go. She whispers in my ear, “Even if you are all grown up, I will always want to take care of you, Rebecca.”
 
   When she finally releases me, I turn away, steeling my resolve. I won't allow what Trip said to ruin the rest of my vacation. I have two days of Asher all to myself, and I am going to enjoy every single minute of it.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   “So, Becca. Now that we’ve gotten everyone else out of the house and on their way, I was thinking about heading into town to get a few things. Do you want to come with? Or would you rather stay here and chill by yourself for a little bit?” I don’t want her to figure out my surprise for her, but I really am not comfortable with her staying here alone. And I also don’t want Becca to feel like I’m pressuring her to do what I want her to do. Or that she’s somehow incapable, because she is perfectly capable of taking care of herself, even if I forget it sometimes.
 
   “I wouldn’t mind tagging along. I have a few things I’d like to get myself. What are you going to pick up?”
 
   I grin, relief sweeping over me, and I use her own words against her: “That’s for me to know, and you to maybe find out.”
 
   She sticks her tongue out at me, then laughs. I join her, happy to see a little of that old light back in her eyes.
 
   As we’re driving into town, Becca keeps pestering me, trying to figure out what I’m up to. Normally, that would drive me crazy, but I’m so grateful that she’s being a pest, and not silently staring out the window or something, that I just tease her back in response.
 
   When we walk into the grocery store, Becca says she has a few things of her own to buy, and she’ll meet me back up front when she’s done. I want to ask her what she’s getting, but since I’m not willing to tell her about my surprise, I just smile and grab a basket.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   Asher has been so amazingly thoughtful this weekend. I think it’s time I did something for him. I’m actually kind of glad that he asked me to come into the store with him, because my surprise will be much less obvious now that he thinks I’m just ‘tagging along’ with him.
 
   I haven’t been to this grocery store in a long time, so I decide to just go up and down each aisle and grab the things I need as I see them. Thankfully Asher was walking straight back to the deli when I left him, and I don’t need anything from there.
 
   As I push my cart around the corner into aisle three, I spot the first ingredient I need for Asher’s favorite meal: rotelle pasta. This will be easy enough to bury in the bottom of my bag, but all of the fresh vegetables I’m going to need? I don’t think it will give it away, since Asher’s never actually watched me make my homemade spaghetti sauce, but I’m still crossing my fingers, for extra good luck.
 
   Every time I round the endcap of an aisle, I look both ways to see if Asher is nearby. So far, I’ve had pretty good luck, but now I need to go out into the bakery and produce sections, and that is a WIDE OPEN space. Normally, I would have made my sauce using fresh tomatoes, but it’s much easier to keep a few cans of crushed tomatoes hidden than twelve to fifteen fresh ones! And I’ve already got my non-food items, butter, and shredded Parmesan. So all I need now is garlic, one green and one orange pepper, an onion, fresh basil, zucchini, a small squash, another container of mushrooms, yuck, and a loaf of French bread. I decide to make a run—well, quick walk—for it.
 
   As I’m grabbing the last thing I need, the bread, I see Asher rounding the corner into the produce department. As much as I’d like to see what he’s getting, I do NOT want him to see what I have in my cart. I toss the bread on top of the rest of my items, and push my cart around the opposite end of the bakery department—right into another man’s cart.
 
   “I am so, sorry!” This stranger probably thinks I’m just some punk kid, racing around the store. “I just didn’t want to run into my friend, who just walked into the produce section. I’m surprising him with supper tonight.”
 
   But the older gentleman just smiles. “It’s alright. I’m pretty sure he must be the young man I was just talking to in line for the deli. He said…well, I guess I shouldn’t tell you, since he said it was a surprise.”
 
   Well, that’s why Asher wouldn’t tell me what he was buying on the way to the store! And this man is so sweet for keeping Asher’s surprise a secret. “Really? He was talking about me?” I don’t know why this makes me so giddy, but it does. “Sorry, I shouldn’t ask what he was saying, and as much as I hate surprises, thank you for not telling me what he’s planning.”
 
   “Well, it’s obvious that boy really cares about you. So no, I won’t be sharing his secret.” His smile spreads even further into a grin. “And if I run into him again before I leave, I promise I won’t tell him you’re planning on surprising him either.”
 
   I can’t help the smile coming across my face. “Thank you, sir. And again, I’m sorry for running into your cart. I hope you have a wonderful day!”
 
   “You too. I hope you both enjoy your surprises.”
 
   As I walk away from the stranger, I shake my head, grinning. This moment, and some others that Asher and I have shared this weekend, these are the moments that make me think that maybe, just maybe, I might be able to be in a relationship again. Someday. As long as the other person is someone like Asher.
 
   “Did you find everything okay?” the cashier asks me as I’m piling my groceries onto the conveyor belt.
 
   “I did.” In fact, I think I found a few things that I didn’t even realize I needed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Well, that didn’t take as long as I thought it would. I almost missed them. Driving his parent’s car was smart, but it would be almost impossible to miss the two of them walking down the street together. Besides their fairly significant difference in height, Becca has the hair of a goddess, and she left it down today. And now that I’ve found them, it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out where they are staying. And once they get back in their car, and I follow them back to their little love nest, well…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   When we get back to the cabin, I head in through the door downstairs, while Becca walks up the steps to go into the kitchen. We decided on the way home that we shouldn’t see what we each bought, thus the separate entries. I’m going to prep everything I need for our pontoon picnic down here, at the wet bar, and I promised I wouldn’t head upstairs until after we come back from my ‘surprise’ for Becca this afternoon.
 
   I’m really excited for this afternoon, but I’m also nervous. I want Becca to enjoy herself, to feel free to just be. I don’t want to make her uncomfortable, or to wish that she were just back at the cabin by herself or something. And I’m definitely feeling the pressure. But I’m hoping with all of the planning I’ve done, and all of her favorite things I could get my hands on for this, that I’ll be one step closer to making her mine.
 
   I open up my grocery bags, and start pulling out the fruit, cheese, bread and maple glazed turkey (Becca’s favorite lunch meat) to start getting our picnic lunch together. I open up the cupboards and drawers of the wet bar, in search of a knife to cut up my fruit. But all I can find is a 4-place setting of regular silverware.
 
   Trying to keep my promise to stay downstairs, I holler up the stairs, “Hey Becca? I need a paring knife. Do you think you could meet me half-way up the stairs with one? I promise not to even try to look at what you’re doing up there.”
 
   I can hear her footsteps moving closer to the stairway door. “I’ll bring you a knife if you promise to plug your nose too.”
 
   Huh? I guess whatever she’s working on must be identifiable by scent. Whatever, as long as I get my knife, and she doesn’t see what I’m working on, we’re golden. “I promise I will not try to smell whatever you are working on up there. Scout’s honor.”
 
   “Alright. Just give me a sec to grab you the knife.”
 
   As I listen to her tread get quieter as she walks further away, I can’t help but wonder what she’s working on up there. Obviously it’s food, since she got it at the grocery store, and I’d be able to figure out what it is if I smelled it. I wonder if it’s dessert, or supper.
 
   “Okay, I’m coming down.”
 
   I quickly climb the steps, holding my nose as I go, making sure she doesn’t come down any further than necessary. As I reach for the knife, I say, “Thank you, ma’am. Now get back up them there stairs and finish whatever it is you’re working on. We leave in fifteen minutes. Is that enough time for you to be ready?”
 
   She smiles, but has a curious look on her face. “Give me twenty, and I’ll be ready, no problem. Do I need to change clothes, or shoes? Or will I need my purse or anything else?”
 
   I grin, knowing she’s trying to get information out of me. “Ah, ah, ah! I’m not falling for that. You can wear whatever you’re comfortable in. But I’ll be changing into my swim trunks and a tank top, since that’s what I’m comfortable in. If you decide you’d rather change your clothes, I’ll make sure to have all of my stuff out of here before you come down.”
 
   Becca takes a deep breath, then sighs. “Alright. I guess I will change. Let me know when you’re ready for me to come down.”
 
   She starts to turn around to head back upstairs, but I grab her wrist, pulling her back around to face me. A shock of electricity runs from my fingers that are touching her, all the way up my arm. Dang, if this girl isn’t making me feel like a twelve-year-old with a crush. She raises her left eyebrow at me, in her signature, what-are-you-doing? look.
 
   I breathe deep and close my eyes, trying to calm my nerves. When I look back up at her, she has a look of concern on her face. I move my hand from her wrist down to hold her hand. Squeezing her fingers lightly I say, “Thank you for coming with me today, without asking questions.”
 
   Becca bursts out laughing, but doesn’t let go of my hand. “Without asking questions?! I’ve been asking you questions all morning about what you have planned!”
 
   I can’t help but chuckle along with her. “You know what I mean. You’re asking questions to be nosy, not because you don’t trust me. I mean, I hope you trust me.”
 
   The most beautiful smile creeps onto her face, and she blushes a little. “Of course I trust you.” She squeezes my fingers back. “Now let me get back up to what I’m working on so we can get going.” She lets go of my hand, turning away again, and I suddenly feel bereft, like a part of me is missing.
 
   I head back down the stairs with the knife, and quickly get to work cutting up the strawberries and cantaloupe at the sink of the wet bar. After throwing the remains of the fruit in the trash, and making us some sandwiches, I drop everything we’re going to eat into the picnic basket my parents brought, along with the chess board, sling my guitar behind my back, and carry it all out to the pontoon. I run back into the cabin, and I’m about to call upstairs that the coast is clear for Becca to come down, when I remember one more thing I need to grab out of the bunk room. I grab it out of the nightstand, where I stuck it earlier, and call up the stairs, “You’re free to come down and get ready whenever you want! I’ll be outside waiting.”
 
   “Sounds good! I’ll be out in a couple minutes.”
 
   I walk back out to the pontoon, with the last of my surprises in hand, and tuck it away under one of the seats on the boat.
 
   Here’s to hoping Becca will give me a chance to prove I will take care of her.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   When I get downstairs, Asher is already outside. I go into the bunk room, and pull my beach bag out from under my bed, searching for my swimsuits and cover up. When I find the suits my mom packed for me, I get a little nervous. Apparently I should have packed my own beach bag, not that I had the time…Mom packed three different swimsuits for me, and they are all bikinis! No one-piece, not even a tankini. I guess I should consider it a godsend that she remembered my cover up, because there is NO WAY I am about to parade myself in front of Asher in just a bikini. I grab the most modest one, a turquoise halter with boy short bottoms, and run to the bathroom.
 
   After changing into my swimsuit and cover up, I look up into the mirror. A very nervous girl is staring back at me. Why am I freaking out about this? It’s not like Asher has never seen me in a bathing suit before, or like we’ve never spent a day just the two of us. Although, it’s been over a year since we’ve done anything alone like this.
 
   I guess I’ll just have to put on my big-girl panties (or in this case, bikini) and go find out what exactly Asher has planned for us.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   I have been pacing up and down the dock, waiting for what feels like forever for Becca to come out. Twenty-one.
 
   I can’t believe I’m about to put myself out there this way, but she needs to how I feel about her. Honestly, I’ve loved her from the moment I met her, all the way back in the third grade. Being a boy, I was just too stupid to admit it. Twenty-two.
 
   I’ve been thinking about it a lot this week, and what nobody else actually realizes is that I’ve been courting Becca for years, getting to know all of her inner workings, her quirks, what her favorite things are, what she can’t stand, her annoying habits… I think that’s what has hurt me the most this last year. When Becca started dating Trip, or at least once he apparently put out his edict about not hanging out with male friends, she stopped letting me in, and seeing all those things. I could only assume she had found someone that was doing a better job of knowing her, taking care of her, than I had been. Twenty-three. I tried going on dates with a few other girls who showed interest in me, but none of them measured up to Becca. None of them were Becca. So, I stopped trying to find another Becca, and I watched from the sidelines as her heart was mistreated by Trip. Twenty-four.
 
   I thought things were turning a corner, at least in the friendship department, when Mr. West assigned us that duet for solo/ensemble contest. But like I told Becca, she was pouring herself into the song, but not into singing it with me. And I didn’t know how to fix it. But I think I’m starting to figure it out. Twenty-Five.
 
   At the campfire the other night, she and I were totally in sync with one another. And the kiss we shared last night was amazing. If I can just get her to see that we are in sync in a lot of areas of our lives, maybe I can convince her that we can get past all of these hurdles, together. Twenty-Six.
 
   As I’m about to turn around and head back down the dock for the twenty-seventh time, I hear the screen door squeak shut on the cabin. I look up—and I can’t catch my breath. Becca is walking down the lawn toward the beach, wearing a white swimsuit cover up, which I can clearly see her bikini through, and her wavy brown hair is blowing loose in the breeze. I can’t believe how absolutely breathtaking she is. And she doesn’t even know it. I can tell by the way she is trying to cover up her midriff with her arms, despite the fact that she’s already wearing something over it. She has no need to be self-conscious.
 
   After I wipe the metaphorical drool from my mouth, I take a deep breath and wait for Becca to reach the dock. When she reaches me, I smile and take her hand, walking toward the pontoon. “Are you ready for your surprise?”
 
   “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she answers, her cheeks turning rosy as she looks away from me. I wonder if she’s as nervous about this as I am?
 
   When we get to the end of the dock, I let go of Becca’s hand so I can pick her up by the waist. “Ladies first,” I say, trying not to laugh as she squeals out my name. But when I set her down on the pontoon, she’s smiling, although her cheeks are now tomato red.
 
   I want to see those smiling, red cheeks for the rest of my life. And I will take them any way I can get them. Even if it means being just friends.
 
   But I really hope she’ll want to be much more than that.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   Asher is being ridiculously sweet today. He has been all week, if I’m being honest with myself. Even though I have mostly been trying to brush it off as me being overly attentive to his every word and muscle movement the last few days.
 
   The longer I am out here on the boat, thinking about everything as Asher navigates us across the lake, the more I remember that he’s always been like this. How could I have forgotten? I guess I just took it for granted; he’s always made me feel like someone special, even when we were eight years old, and boys had cooties. Then when you add the fact that I kind of pushed him away when Trip asked me to stop hanging out with other guys…
 
   As Asher turns the pontoon off, letting us float and drift in the middle of the lake, I take a deep breath, and try to mentally prepare myself for whatever Asher’s surprise is. Without the noise of the motor to keep us from talking, I’m going to have to be able to form actual words, and speak them out loud.
 
   “Alright. I’m going to need you to close your eyes, Frodo,” Asher says, with a Cheshire’s grin on his face. What on earth made him bring that old nickname up?
 
   “Excuse me? My name is not, nor has it ever been, Frodo. Just for that, I am not going to close my eyes.” I bite my lip hoping I can hold in the laugh that’s trying to burst out of my lungs.
 
   “Sure it wasn’t. You never had a boyish short haircut in the sixth grade, when you were, oh, about four foot eleven, that was kind of wavy on top, making you look almost exactly like Elijah Wood in the Lord of the Rings movies. Nope. That never happened.” He’s shaking his head, with a look of pure innocence on his face. That laugh I was trying to hold in finally pushes its way to the surface, and Asher’s deep chuckle joins mine.
 
   It takes us a few minutes to calm down enough to be able to breathe again. “Okay, okay. So that epic fail did happen. But that doesn’t mean I ever want to relive those six weeks of torture. That was the worst haircut in the history of haircuts!”
 
   “Ah, but do you remember what I did to cheer you up the day after Frodo happened?”
 
   I can’t help but slowly let my smile make its way onto my face. “You convinced your dad to drive you forty-five minutes to the closest mall with a candy store, and bought me a whole bag of purple rock candy.” Before the last words are finished coming out of my mouth, Asher reaches into the bench seat that runs along the side of the pontoon and pulls out a huge bag of purple rock candy, and sets it on my lap.
 
   I quickly wipe away the tear that comes to my eye, rubbing and pulling at my eyelid like something was stuck in it. This is not the time to cry. I’ve done enough of that this week. “How in the world? Seriously, how did you get out of Rush without me seeing this?”
 
   He smiles sheepishly down at the floor of the pontoon. “When you were busy looking over the fudge, I asked the girl at the register if she could go behind the other candy counter and get me a bag of all purple rock candy. I explained that it was for you, and I didn’t want you to see it, because it was a surprise.” He looks up, and his eyebrows squish toward each other, his lips pursing. “That’s why I was so angry at the way she spoke to us when I paid for your things.”
 
   “You were angry? If you hadn’t grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the store, I would have punched that girl in the jaw!”
 
   A huge grin spreads across Asher’s face. “Dang. I should have waited a minute longer—I would have loved to see you knock that look off of her face!” I shove him in the shoulder, and he starts to laugh. “What? You totally could have taken her.”
 
   This is why Asher is my best friend. Or at least, he was my best friend, before I went and screwed things up so royally because of Trip that I was pretty much left with no best friends.
 
   All week, Asher has been the one to reach out to me, helping me, comforting me…so I decide, with my big girl bikini on, to reach out to him. I place my hand on top of his, wrapping my fingers around the side of his palm. He quickly inhales, looking a little surprised, but not unhappy. “Thank you, Asher, for doing everything you’ve done for me this week. It really means a lot to me.”
 
   He squeezes my fingers with his hand, putting that Cheshire’s grin back on his face. “Oh, I’m not done doing things for you. Not by a long shot.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I can’t believe that Asher remembered all these things about me! He even remembered that my favorite lunch meat was honey glazed turkey. Who knows that kind of thing about somebody else? Apparently Asher, because it didn’t stop there. He had all sorts of goodness buried in that picnic basket: my favorite fruits, fantastic bread and cheese to make sandwiches with my turkey, a chess board…he is amazing.
 
   As we start setting up the chess board on the floor of the boat, I ask, “So what are you playing for this time?”
 
   “Hmm…” He ponders this for a while, tapping his index fingers against his closed lips, reminding me how much I enjoyed having his lips on mine yesterday. “You know what? I don’t think we should make any bets on this game.”
 
   “Really? There’s nothing you want? Or is it that you are scared you won’t win?”
 
   He smirks at me. “Oh, I’m not worried about losing, and there are definitely a few things I want. But I think we should just play this game for the sake of enjoying it. No strings attached to winning or losing.” I wonder what those few things are…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   “Alrighty then. This isn’t exactly the Mr. Competitive I’m used to, but I’ll go with it. And you should absolutely be worried about not winning.”
 
   Since I am white, I make the first move, sending one of my pawns forward two spaces, starting to draw my line of defense. Asher’s move is a mirror reflection of mine. The same with our second moves. Is he just copying my moves? Or is he already working on a defense of his own?
 
   The further into the game we get, the longer each of us seems to think before making our next move. While waiting during one of those long moments, Asher grabs his guitar from next to the captain’s chair, and starts fiddling around with the strings. Picking out a few bars of a melody here, strumming a few chords there, as he waits for me to take each of my turns.
 
   During one of my epically long decision-making moments, Asher starts to play a song that I recognize. It’s from one of my favorite albums, but I’m kind of shocked that he’s ever even heard it. I stop thinking about whether I should move my knight or my queen, and look up at him. He stops playing. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
 
   “Asher, how do you know that song?”
 
   “Oh. That? Umm…” He puts his guitar pick in between his lips, and starts rubbing the back of his neck, looking away from me. I can tell he’s trying to find a way to get out of answering this question, but I am so not letting him off the hook.
 
   “Asher. Look at me.” When his eyes meet mine again, I repeat my question: “How do you know that song? It’s from an album based on a book. A book that I love, don’t get me wrong, but a book that most dudes wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole.”
 
   He pulls the pick from between his lips, and starts scratching his arm with it. He lets out a long sigh before finally answering me. “Well, it all sort of started by accident. Do you remember, umm, almost a year ago I think, when you left your paperback copy of Maybe Someday in my car after I drove you home from that church lock-in?” I had forgotten all about it, but thinking back, I begin to recall what happened.
 
   “Oh yeah. It must have been in your car for months before you gave it back to me.” In fact, I’m pretty sure Asher returning that book was the thing that had triggered Trip’s request (more like demand) that I stop hanging out with other guys. I’m not really sure where this is going, but I am officially intrigued.
 
   “Like two months after you left it in my car, I had to bring said car into the shop to have it worked on. I found it when I was trying to clear off my seats before the mechanic got into my car to pull it into the garage. You had been gushing about how much you had loved the book the day you left it in my car, and since I had at least an hour to wait while my car was worked on, I brought it in with me to take a peek, and figure out what it was you enjoyed so much about it.” He takes a deep breath, lets it out, and then blurts, “Except I didn’t just take a peek at it.”
 
   Whoa. Asher had read Maybe Someday? Colleen Hoover is a genius writer, but Asher reading the whole book? “I can’t believe you even looked at it in the first place. What made you actually read it?”
 
   “It was shortly after you and Trip had started seeing each other. When I saw the book on my seat, I thought maybe if I could get inside your head a bit, figure out why you liked it so much, I would be able to figure out what you saw in Trip. Maybe he had something this Ridge guy had, that I didn’t.”
 
   Wait. He wanted to know if Trip had something that he didn’t have? But, that would mean— “Why did you want to know that, Asher?”
 
   He looks away from me again, staring out at the lake around us. He stays silent for a minute, so to lighten the mood, I throw one of his bishops that I killed at him.
 
   “Hey!” he shouts. But then he softly chuckles. “Sorry, lost in thought I guess. If you really must know, I had been thinking about asking you out on a real date. Not just hanging out together as friends. But then you started telling me about how Trip had started talking to you…and by the time I got the balls to ask you, it was too late.”
 
   Okay, then. That was not an answer I would have expected before this week. And as much as this is kind of making me giddy, I still want to know more about the book, and the song. “So, you started reading the book, and…”
 
   “And, I may or may not have gotten hooked on the story. I was so engrossed reading it that when the mechanic came to tell me my car was done, he had to shake my shoulder before I realized he was trying to get my attention. When he asked me what book I was reading that could keep me that captivated, I told him it was nothing, and held the front cover against my body so he couldn’t see it.”
 
   This makes me giggle. “That is so adorable!”
 
   He swats his hand through the air. “Oh hush, you.” But he’s smiling. “Anyway, I went home and finished reading it that night. Then I went online to see what else the author had written. While digging around on Google, I discovered there had been actual music recorded using those awesome lyrics. I downloaded the album, and ordered paperbacks of the other books she wrote—”
 
   “You didn’t!” I squealed. Probably not very attractive, but this is too amazing to not get excited. He’s read multiple Hoover books?!
 
   “I did. You can check under my bed when we get home. Every last one of them is there. Anyway, after I listened to the album, I started learning how to play the songs…which is why I brought my guitar out here on the pontoon.” Before I can ask what he means, he leans over his guitar, and starts playing the opening chords to “Let it Begin” again. His eyes are closed, and when he starts singing, I am entranced by his voice. I don’t hear the birds anymore, or the waves lapping against the pontoon. It’s just Asher, and his guitar, and me. As the lyrics start penetrating my brain, I realize Asher has been thinking about our relationship as much as I have this week.
 
   He finishes the last few lines of the song, and as he’s strumming the last few chords, I make a decision. I’m done holding back. And apparently he is too, after offering up his heart on a silver platter by singing me this song. I get up on my knees, and move toward Asher, all but forgetting the chess board is on the floor between us as black and white pieces start rolling away. I don’t care if they all end up in the lake, and I have to buy my great-aunt a whole new chess game.
 
   Asher still isn’t looking at me, even when my knees touch his shins, so I slowly move his guitar around until it’s hanging from his back instead of in his lap. Then I take both my hands, and put one on each side of his face, turning his eyes toward mine.
 
   Practically whispering, I say, “Did you really mean what you just sang, Asher?”
 
   I search his cerulean eyes, waiting for his answer, and it seems he is doing the same to me. Finally he answers: “Every. Last. Word.”
 
   Well, okay then. “I’m in.”
 
   His eyes widen in apparent shock, but then he’s smiling. “Really?”
 
   “Is this answer enough?” I pull his face toward mine, and rather than tentatively seeking out his lips like I did last time, I immediately pour my feelings from my lips to his.
 
   His hands move from his lap to my hips, pulling me closer to him, until I’m sitting in his lap. He wraps his arms around me, holding me to his body, the side of my chest pressing against his. I move my hands into Asher’s hair, keeping his lips sealed on mine.
 
   Everywhere he touches me, I feel like I’ve been burned, but in the most delectable way; like when your skin first starts turning pink from being kissed by the sun. And his hands are everywhere, moving up and down my spine.
 
   Asher’s tongue lightly runs along the length of my lips, and I only hesitate for a millisecond before letting him in. I move my hands down to his shoulders, then slowly run them down his arms. His hands move under my cover up, and as his fingers touch my bare skin, I let out a delicious sigh. He breaks our kiss, but only to move his lips to my jaw, and then he kisses his way to my neck. But as amazing as this feels…
 
   “Asher?”
 
   “Yes?” he replies in between kisses.
 
   “I am thoroughly enjoying this, but I think we need to stop.”
 
   He freezes, then pulls away, just far enough for me to see his widened eyes. “I’m so sorry Becca, I didn’t think—”
 
   “Asher. There’s nothing for you to be sorry for! It’s just, I made a promise, as you know, and if I don’t cool off, it will be extremely difficult for me to stop.”
 
   He lets out a sigh of relief, and a small smile forms. “Don’t forget, I made that same promise too. See?” He leans his torso away from me, and pulls his tank top off. Around his neck is a silver chain, and his purity ring is hanging on it in the middle of his chest. “And speaking of cooling off…” Asher puts one of his arms under my knees, and the other around my back, standing up with me in his arms.
 
   “Asher what are you—”
 
   “Bazinga!” he shouts, as he jumps off the side of the pontoon into the water, with me in his arms.
 
   Well, that’s one way to cool off.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   I’m glad my binoculars were still in my trunk from the last time I used them. I hadn’t thought to pack them before I left home for UW. Finding their cabin was not easy. I stayed as far behind them as I could when I followed them back, and I drove past the turn they made off the main road so they wouldn’t notice me following them. When I came back, I drove about a half mile in, then parked my car a few feet off the road and walked the rest of the way in. Of course, once I found their vehicles, the rest was a piece of cake. There are only two windows on this side of the cabin, making it difficult to gauge who is home and who isn’t. But there are no boats at the dock, so somebody is out on the lake. I’ll just keep watching a while longer. I can be patient.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   I think this grin is permanently etched into my face; it hurts I’ve been doing it so much today. It still seems sort of surreal, Asher and I, together. The funny thing is, nobody is even around to see me smiling right now. When we got back from our afternoon on the pontoon, I banished Asher to the game room so I could change clothes and get back upstairs. I even made him shut the door so he couldn’t see what I chose to wear for this evening.
 
   As soon as I get to the top of the stairs, I can hear my sauce is bubbling in the crock pot, so I make a run for it to lower the temperature. When I take the cover off, I can smell the glorious scents of tomatoes, garlic, and other yummy vegetables all mingled together. I stir it up well, thankful that the sauce hasn’t started burning to the sides. I definitely had not been expecting to be gone for so long when Asher took me out for his surprise.
 
   And now, I hope my surprise will live up to his. I want everything to be absolutely perfect, especially now that this is technically a date. Which makes the butterflies start fluttering their wings in my belly all over again.
 
   Focus, Becca. I have a lot to get done still. I turn on the smaller crock pot and start scooping part of the sauce into it for myself…there is no way in heck I am eating mushrooms in mine! Thankfully I already chopped the mushrooms before we went, so I dump them into Asher’s sauce. I’ll have to remember to mark the containers of leftovers; that is, if there are any leftovers.
 
   When that’s ready to go, I dig a pot for the pasta out of the cupboard and fill it with water, putting a few dashes of salt into the water as I turn on the burner. Then I grab the Parmesan, garlic, and the stick of butter I left on the counter to make the garlic spread. After slicing the French bread and putting the spread on it, I turn the broiler on in the oven and pop the bread in. When I stand back up, I see the water is boiling. Perfect timing.
 
   Just as I finish setting the table, laying out all of the food just right, I remember that I bought two taper candles. I grab them from the counter, then run to the top of the stairs. “Asher?”
 
   He cracks the door of the game room open. “Is it safe to come up now?”
 
   And that grin comes right back to my face. “Just follow your nose!”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   Well, it’s no wonder Becca made me plug my nose earlier so I wouldn’t smell what she was cooking. I’m only half way up the stairs and I’m pretty sure I know exactly what she made. I can’t believe she is making my absolute favorite meal, or that she knows that it’s my favorite, for that matter.
 
   As I reach the top of the stairs, I don’t see Becca anywhere in the kitchen, where I expected her to be. But when my eyes finally find her, lighting a candle on the dinner table, all I can say is: “Ho-ly day-um.”
 
   I have seen Becca in all different types of clothing, from sweats to formal dress, but I have never seen her look this amazing. She’s wearing a simple black dress that comes down to her knees. It has one of those criss-cross thingies in the front, that ties around her neck. And her beautiful, dark-chocolate brown hair is all down in loose ringlets around her shoulders from our dip in the lake. No makeup, and bare feet…this is my Becca.
 
   “Watch your tongue, you!” Becca’s words are scolding me, but her rosy cheeks, and slow-to-come smile are saying she liked my compliment, even if she doesn’t approve of how I said it. Good. Because I am sensing a whole lot more where that came from.
 
   I walk towards her, saying, “I’m sorry, Becca, but you are absolutely stunning this evening. There were no other words to describe what I was feeling!”
 
   When I reach her, she shoves my shoulder. “How about,” she takes on her fake man voice, “Becca, you are absolutely stunning this evening. There are no words to describe what I’m feeling.”
 
   I chuckle. The lady does have a point. “Touche, Becca.” I take both of her hands into mine, and she smiles up at me. “Did you really make me my most favoritest meal in the whole entire world?”
 
   She looks away from me, and that gorgeous blush I love so much comes to her face. “Maybe.”
 
   I put my finger under her chin and lift it until her mocha eyes are looking into mine. “My dear, sweet Rebecca Haines, why do you take those pretty brown eyes away from me?” She tries to look down again, but I gently hold her face in place.
 
   She takes a deep breath in, closes her eyes, but then opens them again. “I guess I’m just kind of used to feeling worried, and inferior.” And now I want to hurt that stupid guy all over again. But before I can respond, she jumps back in. “I know, I’m not inferior, and I probably shouldn’t be worried. But it’s going to take a little time for me to re-learn how to act in a relationship, I think. To know, deep down, that I can just be me, without wondering if just me is good enough for you.”
 
   “Well, there’s no need to walk on eggshells around me. If we’re being honest here, I am nowhere near worthy of you, and there is nothing you could do to make me want to hurt you. Ever. You are a beautiful, kind, amazing woman. And I will continue to remind you of that, every day.”
 
   Becca gets on her tip toes and brushes her lips against mine. I want so much more of that right now, but we can’t let Becca’s fantastic cooking go to waste. And to pointedly remind us both why we’re here right now, my stomach grumbles. Loudly. Becca starts to giggle. “Shall we?”
 
   I grin at her. “We shall.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I stretch my legs out under the table, and pat my belly. “Man, you sure know how to make a boy’s stomach happy.”
 
   “I’m just glad you enjoyed it, and that I didn’t screw up what your favorite food was.”
 
   Becca is spinning her purity ring around her finger for the third time since we started eating, and I can’t help but wonder aloud, “Becca? What’s on your mind?”
 
   She sighs, then asks, “How did you know something was on my mind?”
 
   “Every time you’re worried about something, you turn your ring over and over around your finger. And you’ve done it multiple times in the last half hour.”
 
   “Oh. I didn’t even realize I was doing it. Well, ever since I told you about everything that happened with Trip, I can’t stop thinking about what I’m going to do for college now. I’ve been doubting that teaching music is the right thing for me to do for so long, that I’m not sure what I want anymore. Trip was constantly telling me that I could make so much more money doing other things I’m good at, and—”
 
   “Stop right there, babe. First, anything that came out of Trip’s mouth should be considered null and void. Nobody can, or should, tell you who you are but you. Not me, not your parents, and most definitely not that d-bag Trip.”
 
   Tears start to pool in Becca’s eyes, and I immediately feel like a jerk. I hate seeing her cry, and I hate it even more that I’m the reason she’s crying. I sit up in my chair, and pick her hands up out of her lap with mine. “I’m sorry Becca. I didn’t mean to be—”
 
   “No. You’re right. I kind of needed to hear that. And I’m glad you said it.” She sniffs, then lets out her breath slowly. “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but I think it’s time you took your own advice.”
 
   My brows come together, and I ask, “What do you mean?” I’m not really sure where she’s going with this, but I am more than willing to hear her out.
 
   “I mean, no one can tell you who you are. And maybe it’s time you told your parents what you really want to do for college. What you’d like to major in, and where you’d like to go. If Syracuse and architecture are not what you want, and journalism, or something else is what’s going to make you happy, they need to know that. I know your parents, and they just want you to be happy. I think they just don’t know that being an architect isn’t what is going to do that for you.”
 
   Wow. I tug on Becca’s hands to get her out of her chair. “Come here you.” I pull her into my lap, putting her left hand into my left, and doing the same with the right, wrapping our arms around her. I kiss her on the crown of her head. “When did you get so smart?”
 
   “I’m not that smart. I just took the words you said to me, and rearranged them to fit your situation. You’re the one who’s smart.”
 
   “Maybe we’re just smarter together,” I say, lifting her hand to my lips. And since we seem to be smarter together, “How do you think I should bring it up to them?”
 
   She takes a moment to ponder my question. “I think you need to come right out and say it, don’t beat around the bush. And I think the sooner you do it the better. It will give them plenty of time to get used to the idea before we actually leave for college. But you need to be kind; don’t get angry or frustrated, even if they get angry or frustrated at first. I really think if they get mad, it won’t be because they’re upset you don’t want to be an architect, or don’t want to go to Syracuse, but that you didn’t feel you could tell them before now. I know that’s sort-of how my parents felt when I finally told them what had happened between Trip and me. They weren’t mad at me, they were sad that I didn’t feel like I could come to either of them with my problems.”
 
   “I guess I can understand that.” I take a deep breath, then blow it out forcefully. “I won’t lie, I kind of felt the same way when you first broke up with Trip, and you didn’t let me just be your best friend again. It made me sad that you didn’t feel like you could just come talk to me about it. Of course, I understand all of that now, but at the time…well, I guess I’m a little more mature than I was even just a few months ago.”
 
   “I’m sorry that I didn’t just come to you when it was all said and done. Even if I couldn’t have made myself give you the details at the time, I at least could have made an effort to really be your friend again.”
 
   “There’s no need to apologize. I didn’t want to push you at the time, but I could have made a better effort to show that I was here for you when you were ready.”
 
   “Wow. I feel like such a grown-up all of a sudden. Since when do we have such adult conversations?”
 
   I laugh at her. “I don’t know. But I am glad we had this one.” I stop laughing, and use our hands to tilt her face so I can look right into her eyes. “Seriously Becca. Thank you for your help. And maybe after we get back home, we could start looking at colleges together?”
 
   Her smile slowly grows into a full-force grin. “I’d like that.”
 
   I lean in and kiss her softly. “But before we finish getting all adult, how about a rowdy game of Monopoly before we hit the hay for the night?”
 
   Becca almost instantaneously lets go of both my hands, jumps out of my lap, and starts running toward the stairs. “I call the shoe!”
 
   I take off after her. Normally, I would argue for the shoe. But now that Becca is mine?
 
   If it’s something within my power to give her, that girl can have whatever she wants. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   “Becca…Can I sleep with you?” 
 
   What?! Is he crazy? “Excuse me?”
 
   Asher’s face is very serious, so I know he’s not joking. “I swear on all that is holy, there won’t be any funny business. We made the same promise, and it’s just as important to me that I keep my promise as I’m sure it is to you.” He takes a deep breath and rubs the back of his neck. “But I just can’t give up the opportunity to spend the night holding you, not having to worry about anyone else barging in on us and coming to the wrong conclusions. When we go home on Tuesday morning, it’s going to be a long time before we are going to be able to spend hours and days on end with each other: you’ll have volleyball practices, I’ll be in the workroom editing the back-to-school edition of the school newspaper, and class starts in two weeks.” Asher takes both of my hands in his, and gives them a gentle squeeze. “I don’t want to waste a single second of the time we have this week.”
 
   I look into the depths of his ocean blue eyes, and I can tell he means every word he just said. And it’s not that I don’t want to say yes. Do I ever want to say yes! But I’m worried now that there’s no one else here, and I’m not crying on his shoulder, if anything even remotely started, we wouldn’t be able to stop. But maybe there’s a way to make myself feel a little more secure. “On one condition.”
 
   Asher sighs a breath of relief. “Anything.”
 
   I take a deep breath. “If I start to feel like we might be heading to a place where I won’t stop, you will get out of my bed.”
 
   “Absolutely,” Asher says, without hesitation. He lets go of my left hand to put up his right three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”
 
   I start to giggle, and then we’re both laughing, releasing the tension of the moment before. “Get over here,” I say as I pull Asher toward me. I wrap my arms around his neck, reaching on my toes to kiss him.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   When her lips meet mine, I wrap my arms around her back and pick Becca up off the floor. She pulls those delicious lips away to squeal. Having no other way to hang on, she wraps her legs around my torso, clinging to me like a monkey.
 
   “Where are you taking me, Asher? Put me down!”
 
   I chuckle and say, “I have an idea.”
 
   I walk us to the game room, and sit down on the love seat with Becca on my lap. “Let’s get some of the kissing, etc. out of our system here, sitting upright, before we go to bed. That way there can literally be no funny business when get under the covers.”
 
   Becca’s blush is gorgeous, along with her shy smile, and that’s all the invitation I need. I lean in and kiss her forehead, and Becca giggles. Then I kiss both cheeks, her nose, finally making my way to her lips.
 
   Becca runs her fingers up my neck, and into my hair, leaning into me. Everywhere her body is touching mine, electricity pulses across my skin. And her body is touching mine in a lot of places.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I lift the covers on the bed so Becca can climb in first. “After you, m’lady.” She scoots in, laying on her side, facing the wall. I’m pretty sure she’s still a little nervous about this, because she’s using her thumb to spin her purity ring around her finger again. I slide in behind her and pull the covers up over both of us. I reach over her and grab her left hand with mine, twining our fingers together, resting them on her belly. I tuck my other arm under her neck, and Becca tucks herself in close to me, her back against my stomach. As she’s settling against me, I can feel all the blood in my body rushing in a southerly direction. Think about something else!
 
   1, H, hydrogen. 2, He, helium. 3, Li, lithium. 4, Be—
 
   “Asher?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I—I…goodnight.” She sighs, and I can’t help but think she had something much different than goodnight to say.
 
   “Babe, what were you going to say?”
 
   “Nothing. Just goodnight.”
 
   “Rebecca Grace Haines, tell me right now what you were going to say before you decided to just say goodnight.”
 
   She sighs again, and rolls over to face me. “Well, if I have to.”
 
   “I’m not going to let you sleep until you tell me.”
 
   “I just…I don’t want you to freak out.”
 
   “Nothing you could say to me right now would freak me out. Well, as long as you aren’t about to tell me that you’re really one of The Doctor’s companions, and you’ve traveled through all of time and space to be here, and you’re not sure you want to stay.”
 
   “Oh, shut up,” she says, sticking her tongue out at me. “That’s not at all what I was going to say. I was going,” she stops to take a deep breath. “I was gonna say that, well…” Then she spits it out so fast I almost don’t catch it, “Iloveyou.”
 
   Wow. I’m in shock. I can’t believe she’s already comfortable enough to say that to me.
 
   Becca pulls her hands up and rubs her eyes. “See, I told you that you were going to freak out.”
 
   But I pull her hands away from her face and smile down at her. “I’m not freaked out. Surprised, yes. But not freaked out in the least. I love you, too, Becca. I have for a long time, if I’m being honest. And now that we’ve gotten up the nerve to say it the first time, I’ll be reminding you. Often.”
 
   She smiles at me, and kisses my cheek. “Thank you.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For loving me, even though I’m a mess. And for not embarrassing me when I finally fessed up to my feelings.”
 
   “There’s no need to thank me. Just get a good night’s sleep.”
 
   She rolls back over, resuming our previous position. “Goodnight, for real this time.”
 
   I lean forward and kiss her hair. “Goodnight, sleep tight. Don’t let the bed bugs bite.”
 
   “But if they do, grab your shoe, and beat ‘em ‘til they’re black and blue.”
 
   This is going to be a long night.
 
   4, Be, beryllium. 5, B, boron. 6, C, carbon. 7, N…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   “It’s been a long time since I’ve watched a sunrise.” I rest my head against Asher’s shoulder, breathing deep his cedar scent. I take another drink of my hot cocoa to try and warm up a bit, but it makes me shiver instead.
 
   Asher sets his mug down on the dock, holds my left hand in his, and wraps his right arm around my shoulders, rubbing his hand up and down my arm, helping to warm me back up.
 
   “It’s my favorite time of day. But I think this is my favorite sunrise ever.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   I can hear the smile in his voice when he says, “Because I’m watching it with the most beautiful, amazing girl in the world. And she’s mine.”
 
   I turn my face up toward his, leaning in for a kiss, when I hear faint whistling. And it’s a tune I know all too well.
 
   I pull away from Asher, looking frantically back behind us toward the cabin, knowing he’s here somewhere.
 
   “Becca? What’s wrong?”
 
   At first, I can't move. I hear another line of "Run for Your Life" being whistled, and I turn back toward the water.
 
   “Asher,” I say as quietly and urgently as I can, “I want you to stay here, facing this way. Take out your cell phone, quietly call 911, then call one of our parents’ cell phones and tell them to get back to the cabin.” I stand up and start walking down the dock, but Asher grabs me around the thigh before I can get away from him.
 
   “What do you mean, stay here and face this way? What's going on?"
 
   The whistling gets louder, and Asher shoots to his feet. "What is --" he stops mid-question, and I can see he's finally figured it out.
 
   Wrapping his arms around me, Asher whispers in my ear, "If he’s here, I want to protect you from him. You stay right here, make those phone calls, and I will go find him.”
 
   I take a deep breath, knowing this is going to be hard for him to understand. “Asher. This is something I have to do on my own. I’m glad you want to protect me. Really, I am. But I need to be the hero of my own story.” I stand on my tip-toes and give him a quick kiss, then gently pull out of his embrace.
 
   I hear him grumble under his breath, something about if anything happens to me, but I try to ignore it. I say extra loud, “I’m just going to run and grab a book. Then we can head out on the water.” It seems like a legitimate excuse, since everyone present knows I’m a huge reader.
 
   “I’ll be here, waiting,” Asher replies, though I can hear the warning in his voice. If he even remotely thinks I can’t handle whatever happens next, he will be right there to jump in.
 
   When I’m about halfway up the dock, I hear the next line of the song, whistled even louder this time. It is really scaring me that I can’t see him. There aren’t a whole lot of places for a person to hide between here and the cabin. My pace slows significantly, but I force myself to keep moving forward, as if nothing is wrong.
 
   Then Trip sings aloud the last line of the chorus.
 
   I hear Asher walk up behind me, but without looking at him, I put my hand behind my back and point toward the boat. He’ll be a little bit closer to me, but I just said we would be going out on the water, so it shouldn’t seem like a protective move. That would only fuel Trip’s fire.
 
   Just when I think I can’t handle not knowing where he is, Trip jumps down out of the giant ash tree, the only thing standing between me and the cabin. I stop cold, wanting to keep enough distance between us to run if I have to.
 
   “Bet you didn’t expect to see me here, did you, babe?” Just hearing his voice gives me the shivers.
 
   Blech. Did he seriously just call me babe? I take a deep breath. You can do this, Becca. “Actually, I’m really not all that surprised,” I say, hoping it might shake him off his game a little.
 
   “Is that so? Well, have you figured out how I found you, yet?”
 
   “I don’t really care how you found me. But I suggest you leave. Didn’t your parents get a hold of you? I have a temporary restraining order against you, that says you can’t have any contact with me, in any way, shape, or form.” I hope I sound a heck of a lot braver than I am feeling right now.
 
   “Babe, I am here to change your mind about that, and a few other things.”
 
   “Stop calling me babe. I’m sorry you think I need to change my mind about anything, but you don’t need to do anything. I am quite happy with the choices I have made. And quite frankly, making sure you can’t touch me, or talk to me, is one of the best decisions I have ever made in my life. I am not interested in hearing anything you have to say. The only thing I’m interested in, that has to do with you, is you leaving, and never trying to contact me again. Ever.”
 
   “Becca, why can’t you understand? I love you! I want you. I know what’s best for you. And I am what’s best for you.”
 
   “Trip. Either you don’t really know what love is, or you never really knew me at all. Maybe both. You keep trying—”
 
   “I do know you, and I do love you! How can you not see that? I keep trying to tell you. We belong together. You belong at UW next year, with me. Your ACT scores were amazing, so you’ll have no problem getting in. We can even get an apartment togeth—”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What do you mean, no?”
 
   “I mean no. I will not be going to UW with you next year. I will not be going anywhere with you. You say you love me, yet you told me that what I want to do for the rest of my life is stupid. You don’t tear down the people you love, Trip. You build them up. I tried to do that for you, but you have never once done that for me.”
 
   “But that’s exactly—”
 
   “Just stop. I don’t want to hear another word. Please, just leave Trip.”
 
   Trip claps his hands together, and rubs them like he’s washing his hands. “Well, if that’s really what you want, I guess I’ll go.”
 
   My jaw drops open. It can’t really be that easy, can it? Hesitantly, I respond, nodding my head slowly. “Yes, that’s what I really want.”
 
   He casually drops his hands back down to his sides before saying, “Alright. But before I leave, just one more thing.” He starts walking toward me, instead of away, and I immediately begin shuffling backwards, toward the water, but never taking my eyes off of him.
 
   All of a sudden, I hear footsteps coming up the dock, and I’m terrified that Asher is about to try and get in between Trip and I.
 
   I start to look behind me, but then I hear something that I had hoped to never hear outside a gun range. “I’d stop right there if I were you Asher.” When my eyes focus back on Trip, he’s holding a semi-automatic, safety off. But it’s not pointed at Asher. It’s pointed at me.
 
   I really hope that Asher already called the police.  But in case he didn’t, I’m going to have to figure something out, and fast. Nobody needs to be shot today. Not even Trip.
 
   “Trip.” I change my stance as he looks back at me, putting one foot slightly farther forward than the other, and moving my hands to make fists in front of my chest. “Put the gun down.”
 
   But he only chuckles, and starts moving towards me. “What are you going to do, Becca? Hit me? Go ahead, I like it when you put up a little fight. I certainly did that last time we were together.”
 
   Thinking about that horrifying day makes my eyes begin to tear up, but I refuse to cry in front of this jerk. He hurt me before, hugely, but I’m not going to let him do it again.
 
   I stand my ground, and when he gets close enough, I throw my right fist out toward him. Which he quickly grabs out of the air before I get my punch in, and he turns me so my back is to his stomach, wrapping his free arm around my shoulders, and pointing the gun at my temple.
 
   “Let go of me!”
 
   He moves his lips to my ear and whispers, “Never.”
 
   I can't stop shaking, my breaths coming faster and faster. My mind is racing through what to do to get out of his grip. So I do the only thing I can think of.
 
   I S.I.N.G. 
 
   Elbow to the solar plexis, heel Trip’s instep, other elbow to his nose, and fist to his groin, at which point he fully lets go of me, and drops the gun, in order to protect his goods.
 
   Thank you, Miss Congeniality.
 
   I quickly pick up the gun, pointing it at Trip, who is now on the ground, curled up in the fetal position.
 
   “Bet you didn’t see that one coming, did you?”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   Well, I didn’t see that one coming. As soon as Becca has control of the gun, I run up the dock to her. “Are you okay?”
 
   She doesn’t take her eyes off of Trip as she responds. “I’m fine. Did you happen to make those phone calls?”
 
   “Our parents are on their way back, and the cops should be here any minute.”
 
   Trip’s ear perk up at this. “Cops? I gotta get outta he—”
 
   “Not so fast.” When Trip first showed up here Becca was scared. But now? She’s plain pissed. “I’m the one holding the gun. And you aren’t going anywhere until the cops say you are.”
 
   “You wouldn’t shoot me Becca. You, you…you don’t even know how to use that thing.” Trip looks like he’s about to piss his pants. I kinda wish he would. He deserves it.
 
   I crack a grin at him. “Really, you think she doesn’t know how to use a gun?” I shake my head. “You really don’t know Becca at all.”
 
   Just then, I hear the boat pulling up to the dock. I can’t believe our parents made it back before the cops got here.
 
   “Is anybody hurt?” Becca’s mom shouts as she jumps from the boat onto the dock. She’s running towards us, but Becca has everything well in hand.
 
   “With the exception of Trip’s nuts, I think we’re fine, Amy.” I respond.
 
   Before the rest of our parents can even make it up the dock we hear, “Everybody freeze! Police! Don’t move!”
 
   Finally! They sure as heck took long enough to get out here! We all put our hands up slowly, out of habit from watching television shows and movies, I suppose.
 
   Two police officers quickly remove the gun from Becca’s hand, then roll Trip over and cuff him. If he wasn’t such a d-bag I would almost feel sorry for him. That had to hurt.
 
   Once Trip’s cuffed, one officer takes him up the lawn, and the other takes Becca aside. To get her statement I suppose, since she had a gun in her hand when they arrived.
 
   A couple minutes later, a third officer walks out to where Becca’s mom and I are standing. “Sir, are you the one who placed the call to the dispatcher?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Would you mind answering a few questions about what happened after you placed the call?”
 
   “Whatever you need, officer.”
 
   “I’m assuming the young lady over there next to the suspect is Rebecca? If that’s correct, who is this?”
 
   “This is Amy Haines, Becca’s mother. I called our parents, who were out on a houseboat on the lake after I got off the phone with the 911 dispatcher. And the others down on the dock are the rest of our parents.” They still hadn’t moved since the officers first told everyone to freeze, except to drop their hands again.
 
   The officer pulls out a notepad and pen. “Son, what happened after you got off the phone?” 
 
   “Becca asked Trip, repeatedly, to leave, and warned him she had a temporary restraining order against him, but he advanced on her anyway. I was standing on the dock at this point, and tried to move closer to them. He pulled the gun then, pointing it at her so I couldn’t get any closer to her. But, to make a long story short, when I thought I was going to have to find a way to step in to save the day, Becca took care of Trip on her own. And once he was down, she grabbed the gun and pointed it at him so he wouldn’t go anywhere.”
 
   The cop is trying to hide his smile as he takes notes on his little pad of paper. “Well, we’ll need both of you, as well as Becca, to come down to the station before you leave town to write a statement. But I think this case will be pretty cut and dried. Thanks for giving us a call as soon as you knew he was here. Although, it seems, she took pretty good care of all of you.”
 
   That she did.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   My mom hasn't let go of me since the police left, and Dad hasn't been much better. Once the adrenaline of the situation wore off, I just about fell asleep standing up. Knowing Trip is in police custody has brought such a huge relief to everybody you can physically see it. Despite their need to touch me, my parents' shoulders are relaxed, the worry creases between their eyes gone.
 
   When Mom finally releases me from her grip, she looks at my face, and a sad smile inches onto hers. "Oh baby, you must be absolutely exhausted. Why don't you go take a nap while we make some brunch." This was more a statement than a question, and I knew she would drag me to my bed herself if I didn't go.
 
   "I'll take her in, Amy," Asher says, grabbing my hand.
 
   Mom puts her hand on Asher's shoulder, then pulls him into a hug. Asher doesn't let go of my hand, but uses his other arm to hug my mom back.
 
   "Thank you for being here for Becca," my mom says. A tear runs down her cheek, and she sniffles. "It means the world to us."
 
   Asher backs up from her and looks at me. "She means the world to me. I wouldn't want to be anywhere else."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Hey Mom? Dad? Can I talk to you guys in the living room?” Asher already sounds nervous and the conversation hasn’t even started yet.
 
   His parents both look at him with wrinkled brows. “Sure, son,” his dad replies.
 
   “Absolutely,” Laura says.
 
   As we’re walking over toward the couch and chairs, I squeeze Asher’s hand and pull back. “Are you sure you want me to stay?” I whisper. “I can go downstairs while you talk with them if you want some privacy.”
 
   “Of course I want you to stay. If you don’t stay, I might not have the balls to have this conversation. I need you to keep me accountable to saying what I really feel.”
 
   I lean up and kiss his cheek. “I can do that.”
 
   We walk over to the living area, where Asher’s parents are already seated in the rockers, so Asher and I sit on the couch together.
 
   “What’s this about, Asher?” Laura asks, reaching for Robert’s hand between their chairs.
 
   “Well Mom, Dad…I’ve been thinking a lot this week, and talking with Becca,” he looks at me and smiles, giving my hand a squeeze, “and I need to tell you something. I know for a long time—for as long as I can remember actually—we’ve been talking about me attending Syracuse to study architecture…” Asher trails off and looks at the floor. I nudge his shoulder and encourage him with a nod to keep going.
 
   He takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly before continuing. “And even though there is nothing wrong with those plans, there is something I want to do more. Something that I think I can be happy doing for the rest of my life, rather than just something I’m good at, but I don’t love doing.”
 
   “When did you decide this?” Robert asks.
 
   “And why didn’t you say anything, sweetie? Of course we want you to go into something you love.” Laura is already up out of her chair, kneeling on the floor in front of the couch, reaching for Asher’s other hand.
 
   “Well, I’ve actually been thinking about this for a long time. But Becca finally got it through my thick skull that maybe I should talk to you guys about it. I have really fallen in love with journalism, working on the newspaper. And I’m really a pretty good writer, I think.”
 
   “You are,” I add, hoping to boost his confidence.
 
   He smiles as he locks eyes with me. “So, I’ve been looking at journalism programs here in the U.S. and the UK, and if I can get in, I’d really like to go to Northwestern University. Although the University of Texas in Austin and Syracuse University have pretty good programs too.” Now that he’s said what he wanted to, he chances a glance back at his parents, so I look to see what they are thinking too.
 
   Laura is crying, but she has a huge smile on her face. Robert is frowning a little, and his brows are knit in what looks like worry. “Are you sure about this son?”
 
   Uh oh. Robert isn’t really going to fight Asher about this, is he? Asher looks his dad straight in the eye and responds, “Yes, Dad. More sure than I’ve been about almost anything else in my life.”
 
   It only takes his dad a couple of seconds to stand up out of his chair to stand right in front of all of us. “Well then, son…” Robert holds his hand out in front of him. “Looks like we’ll be making a few flights over the next couple of months.” He breaks out into a grin as Asher’s shoulders drop in relief. He lets go of his mom’s hand to shake his dad’s.
 
   “I can’t wait, Dad.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   I reach my arms around Becca’s waist from behind and pick her up off the floor.
 
   “Asher!” she squeals, kicking her feet in the air.
 
   I set her back down on the floor, but leave my arms around her. Bending over her shoulder, I whisper into her ear, “Thank you.”
 
   She turns around in my arms, running her hands up my upper arms, resting them on my shoulders. “There is no need to thank me. I love you, and I want you to be happy. If that means holding your hand while you tell your parents you want something different for yourself than architecture, then I’m happy to do it.”
 
   Did she just say “I love you” without being nervous or ridiculous about it? “Becca, could you repeat what you just said?”
 
   She smirks up at me. “What, that there’s no need to thank me?”
 
   I shake my head vigorously. “No, after that.”
 
   Becca moves her hands up to my neck. “That I want you to be happy?”
 
   “Uh-uh. Before that.”
 
   Then her hands are on either side of my face, pulling it down so she can whisper in my ear. “Oh, you mean the part where I said I love you?” She kisses my cheek as she moves her head until our foreheads are resting on one another.
 
   I look into her caramel mocha eyes. “Yeah. That part. Do you still mean it? I know you said it the other night. But I just can’t help double checking after what happened this morning.”
 
   “What do you think?” she asks, a grin the size of Texas spreading across her face.
 
   “Well, I sure as heck hope you meant it, because I love you more than root beer barrels.”
 
   “Wow, that’s saying something, because I know how much you love your root beer barrels.”
 
   “You still haven’t answered my question, Becca.”
 
   She’s giggling. GIGGLING at me! I scowl at her, because this is not funny. “I’m serious, Rebecca Haines. If you don’t answer my question, I’m going to have to take all that purple rock candy back.”
 
   She immediately stops laughing, and tries to secure a serious look on her face. “Well, we can’t have that. I guess my answer is yes.”
 
   I tighten my grip around her waist. “You guess?”
 
   She shakes her head against my forehead, closing her eyes. “No, you idiot. I know. I know that I love you, I have for a long time. Even if I’ve been too afraid to admit it until this week.” And then her lips meet mine. And any doubt I might have had about her feelings for me falls away as she pours her heart and soul into this kiss. I intend to return the sentiment.
 
   I walk her backwards toward the couch, my lips never leaving hers. I turn us so that I can sit down on the couch, and sit Becca on my lap. As I run my hands up and down her back, I feel her skin heating up through the material of her shirt. She moves her hands down my chest, then around to my back, where she grabs hold of my t-shirt.
 
   “Cough. Cough.” Becca smiles against my lips and turns her head to look at Olivia.
 
   “Did you need something Livvie?”
 
   “Do you guys have to do that? Here. In the game room. Right now.”
 
   Becca starts laughing. “Olivia, you’d better get used to it now. Asher and I are going to be doing a lot of kissing in the near future. And we don’t leave for college for another year.”
 
   “Eww.” And with that, Livvie goes into the bunk room and shuts the door.
 
   When Becca turns her beautiful eyes back to me, I raise my eyebrow. “Only in the near future?”
 
   Her features turn serious, and she looks me right in the eyes. “No. Not only in the near future. Always.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   My Dearest Rebecca,
 
    
 
   If you follow my clues,you’ll find my gifts.
 
   They’re all leading up to this.
 
   Can you guess?
 
    
 
   Love, Asher
 
    
 
   This is what’s written on the sticky note I found on top of a small paper bag when I woke up this morning. This reminds me of the scavenger hunt he sent me on for my sixteenth birthday, to celebrate the fact that I could now drive, which makes me smile. I can’t imagine what Asher could possibly have planned to do in the next couple of hours before we leave, but I’ll play along.
 
   When I open the bag, there is a half-used bottle of hand sanitizer, along with another clue.
 
    
 
   To the most beautiful, amazing girl in the world,
 
    
 
   I’m pretty sure you’ll want to use this when we’re done.
 
   But I promise before that we’ll have some fun.
 
   Go to the place where I sunk the polar bear.
 
   You’ll find my next gift, and a clue, right there.
 
    
 
   Love, Asher
 
    
 
   Doing something I’ll want to use hand sanitizer after? I’m not really sure where he’s going with this, but I climb out of bed, and make my way to the game room, bringing the used sanitizer with me. There, on top of the coffee table, is a pair of rubber gloves, and another note. Seriously? What could he possibly be planning?
 
    
 
   Becca, m’lady, 
 
    
 
   I know you’re strong,
 
   But you still might want to put these on.
 
   Go to the spot where we watched the sun rise.
 
   There you will find my last surprise.
 
    
 
   Love, Asher
 
   Well, okay then. I shake my head, and make my way, carrying my ‘gifts’, to the door to slide on my flip flops. When I step outside, I immediately see Asher standing at the end of the dock with another paper bag in his hand. He’s grinning from ear to ear, and although I’m confused about where this is all leading, I can’t help but run across the yard, and onto the dock. When I reach Asher, he pulls me close and kisses my forehead. “Good morning, beautiful.”
 
   “Good morning to you, too.” And that’s when I remember…I didn’t even look in the mirror before coming out here; in my pajamas and flip flops. My hair is probably all over the place, and for all I know there’s drool somewhere on my face! I pull away from Asher and run the fingers of my empty hand through my hair, hoping to salvage some part of my looks.
 
   “Stop worrying, Becca. You look lovely.”
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “You mean, besides the frantic look in your eyes, and trying to fix your hair with one hand?”
 
   “Never mind. What’s in the bag?”
 
   “Well, why don’t you open it and find out?”
 
   I set my other two gifts down on the dock, and take the bag from Asher. When I reach my hand in, I feel plastic, and Styrofoam. When I pull it out of the bag, I know I’ve been had. “Really Asher? You thought the most beautiful, amazing girl in the world would want a gift of worms?”
 
   But he just laughs at me. “No, I thought you would want the gift of one more small date before we went home. I told you we would go fishing this week.”
 
   “Lord, have mercy. Do these gifts mean that you expect me to bait your hook, too?”
 
   “Well, the thought had crossed my mind,” he says, crossing his arms in front of him, and tapping his chin with his index finger. “But then I decided, since you have been so kind as to accept this poor, wayward son as your boyfriend” —gosh, I love that word— “that I would let you off the hook, this time. Pun intended.”
 
   What a dork. But that’s what I love about him. “Good. And while you’re at it, you can bait my hook too,” I say, setting the worms down on the dock as well. And then I get an idea. “What do you say we make one last little wager?”
 
   “And what does this little wager entail?”
 
   “Well, whoever catches the first fish wins.”
 
   “Okay,” he says, rubbing his hands together. “And what do we get if we win?”
 
   I grin, knowing this is going to be a real battle. “The loser has to buy donuts for the winner for the entire first week of school.”
 
   Asher picks up the worms and immediately starts baiting his own hook. “You’re so on.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   She really is my best friend.
 
   But you know what they say…best friends make for the best marriages. And that idea doesn’t really scare me anymore. Not that I would tell anyone else that, especially not Becca. She would go running for the hills after everything that’s happened to her. And we’re only eighteen and seventeen; people would tell us we’re crazy.
 
   Besides, we have a whole lot of life to live, and a whole lot of decisions to make, before we take that journey together.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Four Years Later...
 
    
 
    
 
   Asher
 
    
 
   Our Song.
 
   Who would have thought that our song would literally be Our Song. Or the title of a book that I wrote. But Becca is an amazing musician, so I guess I shouldn’t be that surprised about the song part.
 
   The book is much more surprising. When I first got the idea for it, I wasn’t sure that Becca was going to allow me to share what happened to her, or what happened between us that summer. It was very personal, for both of us. But once I explained to her why I wanted to write it, she was all in.
 
   It started out as a research project for one of my journalism classes. After everything that had happened to Becca, I wanted to find a way to help get the word out there about dating abuse. The more I researched, the more I truly began to understand just exactly what Becca had been going through, even before that horrible incident. And I knew, even outside of the project I was working on, I had to do something to spread the word. And that something turned into a full-length novel.
 
   Today, we are going to be on a local talk show, discussing the book, the song, and the importance of recognizing dating abuse for what it is. It’s absolutely mind blowing. How did we end up here? Our life has definitely been a roller coaster ride since that summer. But I wouldn’t have it any other way.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As we wait in the green room of The Meg and Staci Show, I’m getting more and more nervous. This isn’t the same as talking on the phone to someone about what we are hoping to accomplish, or even on the radio. People are going to see this, on television. And don’t even get me started on the fact that there’s a live studio audience.
 
   As if she can sense my building fear, Becca comes over, sits on my lap, and puts her arms around me, laying her head on my chest. “There’s no need to be nervous, babe. We aren’t really here to talk about us. We’re here to help other people understand what dating abuse is, the importance of telling someone else it’s happening, and how to safely get out of the relationship.”
 
   I wrap my arms around her and kiss the top of her hair. “You always know how to make me feel a little better.”
 
   She looks up at me with her eyebrows scrunched together. “Only a little?”
 
   I tuck her hair behind her ears as I say, “Don’t worry about me. There is nothing that could totally remove my nerves about today. But I’ll be fine.”
 
   There’s a quick knock on the door, and a man leans his head into the room. “Five minutes.”
 
   I lift Becca up as I stand, and she lets out her beautiful laugh. “Asher! Put me down!”
 
   Carefully, I set Becca back on her feet. She kisses me on the cheek and takes my hand. “Seriously, Asher. We’re just going to go out there, and help others who are like I used to be. No big deal.”
 
   I try to smile and nod, giving her hand a squeeze. “No big deal.”
 
   But little does she know, that’s not all we’re going to do out there. And I’m more nervous than I’ve ever been in my life.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Becca
 
    
 
   “And we’re back,” Staci says. “If you’re just tuning in today, we have Rebecca Haines and Asher Sorenson here with us, talking about their song and book, Our Song, and the message they are hoping to convey by sharing their story with the world.”
 
   I give Asher’s hand another squeeze, hoping to comfort him. The longer we’ve been in front of the audience, the greener around the gills he looks, which is crazy, because he’s been doing a fantastic job talking about everything so far.
 
   “So, tell us about the work you two have been doing with loveisrespect,” Meg says.
 
   “Well, Meg, when Asher first started his research on dating abuse, loveisrespect.org was one of the first websites he came across. When he showed it to me, we realized that abuse isn’t just physical. And sadly, it was happening way more across the country than either one of us ever imagined.”
 
   “We decided that waiting to finish writing the book to help spread the message about dating abuse was too long to wait,” Asher says, looking like he’s gaining back some confidence. “So, we started by using some of the ideas the website offers to help share information. But even that didn’t really feel like enough. We contacted loveisrespect, and asked what else we could do to help.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The lights in the studio dim, as a spotlight is cast on Asher and I. We are sitting on stools, him with his guitar, me with my banjo, and microphones in front of us. Jake, a friend of mine from choir, is sitting at a piano behind us, waiting for Asher's cue. I take a deep breath, nod to Asher, and he counts us all in by tapping his guitar four times.
 
   I close my eyes and play along, pretending it's just me and Asher, putting this song together in a practice room at school. My nerves immediately wash away, and I start to sing.
 
    
 
   You let me be strong,
 
   Didn't say it was wrong.
 
   You opened my eyes to see
 
   It's okay to be me.
 
    
 
   We're like a symphony,
 
   Notes in a perfect melody.
 
   We'd tried every song in the book,
 
   Our parents', our friends', every line, every hook.
 
    
 
   We listened, and we would sing,
 
   But they didn't mean a thing.
 
   They didn't ring true,
 
   So I wrote this one for you.
 
    
 
   And when Asher joins in, there's never been anything that felt more right in the world.
 
    
 
   We make the most glorious song.
 
   We should have seen it all along.
 
   No one to tell us if there’s notes that are wrong.
 
   This, this is our song.
 
    
 
   We play the lead up to the bridge, and I look Asher in the eye, hoping to give him a bit of courage, since this part's all on his own.
 
    
 
   I'd give it all up to see the light back in your eyes. 
 
   I'd carry the burden to save you from those petty lies.
 
   I fell for you so long ago,
 
   but it took the lake to show,
 
   Us that...
 
    
 
   I have a few tears in my eyes, but I swallow them back so we can finish the song together.
 
    
 
   We make the most glorious song.
 
   We should have seen it all along.
 
   No one to tell us if there’s notes that are wrong.
 
   This, this is our song.
 
    
 
   This, this is our song.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Well, Asher and Becca, it has been great having you on the show today. But before we go, I believe, Asher, you have something special you wanted to say?”
 
   What in the world is Staci talking about? We’ve already discussed everything I can think of.
 
   Asher rubs the back of his neck. “Yeah,” he puffs out, almost laughing. “I did tell you that, didn’t I?”
 
   Meg gets this huge grin on her face and says, “Yes you did. Why don’t you dive right in?”
 
   Why would Asher have told them he has something to say that he didn’t talk to me about? I just don’t get it. And it must show on my face, because Asher reaches out to smooth my crinkled brow line.
 
   “I’ve been wanting to say this for a while now, but I wanted to find the perfect moment. And, well, this moment seemed like a pretty good one.” The perfect moment for what?
 
   “Becca. I have loved you from the moment I met you in Sunday school, all the way back in the third grade. Girls may have had cooties, but I never minded being infected.” This makes me giggle, as well as the audience, and the smile on Asher’s face gets even wider. “We’ve been through many of life’s ups and downs together, and I’m kinda hoping we’ll be able to go through all the rest of them together. As husband and wife.” He reaches into his pocket, then gets down on one knee, causing tears to immediately come to my eyes. His cerulean blue ones stare into mine, and for once, I don’t look away. “Rebecca Grace Haines, will you marry me?”
 
   We may be in an auditorium full of people, but I only see him. This man that, if I’m being honest, I’ve loved since the third grade too. It’s just him and I on that stage. That is, until I hear my mom shout somewhere out in the crowd, “What took you so long?!” Asher and I both start laughing, along with the entire audience.
 
   There may be tears streaming down my face, but they are tears of pure joy. Asher opens the ring box, and inside is something I never expected, but fills my heart so full of joy and love. He definitely must have asked permission from my parents, because nestled between two pieces of velvet is my grandpa’s wedding ring. I know, most girls hope for a big diamond in a fancy setting when they get engaged. But this ring, with no stones, just a small etched design, means more to me than even the biggest diamond money can buy ever could.
 
   “Well, I never expected to be proposed to in front of a live studio audience, but after a speech like that, how could a girl say no?”
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