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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   I gripped the handle of my carry-on rolling suitcase, following the anxious herd of passengers trying to disembark the plane. The slow walk down the jetway finally opened up to an obviously busy day at Denver International Airport. I zigzagged my way along, hoping to find a clearing on the other side of a large rambunctious group of teenage guys who must have been some sort of basketball team, judging by their matching jackets and above average height. Finally finding some space, I gathered myself for a moment, trying to calm the butterflies in my stomach. I released my death grip on the suitcase and shook my hand to get some blood back into my solid white knuckles. After adjusting my art bag and hitching it up higher onto my shoulder, I took a deep breath, looking behind me one last time, reluctant to leave behind my only means of escape. This was the first time I had ever traveled alone, and felt a little panicked at the idea of not having the ever sensible presence of my mom along to guide me. Sensible lying presence, I silently reminded myself as I searched for the luggage carousal. In my current frazzled state, I could think of a hundred reasons to turn around and jump on the first flight back to California. Right now, I could be in my garden shed-turned-art studio or at the sandy beach I normally frequented with my lifelong friends. This was supposed to be our summer. The summer we would all spend together before heading off to separate colleges throughout the country. But one lie had wiped away all my summer plans as if they had been written in the sand on that beach I was wishing for.
 
   “But, why do you have to go now?” my best friend Carol had wailed as I methodically packed my bags the day before.
 
   “Because, Car. My whole life's been a lie. She’s lied to me all this time,” I had answered, bitterly nodding my head toward the living room beyond my closed bedroom door where my mom sat.
 
   “But Kim, what about our plans? You know, capturing the sunrises at the beach with our brushes, working at the art supply store and shopping for stuff for our dorm,” Car had said with a slight tremble to her lip.
 
   I stopped my almost maniacal packing to look at the girl who had stuck by me through thick and thin. A friend I had known since we were in daycare, who I discovered the joy of finger paints with, and who talked me into tasting glue when we were four years old.
 
   “Car, I’ll be back in six weeks. My dad asked if I could spend at least that much time with him,” I said, running the foreign word through my head. Dad. I had a dad I knew nothing about, and now he wants to meet me. Suddenly, nothing else mattered. Not broken summer plans or hurt feelings. 
 
   The high-pitched octave of a screaming baby brought me back to reality and I headed off to find baggage claim. Spotting several familiar faces from my flight, I figured I must be heading in the right direction. I was already wishing I’d packed less stuff in my art bag though. I tried to lighten the weight on my shoulder by wiggling my fingers up under the straps to help alleviate the pressure. 
 
   A long lock of hair fell across my eyes, so I veered out of the flow of walking traffic and dropped my bag to the floor in an aggravated fashion. I gathered my hair together in my hand and coiled it around to make a bun, pulling a pencil from my art bag to secure it into place.
 
   Come on, Kimberly, you can do this, I urged myself, feeling better now that my hair was in its customary style. 
 
   Finding the right luggage carousel was a piece of cake considering the amount of people who were stacked around it. The scene reminded me of when my mom and I went “Black Friday” shopping a couple years ago. The electronics counter at Target was swarmed by a mob of people all worked into a frenzy while trying to get one of the door buster flat-screen TVs. Sighing, I stepped back and waited for a break in the crowd as the many weary passengers anxiously waited for their bags to make the journey around the carousel. I couldn’t help smiling when watching the different people claim their luggage, like they had won the lottery or something. As for me, I was okay standing here for a few more minutes, trying to untie the knot that had now formed in my stomach.
 
   “Kimberly?” A gravelly voice asked beside me.
 
   Startled, I whirled around, taking in the tall muscular man before me, searching for some kind of resemblance. “Rick? I mean, Dad?” I said, feeling stupid as I stuttered over the word.
 
   “Rick is fine,” he said, smiling awkwardly through the light beard that covered half his face. “You look just like your mom,” he said gruffly.
 
   “Yeah, so I’ve heard,” I muttered, not quite ready to forgive her for all her lies.
 
   He raised his eyebrows at me like only an adult can do.
 
   “It's nice to meet you,” I said, uncomfortably holding out my hand. 
 
   He reached out and shook mine with both his hands. "I'm so glad you decided to come," he said. 
 
   "Me too," I said, stepping away when I spied my bag making its way around the carousel. Using my free hand, I struggled to swing the heavy bag off the moving conveyor belt. 
 
   “Here, I got it,” Rick said, lifting the bag effortlessly for me. He knocked it lightly with his hiking boot-clad foot to get the wheels to spin in the right direction. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said, taking in his rugged clothing for the first time. I knew this was Colorado, but I had expected everyone to be dressed in more summer appropriate clothes like me. Granted, my ankle-length summer dress with full skirt was a little too eccentric for most people, but I had at least expected t-shirts and shorts since it was summertime. Rick, on the other hand, was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved flannel shirt that was rolled several times past his forearm to reveal a white thermal shirt underneath. 
 
   “Ready to hit the road?” he asked, reaching for the handle of my bag. “We've got a long drive ahead of us.”
 
   “We do?” I asked confused. I had assumed since I landed in Denver that he lived somewhere in the metro area. “Where do you live?” I asked.
 
   “Your mom didn’t tell you?” he asked.
 
   I shrugged my shoulders, embarrassed to admit I hadn’t asked her. Now that I was hundreds of miles from her, I couldn’t help feeling a little guilty at the way I had left things at home. Yeah, but she lied to you all your life, my thoughts prodded me. But, maybe she had her reasons, the sensible side of me reasoned. I pushed the thoughts aside, deciding now was not the time to analyze them. 
 
   “My camp is roughly four hours away,” he said, leading toward the parking garage. 
 
   “Camp?” I mouthed silently to his retreating back as horror washed over me. Did he say camp? Surely, he had a house, because there was nothing about me that screamed camper. Camping to me was staying at a hotel and making s’mores with the small mini microwaves they provided in the room. The outdoors and I had an understanding. As long as a beach was involved, I was good to go, anything else, and I was out. 
 
   I struggled to keep up with Rick as his long legs propelled him toward the parking garage. I fought the urge to hightail it back into the airport.
 
   “When you say camp, you mean…?” I gasped, winded from keeping up with him. 
 
   “I run a camp for foster kids,” he said, looking at me with surprise. It was glaringly obvious that he thought Mom would have filled me in on the particulars. 
 
   “Really?” I asked with surprise coloring my voice. 
 
   “It’s the closest thing to having kids of my own…” he said. This time it was his voice that trailed off, obviously regretting his choice of words. His movements in front of me seemed more forced. The lies that had robbed me of the father I had always yearned for had obviously impacted him just as much.
 
   My inner turmoil was halted after I smacked into his broad back when he stopped abruptly in front of me. He whipped around to steady me with his hands as torment clouded his features. “I would have visited if I'd known,” he said, gripping my arms lightly.
 
   I nodded my head, fighting back the tears that wanted to come roaring out. For years, I had assumed my father had run for the hills when he’d learned of my existence. As a child, I had been hurt that he wasn’t there, but as I got older, those feelings turned to betrayal that he wasn’t man enough to stick around. My mom never helped matters either. I asked many times over the years about my dad. She would always find ways to side step the question, like claiming it was too painful to talk about, or that she didn't know why he left or where he went. Eventually, I guess I just accepted it and stopped asking. Not that my life had been bad. Mom had always gone above and beyond trying to fill the void. She worked hard to make sure we were always financially secure as she struggled to put herself through night classes to become a teacher. We weren’t wealthy by any means, but I always appreciated the sacrifices she made for me. I’d always regarded her as someone who had persevered even though she’d been handed a raw deal. All her sacrifices now seemed somehow less meaningful. For reasons only she knows, she had decided seventeen years ago to make herself a martyr unnecessarily. Standing before me was living, breathing proof.
 
   “I know,” I said, believing him.
 
   “Okay,” he said, dropping his hands from my arms and resuming his faster-than-humanly-possible pace.
 
   “Um, you think you could slow down a little for those of us who don’t have stilts for legs,” I said, going for sarcasm to cover the awkwardness of the whole situation. I was by no means a social leper, but I was spoiled from the luxury of knowing all the same people my whole life. Meeting new people always made me feel initially uncomfortable anyway, so imagine meeting your father for the first time at seventeen years old.
 
   “Oops, sorry,” he said, sounding as uncomfortable as I felt. He looked over his shoulder at me lagging behind and shortened his stride. “Your mom always lagged behind too,” he added, obviously trying to ease the tension.
 
   “She did?” I asked, struck by curiosity. I hadn't given her a chance to explain anything once she told me about Rick, and that she never told him about me. You would think maybe I would have peppered her with questions, but it was like a steel door had closed, blocking the closeness we had always shared. I felt betrayed all these years by a father I knew nothing about and then she drops a bomb on me. It was like a punch in the face. I was more willing to hear it from an equal victim in the whole situation.
 
   “Yeah," Rick continued. "She’d grudgingly tag along with me when I went hiking when we were in high school.
 
   “Really?” I asked skeptically. Mom’s tolerance for the outdoors fell under the same category as mine. Nonexistent.
 
   He chuckled at my skepticism. “Well, I did say grudgingly. Usually, we had to work out a trade, hiking for a day at the beach.”
 
   “Now that sounds like Mom. Always the negotiator,” I said, feeling the first stirrings of homesickness. Mom and I had always gotten along so well that I never had the typical gripes all my friends had about their parents. Leaving the way I did had left a hole the size of Kansas in my chest. I was still mad she’d lied to me all these years, but I couldn’t erase the heartbroken look on her face when she dropped me off at the airport earlier that morning. 
 
   “Yeah, Kate was always the negotiator,” he said, stopping in front of an oversized SUV that looked roughly the size of a small bus. I thought they had stopped making these monstrous vehicles a while back when gas prices began their steady hike up. I shuddered at the idea of filling up the obvious gas-guzzler. I wasn't exactly a total earth-friendly nut like some of my other artistic friends, but I did try to do my share of conserving our natural resources. I’d stick with my cute used Honda Civic my mom helped me buy as an early graduation present.
 
   “So, your mom tells me you’re headed to UCLA in the fall,” Rick said, pulling his “tank” out of the narrow parking spot. 
 
   I grimaced as he came within an inch of the bumper of the sleek sports car next to us. “Um, yeah,” I said, waiting for the grinding sound of metal on metal that never came. I sighed with relief when he pulled out of the parking garage after what seemed to me like several near misses. “I was accepted into their art program.”
 
   “That’s what Kate said. That’s a tough program, isn’t it? You must be pretty talented,” he added, flashing me a smile for the first time
 
   I flushed at the praise. It seemed surreal to be talking about my college plans with my dad. “I guess it’s because I’ve been doing it for years,” I said, trying not to brag.
 
   “Talent is talent,” he said. “You should be proud of what you’ve accomplished. I’m hoping to see some of your talent this summer,” he added.
 
   “Sure,” I said, liking the idea of being able to draw the Colorado Rocky Mountains. Maybe living so far from town wasn’t as bad as I first imagined it would be. I’d even give hiking a shot, so I might have a chance at seeing some wildlife. My specialty was murals, but I’d wanted to broaden my portfolio for a while. I felt lighthearted at the thought. I wouldn’t be spending the summer in my art studio or on the beach, but lounging around in the mountains might not be all that bad either. 
 
   The drive continued on in awkward fashion as Rick and I did our best, considering the situation, to get to know each other. He would pepper me with several questions in a row about my childhood, wait for me to respond and then fall silent again. I wasn’t doing much better. Back home, I had a whole list of things I wanted to know about him, but now that I was sitting here, my brain was freezing up on me. The conversation loosened up when he asked about my past birthdays. He chuckled as I explained Mom’s almost manic behavior each time my birthday would roll around. How she would flutter around like a bee on acid the weeks leading up to my parties, only to drop into a heap of exhaustion once the party ended. As I chatted, I tried to keep my apprehension at bay as civilization slowly faded away behind us. Shopping malls, restaurants, and even gas stations became few and far between the closer we got to the massive snow-covered mountains in front of us. 
 
   “Wow, there’s still snow on the mountains,” I exclaimed.
 
   “It’s been a rough winter and an even rougher spring. Just last week we had a storm blow in that dropped a foot of snow. It's melted since then, but it's definitely been an uncharacteristically cold start to the summer," he said.
 
   “But, it’s June," I protested. 
 
   “Guess Mother Nature didn’t get that memo,” he said. 
 
   “I’m surprised it hasn’t melted,” I said, recalling the warmer temperatures outside when we left the terminal.
 
   “It’s a tad bit colder up where you see the snow. That's even higher than were we’re headed, but it’s still been pretty chilly at camp for the past couple of weeks,” he said, which explained his warm clothing. “You bring anything warmer?” he added, taking in my sandal-clad feet and long dress.
 
   “Um, no, but I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I said, figuring it couldn’t be much colder than California weather during the winter. For the most part, I wore sandals year round.
 
   He chuckled as he veered off the highway and pulled into the first shopping plaza I’d seen for the last twenty minutes.
 
   “I think we need to get you some proper duds,” he said, opening his door as I looked at him questioningly. 
 
   “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I tried to argue as he led me to the women’s section of the store. 
 
   “Trust me, you need these,” he said, propelling me toward the jeans. “The average temperature during the day has been running in the high fifties and at night it’s fifteen degrees cooler.”
 
   “Get out,” I said, not quite believing him.
 
   “Believe me, you’ll freeze your a…” he cut off.
 
   “I’ve heard the word ass before, Rick."
 
   I turned to him, liking the sound of his sudden laughter. “No doubt. I just try to keep swearing to a minimum around the campers. It’s become a habit to correct myself.”
 
   “How many campers do you have?” I asked, noticing the half-dozen or so God-awful flannel shirts he had tossed into the buggy. Even in colder weather, I usually wore oversized cable-knit sweaters and thick leggings under my long skirts. I put half of the flannel shirts back and picked out several hooded sweatshirts instead since I didn't see any sweaters to speak of.
 
   “I cap it at fifty, twenty-five boys and twenty-five girls.” 
 
   “Wow, fifty? Your place must be huge.”
 
   “Just under fifty acres,” he said, smiling at my shock. “I plan to acquire another ten acres next year.”
 
   “How much do you charge for camp?” I asked, amazed at his enterprise.
 
   “We’re nonprofit. The campers pay nothing. The state kicks in a few bucks, but I panhandle for the rest,” he teased. 
 
   I smiled, conjuring up a mental picture of him begging for loose change on the corner somewhere. 
 
   “I’d better go try these on,” I said, grabbing the overflowing stack of jeans and leggings I had added to the cart. 
 
   “Sounds good. I’ll pick up a few more necessities for you, and then we should be good to go.”
 
   “More?” I asked, mentally calculating the bill in my head. I saw half the money I had saved for dorm room shopping disappearing.
 
   “Just a few things,” he said, disappearing around the corner with the cart. 
 
   The first couple pairs of jeans fit perfectly, but I decided to only get one pair since I wasn't a huge fan of jeans anyway. I figured I could supplement the rest of my wardrobe with leggings I could wear under the long skirts I had packed, and if I was a little frugal, I could salvage some of my savings. Of course, the thought of trying to make it in the mountains with one pair of jeans and a couple pairs of leggings for six weeks was stupid. Sighing in resignation, I tried on the remaining jeans and picked the three pairs I liked the best. Maybe if I begged Chuck at the art supply store for extra hours he might throw me a bone. I still had four weeks to earn extra money once I was back home.
 
   Rick was waiting for me outside the dressing room holding a heavy jacket, gloves and a hat.
 
   “No way,” I said shaking my head. “We’re not going to Antarctica. That stuff will just go to waste,” I said, drawing the line at spending my hard-earned cash on something I didn’t need.
 
   “Trust me, Kimberly, you’ll thank me by tomorrow,” he said, holding out the black jacket for me to try on. 
 
   “Fine,” I grumbled. “But I’m leaving the tag on. If I don’t need it, we can return it.” At least he had a knack for finding the right size, I thought.
 
   “I should. I’ve been doing it for years. A lot of the foster kids come to camp with only a few things to their name. I keep a lot of stuff on hand, but it’s mostly for the younger crowd,” he said, pushing the buggy to an open register.
 
   That certainly put things in perspective. Rick was obviously an all-around great guy, helping those less fortunate. I guess worrying about having the money for some throw rug for my dorm room didn’t seem as important when you looked at things that way.
 
   Together Rick and I piled my new wardrobe onto the conveyor belt. Once the cart was emptied, I reached for my wallet.
 
   “Whoa, what do you think you’re doing?” Rick asked incredulously.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “You didn’t seriously think I’d make you pay?” he asked, shaking his head in obvious bafflement.
 
   “Of course I’m going to pay,” I said.
 
   “Kimmie, I’ve missed your whole life. The least I can do is properly outfit you while you’re visiting me.”
 
   His words touched me. I’d never been a fan of the nickname Kimmie, but coming from him, it made me feel special. 
 
   “That’s not your fault,” I reminded him.
 
   “And it’s not yours,” he countered. “Please, let me,” he added.
 
   “Seriously, Rick, you don’t have to,” I said, feeling uncomfortable with the idea of him paying.
 
   “I want to,” he said, handing over his credit card to the girl behind the counter who was watching us with interest.
 
   “Thanks,” I said as a warm tingle spread through me. When I was little, I used to dream about my father showing up and buying me surprises. As I got older, my dreams shifted to just wishing he would show up and want to get to know me. It seemed surreal having Rick standing before me now, doing both.
 
   Once my bags were stowed in the back of the SUV with my luggage, Rick tuned the radio to a country station and we were back on the road. The long twisty roads of the mountain quickly took a toll on me and my eyes began to droop until they eventually closed. 
 
   I jerked awake when the vehicle shuddered to a stop. Blinking my eyes in the afternoon sun, I took in the sight of my temporary home. A massive log cabin-looking building dominated the space in front of us. A rustic screened-in patio with multiple seating areas ran the length of the front exterior. I could see smaller log buildings peeking out behind the large structure. There were a few girls that looked to be my age chatting in the screened-in space. Above us stood a large wooden sign with words burned into it welcoming visitors to Camp Unlikely Allies. 
 
   “Unlikely Allies?” I asked.
 
   “Figured it was the best name for all the misfits we get here,” he answered affectionately. “Seriously, since everyone comes from such diverse backgrounds, normally it would be unlikely that they would ever think to work together or help each other. My goal here is to teach them that despite differences, we all must all be allies,” he added passionately. 
 
   Some of my misgivings at being so far removed from civilization began to dissipate as the magnitude of what Rick was doing here hit me. He was changing the lives of kids. It was such an admirable cause that my whining about missing the beach and my art studio seemed utterly ridiculous.
 
   “It’s a perfect name,” I said, smiling at him.
 
   “Uh, thanks,” he said, looking slightly embarrassed. “Sorry, I sometimes think I get overzealous when I explain the name,” he added, chuckling.
 
   “You just sound proud, which you should be. This is amazing,” I said, taking in my surroundings. I wasn’t a nature buff, but I had to admit, the towering trees overhead with the sun streaming through the breaks in the branches gave the aura of an enchanting hideaway. 
 
   “It’s always a work in progress. We just updated the mess hall this winter,” Rick said, indicating the building in front of us. “The girls' dorms over there are only a couple years old,” he added, pointing at two cabins on the right side of the building. “We plan on updating the boys' dorms this winter if my panhandling comes together in the fall,” he joked, pointing toward the two identical cabins on the left.
 
   I looked at him curiously, wondering about his "panhandling" comments. I wasn’t sure how much it cost to keep a venture like this floating, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t cheap.
 
   I climbed out of the vehicle and shivered in the cooler temperatures. Rick hadn’t been kidding, it was easily twenty degrees cooler here than when we left the airport.
 
   I rubbed my hands over my arms that had a multilayer of goose bumps already popping up on them. 
 
   “The room I stay in is right outside my office,” Rick said as he opened the hatch of the vehicle. “You’ll be sharing the ten-to-twelve-year-old dorm with Amy,” he added, dragging my heavy suitcase from the cargo bay.
 
   Share a cabin? “What?” I asked, not sure I had heard him right. I didn’t have much experience with kids since I was never one to babysit. Mom was the one who was good with kids, not me. I liked them okay, but always found conversations with them stilted since I never knew what to say, and being with them in such close quarters made me want to hightail it back to the airport as if the hounds of hell were nipping at my heels.
 
   My train of thought was derailed when I heard the swing of an ax.
 
   Turning around to find the source of the noise, I felt all the air leave my lungs when I saw a blond-haired, shirtless, oh-my-god-he’s-too-hot-for-words stud cutting wood in the clearing just beyond the boys’ cabins. I watched in awe as his muscles rippled while he swung the ax to cut clean through the small log on the tree stump in front of him. His shirtless back glistened with sweat that slowly trickled beyond the jeans that rode low on his hips. My eyes followed the trail and I felt myself flush at the direction my thoughts were taking. I’d spent half my life around half-dressed surfer boys, but I was pretty sure none of their abs came close to the ones I was openly admiring. The artist in me yearned to grab a sketchpad and immortalize him on paper before the moment disappeared. A pair of dog tags hung down his back so they wouldn't get in the way as he swung the ax. For some reason, the sight of the dog tags made his glistening back even sexier. He exuded hotness and I couldn't help responding.
 
   Rick asked me a question, but stopped when he spotted me ogling the guy in front of me. His face spread into a wide smile. “Mason, son, come meet my daughter,” he said, slinging an arm around my shoulder.
 
   My stomach dropped to my toes. Did he say, son? 
 
   

 
   
 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   I stared in disbelief at Mr. I’m-Too-Sexy-For-My-Own-Good in front of me in disbelief. Mom had neglected to tell me that Rick had a son too. The bile rose in my throat, and I don’t know if I was more embarrassed or angry about ogling my half brother. Would Mom’s half-truths never end?
 
   “Hi,” I said, trying not to sound as stupid as I felt at the moment.
 
   He swept his eyes disdainfully down my frame, taking in my long flowing sundress that was completely inappropriate for the mountain conditions. “You won’t find any waves out here, beach bunny,” he taunted.
 
   “Excuse me?” I said, caught off guard. Was he seriously judging me? He was the show-off, standing around with no shirt on, trying to impress everyone. I opened my mouth to shoot off a catty comeback when Rick intervened.
 
   “Kimmie wasn’t aware we were so high up in the mountains,” he said, offering an explanation I felt was highly unnecessary.
 
   “Kimmie?” Mason said, smirking at me.
 
   “Kim-ber-ly,” I said, dragging out my name like I would if I were talking to a two-year-old.
 
   “Well, this isn’t awkward,” Rick said, darting his eyes between us. Ordinarily, I would have laughed at his outright bluntness. It was nice to know we shared that trait.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, trying to ease the tension. “I guess Mom forgot to mention I had a half brother, among other things.”
 
   “Oh, we don’t share blood, beach bunny,” Mason said, like the mere idea was distasteful.
 
   “Come again?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t misunderstanding him.
 
   “Mason came here as foster kid when he was ten and pretty much never left,” Rick said, proudly slapping Mason on the back.
 
   Well, that was a relief. Not because I was just gawking at him, but because I had the strong desire to jump off a cliff at the idea of actually being related to such an arrogant ass. Still, I have to admit, I felt a little uncharacteristically jealous over the bond they seemed to share that was never an option for me. I knew that was irrational considering we were all practically adults, but I kind of felt like a kid with my nose pressed to the window of a candy store while all the other kids got to pick out a treat. 
 
   “Little old to be a camper, aren’t you—or do they go by maturity level around here?” I asked in a sugarcoated voice.
 
   Rick swept his gaze between Mason and me, obviously catching the hostility that seemed to vibrate between us. “Mason is the best counselor/all-around-handyman I could ever ask for.”
 
   “Yep, see beach bunny, some of us actually work for a living,” Mason said before sauntering off to resume his work.
 
   I was left sputtering in his wake as he sank his ax into the tree stump and pulled his t-shirt off the nearby branch where it was hanging.
 
   “Okay, so, that wasn’t the way I expected that to go,” Rick said, puzzled by the way we had reacted.
 
   “Sorry, I’m just not used to being around arrogant guys,” I said, passing the buck off on Mason.
 
   “Well, he’s usually not like that. He’s usually very courteous to girls,” Rick said, scratching the light hair that covered his face.
 
   “I guess I bring out the worse in him,” I said, feeling bad for spoiling the moment for Rick. This wasn’t exactly the first impression I wanted to make.
 
   He nodded, still looking confused and a little bit hurt. I followed meekly behind him, suddenly overwhelmed by a feeling of homesickness. What the hell was I doing here? This wasn’t my element. I knew nothing about the people I would be spending the next six weeks of my life with. I’d already alienated myself with one, and followed that by disappointing the father I had known all of five hours. I felt like an epic failure.
 
   “This will be your dorm,” Rick said, pushing open the heavy wooden door open with his foot. I dragged my suitcase up the two shallow wooden steps and crossed through the doorway to take in my surroundings. The interior was as rough and rugged as the exterior. Six sets of bunk beds lined three of the walls. Tall unfinished wardrobes stood between each set while two more flanked the wall by the door we had entered. Two solitary twin beds sat in the center of the room.
 
   “Bathroom is there,” Rick said, pointing to the narrow space between a set of the bunk beds and wardrobes. “The girls get the bunks and counselors get these beds,” Rick added, placing my suitcases on one of the twin beds.
 
   I looked around, unsure of my role in the scheme of things. “Um, I’m really not all that good around kids,” I said, deciding to come clean before I was entrusted with a cabin full of girls.
 
   “I’m sure you’ll be a natural,” Rick said, patting my back. “There’s still a few days before the campers arrive. We’ll run you through some basic courses before they get here, CPR, first aid and a few survival classes that I make all the counselors take each year. It’s imperative to know the basic survival tips for the region you’ll be camping in,” he added before heading out the door.
 
   I watched his retreating back for a minute before I sank down on my bunk in disbelief. CPR, first aid and survival? The responsibility he was placing on me was nerve-racking. Trying to collect myself, I pulled out my iPhone so Carol could talk me through the crisis. I was dismayed to find no signal after sliding my finger across to unlock the screen. “Seriously, no service?” I muttered to myself as my only means of sanity disintegrated before my eyes. 
 
   I was literally in my own personal hell. 
 
   “Talking to yourself after being here less than fifteen minutes means you’re either a few cards shy of a full deck, or you just figured out you’re in BFN,” a tall willowy said while stepping into the cabin. “Hi, I’m Amy," she said, smiling at me mischievously as she tucked a long lock of her blonde hair behind her ear.
 
   “I’m Kimberly,” I said, reaching out to shake her hand. “BFN?”
 
   “Yeah, you know, Bum Fock Nowhere,” she said laughing.
 
   “Fock?” I asked.
 
   She laughed harder. “Sorry, I promised Louise I wouldn’t swear anymore,” she said, plopping down on the bunk opposite of me. “I normally swear like a frat boy, but Louise promised to help me find bargain furniture in the fall for my apartment off campus if I stopped. Key word being bargain,” she emphasized making air quotes with her fingers. “Since my funds are limited. Thank goodness I’ll be eligible for student loans, otherwise I’d be shi… oops, I mean SOL,” she corrected herself laughing. “I’m still trying to get the hang of this no-cussing gig. It’s almost like I’m learning the English language for the first time.”
 
   I couldn’t help grinning at the overflow of information she’d thrown my way in less than one minute. I had all kinds of questions for her, but decided to stick with the easiest. 
 
   “So, who is Louise?” 
 
   “Louise is the chef and camp assistant extraordinaire. She keeps me in line. She’s been after me for years to clean up my mouth, but hell, when you’ve been bounced around as much as I have, you’re bound to be exposed to some colorful language. Oops, don’t tell her I said the H word. I’m pretty sure she’d count that as a curse word,” she said giggling. 
 
   "Oh, I love your bracelets," she said, switching gears and taking in the vibrant clay bead bracelets that lined my right wrist. 
 
   "Thanks. I made them. Here, you can have these," I said, pulling off two of my favorite ones. 
 
   "Shut up," she shrieked, throwing her arms around my neck. "You seriously made these?"
 
   I nodded.
 
   "Wow, you have some serious mad skills."
 
   I couldn’t help laughing. Her bubbly personality sucked me in right away.
 
   “Did you say years?” I asked, returning back to our original topic.
 
   “Huh? Oh, yeah. I’ve been coming to Camp-I-Wish-This-Was-My-Home since I was ten. I was devastated the summer I turned sixteen and knew I was too old to be a camper anymore, but Louise contacted my foster home at the time and asked if I’d be interested in being a camp counselor. I jumped at the idea. My foster home at the time was a total drag. This’ll be my third summer as a counselor,” she added proudly.
 
   “Wow, you must seriously like this place,” I said, looking around doubtfully at the sparse living conditions.
 
   “Like? Dude, I love this place. Rick, or I guess I should say, your dad, which BTW, how totally awesome is it that Rick is your dad?” she said, wistfully switching gears. “All of us used to wish that he’d take us under his wing, like Mason. Have you met Mason, BTW? OMG, is he the yummiest nugget you’ve ever seen?” she rattled off in one breath.
 
   My head spun trying to keep up with her. “Yeah, I met him. He’s a complete ass if you ask me.
 
   “What? Are you sure you met Mason? Tall, blond, eye-candy galore, sweetest-guy-you’ll-ever-meet, Mason,” she added, looking at me skeptically for the first time.
 
   “Yeah, that would be him. You don’t think his whole I-could-be a Greek-god act is a bit arrogant and annoying?” I asked.
 
   “Kim, trust me, Mason is the least arrogant person you’ll find. He works his cute little hiney off around here. Rick’s always telling him to take a break, but it’s like Mason is bound and determined to make it up to Rick for saving him.”
 
   “How did Rick save him?” I asked just as an old-fashioned bell rang outside.
 
   “Oops, it’s dinnertime,” Amy said, leaping to her feet in one fluid movement. “You’re going to love the food here,” she added, reaching out her hand to help me off the bed. 
 
   I snatched one of my new hoodies out of the bag as I followed behind her. My head was spinning at all the information she’d thrown my way. I envied her easygoing attitude, when by the sound of it, she’d had a tough childhood. It made me feel ashamed of the way I had reacted with my mom. All the lies aside, at least I had a mom growing up, which is obviously more than some of these kids can say.
 
   The mess hall was filled with oversized round tables that easily sat at least fifteen people each. The far corner housed a kitchen with no separating walls. I watched as everyone pitched in to carry large serving dishes from one of the long counters that ran the length of the kitchen. They were joking and laughing as they deposited the dishes in the center of one of the round tables in the middle of the room. Rick was on the far side of the kitchen making a large pitcher of lemonade. He smiled at me when he spotted us standing in the doorway. 
 
   “Looks like we missed all the work,” Amy giggled, grabbing up a handful of napkin-rolled silverware that was on a low table near the door.
 
   “Like you didn’t do that on purpose,” a dark-haired guy teased as he tugged on a lock of her hair.
 
   “Hey, that’s not true. I made a conscious effort to at least entertain the idea of helping out in the kitchen,” Amy said, going for a serious voice. “I hate anything to do with cooking,” she said out of the corner of her mouth for my ears only.
 
   “LOL, I think we might be long-lost sisters,” I teased. “I feel the same. I swear, I break out in hives just thinking about it.”
 
   “Me too!” she said, dropping her pile of silverware on the table. “Sis, I’ve missed you,” she said, dramatically throwing her arms around my neck. 
 
   I couldn’t help laughing at her exuberance as everyone in the kitchen turned to stare at us, including the one person I wished I could avoid.
 
   Not being one to shy away from an uncomfortable situation, I met his stare head-on as he swept his eyes over my appearance. I cringed when I saw him take in my still sandal-clad feet and long dress peeking out beneath my jacket. He turned away in obvious disgust, but not before I saw him mutter what could only be “beach bunny.”
 
   Grrrr, that was one thing Amy and I didn’t see eye to eye on. I wasn’t sure if she was just too sweet to see it, but Mason was definitely an ass with a capital A. 
 
   As we all settled in at the table, Rick introduced me to the other campers, and I tried to mentally match up the names with the faces. Travis was easy since he was the one who had pulled Amy's hair earlier. Liz and Courtney were obviously the counselors of the other girls’ dorm, and both seemed nice. They were quieter than Amy, but most people were. Ryan and John were the other two male counselors, and they instantly made me feel at home by including me in their conversation. I liked Louise as much as Amy had promised I would. Although she seemed rough around the edges, I could tell she cared a great deal for everyone here. 
 
   Rick sat beside me and asked me questions whenever Amy wasn't dominating my attention. With one exception, everyone was so nice that I was really starting to relax and not feel so out of place.
 
   Mason continued his laser like stare throughout the meal. I wanted to say something, but instead just ignored him, acting like I didn't care. In reality, his hostility completely threw me for a loop. Being hated was a new experience for me. I had pretty much hung out with the same crowd all through school, and for the most part, my life was drama-free.
 
   "What crawled up Mason's butt?" I heard Courtney whisper to Liz as we helped Louise clear the table. 
 
   "I'm not sure. I've never seen him look so sour," Liz said, smiling at me as I helped her carry the condiments to the kitchen.
 
   My heart sank. I’d heard from enough of the group now to understand Mason’s attitude since I arrived wasn’t normal. Obviously, it had something to do with me.
 
   I stood with the refrigerator door open, stewing on my revelation, even after I had returned the ketchup and the mustard.
 
   "The camp can't afford to restock the food when it all goes bad because you can't figure out where to put the condiments," Mason said behind me.
 
   I groaned silently, ready to strike, but quickly counted to five in my head as I closed the refrigerator and turned to face him.
 
   Trying the more diplomatic approach, I pasted a smile on my face. "Look, we obviously got off on the wrong foot, but maybe once we get to know each other we'll realize the other one isn't all that bad." 
 
   "Look beach bunny, I don't need to know you better to know how I feel about you," he said as he turned and walked away.
 
   "What a dick," I muttered through gritted teeth, making sure no one was looking before flipping off his retreating back.
 
   It was going to be a long six weeks.
 
   Once the table was cleared off and the dishes were all washed and put in their proper places, Rick turned on some music while the guys grabbed a stack of board games and cards from a closet on the far side of the room.
 
   "You ready for this?" Amy asked with sparkling eyes.
 
   "For what?" I asked confused.
 
   "Mad Dash Games," she declared.
 
   "Mad Dash Games?" I asked, raising my eyebrow questioningly. 
 
   "We have three different games going on at the same time and each of us will play all the games at the same time. Rick sets the timer giving you five minutes at each station. Your goal is to progress in the game as far as you can before the timer goes off and you have move to the next station. Got it?" she asked.
 
   "I think so," I said a little confused, but not wanting to admit it.
 
   She gave me a quick one-armed squeeze. "Trust me, you'll love it," she promised.
 
   An hour later, I had to agree with her. My side ached from laughing so hard as grumbles erupted throughout the room each time the buzzer went off. By the time it had gone off for the fourth time, I was groaning just as loud as everyone else. Just when you began to build momentum the buzzer would sound and you were forced to take over the spot of someone else. We played Mad Dash Games for more than an hour before Rick finally called out the winners of each station. Louse declared me worth keeping around when I dominated in the UNO category.
 
   "Looks like Mason has been dethroned as the UNO king," Amy happily chortled, skipping to my side. 
 
   I couldn't help sending a smirk of satisfaction Mason's way. 
 
   Once the games were stowed away, we hung around talking, giving me the chance to get to know everyone a little better. With the exception of Mason, I really liked Rick’s staff. Louise proved to be just as colorful as Amy had described. It was cracking me up to watch her policing Amy, just waiting for her to slip and drop a swear word.
 
   I took a peek at my watch to see it was eleven o’clock. No wonder I was starting to yawn so much. Today was a long day and I didn’t complain at all when Rick shooed everyone off to their cabins, declaring that we all had a long day ahead of us tomorrow. I threw a tired "good night" his way as Amy and I stumbled toward our cabin.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up the next morning with chattering teeth. “Mother of pearl, it’s flipping cold in here!” I griped, pulling my blanket up over my head so my breath could warm the space under my makeshift tent.
 
   “LOL, I told you to borrow a pair of my pj’s,” Amy said, heading to the bathroom in a cute pair of polar fleece pajamas I would have traded my soul for at the moment.
 
   “How was I supposed to know it would be BFC in here at night,” I said, leaving my bed only long enough to snatch one of the blankets off one of the bunk beds. 
 
   “BFC?” Amy asked, standing in the bathroom doorway.
 
   “Bum Focking Cold!” I teased, pulling the blanket off my head to grin at her.
 
   She laughed. “I swear we could be long-lost sisters. You sure you didn’t have a twin that was snatched at the hospital by some freak-o,” she joked, spreading toothpaste across her toothbrush. 
 
   “I wish,” I said, laughing at how morbid we sounded.
 
   “Me too, chick-a-roo, me too,” she said, heading back into the bathroom to finish brushing her teeth.
 
   “That’d be sweet,” I said, smiling as I finally got out of bed. I was relieved that Amy and I had hit it off. Sharing a cabin with someone I couldn’t tolerate would have been major suckage. 
 
   Still shivering, I hastily pulled on a pair of my new jeans and one of the long-sleeved flannel shirts I had been convinced the day before that I would never wear. I sighed with relief as the soft material instantly began to warm my chilled skin. I mentally kicked myself for not getting more shirts, who knew flannel would feel so freaking good.
 
   “You 'bout ready, chica?” Amy asked, pulling on a hoodie over her own long-sleeved shirt. 
 
   “Just about. I need to brush my teeth and run a brush through this mess,” I said, indicating my bed head. “I’ll meet you at the mess hall," I added, gathering my hair together on the side before plaiting it into a braid.
 
   “Right-o,” Amy said, blowing me a mock kiss as she strolled out of the cabin. I could already hear her chatting with another counselor before the door even swung closed. She was a crack-up. I was by no means quiet, but Amy even put me to shame. She would have fit in well with my crew back home. It was oddly comforting to be around someone like my friends. I liked the way she let it all hang out there. It was obvious with Amy that what you see is what you get. 
 
   Fifteen minutes later, I was on the narrow path leading to the mess hall, on my way to find Amy, when I saw Rick exit the building from a side door.
 
   “How did you sleep?” he asked as a greeting.
 
   “Like a popsicle,” I quipped, feeling a little more comfortable around him after the previous night’s activities.
 
   “Yeah, it was colder than a witch’s ti...” he started to say. “I mean, it was a bit frigid last night,” he corrected, looking contrite.
 
   “Rick, you don’t have to curb your language around me. Believe me, I’m no lightweight.”
 
   “It’s all about manners. It’s been a while since I’ve had any kind of a real conversation with a girl. Usually, Louise deals with the girls, while I handle the guys. The language gap between guys and girls is pretty significant,” he said laughing.
 
   “Ha, you must not know Amy as well as I thought,” I said giggling.
 
   "You got me there, but she’s a different sort altogether," he said smiling at me. “So, your mom called last night at almost midnight,” he said, shifting gears as he pulled the door open for me.
 
   “Oh?” I said, feeling guilty for not calling her. I had every intention to call her, but the crappy cell service didn’t improve anywhere in the camp. Short of climbing one of the tall trees, I had pretty much resigned myself to the fact that I was in the place where cell phones go to die.
 
   “She was making sure you got here all right. She sounded very sad,” he added.
 
   “Aren’t you mad that she never told you?” I asked, lowering my voice as we sat at the same round table from the night before.
 
   “I was stark raving pissed at first, but now I’m just grateful she finally did tell me. I don’t want the short time we have together to be ruined over anger. I want to get to know the person you are,” he said, rising from the table to head to the kitchen.
 
   I sat back in my chair while I pondered his words.
 
   “This isn’t a restaurant, sweetheart,” a condescending voice said behind me.
 
   “What?” I asked, wondering what I had missed.
 
   “We all work together here,” Mason said, looking at me with mild disgust. “It’s called teamwork,” he added, emphasizing the word. “No one’s going to wait on you.”
 
   “Did I ask you to wait on me?” I asked, feeling my blood start to boil. “Do you order training manuals on how to be an asshole, or does it just come naturally?” I asked, pushing myself back from the table and stomping off to the kitchen. 
 
   I was still fuming when I reached the refrigerator where Amy was pulling out several different beverages.
 
   “Whoa, who got your panties in a bunch?” she asked, taking in my anger.
 
   “Mason,” I said, dragging out his name with disgust. “I don’t know what the frick his problem is.” I complained, grabbing the pitcher of milk in one hand and the orange juice with the other.
 
   “I know, right? I totally picked up on his AMS last night. What was the deal with that?” 
 
   “AMS?” I asked.
 
   “Arrogant Male Syndrome,” she answered seriously, like it was a legitimate diagnosis.
 
   I couldn’t help laughing. “That’s classic, and fits him to a T.”
 
   “Either he has serious issues sharing daddy with you, or he’s holding back some repressed hormones. Because let’s face it, shy of pulling your hair or sticking a frog down your shirt, he seems to be crushing on you or something,” she whispered as we approached the table.
 
   I snorted in the most unladylike fashion. “It’d have to be option number one,” I said out of the corner of my mouth.
 
   “Oh sure, because you’re not attractive or anything,” she mouthed between giggles as she started loading up her plate.
 
   The other occupants at the table looked at us curiously, but I shrugged my shoulders like I didn’t have a clue.
 
   As I sat eating, I observed the dynamics of the group much like I had the night before. Everyone was nice enough to include me in their conversations, but I still couldn't help feeling like the odd man out. The majority of them had been coming to camp Allies for years. They all seemed to have a million stories of previous years and escapades they had witnessed. I was tempted to clear out my ears when they implied that Mason was the biggest prankster the camp had ever seen. It seemed hard to believe that Mr. Permanent Scowl, who seemed to have a problem with my very existence, had a fun side to him.
 
   Once breakfast was over, Louise shooed us out so she could clean the kitchen and we could start our training. I groaned at the thought. I’d always loved swimming and going to the beach, but I’ve never taken any kind of CPR class. The idea of giving mouth-to-mouth to a stranger always kind of grossed me out. I knew that sounded selfish, considering it was crucial to saving someone’s life, but I’d always been a firm believer that the only mouth-to-mouth I wanted to do was in the form of kissing.
 
   Rick led our group out to the clearing between all the cabins and the mess hall. I sat on a bench by the fire pit with Amy while Mason and Travis unloaded the CPR gear. I was relieved when I saw them pull out the lifelike CPR dummy.
 
   At least we wouldn’t have to practice on each other. 
 
   “All right, I know all of you with the exception of Kimberly have taken CPR before. The state requires you take a refresher course every two years. I require that you take it every year. Saving a life is no joking matter. We’ve been lucky over the years, but that does not mean an accident can’t happen,” Rick said, placing the dummy on one of the benches. “I’m going to go over the basic moves and then all of you will pair up and go through the maneuvers.”
 
   My stomach dropped at his words. I looked around horrified, expecting everyone to share my dismay, but no one else seemed surprised. Great, I was the only prude in the whole group.
 
   “Okay, the important thing to remember is that any CPR is better than no CPR. There has always been a required regiment cycle that they felt needed to be mastered, but over the years they’ve also realized that any help is better than nothing. So, the first thing you do when you see someone laying unconscious is to see if they’re breathing. You shake them and ask if they are all right. If you get no response and are not alone, you tell the other person to call 911, while you tilt the victims head back like this,” he said, using his finger to tilt the head back of the practice dummy. “Once their head is tilted back, you rest your hands on this soft spot right below the ribs. Place your hands over each other, linking your fingers like this,” he said, holding up his linked hands so we could see. “It’s three pushes down and then a breath. When you’re doing the breath, you pinch the victim’s nose closed like this, and blow into their mouth once, and then do three more pushes on their stomach. You repeat these steps until help arrives. If you run out of steam and are not alone, switch off so that you can provide the best care possible. Does anyone have any questions?” he asked, looking directly at me.
 
   I shook my head. I was surprised it was so simple. 
 
   “All right. Mason, why don’t we let you give an example?” Rick asked.
 
   “Sure thing,” Mason answered, sauntering over to where Rick stood.
 
   “Kimberly, why don’t you come up and help him,” Rick said, jotting something down on his clipboard.
 
   Mason looked at me sardonically as I sat there for a second, trying to figure out the most tactful way to protest, other than to just shout out, “hell no!” I would rather crawl through a pile of broken glass than play doctor with that jerk, but Rick stood there, staring at me with a hopeful look on his face, so I had to suck it up. Besides, when our eyes met, I could see that Mason expected me to chicken out and I definitely wasn’t going to give him that satisfaction. 
 
   Every swear word I knew ran through my head as I reluctantly stood up. This was no big deal. I’d been kissed before. I could get through this and prove to Mason who was the adult here, and who was the creep.
 
   “Okay, good,” Rick said, thankfully. “Kimmie, we'll have you be the victim first so you can see Mason go through the motions, and then you can go next,” Rick added like it was no big deal.
 
   “Fine,” I said, glaring at Mason as he smirked at me.
 
   As I lay there on the rough bench, wishing more than ever that I were back home at the beach, I could feel everyone’s eyes on focused on me.
 
   “It might be hard to pretend you can’t breathe with all the air in your head,” Mason quietly mocked for my ears only as he leaned over me.
 
   I fought the urge to smack him in his nose. I figured it wouldn’t win me any brownie points to bloody Rick’s star pupil’s nose in front of everyone. 
 
   “Enjoy the moment, pretty boy. I’m sure this is the most action you’ve gotten in a while,” I added, lacing my voice with sweetness.
 
   His eyes narrowed and I couldn’t help smiling in satisfaction.
 
   Everything changed when he moved into position over me. My smile quickly disappeared and I felt a tingle as my body reacted to being so close to him. I was expecting to be disgusted, considering he blatantly thought so little of me, but I found myself lost in his blue eyes as they focused on mine. I continued my gaze down his face and settled on his lips, anticipating how they would feel on mine. I could hear Rick going over the procedures again, but his voice seemed to trail off in the distance as Mason placed his hands between my ribs. My pulse quickened at his touch and my confusion-laced eyes met his. What was happening here? I hated him and yet, I wanted the heat of his hands to never leave me. Using the techniques Rick had given us, he pushed on my torso three times before moving up to pinch my nose closed. I was surprised at his gentle touch and couldn’t stop my body from tensing as his lips moved closer to mine. I nervously moistened my lips with my tongue and watched as his eyes followed, focusing on my mouth. He was a breath away and I parted my lips, ready to know if his were as soft as they looked. He paused above my mouth, blowing out slightly before abruptly moving away from my face. Confused, I felt him place his hands on my torso again and push down three more times before lightly pinching my nose and blowing on my face again.
 
   I waited for Rick to criticize him for cheating on the breathing step, but it slowly became obvious to me that I was the only one dumb enough to think Mason was actually going to place his lips on mine. 
 
   I wanted to die I was so mortified, and my red face made it obvious. Our eyes met and he flashed me a grin, making it clear he knew what I had been expecting. I mentally kicked myself for dropping my guard and giving him the upper hand like that.
 
    
 
   “Very good,” Rick proclaimed, cutting through my mental meltdown. “Okay, now switch positions and Mason, you be the victim.” 
 
   I bolted upright at his words and swung my legs over the side of the bench, anxious to put a little distance between us so I could gather my wits.
 
   “Okay, beach bunny, don’t forget, it’s three breaths,” Mason mumbled as he laid down. “Wait, did they teach you how to count that high in Beach Bunny 101?” he asked.
 
   I glowered down at him, debating if smothering him would be frowned upon in a lifesaving course.
 
   Ignoring his verbal jab, I placed my hands on his rock hard abs, trying to ignore the way he felt beneath my hands. Now it was payback time. I pushed harder on his stomach than was needed and smiled when he grunted. In quick succession, I did the three pushes on his torso and then moved up for the mock breath. I roughly pinched his nose closed, challenging him to protest. His only response was to grin at me. I completed the motions three more times before turning away in disgust for letting him get so completely under my skin as Rick called our turn to a halt.
 
   “Good job, Kimmie,” he said, slinging an arm around my shoulder. “Of course, next time a light pinch will sufficiently cut off the airflow,” he added, indicating Mason’s beat-red nose.
 
   “Oops, I’ll be more careful next time,” I said, trying to look remorseful. 
 
   Rick chuckled, clearly not buying my halfhearted apology. “Right,” he said, patting my back.
 
   I sauntered back to my seat, not sparing Mason another look. I was still embarrassed that he had made me feel so stupid, but I pasted a smile on my face like nothing had happened.
 
   “Talk about sizzle,” Amy whispered as I sat next to her. 
 
   “What?” I asked, trying to act like I didn’t have a clue what she was insinuating.
 
   “Please, I saw the way you two looked at each other. I swear I thought he was going to make a move or something,” she whispered as Rick called up another pair to do their demonstration.
 
   “No, he was trying to make me look like a fool,” I whispered back.
 
   “Whatever helps you sleep at night, chica. To my eyes, he was definitely getting a lay of the land, if you catch my drift.
 
   I shook my head in denial. “I think the mountain air is muddling your brain. The only thing Mason would like to do to me is throw me off a cliff,” I said, ignoring her dubious expression. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   My words appeared to be true as Mason and I continued our verbal battle over the next few days. He criticized everything I did. My first aid skills were “as helpful as a man with his hands tied behind his back and his eyes blindfolded.” He openly mocked me when I stumbled over starting my first campfire in the survival training, and joked that I couldn’t tie my own shoes in knot-tying class. He always seemed to be ready and willing to point out my many flaws. By the time my second full day came to a close, I was ready to either dig a hole and bury him in it, or pack my bags and leave. Only the thought of disappointing Rick held me back. Instead, I decided to just ignore him like he wasn’t alive.
 
   I was lying on my bed, contemplating Mason's death when Amy strolled into our cabin.
 
   "Hey, what are you doing?"
 
   "Wondering what would cause more damage, a paintbrush in the eye or a putty knife shoved up someone's nostril," I answered, scowling at the ceiling.
 
   "Oh, I'm in. Who are we maiming with art supplies? Or need I ask?"
 
   "I swear, I want to superglue his mouth closed," I muttered, swinging my legs off the bed and sitting up.
 
   "You know, there are other ways to harm someone than with crayons and glue sticks," she teased, sitting beside me.
 
   "Ugh, Amy, he's driving me nuts!" I said, running my hands through my hair.
 
   "Face it, girl, there's some sparks between you and Greeky, and they're going to continue to simmer until you do something about it."
 
   "You're a wack," I said laughing at her reference to him. "I do like the name 'Greeky,' though."
 
   "Well, you're the one who said he looked like a Greek god."
 
   "True, too bad he acts like a slug."
 
   "Well, enough of this CW drama. Let's go," she said, tugging on my hand.
 
   "Fine, but I'm bringing glue with me just in case."
 
   She giggled "Death by glue, I can see the fuc... I mean the focking headlines now."
 
   We arrived at the mess hall just in time to see all the guys and Louise carrying stuff out.
 
   "What's going on?" I asked as Amy began to bounce up and down with excitement. "We're having a cookout," she said, heading to the kitchen. 
 
   "That's cool," I said, feeling her enthusiasm.
 
   "It is. Hot dogs, marshmallows and ghost stories," she said, with sparkling eyes.
 
   "Really?" I said, raising my eyebrows doubtfully.
 
   "Trust me, chick-a-roo. You haven't heard a really scary story until you hear one of your dad's out here in the woods. Last year he told one that scared the shiznit out of me for weeks."
 
   "Um, Amy, you know they're just stories, right?" I teased, grabbing a couple bottles of ketchup and mustard off the counter.
 
   "Ha, we'll see what tune you're singing later tonight," she said, sashaying out of the kitchen ahead of me.
 
   The bonfire was already burning brightly by the time Amy and I deposited our condiments on the long folding table. 
 
   "Hey, Kimmie," Rick said, coming up to join us.
 
   "Hey," I said, smiling at him tentatively. The last few days had been so crazy busy that I really hadn't had much of a chance to be alone with him. I tried not to let it bother me, but I had hoped we'd have more time together. 
 
   "How’s all your training going?" he asked, handing me a stick that had been sharpened on the end with a knife. 
 
   "Not bad," I said, not sure how much Mason had told him about my downfalls.
 
   "Not bad? I heard you're doing really well," he said, proudly tugging on a lock of my hair.
 
   "Seriously?" I asked, thinking I was the butt of a joke.
 
   "Yeah, really," he said, chuckling.
 
   "Hey, Rick," Travis called. "We need some help with the storage shed."
 
   "I'll be right there," Rick said over his shoulder, looking back apologetically. "Duty calls. Good job, kid," he added before striding away.
 
   "Thanks," I said to his retreating back. 
 
   I looked around for Amy and my eyes collided with Mason's. I had the unsettling feeling that I was once again committing some kind of crime in his eyes. Resisting the urge to stick my tongue out at him, I turned away. 
 
   "There you are," Amy said, joining me. 
 
   "Sorry, I was chatting with my dad. Do we need to lug more stuff out?"
 
   "No, it's all set up. Come on, it's time to get our bonfire on," she said, mischievously dragging me closer to the fire pit where Rick and Louise were handing out hot dogs to roast. 
 
   An hour later, I was stuffed and content as I sat on the ground next to Amy with my back leaning against one of the benches. The cool air teased my back while the fire warmed my face. The camp life was definitely growing on me. Of course, the kids hadn't arrived yet, and I'd be most likely eating those thoughts two days from now.
 
   "Stor-y time, stor-y time," Ryan and Courtney began to chant. The others quickly joined in, including Amy and me.
 
   "Okay, okay," Rick said, laughing. "Let's see, I need a really scary one that'll keep you on your toes," he said, rubbing his hands together, deep in thought. 
 
   Travis walked over to the mess hall, hitting a switch that was powering the nighttime lights. The night sky and shadows thrown by the flames combined with the many outdoor noises added to the eerie ambiance. Rick stood in front of the group, looking creepy as the fire’s dancing shadows distorted his features.
 
   "A long time ago, all of this was nothing but open wildness and was a favorite camping spot for locals and visitors to the area," Rick said, sweeping his arms out. "That is, until some campers came up missing. At first, the authorities assumed maybe they had lost their way, so they sent out search parties to find them, but couldn't find a trace of anything," he said, dropping his voice down to an eerie whisper. I fought back a giggle as Amy gripped my arm. She was obviously a lightweight when it came to spooky stuff. 
 
   "Rumors began to spread like wildfire," Rick continued. "The locals were convinced the area was haunted and the campsite lost its luster for camping until a group of college kids decided they were going to get to the bottom of the rumors." Rick paused for effect. Amy soaked it up, but I couldn't help but smile. I loved ghost stories, and had pretty much seen every horror movie ever made over the years with Carol.
 
   Glancing around, I could see the others watching him intently, and couldn't help thinking what a field day Carol would have if she were here. She was the queen of sneaking up on people and scaring them. As Rick continued the story, my eyes met Mason's across the fire. His expression looked different than I had become used to, almost troubled, as he studied me. I knew I should probably ignore it and look away, but I found myself contemplating why I troubled Mason so much. We continued our staring match for several minutes as Rick droned on until finally, not able to handle the intensity any longer, I finally looked away.
 
   "The next morning all but one camper remained. When asked what had happened to the others, he claimed the trees had come alive. The authorities didn't believe him and feared they had a crazed killer on their hands, so they locked him away. The locals now claim the voices of the victims float through the trees when the wind blows," Rick said, finishing his story.
 
   Amy reached over again and gripped my arm. "I told you he tells some freaky stories," she said, darting her eyes around like she expected to be dragged away at any moment by the trees.
 
   "You don't watch many scary movies, do you?" I asked, smiling at her.
 
   "Hell no, that shitzle would give me nightmares for years," she said dramatically. "Are you telling me you like to watch them?" she asked, shuddering.
 
   "Heck yeah. My friend Carol and I have a weekly ritual where we'll watch a double feature. Most of them are cheesy as hell, but every once in a while we stumble upon a slasher masterpiece," I said enthusiastically. 
 
   "You're a freak. You know that? You look all sweet and innocent with your long flowing skirts, but…" she let her voice trail off.
 
   "Don't worry, sweets, I won't kill you in your sleep," I teased, dropping my voice down to a deep whisper.
 
   "Eeeeek. I'm going to have to sleep with one eye open," she griped as Rick joined us.
 
   "So, what did you two think of tonight's story?" he asked, smiling at me.
 
   "Well, Ms. Psycho here loved it," Amy said, looking at me like I had sprouted an extra head.
 
   "Really?" 
 
   "Yeah, I'm a bit of horror buff," I admitted.
 
   "That's great! So am I. You must have gotten it from me, because if I remember right, Kate isn't much of a horror fan," he said, sounding pleased about finally finding something we have in common.
 
   "Nope, Mom's not much into the horror scene. I've tried to drag her to Halloween Horror nights at Universal Studios for the last couple years, but she's balked at the last minute every time," I said, laughing.
 
   "Maybe I can fly out and go with you," he said, obviously testing the water on fatherly visits.
 
   "That would be awesome," I said, smiling at him warmly. 
 
   "Ready to go to the cabin?" Amy said, pulling on my arm.
 
   "I guess I need to walk baby back to our cabin," I teased.
 
   "Dam... dang straight," she said, fixing her slip.
 
   "That was a close one," Rick teased, making a production of looking for Louise.
 
   "After a story like that, I should get brownie points for my effort," she muttered, dragging me toward our cabin. 
 
   I laughed, feeling lighthearted. Camp Unlikely Allies was definitely growing on me.
 
   ***
 
   When Rick found me, I was prepping the art room for the campers' arrival the following day.
 
   "Hey," he said, standing in the doorway, taking in the long skirt I was wearing, despite the cooler morning temperatures. Practical or not, I still had my own style, what could I say? At least I was wearing some leggings and one of the soft long sleeved flannel shirts I was beginning to tolerate. They didn't match my skirt, but I felt much more comfortable. 
 
   "Hey yourself," I teased, feeling more at ease with him than I had just three days ago. I gathered my hair into a bun at the nap of my neck, using a pencil to hold it in place. It was easier to work with my hair out of my face while I moved supplies around.
 
   "I need to make a run down the mountain to get some last-minute supplies and thought you might like to go with me," he said, leaning against the door jam. 
 
   "Sure," I said, jumping at the chance for a little alone time with him. "Will I be gone long? I just need to know what to tell Amy."
 
   "We'll be gone most the day. It's a shorter trip than coming from the airport, but it'll still take us about three hours to get there."
 
   "Okay, I'll go tell Amy," I said, heading out of the room.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, I met Rick outside by his Ford Expedition. 
 
   "Ready?" he asked as we climbed into the vehicle. 
 
   "Definitely," I said, ready to see a little civilization. I missed my normal haunts back home. 
 
   "Missing the city life?" he teased, pulling down the dirt drive. 
 
   "A little, but not as much as I originally thought I would," I said, remembering how I felt when I first arrived.
 
   He arched his eyebrows at me. "Really?" 
 
   "Yeah, I guess you could say mountain life is growing on me," I said, watching the passing landscape out the window. I missed most of it the first time because I had slept the majority of the trip up the mountain. I could see why too, the sharp twisty turns and the way my ears kept popping had an almost hypnotizing effect. We had our share of mountains in California, but I pretty much avoided them.
 
   The silence between us lingered on, but didn't feel stilted or awkward. 
 
   Finally, after we had been driving for more than an hour, I broke the silence. "It really is pretty here." 
 
   "I think so," he answered, almost appreciatively.
 
   "You know, California has some pretty spectacular mountains too. Have you spent much time there?" he asked.
 
   I snorted. "No, Mom and I don't do the outdoors." 
 
   "That's a shame," he chuckled.
 
   "I wish we had though," I said after several more minutes of silence. "It's actually kind of inspiring. I'd love to put it on paper."
 
   "What's your normal muse?" he asked.
 
   "Anything really, I guess. Anything I can sketch or paint."
 
   "I've always envied artistic types. I'm strictly a stick figure man."
 
   "Ha, just because you can't sketch doesn't mean you're not an artist. What you do at the camp takes a special touch. You're molding and changing lives and that means something," I said in rush.
 
   "Thanks," he said gruffly, obviously touched at my words.
 
   Our conversation took a more lighthearted turn from then on. I busted a gut when I found out he was a CW nut like me as we compared our favorite shows and characters. 
 
   "Don't get me wrong, the books are better, but I think the producers are doing a good job keeping the show interesting," he said as I teased him about liking Vampire Diaries.
 
   "I think it's hilarious you read young adult books," I squeaked, holding back a laugh.
 
   "What? They're great books," he defended himself.
 
   "Hey, I'm not judging you. I just don't think I've ever met a guy who reads the same kind of books I read." 
 
   "Well, I didn't start off that way, but I got sucked in by Harry Potter when Mason was twelve, and I guess I've been reading similar stuff ever since. I try to stay away from the mushy romance or sparkly vampire ones though," he said, grinning sheepishly.
 
   "Hey, there's nothing wrong with a little sparkle," I said, defending my favorite books. 
 
   "I knew you were a Team Edward kind of girl."
 
   "What!" I teased. "Twilight too?"
 
   "Come on, is there a human being on the planet who doesn't know about Team Edward versus Team Jacob," he said laughing. "Anyway, I only know about them from the female population at the camp for the last three summers."
 
   "Yeah, right," I said. My side was splitting from laughing so hard. 
 
   The rest of the drive passed quickly as we compared book titles. I was amazed at the amount of books he had read and took notes on some of his favorites. I made a mental note to allow more time for reading in the future. I enjoyed reading, but it had always taken a backseat to my art. 
 
   Rick pulled into the first gas station we ran across when we hit the foothills and I got out to stretch my legs. I was awestruck at the vastness of the mountains we had just left and wished I had the foresight to bring my sketchpad.
 
   "Pretty amazing, right?" he asked, joining me.
 
   "Most definitely. I wish I'd brought my sketchpad," I said wistfully.
 
   "I'm sure we can get you one in there," he said, pointing to the large store hooked to the gas station.
 
   "You think so?" I asked, doubtfully. 
 
   "Trust me, this store carries everything but the kitchen sink. We can grab some grub at the restaurant, and you can look out the window and sketch to your heart's content."
 
   "You don't mind?" I asked, bouncing slightly in excitement.
 
   He laughed at my enthusiasm. "Not at all. I need to catch up on some emails," he said, holding up his laptop. "Not having Internet at Camp UA makes it a little tough at times. I'm going to hit the bathroom while you look for a sketchpad. Do you mind holding this?" he asked, holding out his laptop.
 
   "Sure." 
 
   A few minutes later, I met him outside the archway that connected the restaurant to the store. 
 
   "I found one," I said, holding up the pad gleefully. "And guess what else I found out? They do sell kitchen sinks," I teased.
 
   "No shit?" he asked.
 
   "Kidding," I said giggling as the hostess approached us.
 
   "Two, Mary," he said.
 
   "How's it going, Rick? We've missed seeing you around lately. You can always tell when it's summer time around here. It gets a lot quieter without our loudmouth boys," she said, shooting me a wink. "Speaking of which, what've you done with my boy?"
 
   "Mason's up at the camp doing some last-minute stuff before the rowdy bunch arrives tomorrow."
 
   "I see. I guess I understand that excuse, but you tell him I'm expecting a visit as soon as summer's over. So, who might this lovely lady be?" she asked, setting our menus down at a table next to a huge picturesque window with a breathtaking view of the mountains. 
 
   "This is my daughter," Rick said, throwing his arm across my shoulders.
 
   "Ahh, so you decided to take my advice and adopt another one of them young'uns," she said, clucking happily as she set our napkin-wrapped silverware on the table.
 
   I stiffened under Rick's arm. This was going to be everyone's assumption, and for some reason, it struck a sour chord in me. I was robbed of the opportunity of knowing him when I was younger, and it seemed unfair that it would trickle into adulthood, even after I found him.
 
   "No, Kimberly is my biological daughter," he answered.
 
   "Well, I'll be. I'm bettin' that's an interesting story," she said, obviously curious.
 
   "Definitely intriguing," Rick answered glibly, shooting me a smile of reassurance. 
 
   Getting the hint, Mary took our drink orders before bustling away. 
 
   "Small towns," Rick said, noting my silence.
 
   I nodded my head, pretending I got it, but in reality I didn't. Rick booted up his laptop while we waited for Mary to return with our drinks. He looked as if he wanted to say more, but a blanket of awkwardness covered us. Trying to take my mind off the sudden tension, I opened the sketchpad and rubbed my hand over the clean smooth surface. Opening a new pad was always a special ritual for me, knowing I would forever be changing it. I opened my oversized bag and rummaged around for my box of pencils that I never went anywhere without. The window at our table perfectly framed the view of the mountainside as my hand began the first sketches across the paper. I liked to sketch the overall picture in basic form first, and then go back to fill in all the details. Mary returned to the table with our drinks as I was sketching the broad mountain range.
 
   "Oh my, you're an artist," she said breathlessly, in a way that didn't match her personality from earlier. Turning toward her, I could see she was enthralled by the way she was intently studying my drawing.
 
   "Are you an artist?" I asked.
 
   "Not like this, sweetheart," she said, indicating my sketch. "I like to dabble a little. A long time ago I had crazy ideas of running off to become an artist, but life took over and I didn't rediscover my passion for it until my husband passed away last year."
 
   "Maybe if I have time before I fly home, I could look at some of your stuff," I said, smiling at her for the first time. My initial impression of her being overly nosy was eclipsed by the instant kinship I felt for a fellow artist. By the way she studied my drawing, it was obvious it really touched her. It just shows you can't always judge a book by its cover, I guess.
 
   "Really?" she asked with shining eyes.
 
   "Of course. I can tell by your passion that your work is most likely better than you give yourself credit for. Those that feel passion can create," I said, quoting my art teacher's favorite phrase. 
 
   "Oh sweetie, that would be so wonderful," she said with sudden bright eyes that were fighting to hold tears at bay. 
 
   She took our orders before scurrying off with a new bounce in her step through the large swinging door that separated the dining area from the kitchen. I couldn't help smiling at her happiness. Art was like a drug. It pulled you in and enticed you to forget everything else. Turning back toward our table, I discovered Rick studying me over the top of the laptop.
 
   "What?" I asked.
 
   "That was really nice of you," he said, looking at me with pride.
 
   "It was nothing," I said, ducking my head. 
 
   Once Mary brought our food, Rick and I chatted away as we ate. Nothing heavy, just more lighthearted pop culture banter. Afterward, I finished my sketch while he answered a few more emails. I tore the completed drawing from the pad and placed it on the table as Rick and I were leaving, merely shrugging my shoulders as he looked at me questioningly. Now that I had sketched them once, I would be able to do it again even without the mountains in front of me. 
 
   Our next stop was Costco for supplies. As Rick loaded up an oversized flatbed cart with paper goods, I browsed the book section. I found several of the titles Rick had mentioned during the ride in, along with a couple I thought he might like to read. I paid for the books separately and didn't show them to him until we were back in the car.
 
   "These look great," Rick said enthusiastically, flipping one of them over to peruse the synopsis. 
 
   "I thought you'd like them. I know there's no teams to pick sides for, but figured you'd still read them," I teased.
 
   "You're hilarious," he said, grinning at me sheepishly.
 
   I dozed on our drive back up the mountains, waking to see the sun setting as Rick turned down the dirt path toward the camp.
 
   "I had fun today," I said, yawning as he put the car in park.
 
   "I did too. I'm really glad you decided to come up this summer. I'm sorry we haven't had more time alone. I forgot how time-consuming the camp can be," he said, sounding regretful. 
 
   "It's fine. I'm actually having fun," I said, not mentioning the not-so-fun parts with Mason.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning I wasn't as confident.
 
   “What am I even doing here?” I mumbled, knowing the campers were due to descend on the camp anytime. “I know nothing about kids, and it’s obvious I’m a terrible example,” I added, freaking out about the responsibility that I would be handed in mere minutes.
 
   “Kim, don’t be ridiculous, you’ll be a natural. Look at how much everyone already likes you here. It usually takes years to earn their respect,” Amy said, tidying up the cabin.
 
   “Girl, you’re crazy. Even without Mason pointing out my flaws, I know I’m a mess.”
 
   “Mason’s just being a complete douche, but everyone else admires your never-give-up attitude. You’ve got freaking nerves of steel, because believe me, I would have knocked his teeth down his throat by now,” Amy said, taking a big swing at the air. 
 
   “Ugh, don’t think I haven’t been tempted. I wanted to get along with him for Rick’s sake, but I’m seriously wishing a pack of wolves would drag him off.”
 
   “We could dip a cot in honey and drag it out to the woods with him tied to it and see if you’d luck out with bears showing up,” Amy said loyally.
 
   “Gruesome. You may like horror movies more than you think. Hey, are you sure I can handle this,” I asked, switching gears as I heard the bus pulling in on the gravel road outside.
 
   “I’m positive,” she said, giving me a quick hug of reassurance. “For the most part, they just want love. Sure, you’ll have the occasional kid with a chip the size of Canada on their shoulders, but we'll figure it out. You’ll be fine,” she added, seeing my panic.
 
   I squared my shoulders after standing up and followed Amy as she headed for the door. It was too late to turn back now. We stepped out into what I had now liked to call the deceptive sunshine because it was never as warm as it looked outside. It looked like an endless stream of kids tumbling off the bus. The noise level was deafening as the campers all tried talking over each other. 
 
   Rick stood on the bottom step of the bus with a megaphone in hand. “All right, campers,” he bellowed into the megaphone, getting their attention. “Girls, age ten to twelve, you’re with Amy and Kimberly, my daughter, in cabin Raven,” he said, pointing to where Amy and I were standing in the doorway. “Girls, thirteen to fifteen, you’re with Liz and Courtney in cabin Sparrow,” he said, pointing to the cabin next door. “Boys, ten to twelve, you’re with Travis and Ryan in cabin Blue Jay, and boys thirteen to fifteen, you’re in cabin Eagle with Mason and John. Gather your belongings and head to your cabins. We’ll meet back out here at ten for orientation.”
 
   Amy and I stepped to the side as our group of campers approached the cabin. The majority of them were first years, so they squealed over the thought of sleeping in bunk beds. There were a couple squabbles over who would get the top bunk, but Amy quickly diffused the situation by letting the eldest pick first. Soon the banging of the wardrobes filled the cabin as belongings were unpacked and stored in their temporary homes. 
 
   I followed Amy’s lead and assisted the girls in sorting through their stuff. I noticed Amy was taking an inventory of who had what, listing missing appropriate attire onto a sheet of paper. 
 
   “I’m going to go to the supply room and get some of this stuff,” she said, holding up the list once everything was unpacked. 
 
   “You’re leaving me alone?” 
 
   “They’re fine,” she said, indicating the girls who were already clustered into groups. “They basically entertain themselves. We just make sure no one gets hurt and no fights erupt.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, folding my legs up under me on my bed. “If you come back and I’m tied up or something, you’ll know I lost control,” I mumbled as she headed for the door.
 
   I could hear her laughing even after she walked out the door.
 
   Sweeping my eyes around the room, I was relieved that Amy’s words proved to be true. Everyone seemed happy enough, chatting and exchanging stories about their current homes. It was a little heartbreaking, listening to their game to see who had been placed in the most foster homes. I may have been missing a father figure my entire life, but my mom had always provided the most stable home possible. It was sad to know that so many kids weren’t afforded the same luxury.
 
   One of the campers I noticed was sitting alone on her bunk, not talking to anyone else. I jumped off my bed and walked over to introduce myself. “Hey, I’m Kim,” I said, holding out my hand.
 
   She looked at my hand disdainfully, like it was a snake.
 
   Ignoring the snub, I sat on the bed next to her. “Is this your first year here?” I asked, thinking she just felt out of place.
 
   “You think I’m ten?” she asked disgustedly.
 
   “Uh, well no. I just…Well, I just thought since you weren’t chatting with anyone you must be new and might need help fitting in.”
 
   “Really, so if I’m not acting like a total ditz like them, I must need you to swoop in to save me?” she asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
 
   “No, I just figured you might need a little help…” I said, letting my voice trail off before I made matters worse. I looked at the door wistfully, wishing Amy would hurry up.
 
   “Don’t worry about the poor orphan, okay? I’ve been taking care of myself for years,” she said, dragging a book out of her battered bag. She looked at me pointedly. 
 
   I climbed off her bunk, getting the hint. With one last sarcastic look, she flopped on her side, facing the wall with her book in hand. 
 
   Real smooth, Kim, I thought as I headed back to my bed. 
 
   The other girls seemed oblivious to the loner as they became more vocal. The noise level in the cabin swelled as they tried to outdo each other’s stories. I fought the urge to cover my ears or try my old fifth-grade teacher's method and declare it quiet time. The beginning of a headache began to pound in my temples.
 
   “Shut it!” Amy hollered, stepping into the cabin. 
 
   Silence enveloped the cabin like a blanket. 
 
   “You know my rules. We can all have fun chatting, gossiping and talking about boys, but when your voices hit screaming decibels, what does it mean?” she said, dropping the bags she had carried so she could put her hands on her hips.
 
   “Majorly grumpy counselors,” one of the girls piped in, giggling.
 
   “That’s right, and do we like majorly grumpy counselors?” she asked, finally cracking a smile.
 
   “NO,” they all chorused, laughing at the same time.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Amy asked, plopping on the bed as she took in my stressed look.
 
   “Um, nothing, if putting my foot in my mouth is what we're supposed to do,” I said, indicating the sullen figure lying on her bunk and facing the wall.
 
   “Oh, that's Alyssa. I should've warned you about her,” Amy whispered. “This is her third summer coming here. She’s what we call a “hard-knock camper.” She just can’t seem to catch a break. I think she’s been placed a handful of times in the last few years. Her father is a deadbeat fricker, but the judge in her town just doesn’t get it. Her dad will clean up his act, petition the court for custody and then proceed to drink himself into a stupor weeks after he gets her. She’s been bounced around more than a ping pong ball. She’s tough around the edges, but underneath, you can tell she just wants what everyone else wants, to be loved. I came close to getting under her tough shell last year, but it was just as camp was ending,” Amy whispered, sounding frustrated.
 
   “Well, I’ll leave her to your capable hands. I’ve already alienated myself with her,” I said sighing as I stood up to help one of the girls put her bag on top of the wardrobe.
 
   “Thanks,” she said shyly, looking at me like she still had something to say. 
 
   “Did you need anything else?” I asked as she nervously twirled one of her long locks of blonde hair around her finger. 
 
   “Um, I uh, was just wondering, is it true Rick’s really your dad?” she stuttered out.
 
   “Yep, he is,” I answered, noticing the noise in the cabin had evaporated. 
 
   “Lucky,” she said, looking at me with wide blue eyes. 
 
   “Why haven’t you been here before?” one of the older girls asked, looking doubtful.
 
   I looked around at the eleven pairs of eyes that were now focused on me like I was ready to disclose the location of Katy Perry’s house. I debated sidestepping their question, but instead, answered honestly. “I didn’t find out about him until last Thursday,” I said.
 
   “What? Your mom never told you who your father was?” the same skeptical girl from before asked. “What a ho-bag,” she added.
 
   “She had her reasons,” I said, feeling the need to defend my mom since she wasn’t able to.
 
   “No excuse is a legit one,” the girl said, sinking onto one of the bunk beds with her arms crossed. 
 
   “True, no excuse is acceptable,” I said, agreeing with her. 
 
   “But how cool is it that Rick is your father?” one of the other girls squealed, like Rick was a movie star or something.
 
   I laughed. “He seems like a cool guy,” I said as the girls started chattering about how awesome it would be for a parental figure to come out and claim them.
 
   I turned back to my bed to help Amy sort through the clothes and my eyes skirted over to the bunk in the corner. I saw Alyssa had flipped over in her bed and was studying me critically. I smiled at her to show I cared and she answered by flipping me off before flopping back over.
 
   Amy giggled. “That’s Alyssa for you,” she said when I grimaced. “Parker, come get your stack of clothes,” she added.
 
   “Any hoodies?" the girl who had asked me about Rick asked, looking hopefully through the large stack. “Sweet,” she said, pulling one from the bottom of the stack. “And it’s pink too. Thanks, Amy,” she said, throwing her arms around Amy.
 
   I looked at Amy smiling.
 
   “Yeah, that’s Parker," she said, seeing my questioning look. "She was found abandoned in a park when she was a baby. Someone at the state thought it would be cute to call her Parker. She’s what we call a ‘lifer.’ She’s been in the system for ten years. Her foster mom is a ‘user,'” she added.
 
   “Like drugs?” I asked, appalled she’d been left with a druggie. 
 
   “That would be better because at least the state would move her. No, her foster mom uses the foster care system. She takes in as many foster kids as the state allows and then refuses to spend any of the money the state pays her on the kids, which is why Parker shows up each summer without any adequate clothes.”
 
   “How come she never got adopted if she was a baby when she was abandoned?” I asked, feeling my heart clench as I studied the petite blonde-haired beauty laughing with her friends. How was it possible no one wanted her?
 
   “She was a drug baby,” Amy said, assembling the next stack of clothes.
 
   “So?” I said, not getting why that would matter. I knew enough from the nutrition class I took in high school that taking drugs during pregnancy could affect the fetus, but that shouldn’t have prevented a loving family from adopting her.
 
   “She was born with bad kidneys and urinary tract system. She needed a kidney transplant when she was three. Being in and out of hospitals half her life doesn’t bode well for adoption,” Amy said with malice in her voice.
 
   “That’s awful,” I said, fighting sudden tears. What the hell was wrong with people?
 
   “Yeah, sometimes you get a raw deal,” Amy said in a lackluster voice that made me wonder again what her story was.
 
   “Oh shitz, I forgot the socks. Do you mind running over to the mess hall and grabbing four or five packages?” she asked in a more normal tone as she continued to sort through the clothes. 
 
   “Sure. Are they in the supply closet next to the kitchen or the one by Rick’s office?” I asked, heading for the door. 
 
   “By the office. Everything's labeled so you shouldn’t have any problems. Louise runs it with an iron fist.”
 
   “Sounds good,” I said, heading for the door. 
 
   I followed the short path toward the mess hall, listening to the multiple voices ringing out around the camp. There was an exceptionally loud ruckus coming from around the building as I neared the back entrance. Peering around the corner, I was taken aback by the sight before my eyes. I shouldn't have been surprised to see Mason once again with his shirt off, he was just that type. The "I'm hot and I know it" kind of guy. The beach is filled with them. What surprised me though was the easy rapport he seemed to have with the half a dozen teenagers he was playing basketball with. I watched him give pointers to both sides as they battled three on three. By the hero worship in most of their eyes, it was glaringly obvious that he was well liked. I guess I'm the only lucky one that gets to deal with his douche bag attitude.
 
   Lucky me, I couldn't help thinking. For some reason, the thought bothered me more than necessary. "They get the nice guy and I get the asshole," I mumbled to myself.
 
   "What, sweetums?" Louise asked, heading out the door with her arms filled with linens.
 
   "Oh, nothing. I was just contemplating the irony of my current situation."
 
   "Situation?" she asked, raising her eyebrows questioningly. 
 
   "Just stupid stuff," I answered, feeling dumb for even saying anything. It was one of my character flaws that I let words randomly come out of my mouth. My mom had teased me about it for years, saying I needed some kind of sensor on my lips. I was just one of those people who could never hide what I was feeling. What you see is basically what you get. I wasn't a fan of confrontations, but I was always the first to stick up for the underdog in almost any situation. Mom liked to call me her 'open book,' and even gave me a cute charm for my sixteenth birthday that was a sterling silver book that was open. 
 
   "Mmm, I'm sure those problems start with an M and end with an N," she said, clicking her tongue. "Don't you worry yourself about him honey. Your father is over the high-flying moon that you're here. Mason just wants to make sure your dad doesn't get hurt. Those two have a bond like peanut butter and chocolate. It's always been that way. Mason came here our first year open, a sullen kid, pissed at the world that he had wound up in foster care. Your father took him under his wing and showed him he may have been dealt a man-sized bad deal, but he could man up and rise above it. By the time summer ended, there was no separating those two. You just give him time, he'll realize soon enough you're not here to hurt your dad," she said, shifting her load one last time before sauntering off.
 
   Her words didn't have the reassuring effect on me that I know she was aiming for. Instead, I was hurt and jealous over the supposed bond my father shared with some belligerent guy who wasn't even blood related. I knew any outsider looking in would think I was a total bitch for feeling this way, and maybe I was, or maybe if Mason was halfway decent, I'd be more willing to accept it, but he was such a dick.
 
   Sick of him once again dominating my thoughts, I moved on, opening the appropriate bin in the stockroom and pulling out five packages of white socks. There weren't any grocery bags around that I could find, so I stacked the slippery packages into my arms as best as I could, using my chin to try to keep them in place. As I headed back out into the hallway and through the dining hall, I was so intent on keeping the stack of socks from falling that I missed the obstacle coming through the door.
 
   "Oof," I gasped, dropping the packages to the floor.
 
   "Watch it, beach bunny," Mason said, bracing my upper arms with his hands to steady me before I could fall over. 
 
   "You watch it," I lashed back, trying to regain my footing. Why was it any time I was fumbling around like an idiot, he always managed to be around to see it. It was like I sent out some kind of incompetent radar signal or something. My traitorous heart betrayed me again, racing from our close proximity. I hated him. He ridiculed me, made me feel small, and yet, all I seemed to be able to do was think about how good he smelled. It should be against the law to be so freaking handsome and smell good at the same time. God could have at least cursed him with gross BO just to keep that ego in check.
 
   His hands burned through the light long-sleeved shirt I was wearing. Glancing down, I was surprised he was still touching me. I looked back up at him, confused when his hands tightened their hold on my arms. His eyes were unreadable as he stared intently into mine.
 
   "What?" I asked, confused about the feelings he was evoking inside me. My body seemed to have a mind of its own as I swayed closer to him.
 
   His eyes darkened and moved to my lips that were inches from his own. My heart raced. Though it was completely crazy and utterly ridiculous, I wanted him to kiss me more than I had ever wanted to be kissed before. Our eyes met again and I felt drunk, trying to interpret what was happening. 
 
   "Nothing," he finally answered, abruptly letting go of me. 
 
   I stumbled into the doorframe, not realizing he had been practically holding me up. He looked like he was about to reach back out to help me, but thought better of it and stuffed his hands into his low slung jeans instead.
 
   "Aren't you afraid you'll break a nail lifting those heavy packages?" he mocked, breaking the spell I had been under like a cold bucket of water being dropped on my head.
 
   "Not as afraid as I am that those steroids you're on are shrinking that already small brain you’re sporting—among other things," I said saucily, trying to hide my hurt as I headed back out the door.
 
   "Care to check, princess?" he chuckled behind me.
 
   As much as I wanted to turn around and kick him where he had just invited me, I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction that I’m sure my flushed red face would provide. 
 
   "Aw, if only I hadn’t left my magnifying glass back in the cabin, so I’m going to have to say no," I answered cheekily, hurrying down the path before he could counter.
 
   "What took so long?" Amy asked as she opened the door to let me in.
 
   "One guess, and here's a hint, it starts with 'D' and ends with 'head.'" I said, tossing the packages of socks onto the bed. "I seriously don't know what his deal is," I added, slumping down on my bed.
 
   "You need a hint?" she teased.
 
   "You're wrong." Amy was convinced that he had the hots for me and was just acting like some schoolboy with a crush.
 
   "Oh yeah, that would be so hard to believe because you’re not gorgeous or anything,” she teased. “I guarantee he’s thinking the same thing you are." 
 
   “And what am I thinking?” I asked.
 
   “Uh, that you wanna jump his bones.”
 
   "Please," I sputtered. "He's sooo not my type," I lied.
 
   "So, you expect me to believe that broad-shouldered, blond-haired, blued-eyed Greek Adonis replicas aren't your type? Right, I believe you—NOT."
 
   "I'm serious..." I started to continue until I realized our conversation was being greedily eaten up by the preteen campers in the cabin. "Oh great," I muttered as they all giggled. Amy burst out laughing. 
 
   "Not funny," I said, hitting her head with the pillow I clutched in my hand. How mortifying would it be for Mason to hear that I had the hots for him?
 
   "Don't worry, Kimbe," Amy said, calling me by the newly-coined nickname she made up for me.
 
   "Right, why should I worry, now that ten impressionable girls, who are all about swoonworthy stuff, think I have the hots for my half/step/foster whatever the hell he is, brother?" I hissed.
 
   Amy laughed as I continued to fume. I debated hitting her with the pillow again, but knew it wouldn't have the effect I was aiming for.
 
   Maybe she sensed how close I was to the edge because she raised her hands. "I'm serious, Kimbe, it's all good," she said, turning to the girls whose noise level had increased as they mooned over my supposed love life. "Girls, tell Kimbe what the rules of the cabin are."
 
   A petite girl with sparkling brown eyes and mousy brown hair stepped forward, still giggling. "This is the circle of trust," she said in a high-pitched voice as she swept her arms out to indicate the other girls.
 
   "Circle of trust, huh?" I questioned. 
 
   "Yeah, what happens in Raven, stays in Raven," Parker piped in, giggling again.
 
   That’s a relief. The last thing I needed was for Mason to have one more thing he could hold over my head. He was arrogant enough as it was. If he thought I actually liked him, he'd be unbearable. Luckily, I hate him, I thought to myself. Sure you do, a small voice at the back of my head taunted me.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   The rest of the morning flew by with one activity after another. Rick began the day by covering the camp rules, like never venturing beyond the camp without a partner, staying within the confines of the camp once the sun set and no visiting the cabins of the opposite sex.
 
   "The trails here are marked relatively well, except for the expert trails we have set up for the older campers’ survival classes. You have to be in your last year to take the two expert trails. I have this set up for your own safety. Got me guys?" he asked, looking at a group of teenage boys who were grumbling about not being babies. I heard one of them brag that he could do the hardest trail with his eyes closed.
 
   "Right, of course, tumbling down the mountain doesn't count as a completion," Mason teased him as he nudged him with his shoulder.
 
   Mason's teasing started a chain reaction as the older guys became rowdy as they wrestled around.
 
   Rick put two of his fingers in his mouth and blew out a shrill whistle that rang out around us. The guys stopped wrestling and straightened up their clothes, but I saw the original instigator nudge Mason one last time, earning him a stern look from Rick.
 
   "Mason is right. The trails are labeled from easy to hard for a reason. Falling off the mountain may seem like a far-fetched idea, but the conditions along the trails can become dangerous from weather conditions and erosion. Even expert guides have been known to get injured on these trails. So, once again, the two expert trails are for our fifteen-year-old campers only, and only after they have completed every other trail with an average score of an eight or better.
 
   "Score?" I whispered to Amy.
 
   "Yeah, Rick came up with a checklist of certain things he expects the campers to accomplish with each trail they take. It rates you by aptness, speed and general knowledge of your surroundings. Most of the girls really don't care and never make it to the harder trails, but to the guys, it's like the Holy Grail or something," she whispered loudly to me, earning us a glare from Mason.
 
   Without thinking, I stuck my tongue out at him, earning giggles from Parker and the blonde camper, Grace, who had asked me about Rick earlier. 
 
   "That’s mature," Amy teased, smiling at me.
 
   "I can't help it, he brings out the worst in me," I grumbled, slouching down on the rough bench underneath me. I refrained from wiggling around. With my luck lately, I’d find a way to get a splinter in my ass for sure.
 
   Rick closed up the opening comments by handing out schedules for the campers. I grabbed one of them and saw that I was scheduled to do arts and crafts in one-hour blocks. I had one session before lunch and three afterward. 
 
   "I'm off to row with the munchkins," Amy quipped, pointing toward the canoes by the lake. 
 
   "You teach rowing?" I asked, surprised. I somehow expected that to be Mason's forte. 
 
   "When it's cooler, like it is this summer, I do rowing. When it's warmer, I do swim lessons. By the way the weather seems to be acting this summer, I don't see a whole lot of opportunities for getting in the water."
 
   "That's cool. I would have expected rowing to be more Mason's kind of thing," I admitted.
 
   "LOL, I could see that. God knows the guy has the pecks and arms for it, but he teaches archery and is a guide," she said before loping off for the lake.
 
   I made my way to the mess hall where the art room was located. Anxiety began to set in as I went through a mental checklist, reviewing everything I had spent the previous day setting up to my liking. At least I had an impressive amount of supplies at my disposal and had planned different projects that would take several days to complete.
 
   My first group arrived as I was pulling out the necessary supplies for the day. It was the older boys, definitely the most intimidating group I would have. They were only three years younger than me, and it was obvious I was being blatantly checked out. I expected to hear some kind of innuendos, but at least they were remaining respectful, even though I could feel all their eyes watching every move I made. I couldn't help wondering if that was due to Rick.
 
   "Okay, so today I thought we’d work with clay," I said, indicating the chunks of burnt orange-colored clay I had set on each table. "I've worked with this kind of clay before and it's pretty cool because it doesn't require baking to set..." My words were cut off when one of the boys chucked a rolled-up ball of the clay at his friend across the room. I knew I needed to say something, but it seemed awkward getting onto someone so close to my age. I was debating the best approach in my head to let him know I was in charge when another blob of clay flew across the room, nearly pegging me in the cheek. Before I could get a word out, an all-out clay war erupted among the rowdy boys who were all trying to tag each other. A boy across the room picked up one of the folding chairs to use as a shield and another climbed on top of the table for more accuracy. I ducked under the table, out of the line of fire after a small piece pelted me in the forehead. I knew I'd suck at this, I thought to myself as the shrieking and whooping hit painful decibels. 
 
   A loud piercing whistle broke up the noise of the room and I peeked out from under my hiding place. Rick was standing in the doorway, looking anything but happy. "What the blazing hell is going on in here?" he asked to the now silent room.
 
   "Dude, Trent totally started it..." a short shaggy-haired kid said, pointing to the tall kid on the far side of the room.
 
   "What the F, Paul, I thought you had my back," Trent shouted, glaring at Paul.
 
   "This is NOT the kind of behavior I'm looking for from you guys. I'm all for screwing around, but when supplies and furniture are compromised, that's not cool. Folks spend their hard-earned money to make sure this camp is functional and you show your respect by climbing on it like it’s playground equipment," Rick said in a stern "don't mess with me" kind of voice.
 
   Brushing dust off the knees of my skirt, I stood up, embarrassed to be caught looking like an imbecile. 
 
   "Kimberly, can I see you out here for a moment," Rick asked, sounding slightly disappointed.
 
   "Um, sure, Rick," I said, feeling defensive from the look on his face. I tried to tell him I wasn't good at this sort of thing. This was not my fault, I couldn't help thinking as I closed the door smartly behind us.
 
   I looked up defiantly, ready to tell him this whole thing was his fault for entrusting a complete novice with the job. My insolence, however, deflated like a balloon as he just stood there in silence, studying me.
 
   "I'm sorry," I said, cracking under the pressure. "The situation just got out of control. I'm not used to telling kids near my age what to do," I added as I scuffed the toe of my shoe against the doorjamb. 
 
   "I know I shoved you into this position. I wanted you to learn to love the camp as much as I do in the short amount of time you will be here. I can see now I was unfair in assuming you'd want to be a part of this," he said, sweeping his hands out to indicate the space surrounding us. "I can make arrangements and get your position replaced, but you might have to still camp out in one of the cabins if you don't mind," he added.
 
   My stomach dropped. He doesn't think I have it in me to do this, I thought despairingly. Only day one and I had shattered his faith in me and stomped on his dreams. All I could think about were my complaints that now seemed insignificant when I looked into his hurt eyes.
 
   "I can do this, Rick," I said with more bravado than I had felt since my plane had landed days ago. I would show him I had it in me or die trying, a silent voice mocked me.
 
   "Are you sure? I'd understand if you wanted an out. I know I kind of sprang all of this on you."
 
   "I'm positive," I said, meaning it for the first time.
 
   "Fantastic," he said, clapping his hands together enthusiastically. "Now go in there and show them who's boss," he added, indicating the closed door behind me.
 
   "Um, right. How do I do that?" I asked as he burst out laughing. 
 
   "Be firm. They respect an authoritative tone."
 
   "Right," I said doubtfully.
 
   He laughed again. "You got this," he said, winking at me before strolling away.
 
   Obviously, it made him happy that I didn’t want to give up. Now I just had to prove to both of us that I wasn’t going to disappoint him again. I twisted the doorknob and stepped back into the craft room. Several catcalls followed my entrance. Taking a deep breath, I turned to face the offenders. 
 
   “Shut it!” I demanded. They looked surprised at first and then grinned at me. 
 
   “Is that funny? I’ll tell you what, embarrass me like that again in front of Rick, and I’ll make sure every girl here knows you wet the bed at night. And I can be awfully convincing.”
 
   You could hear a pin drop for a moment as I stared directly into their eyes. I knew they were waiting for me to flinch, but I maintained an unreadable poker face, all the while, trying to hide my shaking legs under my skirt.
 
   “Works for me,” one of the boys finally answered, cracking first.
 
   "Teach found herself some balls out there in the hall," a voice in the back called out.
 
   "I want all the clay picked up in the next two minutes with a piece roughly this size in front of each of you," I said in a deadly serious voice as I held up a piece of clay the size of a softball. "Time starts now, or you can choose to ignore me and spend an extra rotation this afternoon with me instead of archery or canoeing."
 
   Without hesitation, everyone jumped from their chairs and began picking up the mess of clay that was scattered about the room. I watched as they exchanged stares, trying to appear cool and unconcerned. "It's your pick. Of course, I have cute origami flowers picked out for the afternoon class that you might be interested in," I added, digging it in a little further.
 
   "Hell no am I making some pansy-ass flower," Trent said, dropping down to the ground so he could pick up the offending balls of clay.
 
   I turned away again, letting out a deep breath. It worked, I could do this, I thought gleefully.
 
   "Nice job, teach," a small skinny boy said quietly beside me.
 
   "They're a good lot, but just need a firm hand," he said wisely.
 
   I fought the urge to laugh at his adult like choice of phrasing.
 
   "I see. What about you?"
 
   "I'm the good boy who’s always in the wrong place at the wrong time," he said, running his finger over some angry looking scars that ran up the back of his left hand disappearing under the cuff of his worn flannel shirt.
 
   "I see, so you're just a silent observer?" I asked, trying to hide my horror at the scars that marred his skin.
 
   "Exactly," he said, grinning at me. "I'm Quinn," he said, holding out his hand so I could shake it.
 
   "Kimberly," I said, holding out my own hand.
 
   He laughed. "We all know who you are. I'm just relieved you pulled on your big girl panties and showed these lugs you're here to stay," he whispered conspiratorially as the others finally slid into their chairs.
 
   I smiled at him, enchanted with his mature dialect. "Well, Quinn, you just remind me of that if it looks like I'm losing control again."
 
   "Will do, teach," he said before pulling his own chair up to the table.
 
   His words spurred me on as I instructed the now silent class on how to construct the lumpy ball of nothing into something that would inspire them. I forgot that I was talking to a bunch of unruly boys as I lost myself in my craft. Art had always been second nature to me, as natural as breathing. From as young as I could remember, I had used artistic tools to express my feelings, whether in pastels, chalk, watercolor or with just a plain piece of paper and a blunt pencil. I was always able to capture what was in my mind.
 
   The hour flew by as the guys listened to me with rapt attention, trying to work the clay in their hands like I was mindlessly working mine as I talked. I had them line their various projects along the shelves before they exited the room and told them we'd continue the next day.
 
   As the room emptied, I approached the shelves along the back wall to check out their first attempts. I couldn't help smiling when I saw several that looked to be the shape of a woman's breast, typical boys. They'd die if they attended some of the nude art classes I had been to. I wasn't a huge fan of nude art, but needed the exposure for my college applications, no pun intended. Continuing on, I grimaced at several unrecognizable shapes until I stumbled onto one that was the exact replica of a mountain lion. Reaching over, I picked it up and studied the detail in awe as I turned it over in my hands. The person who had created this had true talent. Clay wasn't the easiest material to work with, but somehow he gave the shapeless lump life that most artists spent their lives trying to perfect. Turning it over in my hands, I was shocked to see Trent’s name scrawled across the belly of the lion. 
 
   Trent the instigator had done this. The thought seemed crazy considering the way he had acted earlier. 
 
   "Hiding out, or contemplating death by clay?" Amy teased, coming into the room.
 
   "Ha, an hour ago, I would have said both, but now...," I said, smiling crookedly at her.
 
   "Hot damn, I mean, hot dog. It went well?" she asked with sparkling eyes.
 
   "Not at first. I literally thought I was in hell, but one of the campers and Rick helped me pull it together," I said, linking my arm through hers as we headed out of the room toward the dining area.
 
   "Really? Who?" she asked.
 
   "Quinn."
 
   "Aw, Quinn. That kid is freaking awesome," she said affectionately as she headed to the kitchen to grab the overflowing serving bowls for all the tables.
 
   "He really is," I answered, juggling two heaping bowls of french fries. "He talks like an adult, but looks way younger than the other guys."
 
   "He is," she said, balancing a glass pitcher of lemonade and a stack of glasses in her hands.
 
   "Really?" I asked, heading back to the kitchen for more fries.
 
   "Yeah, he's only twelve. Rick moved him up to the Eagle cabin last year."
 
   "Seriously? The older guys didn't mind?" I asked skeptically.
 
   "Nah, he could shame anyone with his sophisticated speech. Plus, they pretty much treat him like a mascot anyway."
 
   "Is that why Rick moved him to the Eagle cabin?" I asked, confused at the wisdom of pulling Quinn from his own age group. 
 
   "Not really," she hem-hawed, looking uncomfortable.
 
   "Amy, seriously, you're not going to hold out on me are you?" I asked, intrigued by her sudden secretiveness. 
 
   "I just hate being a gossip on something like this," she said quietly, juggling a platter of corn dogs.
 
   I raised my eyebrows at her since we'd pretty much done nothing but exchange tidbits on everyone since I got here.
 
   "Okay, I was trying to turn over a new leaf, especially when it comes to Quinnie. We all sort of love him here. Anyway, Rick moved him because he has ferocious night terrors and it was freaking out the younger kids."
 
   "Night terrors?" I asked, confused over the term.
 
   "Yeah, freaky dreams that make him wake up screaming like the hounds of hell are after him. Rick researched it a lot when Quinn first got here last summer and it's not all that rare. Anything can trigger them, but we're all pretty sure his stem from his asshole father. And no, I'm not apologizing for that one because I'm pretty sure Louise would agree with me," she said with venom in her voice.
 
   "What would I agree with?" Louise asked, coming up from behind and startling us both.
 
   "Quinnie’s father," Amy said, grabbing another pitcher of lemonade while I grabbed the cups. 
 
   "You mean, the prick asshole," Louise said with the same venom as Amy.
 
   "Yep, that'd be the one," Amy said, shooting me a smile despite the heavy topic.
 
   "Why, what'd he do?" I asked, delivering the stack of cups to the Raven table before heading toward our own table. 
 
   "He set him on fire," she said, dropping in a heap in the chair next to me.
 
   "What?" I screeched. Bile rose up my throat as I recalled the scars on the backs of his hands and his words about always being in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
   "Shhhhhhhhh," Amy hissed as several people turned our way.
 
   "Are you serious?" I asked, lowering my voice to a whisper.
 
   She nodded. "He did other bullsnot stuff to him before that, one even sent Quinn to the hospital when he was seven. They took him away and arrested his dad, but when he was released, some pansy dick head judge was convinced he was rehabilitated and gave him back temporary custody. He showed his gratitude by setting Quinnie's bed on fire while he was sleeping."
 
   I looked at her, completely appalled as my eyes filled with tears. What kind of world did we live in that parents did sick-ass stuff like that to their own children? The table around us filled as the other counselors claimed their seats. Their voices floated around me in a haze as I tried to keep from looking at Quinn on the other side of the room, sure that he would know we had been discussing him.
 
   "Kimmie, you okay?" Rick's voice broke through my thoughts.
 
   "Yeah, I'm fine," I said, swallowing the bile that was burning its way through my throat.
 
   "Aren't you hungry?" he asked, looking at my empty plate with concern.
 
   "Um no, I think I just need some fresh air," I said, bolting from the table before I embarrassed myself.
 
   I barely made it to the woods beyond the building before I lost the contents of my stomach. Dry heaves pulsated through me as tears coursed down my cheeks. I was surprised at my reaction, having never been much of a crier. I just always felt it was a wasted emotion that never got me what I wanted anyway. Maybe I was feeling overly emotional from meeting Rick, or putting up with Mason's crap, but something had me feeling overly sensitive. 
 
   "Corn dogs not your usual cuisine, beach bunny?" the one person I wished to avoid mocked from behind me. 
 
   Forgetting the tears on my cheeks, I turned around, deciding now was the time he was going to take a punch in the nose. The sudden movement coupled with my puke-fest left me lightheaded. I took a staggering step forward before crumbling in an unceremonious heap at his judgmental feet. I wish I could say I'd never felt more embarrassed, but this was just another clip from my weeklong blooper real around Mason. All I could do was sit there and try to clear my head so I could run to the cabin and hide.
 
   "Hey, are you crying?" Mason asked, kneeling beside me, concerned.
 
   "What do you care?" I asked, rubbing my eyes with my knuckles to clear away the rest of the fogginess and tears.
 
   "Did someone say something to upset you?" he asked in a tone I didn't recognize.
 
   "You mean besides you?" I said, staggering to my feet. He gripped my arms to help steady me, giving me a sudden sense of déjà vu. Just that morning, he had gripped me the same way. Which, by the way, why did it seem like he was always holding me up? No wonder he thought I was a weakling.
 
   "Yeah, I guess besides me," he said in a voice that almost sounded regretful as he took a step closer to me. "You have clay on your face," he added in a husky voice, swiping his thumb across my cheekbone. 
 
   My skin tingled at his soft touch and suddenly I had a hard time catching my breath. The look on his face was intense. Fighting to compose myself, I wanted to go on the defensive, unsure if he was just messing with me again.
 
   "Well, if you must know, Amy told me about Quinn," I said, sick of the feelings he was able to stir up inside me. "So there, now you can tell me how weak I am. I know it. I can't handle a story without bursting into tears and losing my breakfast. You're right, I don't belong here," I added, wrenching my arms from his grasp and stumbling toward my cabin.
 
   He stopped me in midstep. "You're not weak. I was an asshole to ever say that. I'm not usually like this," he added, looking frustrated.
 
   "Then why?" I asked, dying to know what it was about me that drew out his inner devil.
 
   "I don't know," he answered, running his fingers through his short blond hair. "I guess because I don't think you belong here."
 
   His words crushed me. "F you," I replied before turning away without another word and stalking off to my cabin.
 
   Slamming the door behind me, I sank onto the cot, filled with rage. Who is he to say I didn't belong here? He may have claimed my dad first, but I wasn't giving up my place in his life just because Mason felt threatened. I would show him I did belong here if it was the last thing I did.
 
   I spent the rest of the lunch hour in the cabin trying to calm down. By the time my next lesson rolled around, I felt I was ready to face the world again. My stomach still growled unhappily, but I was able to quiet it down with a dinner roll Louise let me snag on my way to the arts and crafts room. I was ready to tackle my afternoon classes head-on.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   The next two weeks ran much smoother once I set up a routine. For the boys, I stuck to working with clay since they seemed to like molding. With the older girls, I showed them how to roll the clay into marble-sized balls to make the beaded bracelets that adorned my wrists. The first day was spent forming the beads and hollowing them out with skewer sticks. By the third day, the clay was dry enough for them to start painting the beads the colors they liked. They were a quieter group than the boys and definitely easier to work with. I walked around the table as they painted each of their beads, giving out helpful pointers and praise. I discovered that the paper flowers were a big hit with the younger girls. They were enchanted when I showed them how to create the vibrant flowers out of folded tissue paper and green pipe cleaners. 
 
   On the last day of the second week, the younger boys filed in for their afternoon class. They were more subdued than the older boys, but I credited that to the fact that they were whipped from their earlier activities. I pulled out the stash of clay and smiled when their eyes lit up with enthusiasm. They enjoyed working with the clay the most, and the time always flew by when they were in the class with me.
 
   "Like this, Kimmie?" one of the younger boys asked, making me sigh. It seemed inevitable that I would be "Kimmie" for the rest of the summer.
 
   "Yes, Dennis, just like that," I said, smiling at his misshaped clay bowl. "It looks wonderful, dude," I said, ruffling his hair before it even registered. I was amazed at the ease I felt with the kids in just a few days. The ineptness I had felt earlier had all but disintegrated. 
 
   My affection and praise had him beaming at me as he raced to the shelf to set down his new prized possession before he headed off for his last lesson of the day. I cleaned the tables to get the last remnants of the clay off the tables before my girls showed up for my last class of the day. I couldn't help smiling at my possessiveness over them. In just a few short days I had already come to think of them as mine. Life at camp was definitely better than I would have ever thought, marred only by the silence of one. Since our confrontation the day I discovered the truth about Quinn, Mason and I hadn't shared another word. I kept my distance from him and trained myself to refrain from looking in his direction, no matter how badly I wanted to.
 
   "Kimmie," my girls yelled, bursting through the door in their usual exuberant way. Most of them rushed over to hug me like they hadn't seen me in days. Only Alyssa refrained from the hug-fest. 
 
   "Hey, Lyssa, how was archery?" I asked, setting the stack of colored tissue paper on the table.
 
   "Fine," she answered, no longer bristling at my questions. 
 
   In the beginning, I thought she would balk at the nickname I had chosen for her, but much to my surprise, she seemed to like it. She never actually told me so, but the first night I overheard her correcting Parker when she called her Alyssa. She had informed her that it was Lyssa from now on. I was proud of myself, thinking I alone had broken through her shell. Of course, she burst that bubble when she continued to snub me. 
 
   "At least you're making more progress than the rest of us," Amy said admiringly anytime she was around to see it firsthand.
 
   I was still frustrated I couldn't break through Lyssa's wall completely, but I wasn't giving up. 
 
   "Did you show up the boys?" I asked.
 
   She nodded, flashing me a rare grin before ducking her head down to read the open book on her lap. The first day I had tried to engage her with the art project, but saw her instant withdrawal and backed off. 
 
   "Can we make flowers again today, Kimmie?" Parker asked.
 
   "Sure, we're going to make ones with more sheets today. You up for the challenge?" 
 
   "Heck yeah," she squealed, hurrying off to the table to join her friends.
 
   "Okay girls, we're going to do the same flowers as last week, but today I'm going to show you how to make ones like this," I said, holding up the sample flower I had made that was roughly the size of a Frisbee. "You'll be using twelve sheets of tissue paper, so pick your favorite colors. The key to the bigger flowers like these is to keep your folds smaller and more concise."
 
   "Ohhhhhh, I want that one," Frances, one of the younger girls, declared, eyeing it.
 
   I laughed. "I'll show you how I made it and yours will be even better than mine," I promised. I glanced around the table and saw all of them watching me with rapt attention, including Lyssa. It was a unique feeling to have younger kids eating up what I had to say, and made me second-guess my career choices. Maybe I had a future in teaching.
 
   Amy joined me after the last rotation of the day as I was putting supplies away. "So guess what? We're having an after-hours campfire tonight," she declared, dramatically sitting on top of the table I was cleaning off. She lifted her butt as I swiped the rag where she was sitting.
 
   "Um, has it been approved through the boss?" I asked, not keen on the idea of breaking the rules when I was just beginning to fit in. 
 
   "Duh, it was his idea. He said it's a treat for all of us, since everything has been running so smoothly. He said he and Louise will check on the campers while we party it up, baby!"
 
   I raised my eyebrows at her.
 
   "Okay, so I may be paraphrasing, but you get the gist. We're off babysitting duty for the night, sweets," she said enthusiastically, hoping off the table to give me a one-armed hug.
 
   "Sooo, are all the counselors coming?" I asked nonchalantly as I turned out the light before we headed out the door.
 
   "Yes, Miss Avoidance, everyone will be there," she said, making her point clear. "And you are going, even if I have to kick your askish all the way from our cabin."
 
   "Whatever," I sighed. I had been avoiding Mason like the plague, but knew I would eventually have to face him. I wasn't the kind of girl that normally hid from anyone, let alone a sarcastic ass. I was disgusted at myself for letting him dictate my life.
 
   "Fine, but I don't want to sit anywhere near his smug self," I grumbled as we made our way to our cabin to clean up before dinner.
 
   "Don't worry, my sista from another motha, I got your back," she teased, nudging me with her hip. 
 
   "Right, like I don't see your ploy." 
 
   "What?" she asked, feigning innocence. 
 
   "Um, let's see he's tall, has long auburn hair, eyes that could only be described as bedroom eyes and oh yeah, grins like a goon anytime you're around."
 
   "Travis and I are just friends," she protested for the hundredth time over the last few days.
 
   "Right, and I'm married to Channing Tatum," I teased.
 
   "How can you be sure he doesn't just think of me as a friend?" she asked in a voice filled with insecurity.
 
   "Because, Silly Nilly, those sexy eyes of his light up the instant you enter a room," I said.
 
   "How come I don't see it?" 
 
   "Because some meek spirit from the Victorian era takes over your body anytime he's around. I swear, you become a shy, blushing girl who's hardly recognizable. I was tempted to do a séance last night after your body was taken over yet again."
 
   "Gahhhhhh, I know. I don't know what is wrong with me."
 
   "Face it, you're smitten," I teased.
 
   "Smitten?" she said, making a face like it was sour word. 
 
   "I figured your inner Victorian spirit would relate better to that term," I said, dancing out of the way as she took a swing at me.
 
   "Shut it," she said, laughing with me.
 
   "Hey, at least you know Travis likes you," I said sourly.
 
   "So you say," she said, still not ready to accept it. "Besides, I still think Mason is harboring a secret desire to do the nasty to you," she quipped, racing to the cabin when I swung at her this time.
 
   "As if," I muttered to myself. More like, has the desire to pitch me off a cliff.
 
   Dinner was the usual noisy affair as the campers compared their days and caught up. I was in my customary seat, sandwiched between Rick and Amy, with Travis and Mason sitting directly across the round table from us. Mealtime had become my own personal hell anyway. If I wasn't working to avoid meeting Mason's continuous glare, I had to watch Travis's starry-eyed gazes at Amy, and her blushing shy metamorphosis. I mean, seriously?
 
   "Are you excited about your night off?" Rick asked, buttering a roll before dipping it into his hearty stew.
 
   "Yeah, it should be fun," I said, still not completely convinced.
 
   "They're always a hit," he said, taking a swig of iced tea. "Of course, you guys might get rained out when the cold front moves in tonight," he added.
 
   "Cold front?" I asked. The last few days had warmed up significantly, and for the most part, a hooded sweatshirt was all I needed.
 
   "Yep, looks like Mother Nature wants to give us one more blast of winter before she lets go."
 
   "But it's almost the third week of June," I protested, hating the idea of wearing the heavy parka again.
 
   "Welcome to global warming," he said, laughing at the irony that we were getting the exact opposite of warm. "Don't worry though, if you guys are lucky, maybe it will hold off until your campout is over." 
 
   "I hope so," I said half-truthfully. Getting rained out seemed like the perfect excuse. By the excited chatter around our table that night, I could tell my feelings were solitary.
 
   "You don't sound very enthusiastic," Rick stated. 
 
   "I was just contemplating the idea of wearing my parka again just when I thought I was going to be able to bury it," I lied.
 
   He laughed. "Yes, I've noticed cold weather doesn't seem to be your thing. You're a California girl through and through," he said.
 
   "Not really," I said, kicking myself. I had made it my goal to fit into Rick's world as much as I could. Bitching about the cold weather wouldn't go a long way in helping my cause.
 
   "Kimmie, there's nothing wrong with preferring a certain state," Rick said quietly.
 
   "I want to fit in, in this state," I said looking down, not liking how vulnerable I felt. 
 
   "You're doing amazing," he said, reaching over to squeeze my hand. "You've adapted wonderfully to this lifestyle, better than most people thrown into the same circumstance," he added.
 
   I flushed with pride at his words. "Thanks, Rick. It really is an amazing camp, and the kids are great," I said, letting my gaze linger on Lyssa and Quinn who happened to be sitting together at the next table over.
 
   "Yeah, it's hard not to get attached," he said, turning serious as he followed my gaze.
 
   "Everything okay?" I asked, puzzled by the sudden tension radiating off him. I wondered if it was because a boy and girl were sitting next to each other.
 
   He sighed and lowered his voice. "I got a call from Alyssa's court advocate and the loony-ass judge has granted her father temporary custody again, effective immediately," he said grimly.
 
   "What does that mean?" I demanded, not liking the sound of it.
 
   "It means they're coming to get her tomorrow," he said, defeated.
 
   "What?" I screeched, pissed beyond further words.
 
   "Shhhhhh," he said, trying to quiet me down as everyone in the dining hall turned to look at me. "She doesn't know. Louise and I plan on telling her after dinner and we want you and Amy to join us." 
 
   Uncharacteristic tears filled my eyes. The judge was a moron. What the hell was he thinking putting her back with her father? 
 
   "That sucks ass," I said, not bothering to watch my language in front of him.
 
   "I know," he sighed. "But it's our job to make it as easy on her as we can."
 
   I nodded my head, knowing he was right. "We'll be there," I said.
 
   "Good, I knew I could count on you," he said, squeezing my hand one last time.
 
   I turned my gaze from his and found Mason studying us with interest. For the first time in days, I didn't glare at him. Right now, our apparent animosity toward each other seemed silly. We were insignificant in the whole grand scheme of things. 
 
   I pulled my gaze from his when Amy said my name on the other side of me.
 
   "What was Rick saying about Alyssa?" she asked quietly.
 
   "They're sending her back to her dad tomorrow," I whispered back.
 
   "Mother of focking hell, are you kidding me?" she hissed.
 
   "I wish," I said miserably. "Rick wants us to join him and Louise when they tell her."
 
   "Of course, but dang it to hell," she said.
 
   "I know. Hard-Knock Girl strikes again," I added.
 
   The rest of the meal passed quickly as the three of us contemplated the impending unpleasant task ahead of us. When the meal was over, Amy and I headed over to Lyssa.
 
   "Hey girlie, we need to talk with you for a few, okay?" Amy said.
 
   She looked at us apprehensively and I tried to smile at her reassuringly, but it came out more as a grimace. Together we headed to Rick's cluttered office.
 
   Amy and I perched on the small loveseat on the far side of the room with Alyssa sandwiched between us. Rick sat on the corner of his desk while Louise leaned against the wall looking like she wanted to strangle someone.
 
   "Whatever it is, spit it out," Lyssa said in her usual abrasive way that I had come to realize was nothing more than a shield. 
 
   Without asking permission, I reached over and grabbed her hand. I expected her to pull it away in her normal sassy way, but she surprised me by gripping it hard in her own hand. 
 
   "Judge Lewis has awarded custody back to your father," Rick said, not beating around the bush. 
 
   "When?" she asked in a distant voice.
 
   "Effective immediately. They're sending your court liaison tomorrow to pick you up."
 
   "Oh, I guess I better go pack," she said in a dead voice, dropping my hand as she stood up.
 
   "Alyssa, sweetie, do you want to talk about it?" Louise asked, leaving her place against the wall.
 
   "Talk about what? The fact that my dad got custody once again? It's no big surprise, right? I'm the Hard-Knock Girl after all," she added, looking at Amy before heading out the door.
 
   Amy groaned and dropped her head into her hands. Without thinking, I jumped off the couch and ran after her.
 
   "Lyssa, wait up," I said, reaching her as she hit the trail for our cabin.
 
   "Why?" she asked in the same belligerent voice she used the first day I met her.
 
   "Because, I care about you," I said, reaching out to put my hand on her shoulder. 
 
   "You care about me? That's rich," she mocked, jerking back away from me. "You have two parents who want you, princess. You don't think we all see you strutting around on your high horse around here. Poor Kimberly feels bad for the orphans. Boo for you," she lashed out, striding toward the cabin door.
 
   I stood where she left me, shell-shocked. Did everyone here really feel that way about me? I knew I was worlds removed from the pain they had suffered, but I didn't realize they all thought of me as a fraud.
 
   "She's just upset," Amy said, coming up beside me.
 
   I shook my head. "My mom always says there's a grain of truth in everything everyone says," I mumbled. 
 
   "Kimbe, she's just upset. None of us feel that way," she said, grabbing my hand to drag me off toward the bonfire that was blazing to life in the center of the campsite.
 
   "Shouldn't we make sure she's okay?" I asked, trying to shake of the last of my hurt feelings. This wasn't about me. This was about the hurt little girl in our cabin.
 
   "She just needs a little space. Hopefully, we'll get to see her again next summer if you decide to spend the summer with us again," she said, wagging her eyebrows at me.
 
   "Are you sure?" I asked, shooting one last look at the cabin before I let her drag me away.
 
   "I'm positive. Trust me, sometimes when you get a blow like this, you need time to pick yourself up and dust the disappointment off," Amy answered, making it clear she'd been in the same position before.
 
   "This totally sucks," I said, kicking a rock as hard as I could.
 
   She laughed harshly. "It's life. If I had a quarter for every time my life turned unpleasant, I'd be rich. Trust me, I know how Alyssa feels. She just needs a little time to get her shield back in place. It's tough to leave people behind that actually care about you," she added, clearly speaking from experience.
 
   "I'm sorry," I said, slipping my arm through hers. 
 
   "Thanks, seriously though, I'm over my childhood drama," she said. "Come on, let's go see what kind of ruckus the others are up to," she added, sounding uncomfortable.
 
   Pushing my concern to the back burner, I let her drag me to the group that was laughing and chattering happily around the blazing fire. I felt it was a betrayal to be partying while Lyssa was so unhappy, but remembered only Amy and I knew what was going on. We plopped down on one of the benches, watching the flames leap into the night sky.
 
   Travis came loping up to us as soon as he spotted Amy. "What took so long?" he demanded. 
 
   "I had to do my nails," Amy quipped, flashing him her hand, which was funny because her nails were notorious for being ragged. Between rowing and other chores, most of her nails were broken down to the quicks.
 
   "They look lovely," he said, capturing her hand in his, not bothering to check since his eyes never left hers. "Come dance with me," he said, dragging her to her feet.
 
   "There's no music," she protested, giggling.
 
   "John, music," he called out over his shoulder. Within seconds, John's iPod was docked and blasting out of the speakers. "Now there is," he said, grinning at her.
 
   "Fine, but you better not ruin my pedicure," she joked, following him to the clearing where a couple of the other counselors were dancing to the music.
 
   I watched them for a while, enjoying the feel of the fire on my chilled skin. Rick had been right, a cold front was definitely moving in. I would never get used to this wacky weather. Someone changed the playlist on the iPod and softer music filled the night. Travis pulled Amy into his arms like he had been waiting for this moment all his life. I watched them for a few minutes before deciding that while I wasn't exactly jealous, I was envious of the obvious affection they shared. I stood up and dusted off my butt so I could go check on Lyssa. 
 
   "Not up to your usual party standards?" Mason asked, stepping out in front of me. His dog tags gleamed in the glow of the campfire.
 
   "Do you wear these to try to be cool?" I asked, reaching out to grab them.
 
   His warm hand came up and covered mine. "They were my dad's. He died during deployment nine years ago," he said quietly.
 
   "Damn you," I said after a moment. "Why do you manage to bring out the worst in me? I'm not this mean, snippy person," I said, dropping my head. "Why do you hate me so much?" I finally added, looking up at him more confused than ever. I wanted to hate him as much as he hated me, but I couldn't help being drawn to him. My emotions had been put through the wringer tonight, and for the first time in forever, I fought back a sob.
 
   "I don't hate you," he said in a raspy voice, dragging me closer with my hand still clutched in his. "I don't know what I feel, but God knows it's not hate," he added a breath away from me. 
 
   My heart pounded in my chest, almost painfully. How had we wound up this close, staring at each other so intently when we were just exchanging insults?
 
   "It's not?" I asked, thinking I heard him wrong.
 
   "No, Kimberly, it's not," he said. "Dance with me," he said softly, changing the subject.
 
   "Why?" I asked, afraid I was being punked again.
 
   "Because, I've been thinking of holding you in my arms for days, and I'm done fighting it."
 
   I shivered as goose bumps popped up on my arms. His closeness was affecting my breathing as I puffed out short shallow breaths.
 
   He pulled me into his arms and locked them firmly around me. Our bodies swayed slowly together to the nearby music in the air. I could feel the heat of his body as he pulled me even closer. I nervously moistened my lips with the tip of my tongue. His eyes darkened as he watched me. I tucked my tongue back in my mouth quickly, not wanting him to think I had done it on purpose. 
 
   His free hand moved up my arm, past my shoulder, until it cupped my neck. "I just can't seem to get you out of my mind. God knows I want to," he said huskily, moving even closer.
 
   "Why don't you want me in your mind?" 
 
   "Because, I wasn't looking for a summer fling with some girl heading off to college."
 
   "Fling?" I questioned, dropping my eyes to his lips. For days I had been fighting the urge to think about how they would feel pressed against mine, and now they were just inches away.
 
   Catching my look, he tightened his hold on me before finally dropping his lips to mine. Delicious heat flared through me followed by a blanket of coolness as the skies opened up above us. I felt the stinging rain pelt my face, but paid it no mind as his lips claimed mine for his own. I snaked my free hand along his stomach until it gripped the side of his shirt, pulling him closer.
 
   "It's raining," he mumbled against my lips. 
 
   "I don't care," I said recklessly. There had been such a fine line of hate between us for days that it felt surreal to be wrapped in his arms.
 
   "Neither do I," he said, dropping his lips almost roughly back on mine once again. I moaned softly at how delicious the pressure felt. He used the tip of his tongue to coax my mouth open and I complied without hesitation. Time stood still as we stayed locked in each other's arms.
 
   "Alyssa's gone," a loud disapproving voice said from behind me.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   "What?" I asked, turning around to see an unhappy Rick standing directly behind us.
 
   "I said, Alyssa is gone," he repeated, emphasizing his words.
 
   "What do you mean 'gone'?" I demanded as water dripped down my face. 
 
   "She ran away. Her cot is empty and she left a note saying she'd rather live in the woods than live with her father," he said, looking panicked for the first time ever.
 
   "Holy crap, what are we going to do?" I asked, scanning the immense forest that surrounded us. 
 
   "I'm organizing search parties until the forest rangers can get here."
 
   "Okay, let's go," I said, anxious to start the search.
 
   "Not so fast. You need to change. The cold front has moved in and everyone needs to dress warmer and wear a rain slicker," he said, blatantly pointing out our drenched state. His words seemed to trigger a reaction in me, making me suddenly aware I was standing in a torrential downpour. Shudders ripped through me as my mind and body connected to how chilled I was. 
 
   "But we need to find her now," I said as my teeth started to chatter. 
 
   "We will, but we need to be prepared before we go off traipsing through the woods all willy-nilly. Meet me in the mess hall in five minutes," he said, shooting us one last disgruntled look before heading off to the other cabins.
 
   I turned to Mason, confused over everything that had transpired in the last few minutes. 
 
   He sighed as he watched me shake uncontrollably from the cold. "Go change, we'll sort this mess out after we find Alyssa," he said, dismissing me as he strode off toward his cabin.
 
   Sort the mess out? So, kissing me was a mess? I thought angrily. He was the one that initiated the lip-lock, and now he wanted to categorize it as some mess that needed to be swept under the carpet. I swear, he's mental, I grumbled to myself as I stomped to my cabin. 
 
   The lights were on as I pushed the door open. All eyes were on me when I entered.
 
   "Is it true?" Parker asked with eyes filled with tears. 
 
   "Yeah," I answered quietly as the graveness of the situation fully gripped me. "But don't worry, we're going to find her," I said, grabbing a stack of dry clothes before heading to the bathroom. I could hear the worried voices of the younger campers as I hurriedly stripped off my wet clothes. Shivers shook my body, making it hard to pull the dry clothes on. After my second layer was added, I finally began to feel some relief from the cold that had gripped me. I headed back to the main room to pull on warm socks as Amy burst through the door, looking like a drowned rat.
 
   I couldn't help laughing briefly at the sight of her.
 
   "Can you believe this?" she asked through chattering teeth.
 
   "Which part?" I asked gravely.
 
   "I know, right?" she said, heading to the bathroom.
 
   The room was now silent as all the girls watched me, waiting for reassurance. 
 
   "We're going to find her," I said firmly, trying to convince myself as much as them as I pulled on my rain slicker.
 
   "It's raining though," said Tracey, one of the shyer girls. 
 
   "I know, which means she probably didn't go far," I answered, hoping I was right.
 
   "Ready?" Amy asked, coming out of the bathroom and pulling on her own rain slicker.
 
   "Yep, try not to worry," I told the girls as we headed out of the cabin and raced over the mud-slicked ground toward the mess hall.
 
   The large room was busy with activity. Everyone crowded around one of the round tables that had a map spread out on it. "We're going to split up in teams and take the five different trails," Rick said, pointing to various spots on the map. "It's likely she stayed on familiar ground, but I still want us to search all the trails, including the advanced ones. Mason will team up with someone and take the Mountain Lion trail, while Travis and I will take the Black Bear trail. The easier trails will be divided up by the remaining teams. Amy I want you to stay behind in case Alyssa comes back. She knows you best," he added.
 
   Amy nodded. 
 
   "What about me?" I asked.
 
   Rick turned to me, but before he could answer, Mason answered for him. "You'll be with me," he said.
 
   Rick started to argue, but Mason interrupted again. "Look, she doesn't know the trails at all and I'm your best guide. If we're partnering up, she should be with me." 
 
   "You better watch her like a hawk," Rick answered, giving Mason an odd look that was hard to read.
 
   "Yes, sir," Mason said with just a touch of anger. 
 
   Without a doubt, the tension between them had something to do with me, but now wasn’t the time to deal with it, not with Lyssa out there somewhere.
 
   Rick handed me a lightweight backpack. "Keep this on at all times," he ordered.
 
   "What is it?" I asked, adjusting the straps on my shoulders so it would fit more comfortably.
 
   "Emergency supplies in case anything happens."
 
   "Oh, okay," I answered, feeling it was overkill. I wasn't the one lost in the forest. 
 
   I felt a little better once I saw everyone else shrugging on similar packs. 
 
   "Team leaders, grab a walkie-talkie from the chargers and let’s head out. We have a scared little girl to find," he said, pulling on his own pack.
 
   He stopped in front of me before heading out the door. "Do not leave Mason's side, do you understand me?" 
 
   I nodded, feeling my emotions getting the better of me again at the concern in his voice.
 
   "I mean it. The terrain you'll be on can be dangerous under normal conditions. In these conditions it will be much worse. Make sure you watch your footing."
 
   "I will, Rick," I said, taken aback at how serious he sounded. 
 
   He pulled me in for a quick hug. "Be careful," he told Mason, giving him a one-armed hug as we exited the building. 
 
   The rain was still coming down in bucket loads, so I tightened the drawstring of my hooded raincoat so only my face peeked out. Mason did the same before purposefully striding past the cabins toward the notorious Mountain Lion trail. I had to practically jog to keep up with his long strides, but I was careful with each step I took over the uneven ground. The idea of holding up our search by doing something embarrassing like tripping or falling down the mountain was stressing me out. Mason and I both held flashlights, but the rain was falling so hard, it was like sheets of glass, making it difficult to see more than a few feet ahead. I slowly began to fall behind and debated calling out to Mason, but my breathing was labored from the slow steady climb we'd been on.
 
   Mason finally turned to check on me and waited impatiently for me to catch up. "Can you do this?" he asked when I closed the gap.
 
   "Yes, I can do this," I said through gritted teeth, fighting the urge to hit him. Where was the guy who had swept me in his arms just an hour ago? What had changed between then and now? "Not all of us have Jolly Green Giant legs," I said sarcastically, sweeping ahead of him.
 
   He caught up to me in seconds and resumed the leadership position. He slowed his pace slightly so I didn't have to work so hard to keep up. The forest quickly closed in around us the higher we climbed, and the path began to narrow to the point that we were forced to walk single file. 
 
   "Do you think she would have picked this trail to take?" I finally asked as the silence began to wear on me. 
 
   He stopped abruptly and I mentally prepared myself for a sarcastic rebuttal, but he surprised me. "Nah, not really, and neither did Rick, but we didn't want to risk it in case we were wrong. It would have been tough for her to cover this much terrain with her short legs. Plus, I'm not seeing any signs of her on the trail."
 
   "You can do that?" I asked impressed, even though I didn't want to be. 
 
   "I know this trail well and I'm the only one who takes the groups this way, so I would notice if something was different." 
 
   "Must be nice to be in such good shape," I puffed out as we continued our hike.
 
   He laughed. "You're not doing half bad for this being you're first time. I'm surprised you've kept up so well," he added, still chuckling.
 
   His words slowly sank in. "You jerk, have you been deliberately making me run after you?" I demanded as anger rose up in me.
 
   "I had to see what you're made of, beach bunny," he teased, standing at the edge of the steep trail.
 
   "What the hell is your problem? One minute you hate me, the next you're kissing me and the next you're acting like an asshole again. Your mood swings are making me motion sick. Are you threatened because you're afraid I'm going to take your precious foster father from you?" I demanded, placing my hands on my hips so I could catch my breath after my tirade. 
 
   He looked at me incredulously for a moment with rain dripping down his face before he let out another bark of laughter. 
 
   I looked around for anything I could use to hit him in his cocky face. 
 
   Sensing my anger, he finally became serious. "I told you earlier, I don't hate you. When I first heard about you, I was afraid you would hurt Rick like your mom had. That night he found out about you, he cried. Did you know that? I came into his office and he was still clutching the phone with tears streaming down his face. I sat up with him all night as he ranted about the injustice of the situation. He cursed your mom for being so selfish and wound up breaking several things in his office that night, but by the time morning rolled around, he said he didn't care about her betrayal, he just wanted to know you."
 
   His words were heartbreaking. I had been so wrapped up in what my mom had done to me, I only considered my own feelings. I hadn't thought of what it must have felt like for Rick.
 
   "I was afraid you'd get here and decide this lifestyle wasn't to your taste and you'd leave before Rick could get to know you. That's why I taunted you. I figured if you were going to leave anyway, it would be better if it was sooner than later, but each of my taunts only spurred you on further," he admitted. 
 
   "It did," I admitted. "I was bound and determined to show you I could fit in here."
 
   "I know and believe it or not, I admired you for it. I watched how you struggled to learn everything you could during the training. And then, what do you know, you actually began to excel at it. You’re a tough chick."
 
   "If that's true, then why have you still been riding me so hard?" I asked.
 
   His eyebrows arched at my words and I blushed when I caught the innuendo. 
 
   "You know what I mean, perv."
 
   "I don’t know. You intrigued me or something. Maybe it sounds stupid or whatever, but I was trying to make you leave, but then I also wanted you to stay—it was making me nuts," he admitted. "I know it doesn’t make any sense. It would have been easier if you would've buckled under the scrutiny, but you didn't."
 
   "I didn't come here to hurt Rick or disrupt your lives. I've been so pissed at my mom for what she did that I didn't stop to think of the impact on everyone else," I said, lifting my face so I could look him in the eye. "Friends?" I added, sticking my hand out so we could shake.
 
   "Beach bunny, I want to be more than you friend," he said, grinning at me as he reached for my hand. Both of our hands were like ice, but I could feel the heat ignite between us as we touched.
 
   "Can you handle that?" he asked, tugging me closer. 
 
   "The question is, can you handle it?" I asked as he dragged me in his arms.
 
   "Definitely," he said as rain continued to pelt us from above.
 
   My smile never made it to my face as the ground we were standing on crumbled away from the edge of the trail, dragging us along with it. My scream froze in my throat while the rough terrain whipped by at a rapid pace.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   My screams finally broke, ringing through the forest as the flow of water that had swept our trail out from under us dragged us down the mountain. I tried to hang on to Mason, but the momentum of the fall pulled his hand from mine.
 
   I could hear him hollering my name, but lost track of where he was. The pitch-black night closed in around me as small bushes pelted my body over and over again along our continued descent down the steep decline. I tried to grasp the ground beneath me and felt my left middle finger snap. Letting out a scream of anguish, I cradled my injured hand against my chest as I continued to travel down the mountain at breakneck speed. Finally, after what felt like a lifetime, I slammed into a tree. My head spun from the impact and instant darkness, different than sky around me, clouded my vision and I passed out. 
 
   My body felt like it was no longer whole. I reached down to check my broken finger to find my arm was missing. I tried to sit up in a panic and heard a low rumbling sound, almost like a growl. Two glowing, menacing eyes appeared at my feet. Jumping out of the darkness, a wolf sank his teeth into my leg, trying to rip my limb from my body. I fought, kicking my leg, trying to free myself from his vice like jaws. As I turned and jerked my body, I felt a warm breathing sensation on the back of my neck. I looked up just as another wolf tore into my jugular, and everything went black again. I woke screaming bloody murder and disoriented that I couldn't see anything, even with my eyes open. The dream felt so real, and for a moment, I forgot everything about the fall. After a few seconds, my eyes finally adjusted and I was able to make out the shapes of the trees around me.
 
   I struggled to sit up, but my head felt like it was being pummeled by a jackhammer. Everything around me was spinning, making my dinner from earlier come up as I heaved on the ground beside me. I raised my hand tentatively to my head to check for any damage, encountering a smooth surface. I freaked out for a moment until I realized I was feeling my raincoat hood instead of my scalp. How my hood had managed to stay on my head while I tumbled down the mountain was beyond me. I reached up to untangle the strings that held it in place and shrieked in pain. The broken finger I had forgotten about reminded me with pain coursing through my hand and up my arm. I held it in front of my face, squinting to try and gauge the damage, but the surrounding darkness made it impossible to see. What a time for the moon and stars to be hidden by the clouds. As far as I could tell, the rest of my body seemed okay, so I cradled my injured hand against my chest and struggled to stand up. My head was still fuzzy and I clung to the tree that had stopped me from tumbling further down the mountain.
 
   "Mason!" I called over the rain that continued to beat the ground.
 
   My head threatened a mutiny. I waited several throbbing beats before screaming again, but my fear of being all alone outweighed the pain, so I screamed his name again. When no return call came back, I sank back down on the ground. My flashlight was long gone and I knew from my short training sessions with Rick that I'd be doing more harm than good if I started wandering around in the dark. 
 
   I pulled off my backpack that was now only holding on by one half-torn strap and cradled it in my lap. Scooting my bottom back, I tucked my legs up into my raincoat and rested my back against the tree that had become my sanctuary. A million thoughts jumbled through my head. Had they found Alyssa yet? And was Mason hurt or even alive? I knew Rick would find me, but figured it wouldn't be until morning when the rain stopped that they would come looking for us. Despair raced through me and I rested my head on my knees as tears fell hot and fast from my eyes. I was lost, cold and all alone in an area I knew nothing about. My nightmare from earlier ran through my head. I tried to tamp down my panic that maybe I wasn't as alone as I thought I was. 
 
   The fact that my watch still worked was as much of a curse as a blessing. I couldn’t stop myself from checking the time, so the hours passed dreadfully slow as I anxiously waited to be dragged off by some wild animal. Just before dawn, I finally started to relax as my eyes began to make out my surroundings. The rain continued to fall, but the sun was making its way up over the horizon, and I finally allowed myself the luxury of drifting off to sleep.
 
   I woke several hours later, completely disoriented. Looking around, I was shocked to find how far I had traveled down the mountain from where we were last night. God, that’s a long way up, I thought. The other problem was I had no idea how far I was from camp Unlikely Allies, or if I was even on the same side of the mountain. I tried to see if I could make out the path or trail that led back up, but found none. If there was a path, the steady downpour from last night had washed it away. Rising to my feet on unsteady legs, I felt claustrophobic from the endless number of trees surrounding me. Every direction looked the same, and if there was a way out of here, I wasn’t seeing it.
 
   I took a deep breath to shake off my irrational behavior and began to take stock of the situation. "First and foremost, I need to find Mason," I said out loud. It felt good to break up the silence that cloaked me like an unwanted blanket. I knew I’d appear loony talking to myself, but hearing any noise besides the pouring rain gave me a small degree of comfort, even if it was only my voice. 
 
   My head still felt like a freight train had used it for a demo run, but I paid it no mind as I began to make my way along the uneven ground at the base of the mountain. Being able to see where I was going gave me some security as I made my way over rocks and downed branches that would have tripped me up in the dark. Every so often, I would holler Mason's name as I zigzagged my way down to flat ground. I walked at least a quarter of mile along the base before I dropped down another five feet and then doubled back the way I had just traveled. The terrain was so dense with trees that I kept my eyes peeled to the ground so I wouldn't walk right by Mason without realizing it. I was beginning to give up on my third pass of walking on flatter ground. It wasn't like he would have continued his downward spiral once the ground became more level. 
 
   "Mason," I called in a weaker voice. I had called his name so often my throat was now paying the price. I tried not to dwell on the various aches and pains I felt, but I couldn't ignore the muscles I usually didn't use. They were definitely cursing me as my movements became more sluggish. Mason was right, I wasn’t used to this kind of physical labor and I definitely didn't belong here. I tried to take my mind off the pain, and my grumbling tummy for that matter, by fantasizing about when Rick would find us. I had the shower and meal all planned out. At least my raincoat had kept me relatively dry, but sloshing through the wet underbrush had left my pant legs drenched from the knee down and my tennis shoes were so soggy, I felt uncomfortable walking in them. "And after I use all the hot water in camp, I'm sleeping for days," I mumbled out loud.
 
   My words were met with movement off to my left in the thick underbrush between the mountain and me. Holding back a shriek of terror, I waited for some crazed animal to leap out on me. After a few seconds, my heart removed itself from my throat and reason took over.
 
   "Mason?" I asked cautiously, creeping closer to the spot where the noise had originated. 
 
   "Kimberly," his voice said weakly.
 
   Charging through the brush, I found Mason nestled in the embrace of a large bush. He was virtually hidden from sight and I would have never found him if I wouldn't have been talking to myself.
 
   "Are you okay?" I asked, taking in the multiple abrasions that marred his handsome features. Do I look that bad? I couldn't help thinking.
 
   "Not really," he said, throwing me for a loop. With the exception of his raincoat being pretty much ripped to shreds in the front, and the multiple scratches on his face and hands, he looked relatively okay. I watched as he struggled to a sitting position that he couldn't quite manage. He wound up settling for resting on his elbows. I stepped forward to offer help, but was puzzled about what his injury was.
 
   "Are you hurt?" I asked.
 
   "You could say that," he said, looking at me gravely as he slowly lifted the edge of his trashed raincoat to reveal his legs. 
 
   The acid rolled in my stomach. “Oh my God,” I said as I took in the sight of his legs. It took me a moment to comprehend what I was looking at. The left leg looked fine with the exception of multiple tears in the jeans, but it was his right leg that made me swallow back the bile rising in my throat. A sharp, jagged-looking stick poked out where there should have been denim. It was only after looking at it closer that I realized the white stick wasn't a stick at all—it was his bone. The impact of the fall had obviously snapped the bone in half, making the jagged edge pierce through not only the skin, but also the denim from his jeans.
 
   I swayed on my feet, looking at the bleeding oozing mess that just hours before had been a functional limb.
 
   "Kimberly, look at me," Mason said, finally dragging my attention from his mangled leg. It took me a moment to finally look up into his face that was devoid of color. "Are you okay?" he asked, voicing the same question I had just asked him. 
 
   I laughed a humorless laugh. No, I wasn't okay. Nothing about this situation was okay. I wanted to rant and rave, to stomp my feet, but most of all, I just wanted to be home. I pulled it together before answering him. Now was not the time to lose it. Now was the time to pull on my big girl panties as Quinn would say and figure out how I was going to get us out of this mess.
 
   "I'm fine," I said, finally meeting his eyes. "Well, except for a broken finger," I said, holding up my finger to show him.
 
   He chuckled and then grimaced in pain as I flipped him off while displaying my injury.
 
   "Yeah, this would have come in handy two days ago when you were still pissing me off," I said wryly.
 
   He shot me a small smile laced with pain.
 
   "Sooo, guess I'm the last man standing," I continued to joke as I pulled my backpack off. "Where's your bag?" I asked more seriously. 
 
   "I'm guessing halfway between us and the spot where the earth decided to open up out from under us. I lost the walkie-talkie too," he said, obviously disgusted with himself. "But I did manage to hold onto this," he said, holding up his flashlight.
 
   I nearly wept when I saw it. With the rain still continuing to fall, I had begun to doubt that help would come today, making another night outdoors inevitable. 
 
   Holding my tears in check, I went for a saucy comeback. "Well, I guess I'll keep you around," I said, digging through my bag. I pulled out one of the three bottles of water from inside. I handed it to Mason to open since my finger made it impossible to twist the lid. 
 
   He took a long drink and then handed it back to me. I took a smaller drink, but he forced me to drink more. "Obtaining more water won't be an issue," he said as the rain continued to pelt us. 
 
   I nodded before dealing with the most pressing issue at hand. "What are we going to do about that?" I asked pointedly, looking at his leg.
 
   "I won't be able to move until we stabilize it, but even then, short of scooting on my ass, I won't be doing much moving."
 
   "Stabilize?" I asked, trying to not think about the idea of touching the mangled mess and causing him more pain.
 
   "Yeah, you'll have to help me stabilize it," he said. "In your bag, you should have a first aid kit. Double check to make sure it's in there."
 
   I pulled the flap of the bag open and reached inside with my one good hand. I fumbled around a little, maneuvering the other two water bottles to the side until I finally felt the small rectangular box with my fingers. "Aha," I said, holding the box up triumphantly.
 
   "Okay, good. Open it up and see if the ACE bandage is in there," he said, lying back down, clearly spent from holding himself up. 
 
   I fumbled with the latch of the box with my one hand and finally leaned forward to use my teeth to pop the stubborn lock. The box sprang open and I had to juggle the contents as they threatened to spill out. Taking a quick inventory, I saw several different sized Band-Aids, a handful of packets of Advil, individually wrapped alcohol wipes, a roll of gauze, a small tube of antibiotic cream and a rolled-up ACE bandage. I had to bite back a near hysterical laugh at the small tube of antibiotic cream. It would be as effective at treating Mason's open wound as applying duct tape to a leak in a dam. 
 
   "Did you find it?" Mason asked, trying to peer at me from his prone position.
 
   "Yeah," I said, trying to shake off my despair as I shoved the Band-Aids, gauze, cream, wipes and pain relievers back into the small white plastic box. I held up the rolled-up bandage into his line of vision so he could see it. 
 
   "Okay, good," he said, raising himself back up on his elbows. "You need to search around and find two branches that are each roughly two-feet long, with maybe a quarter-inch diameter. They need to be as straight as you can find. Stay within sight of where I am so you don't get turned around and lost," he added, sinking back down with his eyes closed in obvious pain.
 
   "Are you okay?" I asked, reaching for his hand unconsciously. The ashen look his face had taken was scary. Tears flooded my eyes as the enormity of the situation overwhelmed me. He needed me like no one ever had before. This was a situation I couldn't hide from and no one was waiting in the wings to swoop in to do it for me.
 
   "I will be once we stabilize my leg. Whenever I move the pain ricochets throughout my body," he said, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. "Don't cry, it's all good," he added, trying to reassure me. 
 
   "I'm not crying, it's the rain," I lied, putting on a tougher act than I felt. "You just lay there and look pretty while I do all the work," I teased, gently extracting my hand from his so I could swipe the moisture from my face.
 
   "You do that, and see if you can whip me up some grub and a dryer bed too," he teased with his eyes closed again.
 
   "Sure thing, princess," I teased, standing up.
 
   I left the brush that hid Mason from view and started scouting around for sticks that matched his description. Keeping his hideout in my line of vision, I continued to look along the base of the mountain. After just a few minutes, I hit pay dirt on two of his requests. Smiling to myself in satisfaction, I was happy to have a goal in mind. 
 
   I could do this. 
 
   With a solid plan now set in my mind, I hurried back to Mason, ready to offer him some relief. He was asleep when I arrived back at his side. I set the sticks to the side and studied his leg while he slept. I turned off the part of my mind that wanted to reject what I was seeing and instead studied it much like I would a piece of art that I was analyzing. The bone sticking out of the skin was my biggest concern. I knew enough about the human body to know that an open wound was not a good thing. I was puzzled it wasn't bleeding profusely, but suspected it must not have hit any kind of artery when it broke through the skin. Looking at it closely, I saw that dirt and debris had found its way into the wound making it clear that it would have to be cleaned thoroughly if I was going to save him from infection. The fact that the denim on that leg was ripped to shreds would make my job easier when it came to cleaning the leg effectively. After several minutes of studying the injury, I sat back. I wasn't looking forward to what I was going to have to do, but having a plan at least made it easier to accept. 
 
   Taking my eyes from his injury, I studied his features while he slept. Now that we weren't at each other's throats, I could appreciate how handsome he really was. Even with multiple scratches, he still had the rugged good looks they had to Photoshop on most male models. He screamed outdoors and maleness. Even laid up, he gave off the aura of protectiveness. Without thinking, I reached my hand up to brush a smudge of dirt off his forehead.
 
   "Taking advantage of me, beach bunny?" he mocked lightly with his eyes still closed. 
 
   "Yep, you found me out. I've just been waiting for the right moment to make my move," I quipped, removing my hand from his forehead. He reached up and grasped it before I could do a full retreat. 
 
   "I suspected it all along. I knew you thought I was hot," he teased, opening his eyes. 
 
   "Whatever helps you sleep at night, honey."
 
   He chuckled softly before grimacing in pain again. "You ready for this?" he asked.
 
   I wanted to tell the truth and say "hell no," but I nodded my head instead. 
 
   "It'll be a cakewalk," I said with false bravado.
 
   "That's my girl," he said, looking at me proudly.
 
   His trust in me was almost my undoing as I fought a new wave of panic. Who was I fooling? I wasn't a nurse. Hell, I hated to even watch doctor-related TV shows since they always made me squeamish. I’d take a horror movie any day because at least I knew all the blood and gore was fake.
 
   Fighting back my panic, I lined up the supplies I would need. "I have to clean the wound first," I said, not looking at him as I handed the water bottle to him with shaky hands so he could unscrew the cap for me.
 
   "Can you do this with your broken finger?" he asked, concerned.
 
   "I plan on using my good hand as much as possible," I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking as I prepared to pour the water over his leg.
 
   "Kimberly," he said.
 
   "Yeah?" I asked, finally looking at him.
 
   "You got this," he said with the confidence I was lacking.
 
   "I got this," I repeated, and then silently chanted it to myself over and over again as I kneeled in front of his leg. I turned the bottle slowly so only a little would pour out at a time. The clear liquid ran over his injury, washing away the majority of the blood and gore.
 
   Mason let out a string of muffled curses that I willed myself to tune out as I continued to clean as much of the debris as I could from the oozing wound. When the bottle was empty, I leaned in close and saw the water had done a sufficient job. I tore one of the alcohol wipe packages open with my teeth and gently swabbed the ragged skin around the injury with it. Mason sucked in a gasping breath as I finished wiping down the injury. Without glancing at him, I reached down to tear away the denim that was holding on by only a few strands. Though I tried to limit jarring the leg as much as I could, I heard Mason release another string of curse words. 
 
   "Sorry," I mumbled, feeling wretched at the pain I was causing him.
 
   "It's all good," he repeated in a voice that was lacking the same confidence from a few minutes ago. 
 
   I let out a small laugh. "How badly do you want to hit me?" I joked, finally looking at his ghost white face.
 
   "Hit you? I want to kiss you," he said, humorlessly.
 
   "Ha, yeah right."
 
   "I'm not kidding. You don't think I know how tough this is for you. Hell, I'd have a hard time with it. You're my freaking hero right about now," he said through pale lips.
 
   "We'll see how you feel after this next part," I teased, trying to keep the mood light, his words did touch me though.
 
   "You got this," he repeated, closing his eyes as he clutched the raincoat that was bunched up around him.
 
   Returning my focus to the task at hand, I rolled the bowling ball-size rock I had found and placed it as close to his left heel as I could get. The odd angle of his leg made it impossible to wrap the injury without the help of something to lift it off the ground for me. Grabbing his heel gently in my hands, I tried lifting his leg as carefully as possible.
 
   "STOP," Mason yelled in a strangled voice.
 
   I paused and waited for him to recover. "Ready?" I asked after several seconds had passed.
 
   "No, wait, yes," he said, gritting his teeth.
 
   Without giving him a chance to change his mind, I pivoted the leg over to rest on the rock.
 
   Mason screamed again and then went silent. I grimaced when I saw he had passed out, but quickly realized it was probably for the best. 
 
   Using his unconscious state to my advantage, I placed the sticks on either side of his injured leg, evening the ends up with his heel. Once the sticks were in place, I unrolled the bandage and began the job of wrapping his leg. My finger made the job awkward, but I worked to keep the wrapping tight so his leg would have maximum stabilization. I left the area of the leg exposed where the bone stuck out. Wrapping it would do him more harm than good. By the time I finished, I had worked up quite a sweat. I tore off a piece of his raincoat that was hanging by a thread and draped it over his leg so it would keep the wrapping dry. Standing up stiffly, I looked down at his unconscious body for a second. That was the best I could do for him, I thought. As for myself, I still didn’t feel all that great. I walked several feet into the woods and vomited up the water I had consumed earlier. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   Mason was still unconscious when I made my way back to his side. I fought the temptation to curl up next to him and join him in slumber, but it was time to start phase two of my plan. Getting us under some kind of shelter was a must. During my hunt for sticks earlier, I spotted what looked like a small cave where a large section of rock was protruding from the side of the mountain. It would be a perfect location. The problem would be getting Mason there. 
 
   I wrapped my good hand with a piece of denim I had torn away from Mason’s jeans and began to break away the branches the surrounded his head. The rain made my work twice as hard since the branches were slippery, but at least the denim protected my hand from any rough edges. I worked diligently until I had cleared a sufficient path out of the bush.
 
   "What are you doing, beach bunny?" Mason asked in a strained voice, startling me.
 
   I turned to see him curiously studying me. 
 
   "Getting you to that dry bed you asked for," I joked. “You scared the crap out of me.”
 
   "Sorry. That's sweet of you, but I don't see you being able to move me," he said seriously.
 
   "Yeah, well, I didn't think I could do your leg and I did that," I said, sarcastically.
 
   He let out a small laugh. "I'm not questioning your drive, but I'm no lightweight. How do you plan on moving all one hundred eighty pounds of me?" he asked.
 
   "Well, if you must know, I'm dragging your ass."
 
   He raised his eyebrows at me doubtfully, but didn't argue further.
 
   "You ready?" I asked, standing up by his head. "Or do you plan on waiting for the bus." 
 
   "I'm all yours, beach bunny."
 
   I reached down and grasped the hood of the raincoat that he was on, being careful to keep my injured finger out of the way. My grip was awkward, but still allowed me to get a good hold of the material with my hand. 
 
   "Ready?" I asked, looking down at him.
 
   "Yes, ma'am," he said, bracing his good foot against the ground so he could help. 
 
   Pulling with all the strength I had, I managed to move him several inches before I had to take a break. He watched me with concern as I tried to regain my air supply. The thin mountain air definitely wasn’t helping. Once I had regained my breathing to a more manageable level, I began tugging the material again, using all of my weight to propel him up out of the bush. The momentum threw me off and I stumbled to the ground. I braced my fall with my left hand without thinking and cursed as excruciating pain rocketed throughout my arm.
 
   "Kimberly?" Mason called from behind me.
 
   "I'm fine," I gasped, waiting for the pain to subside as I kneeled on the ground.
 
   "Let me see it," he pleaded. 
 
   Turning around, I held my finger out so he could inspect it. I had ignored it the majority of the day, treating it as more of a pain in the ass than anything else, but as he studied it, I took in the dark shade of black and blue that now made up the color on my middle digit. 
 
   "We need to brace this," he said softly, holding my injured hand tenderly in his.
 
   "It'll be fine. I want to get you into the shelter first and then we can worry about my dumb finger," I mumbled, embarrassed over the big deal he was making over my small break in light of his massive injury.
 
   "You're not moving me until we brace it," he said stubbornly, leaving no room for argument. 
 
   "Fine, but you're the one who's getting soaking wet," I quipped, snapping a branch into two pieces for him. 
 
   "I need the gauze too, Einstein," he teased, looking tickled about my grumpiness.
 
   "No shit, Sherlock," I shot back, already digging out the first aid box for the small roll of gauze tape I had seen. 
 
   He smirked at my snippy comeback. "Help me sit up," he said.
 
   "Yes, your highness. Do you want me to fetch you some wine and cheese while I'm at it?"
 
   He laughed outright. "You sure are sassy, beach bunny," he said, looking better than he had since I had found him. 
 
   I felt oddly lighthearted as he gently braced my finger. I had always been one to shy away from conflict, but sharing barbs with him had become almost comforting. Of course, the fact that our banter was more teasing now than outright hate, helped too.
 
   "This is going to hurt," he said, looking at me.
 
   "I know."
 
   "No, I mean, it's really going to hurt. I'm going to set the bone."
 
   "What?" I screeched, ripping my hand from his grasp. 
 
   "I'm going to set it," he answered calmly, but seriously.
 
   "But how? You're not a doctor last time I checked," I stuttered out.
 
   "Kimberly, I've taken multiple first aid classes and I've had to do this once or twice over the years."
 
   "Really?" I doubted.
 
   "Yeah, really, little Miss Doubtful. The nearest hospital is an hour and forty-five minutes away, in the foothills, so we’ve all had to learn more medical training than usual. Now give me your hand," he coaxed.
 
   I reluctantly handed my hand over. 
 
   "Do you live near the ocean?" he asked out of the blue.
 
   "What?" I asked, confused.
 
   "Just trying to take your mind off this," he said, indicating my hand. "Think you could work with me?"
 
   "Oh," I said, feeling like a dope. "Um, yeah, we live about as close to the beach as you can get. My mom inherited her grandmother’s house when I was a baby. It's old, but I love it," I said, feeling a wave of homesickness as I thought of the seaworn house I had spent almost every night of my life at.
 
   "That must be cool," Mason said.
 
   "It's definitely got its perks. It was hard when I first got here to camp to fall asleep at night, since I'm used to the crashing waves putting me to sleep…" My words trailed off as he pulled my finger and pushed the bone into place. Waves of pain rolled through me as I gasped for breath.
 
   “Holy frick all,” I complained.
 
   "Is it cold living on the water during the winter?" he asked, wrapping my finger deftly. 
 
   It took several minutes for his words to register and for his face to come back into focus. By the time I could think about answering his question, he was done with my finger. He studied me with sadness and gently kissed the bandaged digit. 
 
   "It's all good," I said, copying his words from earlier.
 
   "Kimberly, I'm so sorry. I'm sorry you're hurt, and I'm even more sorry I got us into this mess."
 
   "You didn't do this," I said, confused.
 
   "I told Rick I’d protect you and I failed—him and you."
 
   "Oh, yeah, because you caused the rain? And oh wait, you caused the trail to erode out from underneath us, that’s right. Don't be a martyr, buddy, it doesn’t become you. Besides, if we're handing out blame, I'm the first that should step forward. If I would have checked on Alyssa, maybe I could have headed her off before she decided to run off."
 
   He laughed. "Talk about martyrs. None of us could have foreseen that."
 
   "Yeah, well, did you foresee the mountain collapsing out from under us, Mr. Know-It-All," I pecked back.
 
   He smiled at me and I saw through his ploy.
 
   "Thank you," I said, holding up my throbbing finger.
 
   "The least I can do," he said, indicating his own injury.
 
   "Well, let’s get this show on the road. I'm sick of this never-ending rain," I said, grasping his jacket in my hand to start dragging him along again. He helped out as best as he could, propelling himself forward by kicking off against the ground with his good foot every time I tugged. It took more than a half an hour to drag him the two hundred yards since I was forced to take several breaks.
 
   "You couldn't have found a closer tree for us to hunker down under," Mason teased after my fourth break. I could tell he was concerned about me, but more importantly, I could tell he was in a lot of pain.
 
   "Oh, you'll be thanking me soon enough," I huffed as I started the slow climb up to the shelter I had picked. My forward motion up the incline was painstakingly slow and my arms screamed at me from exertion. Finally, I stopped just short of our destination and Mason was able to crane his neck around so he could see our temporary shelter.
 
   "Very nice, beach bunny," he said in a weak, pain-filled voice as he took in the deep indention in the mountain where we'd finally be able to escape the steady drizzle of rain that had yet to stop.
 
   "I'm going to make sure the ground is rock-free and such so you can have that comfy bed I promised you," I lied as I cautiously entered the small cave. What I really wanted was to make sure we weren't intruding on some wild animal’s shelter. I switched on the flashlight as I walked under the huge granite rock that was jutting out from the mountain. I scanned the small space that was roughly the size of a large walk-in closet. I was pleased that the ground was dry and relatively flat. Grateful we wouldn't have to share our shelter with a bear or anything, I returned to Mason's side.
 
   "I'm going to drag you into the mouth of the cave there until I can get you settled in," I told him, grasping the hood of his raincoat in my hands. My high of finding us a dry place gave me the adrenaline I needed to muscle him into position. 
 
   "Man, you'd give Wonder Woman a run for her money," Mason said to me, opening his eyes.
 
   "Told you I could do it," I said, gasping for air.
 
   I waited several minutes before heading out again. I searched until I found a pine tree branch with all its needles intact that would help me sweep some of the loose rocks out of the way. I also gathered several branches. My plan was to let them dry out and maybe eventually start a fire.
 
   I returned back to our shelter and cleared the spot where I planned to lay Mason. Several minutes later, I stepped back to admire my work in the dim light. After spending almost twenty-four hours out in the elements, the small rugged space felt as welcoming as a five-star hotel.
 
   I moved to Mason's side and saw that he was dozing again. Being careful not to wake him, I scooted him across the dirt floor until I had him where I wanted him.
 
   "You're my hero, beach bunny," he said before drifting back off to sleep. 
 
   I watched him sleep several minutes before my own eyelids began to droop, but I shook it off. I knew the next important task was to remove as many of our wet clothes as possible. We wanted to try and avoid hypothermia. Since only the legs of my pants were wet, I left them on. I removed my raincoat and laid it wet-side down on the ground to sit on top of it. Next, I removed my sopping tennis shoes and then my socks. My feet protested and ached as my frozen limbs began to thaw slightly now that they weren't encased in wet material. It felt like hundreds of small needles were pricking at my skin. “That’s gross,” I said to myself, looking at how white and prunish they were. Using my one good hand, I began to vigorously massage them one at a time, trying to get some circulation going.
 
   Once they were sufficiently thawed out, I moved to Mason's feet, relieved to find that his boots seemed to be waterproof. “Lucky dog,” I stated. Only the top section of the socks that peeked out over the edges of the boot were wet, so I gently peeled them back and looped them back over the boot so they were no longer touching his flesh. His raincoat, although torn, had kept him relatively dry underneath, but both of his legs were soaking wet from being exposed to the elements. There was no way I was pulling his jeans off over the makeshift leg brace I had fashioned earlier, but there was a large tear in his jeans above his thigh. I slid my hand through the hole, thinking maybe I could use it as a starter and tear the jeans the rest of the way down his leg.
 
   "Um, beach bunny, are you trying to seduce me?" Mason asked, opening his eyes to look at me.
 
   "Har har, you're a crack up," I said, suddenly aware of the lean thigh muscles resting under my hands.
 
   "I'm just saying, you're going about removing my pants the wrong way," he teased.
 
   "Well, Mr. I'm-A-Perv-Even-With-A-Broken-Limb, I'm trying to save you from hypothermia, so maybe you can help me by lifting your leg so I can finish tearing the material in the back."
 
   He complied, but was still smiling slightly as I continued to tug at the material. It wasn't until I reached his inner thigh that I started to blush, knowing exactly what he was thinking in that perv brain of his.
 
   He let out a groan and I stopped tugging at the material, thinking I had hurt him. 
 
   "Are you okay?" I asked, leaning over him.
 
   "Could you kiss me or something so I don't feel so perverted?" he asked.
 
   I couldn't help my laugh of relief. Still, I had to admit, the way he was looking at me was pretty hot.
 
   "Really? Even with an exposed fracture you're thinking of something like that?" I chastised.
 
   "It's not like everything's broke," he said, sounding mortified. 
 
   Still laughing, I leaned over and gently kissed his forehead. "There, does that help?" I asked, pulling back slightly.
 
   "Not even close," he said, snaking his hand up into my hair. He dragged me in close, pulling me to his lips.
 
   After a moment, I pulled back. "All right hot stuff, let me finish my work," I said sternly as my hands moved back to his thigh. Knowing he was turned on made me hyperaware of where I placed my hands. The material was hanging by a thread and I gave one more tug to finish the tear. With his thigh now exposed, I couldn't help running my hand down his leg to tease him a little more.
 
   "You're seriously playing with fire, beach bunny," he said.
 
   Glancing up at him, I saw that he had his arm thrown over his eyes, obviously torn between desire and pain. 
 
   "Teasing," I said, removing my hands as he protested. "That's the last thing we should be thinking about," I said, still chuckling.
 
   "Knowing and telling your body are two separate things," he said, smiling at me in return. "You look exhausted," he said, brushing my hair back off my forehead.
 
   "I'm good," I lied.
 
   "Come here," he said, holding his arm up.
 
   I crawled up under his arm and lay down beside him. He wrapped his arm around me, pulling me in close. I knew I should get up and figure out a way to start a fire, but all the work today had caught up with me and my lethargic limbs groaned in protest at the thought of moving. I curled up as close to Mason as I could get without actually touching, falling asleep almost the instant my head hit the backpack I was using as a pillow.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke several hours later, disoriented by the dim light that peeked in through the opening of our shelter. Checking my watch, I was surprised when I saw that it was almost five o'clock in the evening. I had slept for more than two hours. 
 
   I glanced over at Mason and saw that he was awake and watching me. 
 
   "How are you feeling?" I asked.
 
   "Not bad," he said.
 
   "Really?" I asked, even though I could tell he was lying.
 
   "I could go for a nice steak and a loaded baked potato, but otherwise, I'm fit as a fiddle," he teased.
 
   "Well, you're in luck, I just happen to not have either of those in my pack, but I do have a nice chunk of beef jerky," I said, pulling the economy-sized bag of jerky out of my pack.
 
   "That's the sweetest thing you've ever said to me," he said, tearing the tab off the jerky and opening the bag. 
 
   The smell of the jerky filled our small shelter and my mouth began to water. Since I had puked up my last meal hours ago, my stomach was painfully empty. Mason handed a large chunk to me and pulled one out for himself before resealing the bag. While munching on my jerky, I dumped out the contents of my bag in front of me to get a stock of what else was inside. Two filled bottles of water, a dozen energy bars, a bag of shelled peanuts and the bag of jerky. At least we had enough food, not to mention the first aid kit and box of waterproof matches. The last items in my bag puzzled me until Mason explained them.
 
   "They're like glow sticks you might get at Halloween, but these are battery activated and will glow for several days."
 
   "That's cool," I said. 
 
   "They'll help a search party find us if it's dark outside," Mason explained.
 
   "That's good, right?"I asked.
 
   "Yeah, that's good," he reassured me. "I think we should try to mark where we are since we're hidden from view in here. Are you up to going back out in the rain?"
 
   "Of course," I said, ignoring my protesting muscles. "What do I need to do?"
 
   "I think we should use my raincoat as a sort of beacon. It's pretty much tore up from my graceful tumble down the mountain anyway. I figure if you climb up onto the rock we're under, you can anchor it there by using heavy rocks. We'll use one of the glow sticks at night as a beacon, although I doubt Rick will send out a search party at night, especially with all this rain."
 
   "Do you think they'll find us?" I asked, fiddling with the zipper on my jacket.
 
   "I know they will. No one knows these mountains better than Rick. Not even me. The only problem is, they may not know we're lost or hurt yet," he said as he struggled to take off his raincoat.
 
   "How can that be?" I asked as I reached over to help him. Several pain-filled curse words later, we finally wrestled him out of his bright yellow coat. He panted in pain from the exertion and I felt sick for causing him so much pain. Without consciously thinking about it, I leaned over to lay my head lightly on his chest to offer some kind of comfort. The moment my head rested on the rock hard planes of his chest, I second-guessed my movement. I didn't want to start something up again. His hands snaked up and tangled themselves in my hair holding me in place. 
 
   "Not yet," he said gruffly.
 
   I smiled slightly and pressed my head back down. Though his chest was hard and lacking any kind of padding, it felt insanely comforting. Maybe it was the steady heartbeat beneath my ear or the way my head seemed to fit the contour of his muscles. I closed my eyes with pleasure as his hands massaged their way over my scalp kneading away the tension that had gripped me since the night before. My breathing quickened as he continued to move his hands over my head and down my neck. 
 
   I moaned with pleasure at the feelings he was evoking in me. I felt him chuckle softly beneath me and I pulled back, embarrassed at my wanton behavior. I knew I had been had. He had turned the tables on me. Without looking at him, I snatched up one of the glow sticks and his raincoat and scurried out of our cave. I could hear him chuckling behind me, but I ignored him as I pulled on my raincoat. Heat flooded my cheeks. I didn't like not having the upper hand and it wasn't until I was standing in the rain that I realized I had left my shoes and socks inside. 
 
   "Oh well, at least you didn't have to shove your feet in them," I muttered to myself as walked up the incline. Small rocks and sticks dug into my tender feet. Ignoring the pain, I dragged several large stones up to the roof of our shelter. I laid the raincoat across the large flat rock and anchored it into place with the large stones. While I worked, I thought of the sparks that had flared up between Mason and me. Mixed emotions continued to twist and turn through me as I tried to remember that making out with him wasn't the best idea under our current circumstances. 
 
   I stayed out longer than necessary, waiting until the sun had fully set behind the thick clouds before I headed back inside. The inside of the shelter was pitch black, so I paused to flip on the flashlight I had stuck in my pocket. I swept the beam across the interior of the space and sighed in relief when I saw that Mason was once again zonked out. Shrugging off my dripping raincoat, I placed it down on the ground with the dry side up to have something to lie on. My eyelids drooped with exhaustion and I turned on my side with my back facing Mason. 
 
   I woke the next morning to rain pounding on the roof of our shelter once again. I was dismayed to find that although I was curled up in the same position I had fallen asleep in, I had obviously scooted as close as I could get to Mason while I was sleeping since my butt was snuggled up to his side and my head rested on his arm.
 
   I started to pull away, but his arm held me snugly into place. "You're not darting away this time," he said, blowing gently on my hair. 
 
   "But I'm invading your space and you can't be very comfortable with my head crushing your arm," I said, trying to move away again. 
 
   "Why do you keep doing that?" 
 
   "What?" I asked confused.
 
   "Um, I don't know, pulling away," he said with just a trace of sarcasm.
 
   "Because, you're hurt among other things…" I said, letting my voice trail off.
 
   "What other things?" 
 
   I sighed. "Like the fact that we're stranded in the middle of nowhere and no one knows where we are, which reminds me, you never answered my question yesterday. How could they not know we're missing?" I asked.
 
   "They may be under the assumption we're holed up somewhere waiting the rain out. Rick trusts me enough to keep you safe until this cold front passes," he said, sounding bitter.
 
   "You're doing the best you can."
 
   "Right, because I'm some hero by letting us fall off the side of the mountain."
 
   "That wasn't your fault. I thought we were going to die," I admitted, recalling my terror from the fall.
 
   "So did I, to tell you the truth," he confessed. "Do you know what I was thinking as I careened down the mountain, crashing into everything imaginable?"
 
   I shook my head against his arm.
 
   "All I could think was that I was never going to experience the love my parents shared before they died and that scared me. I've spent weeks pushing you away, fighting the attraction I felt, convincing myself that you would only cause a kink in my life. 
 
   "Did you say 'attraction'?" I asked glibly.
 
   He chuckled before asking his own question. "Are you trying to tell me it's one-sided?"
 
   I merely shook my head, unsure of how I exactly wanted to answer that question. Our relationship was unlike any I had ever experienced. I was used to the typical four-step dating ritual—meet, flirt, date and then declare any feelings. Mason and I had blurred the steps and I was scrambling to readjust.
 
   "Kimberly," he said, breaking into my contemplation.
 
   Tucking my embarrassment away, I flipped over to face him. "No, you're not alone in the whole attraction thing," I said, ducking my head slightly. 
 
   He reached over with his free hand and lifted my chin. "I'm not used to this shy you. Where did the sassy girl go?" he teased.
 
   I smiled at him "That sassy girl never existed before I met you," I admitted.
 
   "Aww, so I bring out the rebel in you," he said, tugging me back down in his arms.
 
   I snuggled in. I was done with overanalyzing the situation. "It's raining hard again," I said, voicing my concern over the never-ending rain. 
 
   "Yeah," he said in a strained voice.
 
   "Is that bad?" I asked, tilting my head back to look at him.
 
   "It just means we may be stuck here a little longer than I anticipated. Can you think of anything we can do to fill the time?" he asked suggestively.
 
   I snorted unladylike. "Sure, I'm sure you are on top of your game with that leg," I teased.
 
   "You doubt me?" he teased back, tightening his arm around me.
 
   "Um, hell yeah," I said, laughing. "How long will we be here?" I asked, returning back to the matter at hand.
 
   "I'm guessing when we didn't make it back the other night, Rick is probably assuming something happened and we needed to hunker down to wait out the rain. He knows as well as I do that the continuous rain will make the trails treacherous. It needs to stop raining long enough to let the ground dry out," he said softly.
 
   "I need to do something about your leg," I said, sitting up. "It can't stay open and exposed like that. It was bad enough when I thought rescue was coming right away. You'll get an infection if you don't already have one. We need a piece of the raincoat that's outside that I can at least drape over it."
 
   "I thought about that too. I'm not thrilled about you going back out in the rain. You're already getting sick. I could hear it rattling around in your chest last night."
 
   He was right. I had been trying to ignore my scratchy throat and aches and pains, but they were making their presence annoyingly known. 
 
   "It's just a cold," I muttered.
 
   "Maybe right now it is, but the cold wet temperatures could easily turn it into pneumonia," he said, sounding serious.
 
   I laughed. "We have bigger fish to fry with your leg than some silly cold," I said, pulling my raincoat on.
 
   He looked at me sternly, obviously not liking my glib attitude. "Kimberly, I'm serious. I don't like you going out in the rain."
 
   "Yeah? Well, I don't want your leg to fall off from an infection," I countered, not liking his sudden bossiness. I pulled on my damp socks and shoes.
 
   "And I don't want you coughing out a lung when you get pneumonia," he said, matching my tone.
 
   "Lucky for me, you're not the boss of me," I said, throwing my hood on and stomping outside.
 
   Still fuming, I climbed up onto the big boulder where I had laid the raincoat the night before and started tearing a section off the bottom where it was the most ragged. My frustrated state made the nylon material no match for me, and within a few minutes I had several suitable pieces. I was tempted to teach Mason a lesson by staying out longer, but the wind kept whipping the rain into my face, chilling me. By the time I crawled back into the cave with Mason, my teeth were chattering. He didn't say a word, but instead, held out his arms so I could crawl into them. I tossed my raincoat back down on the ground and climbed into his embrace as he rubbed my back through my multiple layers of clothing to warm me. He cradled my chilled hands and I sighed with relief as they started to warm back up. I kicked off my wet shoes and soggy socks and without asking permission, snuggled my feet up against his leg.
 
   He yelped when my icy feet made contact and I stifled a giggle.
 
   "We need to do your leg," I said, yawning loudly. 
 
   "Rest first," he said, keeping a firm arm around my waist. 
 
   "I'm fine," I said before biting back another large yawn. "Why am I so freaking tired?" I asked, rubbing my eyes.
 
   "The trauma of the last few days. Ordinarily, after a spill like you took, you would be resting in a nice comfortable bed for several days, not searching for shelter or dragging someone's deadweight around. You haven't allowed your body a chance to recover," he said. "Not to mention, you're sick," he admonished.
 
   I wanted to protest, but before I could get the words out, a cough rumbled up through my chest.
 
   He sighed as I bit back a smile. Okay, so maybe he was right. The frigid temperatures and continuous rain weren't helping my condition.
 
   Mason continued to rub my back as I slowly fell asleep. My dreams intertwined with reality as I dreamt that his hands explored more than my back. I began to respond to his touch in the dream and yearned for it to never stop as my body shifted closer to him. I woke when Mason's hand stopped moving as he shifted slightly. Waking fully, I was mortified to see that I had hiked my leg up onto his good one and was pressing intimately close to him. Not daring to move, I hoped against hope that he was asleep and had missed my lap dance. 
 
   "Kimberly?" he said questioningly.
 
   Damn, he wasn't sleeping and he had caught my whole wanton act. I wasn't exactly a newbie to sex. I had caved this past spring and let Mitch, my senior year boyfriend, talk me into getting a room after prom, but the actual act was over before it really started. Missing what all the fuss was about, I instantly regretted my impulsive decision. I wished I had waited like my mom had always coaxed me to do. At the time, I wasn't keen on the idea of going to college a virgin, so it didn't take much for Mitch to get me to agree. We'd had our heavy-petting sessions leading up to it, so I felt I was ready for the deed, but once it started, it felt wrong and I'd broken up with Mitch shortly after prom. I used the excuse that we were going to different colleges and a clean break was for the best. He didn't put up much of a fight, so I concluded he'd gotten what he wanted. 
 
   Lying in Mason's arms was as different as night and day. Way different than anything I had ever experienced with Mitch.
 
   "Kimberly," he said after several minutes had passed.
 
   "Yes," I said in a high-pitched voice I didn't recognize. 
 
   "Will you do me a favor?" he asked.
 
   "Uh, sure," I said, expecting him to tell me to control my raging hormones.
 
   "Will you look at me?" he asked.
 
   I lifted my gaze, expecting to see humor on his face for busting me in my most embarrassing predicament yet. "Uh sorry, I was dreaming," I said lamely, finally looking into his eyes.
 
   "I figured that," he said huskily. 
 
   "Swell," I said, going for sarcasm as I started to pull back.
 
   "I don't think so," he said, dragging me close so I was sprawled over his chest with my face inches from his. 
 
   My eyes darted to his lips as the sensations from the dream resurfaced. 
 
   "You are literally killing me," he said, threading his hand through my hair and pulling me even closer. 
 
   "I am?" I squeaked.
 
   Without answering, he propelled me the remaining distance and fastened his lips onto mine. I moaned against his mouth, giving his tongue the access it needed. I leaned in closer, shifting my body against his, trying to quench the fire that had flared back up in me. When he moaned against my lips, I thought his passion matched mine, until I felt his lips release.
 
   "Mason?" I asked, pulling back.
 
   Sweat had beaded up on his forehead and his complexion was ashen. 
 
   "Mason?" I asked again, more urgently. "Are you okay?"
 
   "It's my goddamn leg," he mumbled.
 
   "Oh God, I'm so sorry," I said, realizing I had jarred his leg.
 
   "Not your fault, beach bunny. Believe me, I wanted you that close. My leg just decided it needed to be the ultimate wet blanket," he said, obviously in pain. 
 
   I pulled out of his arms. "I should have been more careful," I said, switching the flashlight on so I could see his leg better in the dim light. 
 
   "Not your fault," he repeated, opening his eyes. "How does it look?" 
 
   "Not good. The wound is still oozing and the skin around it looks more red than yesterday," I said, leaning in so I could get a better look at it. "We definitely need to cover it."
 
   He nodded. 
 
   I was busy cleaning the vinyl raincoat with one of the alcohol wipes when a sudden thought hit me. "Um, Mason, I don't know why I haven't thought of it until now, but do you have to go to the bathroom?" I asked, turning slightly pink.
 
   He coughed, looking equally embarrassed. "I went last night," he said sheepishly, pulling the newly filled water bottle from its hiding place between him and the wall.
 
   "Ahhh, I see. Here, give it to me so I can dump it so you have it for next time," I said, trying not to laugh as he flushed bright red this time.
 
   "This f…ing leg is seriously screwing up my coolness factor," he said, reluctantly handing the bottle to me.
 
   I laughed at how uncomfortable he looked and headed outside to dump it and relieve my own bladder. "This definitely pushes our relationship to a whole new level," I mumbled to myself, still smirking at how uncomfortable he had looked. It was nice for the shoe to be on the other foot for once.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   Mason still looked grumpy when I returned and I worked to hide my smirk. I tore open a second wipe and cleaned the angry looking skin surrounding his wound. His language took on a whole new colorful level, and I couldn't help laughing as he strung them together into phrases.
 
   "Sorry," I said, shooting him a sheepish look. "It's just kind funny how you can make swear words sound like a dialogue."
 
   "It's a gift," he said with his eyes closed, but I saw his mouth pull up slightly into a smile.
 
   While he was still smiling, I lifted his leg and placed it on my lap. I draped the clean side of the raincoat over his leg and used the rest of that gauze tape to wrap around it to hold it lightly into place. I set his leg back down when I was done and let out a wheezing cough I had been holding in.
 
   "Wow, just in the nick of time. I'm sure you would have appreciated my germs on you," I joked, crawling up beside him. 
 
   "Yeah, because you're not helping me at all," he said sarcastically, making me smile.
 
   "So, what do you and Rick do when camp's not in session?" I asked, deciding a change in subject was in order.
 
   "We have a house in Golden and I go to Red Rocks Community College while Rick schmoozes rich people for funding for the camp."
 
   "How does he get income to live on?" I asked curiously. 
 
   "He has some trust his grandfather set up for him. Over the years, I've gathered through things he's said, that his family wasn't happy he didn't follow in the family footsteps of being a lawyer. They pretty much disowned him when he told him his idea for a summer camp, but they couldn't touch the trust fund his grandfather set up."
 
   "Rick, as a lawyer?" I said snorting. "Have they met Rick?"
 
   "I know, right? The ironic thing is I Googled the family once and they're loaded, but they won't give Rick a dime for the camp."
 
   "I guess that whole 'blood is thicker than water' analogy doesn't apply to them," I said, disgusted with the blood relatives I had never met.
 
   "To each their own, I guess," Mason said, pulling me snugly up against his body. 
 
   His sudden move distracted me and I momentarily lost my train of thought as the heat of his body warmed mine.
 
   "So, um, what are you studying?" I asked, pulling my thoughts away from how good he felt. 
 
   "An assortment. I haven't picked a major yet, so I'm taking classes that interest me, mostly biology and science classes. I'm happy working at the camp and Rick has been grooming me on fundraising, so it's all good. What about you?"
 
   "Well, I haven't really decided either. I know I want to do something in art. For years, I figured I'd open up a small studio in one of the beach communities near me, but I've been rethinking that plan lately."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Yeah, as much as I rejected the idea of teaching this summer, I actually like it better than I ever thought I would. Sure, some of the kids are complete smartasses, but the ones that get art are complete sponges. I can't think of anything better than helping them discover their passion."
 
   "That's great, Kimberly. Your dad would be happy to hear that."
 
   "You think so? I feel like I've been nothing but a big disappointment to him this summer," I said, letting some of my insecurities creep in.
 
   "Disappointment?" he asked incredulously. "You couldn't be further from the truth, beach bunny," he said, calling me the name that had now oddly become like a term of endearment.
 
   "Did you really hate me when I first got here?" I asked bravely.
 
   He didn't reply right away and I started to squirm uncomfortably, wishing I hadn't brought it up. After several seconds had passed, he finally answered. "No, I never hated you. You scared the shit out of me though."
 
   "I did? Why?"
 
   "Because you came crashing into the nice safe bachelor lifestyle I had planned for myself. After my mom died, I watched how broken up my dad was and I began to question if love was worth all the heartache. Once I moved in with Rick, I began to see the benefits of living the single life, but then you showed up with your long brown hair, drop-dead eyes and smile that could light up a room. I felt like I had been sucker-punched. I started thinking about you all the time—the way you would flush angrily when I teased you, or when you'd throw your head back when you find something funny. The harder I tried to not think about you, the more you crept in. It wasn't until the earth decided to open up underneath us that I realized how dumb I've been all these years. When the right person comes along, love is totally worth all the baggage."
 
   "Are you saying you love me?" I asked incredulously.
 
   "No, I'm saying I'm in serious like with you," he teased. 
 
   I pinched his arm, showing my annoyance over his glibness. 
 
   "Kidding, I'm sure some people would say it's too early for love, but I know I can't stop thinking about you," he said, tucking my head under his chin.
 
   His words made me warm from head to toe and I couldn't help raising up so I could nip lightly on his chin. 
 
   "I think I'm in like with you too," I teased.
 
   He mock-growled at me and then kissed me on the forehead. 
 
   I tilted my head up and captured his lips with mine. After a moment, I pulled back.
 
   "If this isn't what love feels like, than I'll keep this instead," I said, running my hand up over his face.
 
   "Agreed," he said, dropping a more passionate kiss on my lips.
 
   We continued kissing for several more minutes, but stopped when things got too heavy and his leg became a hindrance. 
 
   Instead, we continued to shoot questions back and forth. Many subjects we felt the same about, but his views on the CW shows made my blood boil and I had to lay into him about the fact that towns with all pretty people did exist. He mocked me openly when he found out I was a diehard vampire fan. We moved on from TV shows to all-time favorite movies and I was surprised that his taste ran with the Marvel variety while mine was all about the horror flicks.
 
   "If you could live anywhere, where would it be?" I asked once we exhausted TV and film.
 
   "I wouldn't mind seeing the ocean, but I want to live here. I've been trying to talk Rick into building us a couple of cabins up here for years."
 
   "I'm surprised he won't. It's obvious he loves this land." 
 
   "He feels it's not convenient. I keep telling him I could stay up here and he could take care of things in town."
 
   "What would you do all by yourself up here?" I asked intrigued. 
 
   "I think we should open up the camp for skiing. There's plenty of land. All we would have to do is bring in the gear."
 
   "What about the chairlift thingies?" I asked.
 
   "It would be a cross-country skiing camp, so a chairlift wouldn't be necessary. It'd be cool for the kids since most of them have never had an opportunity like that."
 
   "I think it sounds like a great idea," I said, meaning it. 
 
   "You do?" he asked surprised.
 
   "Hell yeah, 'follow your dreams' has always been my motto, obviously," I said, grinning in the dark.
 
   "Is that what you do, follow your dreams?" 
 
   "I always have. My venture here wasn't exactly my dream since I didn't know about Rick until two days before I got here. Now my dreams are little hazier."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "I'm not sure I'm ready to say goodbye to Rick just yet, among other things…"I said, letting my voice trail off.
 
   "Am I among the other things?" he asked as I tilted my head up. 
 
   "Is that presumptuous of me?" I asked before mentally kicking myself. I really did need a latch for my mouth sometimes.
 
   His lips found mine. I turned to face him, looping my arm around his neck. "Not at all," he finally whispered against my lips. I shivered as his hands pulled at my layers of clothing, seeking the bare skin underneath. I tilted my head back as his lips trailed a path down my jaw line, stopping at my neck before dipping lower to my collarbone.
 
   A wracking cough from me ruined the moment and he pulled back and tucked me back in the crook of his arm.
 
   "This rain needs to stop so they can hurry up and fucking save us," he said frustrated. 
 
   I was surprised by his mood change and harsh tone. "Hey, it's all going to be okay," I said, using the practical voice I'd used for years. 
 
   "You could die in conditions like this by getting sick," he said.
 
   "I'm fine. Besides, I'm more worried about you," I said, trying to tamper back the urge to cough again.
 
   "This whole thing is messed up," he said, pounding his fist against the dirt floor. "You're not supposed to be catering to me. I'm the man. I should be running out in the rain, finding shelter. I should be taking care of you."
 
   "Wow, equal rights much?" I asked, aggravated by his tone. "Last time I checked, I'm doing a damn good job with those things," I said, choking out another cough.
 
   "That's not what I meant, beach bunny. I'm just mad that you're shouldering all of this by yourself," he said, sounding more like himself. "But you sure are cute when you get all riled up," he added, finally chuckling.
 
   "Whatever, I'm taking care of us fine," I grumbled, still coughing.
 
   "You are," he said, running his hand over my back. His touch relaxed the rest of my temper away and I soon became drowsy.
 
   My dreams twisted and turned as I went from lying in the freezing snow, yearning for the sun, to lying on the beach with the sun beating down on my skin. I welcomed the warm kiss of the sun until the pleasure slowly began to fade and the heat became unbearable. Sweat began to pour off my body, leaving me yearning again for the ice-cold snow.
 
   I sat up, startled to find that the heat from the dream had followed me into reality. My sudden movement made Mason's arm fall away, and with it, the blanket of heat that surrounded me was lifted. I switched on the flashlight and shined it on the roof of our shelter so I could see. 
 
   Mason was fast asleep. Reaching a hand up, I swiped it across his forehead and was shocked to feel it burning up. All that heat I had felt in my dreams had manifested from him. I propped the flashlight up against a rock and leaned in so I could look at his leg, carefully unwrapping the gauze and piece of vinyl I had applied the night before. It stuck slightly to the wound and I had to peel it slowly away. When it was finally free, I picked the light back up and shined it on his leg. It was a putrid angry mess. The wound oozed thick yellow tinted liquid and the skin had changed from red to purple in color. How had it gotten so out of control? Had I made a mistake covering it?
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   I was still sitting by Mason's leg when morning rolled around several hours later. His fever continued to blaze out of control, and his sleep was fitful as he woke several times only to fall back to sleep almost instantly. 
 
   The rain continued to fall and I wanted to scream in frustration. I had no doubts that we'd eventually be rescued, but I was beginning to doubt that it would come in time. Mason's health was on a rapid downward spiral. 
 
   "Beach bunny," Mason said weakly, lifting his head slightly.
 
   I moved from my perch by his leg and moved up by his head. Smoothing a hand across his forehead, I was dismayed his temperature seemed even higher. 
 
   "My leg," he said, more of a statement than a question. 
 
   I nodded. "It's infected and you're burning up with fever."
 
   "I know," he said, sighing heavily.
 
   "Did you know last night?" I asked.
 
   "I've known for a while," he admitted.
 
   "Why didn't you say anything?" I demanded.
 
   "Because, it wouldn't have done any good to worry you unnecessarily. I was hoping this goddamn rain would stop before it escalated this bad."
 
   "I need to get help," I said after a moment of silence. 
 
   "You'd get lost. You don't know these mountains," he said, dismissing my idea.
 
   "Well, you do, and surely someone of your expertise can help out a novice like me," I said sarcastically before I could stop myself. I felt like a complete ass for giving him a hard time when he was so sick, but we had to do something.
 
   He sighed, closing his eyes. "Your best bet would be to follow the mountain down. If rescue missions have been detached, they'll work a grid up the mountain, so you're more likely to run into search crews that way. The issue will be remembering how to get back up here to show them where I am."
 
   His words took some of the steam out of my sails and I sank back on my heels. He was right. I was notorious for getting lost back home. So much so that my mom often told me I would give "absent-minded professors" a run for their money. I would defend myself, but she had a point. My mind often wandered when I was taking in the colors around me, fantasying about how I could re-create them on paper. This trait usually left me driving past destinations, making wrong turns and more often than not, winding up somewhere entirely different than I originally planned. This character flaw had never had any real repercussions since my mom bought me the most state-of-the-art GPS on the market. Now though, my terrible sense of direction could mean life or death.
 
   "Here, you need to take these," I said, holding out the four precious Advil pills I had unwrapped earlier for when he was awake.
 
   "We should save those," he protested.
 
   "For what?" I scoffed. "Seriously, you're not thinking we should save them for me, I hope. For someone so smart, you sure can be a dumbass," I said, handing him the water bottle.
 
   He looked at me through hooded eyes, obviously contemplating arguing, but either lacked the will or energy to do so.
 
   I watched as he swallowed the pills and then drifted back into a fever-induced sleep. While he slept, I began to concoct a plan to save us both. I left our shelter briefly to retrieve the raincoat I had anchored to the roof. Dragging the soaking wet raincoat into the cave behind me, I set to work, tearing it up.
 
   Several hours later, both raincoats were sitting in front of me in shreds. My hands were raw and chapped from tearing the material with my bare hands. I had used a sharp rock to help start my tears, but the rest came from my hands that now screamed in agony. My broken finger was throbbing so badly I was convinced a mini band was rocking inside it.
 
   "Kimberly, what are you doing?" Mason asked me, turning his head to look at me.
 
   Startled, I looked over at him. "How are you feeling?" I asked, reaching up a hand to smooth back his hair so I could feel his forehead. 
 
   The skin beneath my hand still radiated and I cringed that the Advil I had shoved down him hadn't done a whole lot of good. 
 
   "Don't worry, beach bunny, I'm fine," he lied with glazed-over eyes. 
 
   He let out a shuddering shiver and I realized the fever had given him the chills. I shrugged out of my jacket, ignoring his protests and draped it over him.
 
   "Look, if I get cold, all I have to do is lie next to you. Your body heat is enough to warm up the whole cave."
 
   "Are you saying I'm steaming hot?" he teased, chuckling slightly as I raised my eyebrows. "I'm kidding, but you should put your jacket back on, I'm fine," he repeated.
 
   "Right, and I'm a graceful ballerina," I said sarcastically.
 
   "You didn't answer my question," he said weakly.
 
   "I'm getting things ready so I can save your sorry ass," I teased, trying to lighten the mood.
 
   "With a wad of raincoat?" he asked puzzled.
 
   "No, Mr. Negative, with these," I said, holding up several of the strips of raincoat I had torn.
 
   "You're going to try to fly away with those," he guessed.
 
   "No," I said, smiling at him this time. "I'm going to use them to mark the path I take," I added triumphantly. 
 
   "I don't think so," he said, all joking gone.
 
   "Um, last time I checked, you weren't the boss of me. You're burning up with fever, can't move and your leg looks like it belongs in some horror movie."
 
   "Yeah, well, you sound like a frog, you have a cough that would rival a sixty-year-old chain-smoker, and you just happened to destroy your only means of keeping yourself dry," he said with more energy than he had shown in the last twenty-four hours. 
 
   "Well, the rain is obviously not going to stop, and some stupid cold isn't going to dictate your health," I said, fighting sudden tears. "I'm sick of this whole situation. I miss sleeping in a bed, having cooked meals, hell, I even miss having a bathroom, but most of all, I'm scared you're going to die of some stupid infection. I just want to go home," I added, all fight going out of me as I laid my head on his chest. 
 
   "I know, beach bunny, I know," he said, rubbing my head. 
 
   "I have to go," I said in a muffled voice.
 
   "I know," he said.
 
   "I'll leave in the morning and I'll bring help back to you," I promise.
 
   He didn't answer as he continued to rub my back. Eventually, he fell back to sleep, but I continued to lie on his chest. His heartbeat beneath my ear was reassuring. I was scared to death to leave him, but I knew it was our only chance. It had only been two days since our accident, but it felt like a lifetime. 
 
   I must have dozed for a while since Mason's touch startled me. Glancing out the mouth of the cave, I could see by the faint light that it was late afternoon. My throat felt like razor blades were playing a sick game with my tonsils. I took a small sip of water that only intensified the pain.
 
   "Here," I said, helping Mason to take a drink before I handed him the last dose of Advil we had left, but he refused to take them.
 
   "You should take those in the morning," he argued. "They're not doing me any good. It's like using a teaspoon to bail out a flooded boat, but they can make a world of difference tomorrow morning for you."
 
   I wanted to argue with him, but I knew his logic was sound. Even if they took the edge off my aches and pains for a little while, it would be better than nothing. I slid the pills back into the torn package so they wouldn't get lost and picked up the empty backpack. I placed the bundle of raincoat strips into the pack.
 
   "You should fill up the two good water bottles tonight so you can take them with you."
 
   "I'm not taking all the water with me," I chided.
 
   "What if you run out?"
 
   "Then I'll open my mouth. I'm pretty sure the rain won't let me run out," I said, touched at his concern.
 
   "You'll need to be careful on your trek down. It'll get steep in some places, so you'll have to skirt around until you find a shallower route."
 
   I started to tell him he wasn't telling me anything I didn't know, but I could tell it was stuff he needed to say. He needed to know that he was helping. I patiently listened to his tips as he droned on. Eventually, he ran out of steam and I snuggled up against him. 
 
   The cave had once again become pitch black as another night settled on us.
 
   "You awake?" I whispered, not wanting to wake him if he was sleeping.
 
   "Yeah," he answered.
 
   "What's your favorite memory?" I asked, needing to hear his voice.
 
   He was silent for several minutes after I asked the question. I was beginning to think he had fallen asleep when he finally answered.
 
   "The time my parents took me to the Grand Canyon."
 
   "Yeah? Did you ride a donkey?" I joked.
 
   "Actually, yes," he laughed. 
 
   "Ha, I was just kidding, but you really did?" 
 
   "Yep, I remember being like six or seven and my parents and I taking donkey rides down the canyon. My mom freaked because she was afraid of heights, but she still went anyway."
 
   "I think I would have been like your mom. Heights scare the bejesus out of me," I admitted.
 
   "I didn't know that, but you went with me on the hardest trail on the mountain. Why?"
 
   "Because, I was worried about Alyssa," I said, only answering half truthfully.
 
   "Was that the only reason?" he asked, sounding disappointed. 
 
   "No," I said, smiling in the dark. "You might've had something to do with it."
 
   He laughed softly next to me. "Does Rick know you're afraid of heights?"
 
   "Hell no, I wasn't about to admit that. I'm sure poor Rick freaked out when he picked me up at the airport only to realize I didn't have a lick of his outdoorsiness in me."
 
   "You might be surprised. Believe me, if I was the jealous type, I'd be green with envy at how much he raves about you."
 
   "Really?" I asked.
 
   "Yeah, really. Do you always doubt yourself?"
 
   "Ha, my doubts stemmed from you, Greeky," I said, snorting on a laugh.
 
   "Greeky?" he asked, puzzled.
 
   "Oops, I guess the cat's out of the bag. That's what Amy and I started calling you," I said.
 
   "Is it some kind of weird slang for geek?" he asked, puzzled.
 
   "If I tell you, we'd have to deflate your ego before we could get you out of here in order for you to fit," I teased.
 
   "Ha-ha, you're a laugh a minute. You should start your own comedy club." 
 
   "Okay, okay, keep your panties on," I said as he growled beside me, making me giggle. "I call you Greeky because I thought you looked like some kind of Greek god when I first saw you," I said, thankful for the darkness of the cave to hide my blushing face.
 
   "Hmmm, Greek god, I like that," he said, tightening his hold on me.
 
   "Ha, I bet."
 
   "Well, if I look like a god than you're a goddess," he said seriously. 
 
   "Right, maybe a paint-smudged one," I joked.
 
   "Come on, it’s nice that you’re not stuck-up or anything, but you’ve got to know you’re hot."
 
   “Well, thanks,” I answered, not knowing what else to say. We both went silent after that and eventually I began to get drowsy. 
 
   "Mason," I said quietly.
 
   "Hmm?"
 
   "I'm in like with you a lot," I said, letting my eyes drift closed.
 
   He laughed softly. "I'm in like with you a lot too!" he said, placing a light kiss on my head.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning came as a complete surprise. I couldn’t believe I had slept through the night. Slowly untangling myself from Mason's arm, I sat up, startled to find he was awake also.
 
   "You okay?" I asked, even though I already knew the answer, judging by the look on his face.
 
   "I've been better," he answered weakly. 
 
   Shining the flashlight over his wound, I could see the infection was clearly spreading, which was why he was in so much discomfort.
 
   "I'm going to get you help," I said, placing my hand to his head. 
 
   His fever was blazing, and his eyes looked cloudy, when he could even manage to keep them open anyway. I wiped my hand across the beads of sweat that covered his forehead. The thought of leaving him behind scared the hell out of me, but I had to do something. 
 
   He had already fallen back into an uncomfortable slumber as I gathered up my supplies. I placed a water bottle and one of the energy bars by his side, just in case, but I was doubtful he would touch either. I swallowed the Advil I had saved from the night before, praying they would help my pounding head and sore throat. Finally, just as I leaned over Mason’s head to give him a soft kiss on his lips, he opened his eyes, scaring the crap out of me.
 
   “Hey, I'll be back soon," I promised, giving him one more kiss. He watched without saying a word. He looked so out of it, I wasn’t even sure he comprehended what I was saying. Taking one last look around to make sure I wasn’t forgetting anything, I crawled out into the ever-present rain.
 
   At first, the rain actually felt kind of nice on my overheated cheeks, but all that changed after about thirty minutes. Without the protection of a raincoat, I was completely saturated and chilled to the bone. My hands throbbed painfully from being exposed to the elements, but I pushed on, stopping every twenty yards or so to tie another ribbon to a tree. 
 
   Stopping so often made my forward progress annoyingly slow and I began to feel disheartened. "Well, this was a great idea," I muttered to myself as I tied yet another ribbon to a towering pine tree. It has to been done though, came my inner voice of reason. 
 
   I continued forward, marking my path while fighting the urge to sprint down the mountain so I could get Mason the help he needed. Not that running was even a possibility since the ground beneath my feet was a murky mess from the never-ending rain. My foot sank an inch into the soil with every step I took. After tripping for what seemed like the hundredth time, I kept my eyes peeled to the ground, realizing this was as fast as I could go.
 
   Midmorning snuck up on me quicker than I expected. I stopped for a break in front of a steep decline that was even more intimidating in my tired, soaking-wet condition. I perched myself up on a large rock and tucked my head down into my jacket so I could use my hot breath in between fits of coughing to warm up my ice-cold skin. All this hiking around was playing havoc with my breathing. My coughing had passed beyond painful and slid right into agony as each spasm made me feel like I was losing a lung. Every muscle in my body ached and I was so weary that just sitting became a fight to keep my tired eyes open. I let my eyes close for just a moment and slowly began to sink into a slumber when Mason's face appeared in my head, jerking me awake. I scrambled to a standing position and pulled out the last of the jerky and one of the energy bars. Still standing so my body wouldn't betray me again, I munched on my snack, willing myself to remain focused. Mason was counting on me. 
 
   Getting a little food and water in my stomach had me feeling somewhat better, but the steep decline in front of me was still worrisome. I looked around for a spot that appeared to be easier to descend, but straight down from where I stood looked to be as safe as any other. I tied a ribbon on a tree at the top of the incline and slowly began to walk down. The slanted ground proved to be as difficult to navigate as it looked, plus there was nothing to hold on to. After falling on my butt for the second time, I finally realized that walking sideways with my feet running parallel with the mountain made the trip down easier. Pleased with my success, I was just about to pat myself on the back when I stepped down on a rock that wasn't buried as deep in the dirt as I had anticipated. The rock rolled out from under my foot, making my ankle twist at an odd angle before buckling from under me. The sudden shift threw off my balance and I tumbled head over heels the rest of the way down, until I finally came to a grinding stop. Loose rocks dug into the sensitive skin where I had landed ungracefully at the bottom of the hill with my face firmly planted in the dirt. 
 
   I sat up groaning and coughing with new aches and pains assaulting my body. Something wet trailed down my left cheek and although I hoped for the best when I swiped it away, I can’t say I was too shocked when my hand came away blood-streaked. "Well, that's great," I muttered, struggling to my feet. Pain tore its way through my leg as my ankle buckled again, sending me back to the ground. "Damn it,” I yelled. “Could I please get a fucking break?" I hollered up at the overcast sky. "Not a big one, but just something," I continued to scream as a feeling of despair set in. We were going to die out here.
 
   The hopelessness of the situation became overwhelming and I broke out in tears. After awhile the sobs turned to coughing as my lungs protested the extra workout the tears were causing. Trying to calm down, I took several deep breaths, letting the oxygen fill my lungs until I slowly began to breathe easier. 
 
   Once I had regained my composure, I pulled up the leg of my pants to check the damage to my ankle. Dark splotches of purple, swelled skin marred the surrounding area of my foot. It looked grotesque, but I was pretty sure it wasn't broken since I didn't hear a snap when it happened. Touching the swelled area lightly with my finger made me cringe. Even if it wasn’t broken, it sure hurt like hell. "Just a bad sprain," I said out loud, trying to reassure myself. "All I need to do is wrap it and I'll be good to go." The only problem was finding something to wrap it with. The torn strips of raincoat were all too short to really do any good. 
 
   The only idea I could think of was to use a piece of my shirt, so I shrugged out of my heavy, wet jacket and pulled off my flannel shirt. The cold rain pelted my bra-clad chest as I hurried back into my jacket, cringing from the wet material clinging to my naked skin. Using a rock to get me started, I tore both sleeves away from the shoulder sections of the shirt. My constant shivering made the job difficult, but I wrapped one of the sleeves snugly around my ankle, tucking the end down into the layers. I then tied the other sleeve in a knot around the wrap to hold it in place.
 
   The makeshift wrap was bulky, but looked like it would hold, and at least I was able to maneuver my pant leg to cover it. Before I attempted to stand again, I searched the ground for a stick that could work as a crutch. I spotted one about ten feet away and slowly scooted myself closer to reach it. It was a painstaking effort to stand up and although my ankle protested my weight, the wrap seemed to be working. I hobbled back to my backpack and pulled out another strip of raincoat so I could tie it to a tree where I had landed. 
 
   Leaving my latest pitfall behind, I shuffled along, leaning heavily on my bristly crutch. It didn't take long for my hand to blister from rubbing against the wet wood, but I wrapped it with one of the bright yellow strips of raincoat and moved on. I was over this abuse, but I’d be damned if I was going to let the rugged wilderness beat me down. 
 
   It was late afternoon when I reached my next steep decline. Without giving it a second thought, I sat on my bottom and slid down the bumpy path. The rocks bit painfully at my buttocks, but it was better than the alternative. Once I was safely at the bottom and relatively pain free, I allowed myself another small break to drink more water and eat another energy bar. My stomach wasn't exactly feeling up to any food, but I knew I needed any energy source I could get.
 
   After I finished eating, I sat for a moment, looking at the ragged mess my body had become. I don’t know if there was a spot on my body that didn’t have some kind of scrape, cut or bruise. I was soaking wet, covered in filth, and to top it off, one of the blisters on my hand had popped open. Resisting the urge to swear at the heavens again, I remembered Mason, alone and fighting infection. I stood myself upright and continued forward, limping several feet when finally, the trees opened up, revealing a sight that made my heart stop. 
 
   Stepping forward cautiously, I nearly wept when my feet stepped onto asphalt. I had done it. One way or another, this road led to something. My steps seemed lighter as I shuffled along the smooth surface. I could do this. All I needed now was a car to come by.
 
   An hour later, I was still walking down the paved road, not a vehicle in sight. My coughing had increased in frequency, pounding my poor head into submission. My steps became more sluggish as I stumbled on, too stubborn to give up. After another hundred yards, or for that matter, it could have been a mile, I was too tired to tell anymore, my body wouldn't allow me to take another step further. Darkness clouded my vision and I sank into oblivion with one thought. Mason. I had failed him. 
 
   A loud rumbling noise jerked me awake. Disoriented, I watched as tires screeched to a stop, inches from where I lay.
 
   "Are you Kimberly?" a burly policeman asked, kneeling by my head. 
 
   I struggled with every last bit of energy I had left to nod. 
 
   I could hear him barking our location into his radio as I faded in and out of consciousness. His radio squawked back and Rick's voice came across the line. "You found her?" I heard him ask before I drifted back out. 
 
   My eyes fluttered open again several minutes later when the kind policeman scooped me up in his arms. "Don't worry, missy, we're going to get you help," he said, laying me gently on the backseat of his cruiser. 
 
   "Mason," I said, fighting my grogginess as he laid a heavy military-style blanket over me. 
 
   "We're going to find him," he said, gently pushing me back down as I struggled to sit up. 
 
   My coughs were traitorous again as I tried to tell him I knew where Mason was. Somehow, in between the fits I managed to describe how I had marked the path. 
 
   "He's in bad shape," I added, fighting to stay awake. "We're not leaving until you find him," I said stubbornly, resting my head on the seat. 
 
   I was in a daze when Rick showed up twenty minutes later with a rescue team. "Kimberly," he said, dragging me into his arms. 
 
   "Mason's hurt bad. His leg is broken and he's blazing with fever," I said as a new wave of coughs erupted out of me. 
 
   "Why haven't you taken her to the hospital?" Rick demanded, turning on the cop.
 
   "She refused to leave until we rescue your boy," the cop answered, looking uncertain.
 
   "Get her to the hospital now," he demanded.
 
   "I want to stay until you bring Mason down," I protested. 
 
   "We'll be right behind you, honey," Rick said, attempting to close my door. 
 
   "Don't let him die. I love him," I mumbled as the darkness finally dragged me in for good.
 
   ***
 
   I was awakened by a hand gently smoothing my hair back. Bright light flooded the space around me and I marveled at the absence of rain. I tried to focus, but my eyes were heavy and I drifted back to sleep. I could hear voices, but I was too tired to make out their words. 
 
   The next few days passed in a drug-induced sleep as I drifted in and out of consciousness. I wanted to ask about Mason, but I couldn't manage to stay awake longer than a few minutes at a time. 
 
   Finally, on the third day, I was able to open my eyes long enough to hold a conversation. The room I was in had an antiseptic smell, but I welcomed its presence.
 
   "Sweetie," my mom said, leaning over me.
 
   "Mason?" I croaked.
 
   "Oh, sweetie, we've been so worried. Rick, she's awake," my mom said over her shoulder.
 
   "Mason?" I asked again as Rick crowded my bed on the other side.
 
   Rick's face was telling a story I didn’t want to hear.
 
   "Mason?" I asked, clawing at the oxygen tube in my nose so I could sit up.
 
   My mom’s hands stopped me, gently pushing me back down.
 
   "He's in recovery sweetie. They say you saved his life," she said as tears coursed down her cheeks.
 
   "What aren't you telling me?" I demanded, looking at Rick.
 
   "They couldn't save his leg," Rick said, holding back his own tears.
 
   All fight left me as I sank back against my pillows with tears streaming down my cheeks.
 
   "Honey, he's going to be okay," my mom said, trying to reassure me. 
 
   "No, he won't be, Mom, the mountains are his life and he needs his leg. All of it was for nothing," I said, pounding the bed with my hand.
 
   "Kimmie, you're wrong. You saved his life. You're a hero," Rick said, holding my hand lightly in his. 
 
   "But I didn't save his leg," I said, choking on a sob.
 
   "But you saved him. The rest we can deal with," he said, smoothing my hair back like my mom had. 
 
   "Honey, you walked three miles with pneumonia, a sprained ankle and countless other ailments. I'm so proud of you," my mom added.
 
   I smiled slightly through my tears. "Mason said it would turn into pneumonia," I said before sliding back into the welcome arms of slumber.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   The next few days passed in slow motion as my body recovered from its trauma. I slept more than I ever had before, and my doctors told me that it was the best medicine I could get. The antibiotics helped and soon they were able to remove the oxygen tube, confident my lungs were well on the road to recovery. My ankle and finger would take longer, but they were now wrapped properly. 
 
   When I was awake enough to hold a conversation, Rick filled me in on what Mason and I had missed in our absence. I found out Alyssa was hiding out in the boathouse all along, but she was still at the camp since her dad went on a drinking binge before she was picked up. The judge was so upset, he obviously reversed his decision.
 
   "She's really worried about you guys and feels bad about what happened," Rick told me.
 
   "Tell her it's all good," I said, stealing Mason's line. "Who's running the camp right now, anyway?"
 
   "Louise and a couple of friends we have in the area. They plan on remaining there until camp ends so I can be here for you and Mason."
 
   "When can I see Mason?" I asked.
 
   "They want to wait until your pneumonia is completely gone. That way Mason won't be at risk.
 
   I nodded, understanding the reasoning. "How is he?"
 
   "Not bad. He's concerned about you," Rick answered evasively. 
 
   "That's not what I mean. How is he?"
 
   "He's suffering from depression over his leg. He's putting on a brave front, but I can tell he's taking it hard."
 
   I nodded, fighting tears. "I wish I could be with him," I mumbled, swiping a tear off my cheek.
 
   "I know, honey, but we want you to get better too," Mom said, entering the room. 
 
   "I'm practically back to normal," I whined.
 
   "Yes, well, 'practically' and 'actually' being back to normal are two separate things," she said, smoothing out my blanket.
 
   Sensing an argument, Rick left the room, claiming he was going to check on Mason.
 
   ***
 
   By the end of my second week in the hospital, I was done with their excuses. I asked to see Mason every opportunity I got, but Mom kept telling me it could be detrimental to my recovery.
 
   "I want to see him now," I told her as she tried to derail my request once again.
 
   "Kim, you heard the doctor. Your lungs need a chance to recover without risking another infection," she said, sighing heavily at my repeated request.
 
   "I also heard him say I'd be ready for release tomorrow, so there's no reason I can't see Mason. Why are you keeping him from me?" I said, finally seeing through her ploy.
 
   She looked at me critically for a minute before answering. "Do you know you wouldn't leave until you knew they were on their way to rescue Mason? You woke long enough to tell Rick they had to save Mason because you loved him."
 
   I shook my head no. "That day was such a blur, I don't remember much of anything," I admitted. "But what does that have to do with anything?" I added, puzzled.
 
   "I felt you needed a few days to sort out your feelings," she said, fluffing out the pillow behind my head.
 
   "What do you mean, sort out my feelings?" I asked, dragging out my words.
 
   "It just seems a little wishy-washy to be spouting out words of love with someone you hardly know."
 
   "Well, that seems rich coming from you," I said quietly, looking her in the eye.
 
   "What is that supposed to mean?" she asked, avoiding my eyes as she sat on the edge of the chair.
 
   "I think you know exactly what I mean. Not all of us feel the need to hold everything in. Not all of us feel it's right to deny others the truth. Is that why you didn't tell dad about me?" I asked. 
 
   She sighed and sat back in the chair. "I'm not sure how I felt about your dad. When I found out I was pregnant with you, we were both still bound and determined to keep our relationship casual. We were both in college and didn't want anything to encroach on our studies. We had fun hanging out together, and he definitely was the funniest person I had ever dated, but I didn’t know if it was love. When I found out I was pregnant with you, I was scared to tell him. He was starting his senior year and had big plans. I was terrified he'd turn his back on me, but I was more terrified he wouldn't. From the moment I found out you were in my belly, I felt you were mine. I know it sounds selfish, and if I could go back in time, I'd tell him, even if it meant I had to share you," she said, swiping at a stray tear. 
 
   "Would it have been so bad sharing me?" I asked.
 
   "At the time, it seemed impossible, especially once I held you. You were so tiny and perfect that I couldn't imagine entrusting your safety with someone else. I wanted to protect you."
 
   "And you wanted me to yourself," I said, feeling slightly nauseous. 
 
   "Yes, I wanted you to myself. Now, after all that, I'm afraid I finally have lost you to Rick," she said, choking back a sob. 
 
   I wanted to argue with her, but her words rang true. Somewhere in my subconscious, I had already decided that I wasn't ready to leave my new life. College was due to start in less than a month, but my dream school no longer held my heart. My heart was somewhere in this hospital.
 
   "I want to go see Mason," I finally said.
 
   She stood up without arguing and retrieved the wheelchair that sat in the corner of my room. She was silent as she rolled me from my room and down the hall. I knew she was in pain at the decisions she somehow sensed I was making, but I knew that to fix it would be denying my own heart.
 
   "I can take it from here," I told her when she paused outside his door.
 
   Pushing the door open with my good foot, I wheeled into the room. My eyes never left Mason's as I wheeled to the far side of his bed. 
 
   "Hi," I said, finally coming to a stop.
 
   "Hi yourself, beach bunny," he said, smiling at me through the light beard that covered his face. 
 
   "This is new," I said, running my hand down his jaw line. 
 
   He captured my hand with his and placed a kiss on the palm. 
 
   "Yeah, I haven't had a chance to shave," he tried to joke.
 
   I saw through his disguise. "I'm so sorry I wasn't able to save your leg," I said as a hot tear streaked its way down my cheek.
 
   "You saved my life," he said, cradling my hand against his chest. "They told me the infection would have killed me if you wouldn't have risked your own life going for help."
 
   "It was a piece a cake. A walk in the park," I said, trying to smile through my tears.
 
   "That's not what Rick told me. He said you walked on a sprained ankle with pneumonia and still, you never gave up."
 
   "It was only because I thought I saw a Dairy Queen and I had a real hankering for a Blizzard," I teased.
 
   "I thought so," he said, tugging on my hand until I crawled up on the bed with him.
 
   "Is this allowed?" I asked as he slid his arm around me.
 
   "Do we care?" he asked, dropping a kiss on my lips.
 
   "Um, nope," I answered when we came up for air.
 
   He kissed me on the head and switched on the television. 
 
   "CW, please," I said as he channel surfed. 
 
   He sighed dramatically, but switched to the channel I requested. We were onto our second show when Rick strolled in with a bag of takeout. 
 
   "Well, this looks cozy," he said dryly.
 
   "The CW or us?" I joked as he divided out the food. 
 
   He raised his eyebrows at me without answering. "I saw your mom in the hall, she looked upset."
 
   I nodded without answering as I munched on a fry.
 
   "Why's your mom upset? She was fine when she visited me earlier," Mason said, taking a bite of his loaded burger.
 
   "She's not happy about some of the decisions she thinks I'm about to make."
 
   "And what would those be?"
 
   "That I'm not going to UCLA," I said, finally coming to the decision I had been struggling with. 
 
   "What?" both Mason and Rick demanded at the same time.
 
   "Sheesh, indoor voices," I said, making a production of cleaning out my ear.
 
   "Why would you drop out of school?" Mason asked in quieter tone.
 
   "I'm not dropping out. I just decided I might want to go to community college somewhere else," I said, feeling a little sick at his tone. What if he didn't want me to move here?
 
   "Why community college?" Rick asked, clearly confused.
 
   "Because, it's too late to enroll in a state college," I said, nibbling on my food. This was not the reaction I had been hoping for.
 
   "Where?" Mason asked.
 
   "I'm thinking Red Rocks."
 
   "You mean you want to move here?" Rick asked.
 
   "Well, I was thinking about it," I said defensively.
 
   "What about art school?"
 
   "I'm sure community college has art classes, but I'm thinking of doing a dual major anyway. I was hoping you two would be a little more excited about my news."
 
   "Believe me, I'm excited about the idea of seeing you more, but I better go check on your mom. I'm sure this has her quite upset," Rick said, heading out the door.
 
   "Well, that was a disaster," I muttered. "I thought you guys would be happier."
 
   "I'm excited, beach bunny, but I just don't want you to change your dreams for me," Mason said, sliding an arm around me.
 
   "I'm not changing them, I'm just adapting them to include you," I said, snuggling into his arms.
 
   He kissed the top of my head, but remained silent. We continued to watch TV and eat, but neither held the same appeal they had just a few minutes prior.
 
   The next few days were busy as the doctors released me to the capable hands of my mom and Rick. They shuttled me back to the hotel they had checked into weeks ago. My mom wanted to take me home to California, but I balked at the idea. I wasn't going anywhere until Mason started physical therapy and was well on the road to recovery. 
 
   I expected her to fly home, but she remained in Colorado with me. 
 
   On Monday of his third week in the hospital, Mason was due to start physical therapy. The doctors thought it would be best if we let Mason do the first few sessions without an audience, so Rick and I waited until after lunch to visit.
 
   I was anxious to see him. Over the last few days, I noticed a subtle change in him as he started to distance himself from me. I tried to chalk it up as anxiety over physical therapy, but I was worried it was something else.
 
   Mason was already back in his room when we arrived. 
 
   "How'd it go, son?" Rick asked, trying to ignore the sour look on Mason's face.
 
   "It was crap," Mason said, sounding bitter.
 
   "What happened?" I asked concerned.
 
   He remained silent, fixated on the TV above our heads. 
 
   "It's going to take awhile to build up the appropriate muscles…" Rick replied until Mason cut him off. 
 
   "I'm not doing it anymore," Mason bit out angrily. 
 
   "What?" Rick and I both said at the same time.
 
   "I'm a cripple now. Going to stupid-ass physical therapy isn't going to change that," he said, looking at his injured leg with disgust.
 
   "Mason, it'll get easier. You're not a cripple," I said, fighting tears as I reached for his hand.
 
   He jerked it away. "Why are you even here? I'm not worth throwing your life away," he said harshly.
 
   "Mason?" I said, shocked at his words.
 
   "I'm going to step out a minute and give you guys a chance to talk," Rick said, already heading for the door.
 
   "I'm not throwing my life away for you," I said, stepping to the side of his bed "But that doesn't mean I can't be here for you when you need me," I added, reaching for his hand. 
 
   He reared back like I had slapped him. "I don't need you," he said sternly, not meeting my eyes. "I don't need you to keep saving me," he growled.
 
   My heart dropped to my knees. "I know what you're doing," I said in a shaky voice.
 
   "I'm not doing anything. We sought each other's comfort in a time of need, but we both know we have nothing in common."
 
   "I thought we were falling in like with each other," I said, forcing a smile through a veil of tears. 
 
   "Oh, I like you, but that's all I feel," he said, turning away from me.
 
   "I know you're just saying all of this because you're in pain. I'll be waiting for you when you're ready," I said quietly.
 
   "I wouldn't hold my breath," he muttered as I softly closed the door behind me.
 
   Rejection was a cold slap in the face anytime it happened, but coming from him like that was enough to make me want to curl up in a ball. I resisted the urge, holding my head high as I walked down the hall. 
 
   "I'm going home," I told a surprised Rick. 
 
   "Kimmie," he said, pulling me in for an awkward hug since my crutches got in the way. "He doesn't mean it. He's just frustrated."
 
   "Maybe, but I don't think my staying is doing him any good. He needs to focus on getting better first. I'll be in touch," I said, holding my tears in by a thread. 
 
   "I've really enjoyed being with you this summer, despite the mishaps," Rick said, pulling me in for another hug.
 
   "I feel the same," I said as a tear slipped down my cheek. "I'll be back, Dad."
 
   "That sounds nice to hear," he said, acknowledging the fact that I was finally calling him his parental name.
 
   "It feels right," I said, giving him a watery kiss on the cheek. "I'll call," I said, hurrying down the hall as fast as my aluminum crutches would allow before my tears tainted my exit.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   "You okay?" my mom asked for the hundredth time as our plane landed. 
 
   "Mom, I'm fine," I said, exasperated. 
 
   "I know, you've said that, but we left in such a hurry that I'm not sure you said your goodbyes properly."
 
   "Mom, you're the one that wanted me to come home," I said wearily, grabbing my carryon bag.
 
   "Not with your tail tucked between your legs," she muttered behind me, grabbing my bag from me and handing me my crutches the flight attendant had handed her. 
 
   "When can I be done with these stupid things?" I grumbled, hobbling off the plane.
 
   "I'm taking you to see Dr. Roberts tomorrow. She'll give us a verdict then."
 
   By the time we made it out of the airport, I was ready to throw the crutches into the nearest dumpster. My armpits protested the hard cushions that dug painfully into them with each step I took. It felt better to complain about that kind of pain, rather than deal with the true pain I was feeling. After much soul-searching the night before, I felt Mason had lied to himself and me about his feelings. I had to fight the urge to run to him and make him admit it. He needed to believe in himself before he could begin to explore the feelings he had for me. Putting distance between us seemed to be the best option I could think of. One day he'd be ready to own up to them, but for now, I'd have to give him the space he needed, no matter how painful it was.
 
   Carol was waiting for me when Mom pulled the car into the driveway. I climbed out of the car smiling, and was surprised when she nearly bowled me over in a bear hug.
 
   "Kim, I've been sooooooo worried about you," she said, dragging out the word.
 
   "When I heard you were lost with some guy, I about died. I begged my mom to let me go with your mom, but she said I would just get in the way. As if, right? I mean, seriously, I'm not a two-year-old," Carol chatted on as she helped my mom drag my luggage down the hall to my room.
 
   "I'll get you girls a snack while you catch up," Mom said, giving me a knowing look. 
 
   She knew I was dying to tell Carol everything and was giving me the space to do so. I knew she wanted to know too, but respected the new boundaries I had set up between us. For years, she had been my sounding board, my shoulder to cry on, my everyday champion, but her betrayal, although forgivable, had erected a wall between us that I wasn't ready to scale just yet.
 
   "So, what's the deal with that," Carol asked, settling on my bed beside me.
 
   I shrugged my shoulders "We're working on it, I guess. She came clean for her reasons in Colorado and I forgive her, but it just still feels off. I have so many other things to deal with that I've pushed it to the back of my mind for now."
 
   "So, tell me everything about your accident and trip," she said, switching gears. "How was your dad? And how did you get lost in the mountains with your stepbrother."
 
   "Foster brother," I corrected, sharper than I intended. 
 
   "Oh, foster brother, I see. Everything is looking a little bit clearer," she said, arching her eyebrows at me.
 
   "Very funny," I said, not knowing where to start.
 
   Figuring the beginning was probably the best approach. I told her about discovering that Rick owned a camp and how worried I was about fitting in, how Mason made it his mission to point out my every flaw and mistake.
 
   "What a jerk," she interrupted, sounding pissed that he dared criticized me.
 
   "Let me finish," I said, breaking her tirade as I bit into one of the chocolate chip cookies my mom had dropped off for us.
 
   "Fine," she teased, snatching up two cookies at once.
 
   Smiling at her loyalty, I filled her in on the rest. Like how Mason and I started to have feelings for each other, how I grew to love teaching the kids about art, and then finally I told her about the accident. I tried to paint a visual picture with my words of what our little cave looked like and the way Mason had held me in his arms at night.
 
   "He sounds dreamy," she interrupted again.
 
   "He is," I agreed.
 
   "So, you don't believe he doesn't have feelings for you, do you?"
 
   "No, I know he feels the same, but he has to recover from his injuries first, and then we can re-evaluate."
 
   "You little minx. You think he'll come after you."
 
   "I hope he does," I said honestly, knowing the risk of calling his bluff. "But still, what if he doesn't come after me?" Panic seized me at the thought.
 
   "He will. Clearly he knows of your fabulousness," she teased. "So, what are your plans for school?" she added, once again switching gears. 
 
   "Originally, I planned on withdrawing my application from UCLA and going to a community college for a year in Colorado, but I guess I'll hold off on that. I'm planning on doing a dual major so I can get my degree in education."
 
   "Wow, it’s seriously wigging me out to hear you say you want to work with kids. If I didn't know any better, I'd think your body was abducted by aliens while you were lost in the mountains."
 
   "I know, right? Believe me, it sort of wigs me out too, but seriously, you should see how some of the kids opened up. They were like sponges as I took them through some of the basic art steps..." My voice trailed off when I noticed her studying me appraisingly. "What?" I asked, paranoid.
 
   "Nothing, it’s just, I've never heard you talk like this. You sound so inspiring."
 
   "Well, I guess that's because it's really inspiring. The kids changed the way I look at art."
 
   "That's great, Kim," she said, giving me hug. "I'm a little sad you might be leaving me behind soon, but I'm glad you have direction," she said, sighing dramatically.
 
   "You have direction. I thought you were going to major in set design," I said, trying to remember if that was the last major she had mentioned. 
 
   "I'm thinking I should do something more worthwhile like you. Think about it. You’ll be sculpting the minds of young children everywhere, that could be me," she said, holding back a smile.
 
   "Right," I said, starting to giggle. Carol had six brothers and sisters and though she loved them all, she had vowed that when we went to college, she wouldn't spend more than a day with anyone younger than the age of eighteen for the next ten years. "Of course, that might make your vow a little tough or maybe you plan on teaching college boys," I said, wagging my eyebrows at her suggestively. 
 
   "Hmmm, that's not a bad idea. I'll make every class a nude study," she said, saucily.
 
   I laughed because it was something I could totally see her doing.
 
   "So, what are you going to do now?" she asked. 
 
   "Well, I can't go back to work until I'm done with those aluminum torture devices, so I plan on catching up on a few pieces for my portfolio. I want to catch the Rocky Mountains on canvas before the images fade away."
 
   "What about school?"
 
   "I guess I'll stay at UCLA for this semester. If Mason doesn't come around by Christmas break, I'm still moving to Colorado," I said, ignoring the dread that filled me at the thought. "I've made up my mind, boy or not, spending time with my dad is important to me."
 
   "Sounds good, and at least I get you for a semester," she said, giving me a quick hug before darting out my door. "Bye, Ms. H," she said, passing my mom on her way out.
 
   "So, you're going to UCLA this semester?" she asked nonchalantly, unzipping my suitcase.
 
   "Eavesdrop much?" I asked.
 
   "I was on my way in when I heard you tell Car," she said, defensively. 
 
   "Right," I said, sinking back against my pillow.
 
   "Kim, are we going to be able to move past this?"
 
   "Past what?" I asked, running my fingers through the fringes of my throw blanket.
 
   "The hostility and sarcasm. I miss the old you. I miss us."
 
   "I miss us too. I just don't know how to let go of the pain you caused. You hid the truth for eighteen years. Why did you even bother to tell us?"
 
   "I promised myself I would tell you when you were eighteen and an adult."
 
   "Because you knew by then he wouldn't be able to swoop in and steal partial custody from you," I said, seeing through her answer.
 
   "Yes," she said, meeting my eyes before sinking on my bed beside me.
 
   "Do you at least regret not telling us sooner?" I asked.
 
   "I always said I wouldn't, that I would stand by my decision, but the moment I told Rick, I regretted it deeper than I've ever regretted anything. I'm not proud that I stripped you of a father figure, just as I'm not proud that I stripped him of a daughter. He and I talked about it a lot when you were in the hospital, and the impact of my decision hit me like a two-by-four. He wanted to know about all the things I got to experience: where we were when you took your first step, the first time you lost a tooth, your first day of kindergarten and most recently, the day you got your diploma. I'm sorry I robbed you both of sharing these experiences, so yes, I regret my decision. Not because I'm afraid you'll always hate me, but because of the reasons I listed."
 
   "I don't hate you, Mom. I just need time," I said, reaching over to give her a hug.
 
   "I love you, sweetie," she said, kissing the top of my head.
 
   "I love you too, Mom."
 
   "I'll let you rest for a while and then maybe we can order out Chinese."
 
   "Sounds good," I said, sinking down on my bed until I was lying flat. 
 
   She covered me with my blanket like she used to when I was little before leaving me alone with my thoughts.
 
   The silence of the room assaulted me and the emotions I had worked to keep at bay for the last twenty-four hours bubbled over. Mason's rejection the day before simmered in my heart like an open wound and tears of hurt burned their way down my cheeks. I thought coming home would be better by giving us a little space, but I felt the distance more acutely than I would have thought possible.
 
   My tears ran down my cheeks hot and fast as my repressed sobs finally broke free. Muffling them with my pillow, I cried until I had nothing left and finally drifted to sleep.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
   The weeks leading up to the start of term passed in a crazy-busy blur of activity. I pushed Mason to the back of my mind and threw myself into getting ready for dorm life. Mom surprised me by giving me a thousand dollar gift card to Bed Bath and Beyond. I suspected it was a guilt gift, but was grateful for it, regardless. Car and I had a field day spending it, from buying matching comforters for our beds, to completely outfitting our bathroom in deep plum shades. Car's parents kicked in with our appliances so we'd be the envy of the other rooms with our mini fridge, microwave and coffee maker. We'd wanted a hot plate, but all the parents balked at that, claiming we'd forget about it and leave it turned on when sudden inspiration distracted us. We both tried to act hurt over their accusations, but couldn't deny it. 
 
   My biggest surprise arrived the day before I headed off to school. Carol and I were dragging my crap down the hall when our doorbell rang. My heart skipped a beat like it had every time our doorbell rang since I got home. 
 
   "I'll get it," Carol said, dropping the box she was carrying on the hall table. "Well, well, I know who you are," she said to the visitor.
 
   My heart thudded painfully in my chest and my palms began to sweat. He was here.
 
   Carol swung the door open wide and I had to swallow back my disappointment when I saw Rick and not Mason on the doorstep. 
 
   Shoving my hurt back to its safe place, I dropped my box before throwing myself in his arms. "Dad, what are you doing here? Is Mason okay?" I asked, pulling back. I instantly wanted to bite my tongue. I was supposed to be acting nonchalant here.
 
   "Mason's fine. He's at home now and goes in for physical therapy every day," he said, giving me a look that spoke volumes.
 
   "Good, I'm glad," I said, swallowing hard. This is what I had wanted. "But, what are you doing here?" I asked again.
 
   "You didn't think I was going to miss out on the opportunity of helping my daughter settle into college, did you?"
 
   "I guess not," I said with a genuine smile. "Are you sure you're ready for the mayhem though?"
 
   "Bring it on," he said, winking at me.
 
   "Ahem," Car said behind me.
 
   "Oh, sorry. Dad this is my friend, Carol or Car. Car, this is my dad, Rick," I said, introducing them. 
 
   "Nice to meet you, Car," Rick said, reaching out to shake her hand. 
 
   "So, what's with your boy hurting my girl here?" Carol shocked me by saying.
 
   "Car," I hissed, kicking at her foot.
 
   Rick raised his eyebrows at her question and started to answer it, but I interrupted him. "We don't need to talk about it," I said with steel in my voice as I gave Carol the evil eye.
 
   She shrugged her shoulders in her typical so-sue-me kind of attitude.
 
   Rick watched our silent exchange, looking confused about whether he should say something.
 
   "It's fine. Car just shares my gift of diarrhea of the mouth," I said, leading him into the family room. "Did Mom know you were coming?" I asked.
 
   "Yeah, I told her I wanted it to be a surprise. Figured you could use me for manual labor."
 
   "Great idea, my dad is sooooooo old, he'd be more of a hindrance," Carol piped in.
 
   "Car," I said, trying to chastise her, but wound up having to agree with her. I loved her parents dearly, but they were older than most of the parents we knew. Poor Carol had put up with jokes about them looking more like her grandparents than actual parents for years.
 
   "They're just a little older," I explained to Rick.
 
   "I see. Well, I'm glad I can be of service. I rented an Expedition since your mom told me you'd have to take several vehicles."
 
   "That's awesome, though I'm sure Ms. Go Green might feel differently," Car teased.
 
   "Go Green?" Rick asked.
 
   "Seriously, Car, you need a gag," I said, sighing. "I'm just a little picky on environmentally-friendly vehicles," I added, grabbing the box I had set down.
 
   "Uh-huh, I'm guessing my vehicle back home doesn't meet those standards?" he joked, grabbing the box from me. 
 
   "Um, no, not really," I admitted.
 
   He laughed. "It's practical for the mountains, but I see your point."
 
   Carol laughed at his words and followed him outside with her box. Conversation after that was left to short phrases as I dragged the rest of the stuff we had accumulated to the entryway. The majority of Carol's stuff was already at my house since we had been stowing our purchases in my room. Space at her house was limited at best, even with her and her two older siblings off at school. 
 
   Carol left when we were almost done so she could help her mom with dinner.
 
   Rick and I finished loading up the back of the Expedition, which I had to admit had a ton of space once you laid all the seats down. Rick filled me in on what was happening at the camp while we worked. He was careful to skirt around mentioning Mason and I was thankful for it. I hadn't cried over Mason since my first night home, but being around Rick brought the raw feelings back to the surface. 
 
   "So, Amy's gearing up for Red Rocks," he said, closing the hatch of the vehicle as my mom pulled into the driveway.
 
   "Where's she staying?" I asked.
 
   "In a small apartment off campus. Her scholarship money and loans are enough to pay the bills and her classes. We're all pitching in for the rest."
 
   "That's great. I know how much she wanted to go to college."
 
   "She misses you," he said before turning to greet my mom. "Kate," he said, giving her hug.
 
   "It's good to see you, Rick," she said warmly.
 
   I headed to my room, leaving them to chat.
 
   My room looked bare without all the boxes and bags that had cluttered it the last few weeks. Sitting on the edge of my bed, I thought about my conversation with Rick. I felt bad I hadn't called or returned Amy's text messages since I got home. I had pushed her away, afraid that talking to her would make me miss Mason more. I now realized it was selfish of me to do so. I valued her friendship and I wasn't doing a very good job showing it.
 
   I pulled my cell out of my pocket and scrolled through my messages until I got to the one she had sent.
 
   Hey girl I hear you're college bound. I typed.
 
   Who is this??? She answered.
 
   Hahaha kidding :) She texted back. 
 
   Sorry I haven't called.
 
   I understand chica. I know something went down between you and Greeky but figured you didn't want to talk about it. 
 
   Yeah sort of.
 
   That's okay. I'm here if you need a friend.
 
   Thanks I value your friendship a lot.
 
   Aww back atcha Twinsie.
 
   I heart you. I texted smiling.
 
   I heart you too <3 Don't be a stranger.
 
   I won't. I typed.
 
   Tossing my phone on my bed, I headed to my bathroom to shower since moving stuff translated to sweaty ickiness.
 
   The evening passed much too quickly for my liking as Rick treated Mom and me to dinner out at my favorite Mexican restaurant. During dinner, Rick entertained us with stories of previous years at the camp. Mom and I were in stitches at some of the fiascos, or as he put it, fires he had to put out. The evening was bittersweet as I got a glimpse into what our life might have been like.
 
   "I had fun tonight," I told them, giving them a hug goodnight as they continued to talk late into the night. 
 
   "Night, Kimmie," Rick said, standing.
 
   "Night, Dad," I said, heading toward my room. 
 
   "I can't believe she lets you call her that," I heard Mom say.
 
   "Oh sheesh, between Car and Mom, nothing's sacred," I muttered to myself.
 
   My last morning at home passed in a whirlwind of activity as I rushed around like a maniac, grabbing stray art supplies that seemed to be strewn throughout the house. Finally, after many false starts, we were on the road, headed for the campus. The three-hour drive passed quickly as Mom and I talked about mundane things, trying to hold our tears at bay over our impending separation. 
 
   The campus was buzzing when we arrived and we wound up circling the block several times until we found spaces. Rick squeezed into the closest space while Mom and I parked a block away. 
 
   Carol showed up with her mom and dad in tow, and we made quick work of unloading all the vehicles. Before I knew it, Carol and I were standing alone in our dorm room with tears in our eyes. 
 
   "Well, we're college girls," Carol said dramatically, sweeping her arms out and twirling around.
 
   "Yeah, I guess we are," I said, not sharing her excitement.
 
   "Come on Gloomy Gus, we're here. Let's go grab something to eat and we'll deal with this mess later," she said, indicating the multiple boxes and bags scattered across the room.
 
   "Fine, but you're doing your share when we get back," I said, knowing her well.
 
   "Me?" she said, laying on the innocence.
 
   Carol and I walked around the campus to get a better lay of the land before classes started on Monday. 
 
   "What time is freshman orientation tomorrow?" Carol asked, sipping her large iced caramel latte. 
 
   "Two in the afternoon, I think. Why?" 
 
   "Just wondering since the campus seems pretty empty."
 
   "That's what I was thinking. I guess not everyone is as dedicated as us," I joked.
 
   "You mean, dweebie, right? Come on, let’s go get dinner, maybe we'll meet some people."
 
   "By 'people', you mean 'boys'," I said, linking my arm through hers. "How can you be hungry anyway? You just downed an iced caramel latte."
 
   "Hello, have we met?"
 
   "Oops, that's right. I forgot I was talking to the bottomless pit," I quipped as she dragged me into the Terrace Food Court. 
 
   "Wow, pick your poison," I said, taking in all the fast food places. "Sheesh, this food court is better than the one at the mall," I joked, heading for the Panda Express. 
 
   "I'm going to make the rounds to see what I want," Carol said, dumping her empty cup in the trashcan. 
 
   "Okay," I said, placing my order with the girl behind the counter. 
 
   Carol still wasn't back by the time I paid for my food, so I picked a table for us. I was halfway done with my food when I saw her headed my way, dragging two very willing guys behind her. I held back a sigh at their twin like appearances in khaki shorts and girly-colored polo shirts. Why guys suddenly thought it was hot to wear pink and lavender was beyond me. 
 
   "Kim, this is Chris and his friend Steven," she said, making quick introductions while I glared at her. 
 
   "Hi," I said, holding out my hand, reluctantly.
 
   Chris shook it firmly before turning his attention back to Carol, making it clear who he was interested in.
 
   I turned to his friend to shake his hand. He grasped mine longer than necessary, making a production of running his thumb over my pulse point. I jerked my hand back, frowning at him. 
 
   "Sorry, there's only room at the table for two," I said, rudely.
 
   "That's okay. We can get a bigger..." Carol started to say, but abruptly shut her mouth when she saw my thunderous expression.
 
   "No problem," Chris said, looking at me like I had sprouted an extra head. "Here, let me program my number in your phone and maybe we can get together after your orientation," he said, reaching for his phone. 
 
   "Okay," Carol said, obviously already infatuated. 
 
   Taking a moment to appraise Chris, I guess I couldn't blame her. He was easily more than six feet tall with a mess of brown locks that fell across his forehead. His lean physique made him a prime candidate for most shirtless activities that most girls would dream about. Judging by the look on Car's face, she was already in dreamland. With Carol standing next to him with her long golden legs, highlighted by a mid-thigh skirt and a full chest, enhanced by the peasant shirt that tied just over her chest, they looked like they were posing for some clothing line.
 
   "I'll call you," Carol said as they turned to leave. Chris turned to wink at her one last time and I had to bite back a groan. Carol was a goner for sure.
 
   "I'm in love," she announced, throwing herself in the chair across from me.
 
   "I'm surprised it took so long, you've known him all of ten minutes," I said drily.
 
   "Closer to fifteen," she said, smiling at me impishly. "Isn't this why we came to college?" she asked, picking a piece of Mongolian chicken off my plate.
 
   I shoved my plate toward her. 
 
   "So, you were a little rude there," she said, digging in with gusto.
 
   "Well, unlike you my dear, I'm not here to meet hunky guys, and especially not ones who assaulted my hand in a handshake."
 
   "Oh I'm sure it wasn't that bad."
 
   "Seriously, he rubbed his thumb along my pulse point. Who doesn't know that's a date move only?" I griped, taking a slurp of my Diet Coke. 
 
   "You know, it might do Mr. Mountain Dreamboat some good if he thought you were dating."
 
   "Car, he has enough on his plate, like learning to walk again. This isn't high school anymore, no games allowed. He either wants me or he doesn't," I said, taking another drink to try to remove the sudden lump in my throat.
 
   Carol looked like she wanted to say more, but changed her mind and continued to eat the rest of my dinner.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
   I let my head fall forward onto my desk with a thud. The pain radiated across my forehead, but it didn't alleviate my aggravation at the statistics problems that openly mocked me. "Why the hell an art teacher needs to know the probability of an ace of hearts coming up out of a gazillion cards is beyond me," I grumbled to myself, slamming the book closed in frustration. I was definitely going to have to hit a tutoring session if I planned on passing this class. 
 
   "Shut down your laptop, chick-a-roo, we're going to a party," Carol said, breezing into our dorm room.
 
   "I can't, Car, I have a term paper due in my Teaching in Diverse Populations class, and this freaking Statistics class will be the death of me," I said, pointing to my textbook, accusingly. 
 
   "Kim, you haven't been out since we got here. That's almost niiiine weeks," she said, dragging out the nine like it was a dirty word. 
 
   "Car, I don't feel like going out."
 
   "Look Kim, I know you've gone through a lot, and I won't even pretend to understand what you went through, but honey, you have to move on. No offense, but Captain Dickhead is obviously too stupid to know what he's missing. Staying in the room pining for him every Friday night isn't doing you any good."
 
   "Car," I said, sighing. I knew she was right. When September had slid into October without a word from Mason, I faced the harsh reality that our short time together had meant nothing to him. 
 
   "Come out with me, please. It's Halloween and one of the fraternities is throwing a huge costume party. I even bought you a mask," she said, holding up a cheapo paper Zorro mask.
 
   I giggled looking at it. "Seriously?" I said as my giggles turned to laughter. 
 
   She smiled at me. "Actually, I bought you this one too, figuring you could pick," she said, holding up a plum-colored mask decked out in gems and feathers. 
 
   "Okay, but you better not leave me stranded while you and Chris make out in some dark corner."
 
   "Chris is so old news. I'm going with Michael."
 
   "Michael?" I asked, wracking my head for a recent mention of him. "Regardless, you better not leave me high and dry."
 
   “I won't leave your side," she said, smiling at me mischievously. "Scouts honor," she added, seeing my skepticism. 
 
   "You weren't ever a scout," I pointed out, heading off to the bathroom to take a quick shower. 
 
   Carol's laughter followed me.
 
   Two hours later I was standing alone against a wall watching the party unfold in front of me with Carol nowhere to be found. I was ready to wring her neck for leaving me in a crowd where I knew no one. Though I was seriously pissed at her, I couldn't help openly gawking at the people around me. To say that college students got into their costume parties would have been a gross understatement. Scantily dressed girls walked around in costumes, ranging from vampires to angels. The majority of the male population at the party had gone with the werewolf theme. I had lost count after like the twelfth one walked by my safe place. I felt out of place standing there by myself, clutching a solo cup of punch that some stranger in a werewolf mask had assured me would make me happy. By his staggering around, I was pretty convinced his idea of happy and mine were entirely different. 
 
   "I'm going to kill, Car," I mumbled to myself, setting down my full cup.
 
   "Talking to yourself is never a good sign," a voice said from beside me. 
 
   Startled, I turned and found myself facing yet another werewolf.
 
   "Seriously, did you guys get a group rate on costumes or something?" I said, snippily, knowing I sounded like a bitch, but I couldn't find the will to care. I was over the whole party scene.
 
   "Nah, it was a joke. We thought it would be funny to all show up as badass wolves," he said, laughing good-naturedly.
 
   "Oh, I get it. We used to do stuff like that when we were in second grade," I said sweetly.
 
   "Ouch, that's harsh, but I guess when you put it that way, it does seem pretty childish," he said, pulling off his mask and tossing it to the side.
 
   Static from the mask made every hair stand up straight across his head.
 
   "Much better," I said, stifling a giggle.
 
   "Damn, I make static look good," he said, glancing in the mirror on the wall behind me.
 
   "Wow, I'm surprised you made it through the door with that ego of yours," I said.
 
   "You don't like me much, do you?" he asked, sitting on the edge of the end table in front of me. 
 
   "I don't know you well enough to determine if I like you or not."
 
   "We could change that," he said, dropping his voice down a notch.
 
   "Seriously, that's the pick-up line you decide to go with?" I asked, shaking my head as I started to walk away.
 
   "Hey, wait. I know I sounded like an ass there. It's just unsettling to talk to you."
 
   "Really?" I said, raising my eyebrows behind my mask.
 
   "Yeah, Zorro was a hero to me when I was growing up, and I just never expected him to be so shapely."
 
   I couldn't help laughing as I pulled off the cheap mask and tossed it to the side. "There, is that better?" I asked.
 
   "Oh, damn, you're a girl?" he teased. "Can I get you a beer?" 
 
   "I was actually on my way out," I said, all my animosity gone.
 
   "Just one? As friends," he pleaded.
 
   "Friends?" I asked, raising my eyebrows.
 
   "Yeah, you definitely have the 'no vacancy' sign on. I figured you have a boyfriend that is either stupid enough to leave you alone at a party or doesn't go to school here, right?"
 
   "No, he doesn't," I said, not bothering to correct him. "Okay, I'll have a beer, but can we drink it on the porch before my ears start bleeding?"
 
   "Sure, I'll grab a couple while you head outside."
 
   "Okay," I said, making my way through the sea of bodies toward the door. Multiple hands grabbed at me on my way out, but I ducked away from each of them.
 
   I was grateful to find the porch empty when I finally made my way out. I breathed in the cool crisp air, glad to be away from the smoky haze that had filled the building. I sat on the rustic swing at the far end of the porch, enjoying the relative silence. I could still hear the music throbbing beyond the walls beside me, but the muted sounds were a relief. While I waited for the "werewolf" to join me, I contemplated Carol's words from earlier. Maybe it was time for me to move on. Maybe meeting someone was my sign.
 
   "I was worried you'd ditch me," werewolf boy said, exiting the building with two bottles of beer in each hand.
 
   "I contemplated it, but I thought I remember reading somewhere that werewolves are super fast," I teased.
 
   "Good call. I would've definitely sniffed you out," he said, setting the unopened bottles on the ground before sitting beside me. "By the way, I'm Brad," he said, holding out his hand.
 
   "Kimberly," I said, taking his hand in mine. I was slightly disappointed that I felt nothing at his touch. His hands were smooth and cool from carrying the beers, and all I could think about was Mason's warm calloused hands that felt so right wrapped around mine.
 
   "Freshman?" Brad asked.
 
   "Yeah, is it that obvious," you?" 
 
   He laughed shrugging "Junior. So what do you think of UCLA?"
 
   "I like it, but I could do without my Statistics class," I said, grimacing.
 
   "Who do you have?"
 
   "Johnson," I said, making a face. 
 
   "Yeah, I heard he's a prick. I took stats last year, but I had Wilson who has mad-teaching skills. I can help you out if you want."
 
   "That'd be great. I'm definitely going to need a little tutoring if I hope to pass the class."
 
   "It's no problem. You pick the day and time and I'll be there. What's your major?"
 
   "Um, I'm doing dual," I said, taking a deep swig of beer. "Art and education."
 
   "Sweet, so you want to be an art teacher?"
 
   "Yeah, my dad runs a foster camp during the summer and I got to teach the art class before…" I said, letting my voice trail off.
 
   "Before?" he asked, questioningly.
 
   "Before I got hurt," I admitted. 
 
   "How did you get hurt?" he asked, sounding intrigued. 
 
   "It's kind of a long story," I said, wishing I had kept silent, but before I knew it I was spilling out all the sordid details of my disastrous summer. He listened attentively while I talked and I was embarrassed when I finally finished. My diarrhea of the mouth had been getting me in trouble for years. I couldn't believe I was sitting with someone I hardly knew letting it all hang out. 
 
   "Sorry, I didn't mean to unload all of that on you," I said, downing the rest of my second beer.
 
   "Sounds intense," he said. "You're like a hero."
 
   "No, I'm not," I scoffed. "I may have saved us, but I didn't save his leg."
 
   "Because you're a medical doctor and you botched his treatment?" Brad said, finishing off the last of his beer.
 
   "No, but I should have gone for help sooner."
 
   "So, those doctors of his told you that if you would have left sooner they could have saved his leg?"
 
   "Well, no," I hedged, getting his point. The guilt I had been harboring for the last two-and-half months shifted a little. 
 
   "Have you talked to him since you left? You know, to clear the air?" he asked, using his foot to make the swing move slightly.
 
   "No, I was trying to give him space. Truthfully, I know I'm a dumbass waiting for him to show up, but what we shared in our mock cave seemed so real. Maybe everything was like the cave, nothing but a mockery," I said, waiting for the typical male response.
 
   He surprised me by sighing loudly. "I'm going to want to kick myself later for saying this, but I'm sure he's probably feeling conflicted."
 
   "What do you mean 'conflicted'?"
 
   "Well, no offense, but no dude wants his girl to do the saving, and by what you've said about him, I'm sure his pride took a major smack. Coupled with the fact that now he's a cripple. I'm sure he's hiding out, licking his wounds."
 
   "Don't call him that," I said as anger welled through me at the derogatory comment.
 
   "Look, I'm just stating how I'd feel. You may not think of him as a cripple, but that's how he's viewing himself."
 
   "So, what are you saying?" I asked, surprised.
 
   He sighed again. "I guess I'm saying give him time. The dude's gone through some serious shit."
 
   I laughed self-consciously at his words. 
 
   "What?" he asked, looking puzzled.
 
   "Nothing, I just think my radar must be off. I thought I was going to have to dodge moves from you, and instead you're telling me I should give some other guy a chance," I said, shaking my head incredulously. 
 
   "Oh no, your radar isn't off, I'm just a sap. Believe me, I thought this porch interlude would be going an entirely different direction than me encouraging you to hook up with someone else."
 
   I laughed. "Well, it's a new one for me, but I'll take it," I teased.
 
   "Can I at least walk you home, or am I too much of a chump in your eyes to do that?" he teased with twinkling eyes.
 
   "I guess," I teased back after pretending to contemplate it. "Let me text my friend to tell her. Even though, after the disappearing act she did tonight, she doesn't deserve it," I said, pulling out my phone so I could text the traitor.
 
   "Okay, all set," I said a moment later, stowing my phone back into my handbag. "So, I'm guessing since you had a different agenda tonight, you don't have a steady girlfriend?" I asked as we strolled toward my dorm.
 
   "No, my high school girlfriend and I broke it off last spring."
 
   "Why?" I asked without any qualms of intruding. 
 
   "I guess we just grew apart. We had such high hopes when we decided to apply to the same college, against our parents' wishes, I might add. They all thought a little separation would have done both of us some good."
 
   "Ugh, so she goes to school here too? That's got to hit the suckage scale."
 
   He laughed. "Yeah, it wasn't fun at first, especially since she decided that my friend was more to her taste."
 
   "What a whore," I said.
 
   He laughed again. "Yeah, I guess she is." 
 
   "It should be a law that you shouldn't be able to date your ex's best friend," I said, shooting him a sympathetic look.
 
   "Ex-best friend," he corrected me.
 
   "See, that's what I mean. These things never end well for the friendship," I added. 
 
   "It sucked at the time since I caught them in the act. I guess our parents were right, we needed separation. She just took it literally," he said with bitterness creeping in.
 
   "Aw, Brad, I'm sorry. You deserve better than that whore," I said, giving his hand a squeeze.
 
   "Damn, the guy has to be a cripple," I heard him mutter under his breath as we approached my dorm room.
 
   "What?" I asked, not sure I heard him right.
 
   "Nothing, I'm just contemplating my morals if I hit on someone who is gaga over someone who got dealt a raw deal," he said wryly, winking at me to let me know he was joking.
 
   "What can I say," I argued. 
 
   "I know," he mocked. "That's okay. I think it's allowable in this situation."
 
   "Why all the insight?" I asked, curiously. 
 
   "My twin brother Dan is paraplegic. He was diving off some rocks at the lake near my house when he slipped and smacked against the rock on his way down."
 
   "Holy crap, I'm so sorry. When did it happen?" 
 
   "More than two years ago. It was the day after we graduated high school. A bunch of us were blowing off steam, drinking and partying and stuff. Dan and I were arguing over Megan and me attending the same college. He wanted college to be about us since he claimed Megan and I had been tied at the hip since sophomore year. I was pissed, said some shit and wound up leaving the party. I got the call before I even pulled my car onto the road. He jumped off the rocks and wound up slipping just before he dove and hit the outcropping of rocks on his way down," he said quietly.
 
   "Oh my God, I'm so sorry," I said speechless.
 
   "It was tough at first. They weren't sure if he would make it. But, he did and we've all spent the last few years adjusting to it. That's why I know what your guy is going through. I saw all these stages with Dan. The only difference is his girl didn't want him after the accident."
 
   "What a whore," I said again, making him laugh.
 
   "Is that the only insult you can think of?" he asked.
 
   "Nah, but my friends and I decided freshman year it fits almost any situation when a girl has done you wrong, so we coined it our word. I guess I should pull out the thesaurus."
 
   "No, I like it because it suits both situations perfectly." 
 
   "So, how does your brother feel about you off at college without him?" I asked, sitting on the steps of my dorm.
 
   "Oh, he's here too. He had to take online classes freshman year, but I dragged his ass here last year after he was done moping around. We have an apartment right off campus."
 
   "That's awesome," I said, feeling like a weight had been lifted off my chest. Maybe, just maybe, Mason would still come to his senses. "I'm so glad we met tonight," I said warmly, standing to give him a quick kiss on the cheek.
 
   "Me too," he admitted. "Though Dan will be disappointed I didn't bag a chick. He says he's sick of watching me mope around like a kicked dog."
 
   I laughed. "He sounds like a smart guy. I hope I get to meet him," I said, walking up the stairs backward.
 
   "Count on it," he said, heading back the way we had just come. 
 
   I was smiling as I trotted up the stairs to my room. Carol had been right. Going out tonight was a great idea. Of course, I'm sure me meeting a guy who would encourage me to wait for Mason probably wasn't her intention, I couldn't help thinking.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
   By the time Thanksgiving rolled around, my optimism had begun to wan. Brad and Dan, whom I had been hanging out with every spare moment I had, tried to remain upbeat, but I could tell by the time we left for break, that even they were second-guessing their advice. 
 
   "Maybe you'll hear from him during the break," Dan said as we ate pizza in their apartment the day before break. 
 
   "Or, maybe he's decided I'm not the girl for him," I said, scooping up a stray piece of cheese up with my finger. "Don't you guys get sick of hearing me whine?" I asked, sucking the cheese off my finger.
 
   "Are you kidding? It keeps me from hearing lonely boy here moan about his dismal love life," Dan said, tossing a piece of his crust at Brad.
 
   "At least I'm out there trying," Brad countered.
 
   "I don't need to try, I've already scooped up my girl," Dan said mysteriously.
 
   Brad raised his eyebrows at me, questioningly. I shrugged my shoulders. His guess was as good as mine.
 
   "Do tell big brother," Brad teased, bringing up the fact that Dan was a minute older than him.
 
   "We're waiting until after break to mention it to anyone," he said with twinkling eyes, knowing full well he was tormenting us.
 
   "You're worse than a teenage drama show," Brad griped. "Will Serena tell Dan the truth, or will she follow Carter to the moon?" he said, mocking one of my favorite shows.
 
   "Hey, no reason to throw my show under the bus," I said laughing, throwing my crumpled up napkin at him. 
 
   "Who is she?" Brad asked.
 
   "Can't tell," Dan said, winking at me. 
 
   "Well, whoever the lucky girl is, I'm happy for you," I said, flipping on the TV so we wouldn't miss our show.
 
   "You know, it's a sickness that we watch this together," Brad muttered, sinking down on the couch next to me.
 
   "Look, what happens in this apartment, stays in this apartment," I said, laughing as the opening theme song came on for the popular teenage show we were all hooked on. 
 
   Brad laughed and started to say something, but Dan shushed him, making me giggle. After earning a dirty look from him, I covered my mouth with my hand.
 
   Brad winked at me and I smiled at him. At times like this, Mason's rejection didn't hurt quite as much. 
 
   ***
 
    
 
    
 
   I was still thinking about them the next day as Mom and I spent a quiet holiday alone. Mom fixed a small turkey breast for us, while I grudgingly entered the kitchen to make some of our favorite sides. When dinner was over, I cleaned up the kitchen so Mom could grade the stack of papers she had dragged home for the long weekend. Once the kitchen was done, I sat down at the table with her so I could catch up on schoolwork. We stayed up late, working at the table, not talking much.
 
   The next day, we were both done with our schoolwork and hit the kitchen together after sleeping in.
 
   "Have you talked to your dad lately?" Mom asked as we were fixing leftovers.
 
   "Last week. Why?" I asked, trying to ignore the way my pulse quickened.
 
   "Did he mention Christmas?" 
 
   "No. Why?"
 
   "He wanted to know if he could come spend the holidays with us," she said, looking at me critically, well aware of what I was thinking. 
 
   "What about Mason?" I asked quietly, slathering mayo on my bread.
 
   "He said Mason has his own plans for the holiday," she said.
 
   My heart dropped and I fought the urge to curl up in a ball like the weakling I had turned into. "Okay," I said, turning to leave the kitchen. I dropped my sandwich in the trash on my way to my room. Blindly, I closed the door behind me before collapsing on my bed.
 
   As a rule, Mom and I did not discuss my puffy eyes the next morning, and I vowed to not shed another tear over Mason. I spent the last two days of break catching up on laundry and packing up the rest of my childhood stuff.
 
   "You know, maybe finishing the year at UCLA wouldn't be a bad thing," Mom said, joining me my last evening at home.
 
   "I already told Amy I'd be sharing her apartment come January. She's counting on me to help split the bills," I said, tossing a couple of my favorite childhood stuffed animals into the box marked "attic." "Besides, I'm already preregistered there and I handed in my withdraw papers to UCLA."
 
   "I just thought, with the whole Mason thing, you might've changed your mind."
 
   "Seriously, Mom, my transferring wasn't based entirely on him. I want to be closer to Dad for a while, and if that means moving halfway across the country, then so be it."
 
   "And what about Mason?" she asked.
 
   "What about him?"
 
   "Well, he's bound to be there, and you're going to bump into him."
 
   "Well, I don't run from my problems like other people I know," I spit out, hating that the same thought had plagued me.
 
   She sucked in a deep breath at my words.
 
   Sighing, I sank down on the edge of my bed. "I'm sorry, Mom. I know he's going to be there, but I have to stop making decisions solely based on him."
 
   "I know, sweetie," she said, kissing the top of my head. "Why don't you leave these and we can go grab a bite to eat. You can finish going through this stuff when you come home for Christmas break."
 
   "Okay," I said, abandoning the quilt I was folding.
 
   ***
 
   Carol was already in our dorm when I returned late Sunday evening. 
 
   "Hey, you're late. I was beginning to worry."
 
   "Sorry, my mom and I decided to spend the whole day together," I said, hanging my sweater on the coat rack. "How was your Thanksgiving?"
 
   "Hectic, busy, loud and too crowded. Would you like me to continue?" she said, smiling at me.
 
   "Ha, so typical. Did you finish your project?" I asked, laughing.
 
   "Yes, but only because I came back yesterday," she admitted.
 
   "What? Did your family have a conniption fit?"
 
   "Oh, they tried to guilt me, but I totally turned the tables on them by turning on the waterworks, claiming I'd fail out if I didn't get it done," she said, mischievously. "Now we can go out for coffee with Dan and Brad," she added, pulling out her phone to send a text.
 
   "But it's almost ten," I objected.
 
   "And you're worried your dress will turn to rags and your coach will return to a pumpkin?" she teased.
 
   "Well no, but how do you even know they're back or even awake?"
 
   "Oh they are, we've just been waiting for you to get home," she said, jumping off the couch and throwing my sweater to me. 
 
   "Why the sudden interest in them?" I asked, pulling my sweater back on.
 
   "They're cool," she said, blushing slightly.
 
   "Car," I said with a warning tone. She had been so busy with a guy she had met at the Halloween party that I hadn't had a chance to introduce her to Brad and Dan until the week before Thanksgiving break. 
 
   "What, you're the only one who can be friends with them?"
 
   "No. I just don't want them hurt," I said, defending my new friends.
 
   "Kim, I'm not going to hurt them," she said, looking hurt herself.
 
   "Car, I know you won't intend to, but you're so full of life, and when you love something, you put your all in to it, but when you're done, you move on quickly. Brad was put through the wringer by his ex."
 
   "What makes you think it's Brad I'm interested in," she said saucily, stomping down the stairs ahead of me.
 
   Shocked, I followed behind her meekly. 
 
   The brothers were waiting for us at the bottom of the steps of our dorm, cutting off our conversation. I had to swallow my disbelief when Carol bent down to give Dan a kiss on the lips.
 
   "What the hell?" I looked at Brad confused, who shrugged his shoulders, clearly as confused as me. 
 
   "Um, what did we miss?" I asked.
 
   "Dan and I've been dating," Car confessed.
 
   "Since when? You just met a week and a half ago," Brad said incredulously.
 
   "Well, not all of us enter relationships at a snail's pace like you, Gary," Dan teased. "I told you two before break I was seeing someone."
 
   "Really? You throw out a SpongeBob reference. What are we, twelve?"
 
   "Well, you act like one when it comes to girls," Dan teased, wheeling his chair out of the way. 
 
   Car and I watched their antics, smiling. "Seriously?" I asked, nodding toward him.
 
   "Yeah," she said, defensively. 
 
   "I think it's great," I said, meaning it. There was no denying their happiness.
 
   We stayed out late, drinking coffee and catching up on the holiday. I glossed over my decision to let Mason go, and they had the good graces to leave it alone, which made me even more certain I had made the right decision. Instead, we talked about Dan and Car's budding relationship and Brad's solely lacking relationships. 
 
   Over the next few weeks, I watched my new friend's and my best friend's relationship grow from casual to something more, and I tried not to dwell on how easy it was for them. It became abundantly clear that Mason and I had gone about our relationship the wrong way from the very beginning. A relationship based on snarkiness and insults was doomed for failure. I didn't begrudge Carol her newfound love, and actually felt a big sense of relief that she would have someone to lean on when I was gone.
 
   "I can't believe you're really leaving!" Carol wailed as I was packing up the last of my stuff the day before winter break started.
 
   "Um, seriously, Car, you've known for months that I was leaving," I pointed out.
 
   "I know, I just thought you'd change your mind or something," she admitted. "What am I going to do without you?" she wailed.
 
   "I think you'll be fine. After all, you've been pretty absent lately."
 
   "True," she said, smiling mischievously. "I can't help it. I think I love him. Is that crazy?" 
 
   "No, I think it's pretty cool. How do his parents feel about you?"
 
   "I don't know. I'm going to spend the second part of winter break with them, so I guess we will see."
 
   "Really?" I asked surprised. "Holding out on me, huh?" 
 
   "I didn't want to rub salt in any wounds."
 
   "Oh Car, I'm over him," I said for emphasis. 
 
   "Right," she said, eyeing me knowingly.
 
   "Well, I'm almost there," I said, laughing ruefully.
 
   "Do you want to go grab some grub?"
 
   "Can't. I told Brad I'd grab a coffee with him. I think he's finally worked up the nerve to ask that girl out from his Conspiracy Theories class."
 
   "It's about time. For a while I thought he was hooked on you," she admitted.
 
   "Nah, there's no spark there. He's a great guy and I will always treasure our friendship, but it was just missing that something special. You know?" 
 
   "Yeah, I know," she said, looking at me sadly.
 
   Taking that as my cue to leave, I headed out to meet Brad. I found him waiting on the steps of my building, per usual. He held a cup of steaming coffee in each hand. "I picked up our poison so we could hang outside since it's so nice out."
 
   "Good idea," I said, taking my cup and breathing in the fragrant aroma. 
 
   We settled on a bench not far from my dorm. "So, did you ask her, Gary?" I teased, stealing Dan's line.
 
   "Nah, I figured asking her out before break was lame. I'll ask when I get back."
 
   "You're a mess," I teased.
 
   "And you're not?" he asked, raising his eyebrow at me.
 
   "Oh well, we know I'm a mess."
 
   "We can start a lonely hearts club," he said, ruffling my hair like a sibling would.
 
   "Stop," I grumbled. "That means you'll have to move to Colorado," I teased.
 
   "Ugh, cold weather? I think not," he said, shuddering. "I'm going to miss you though. I've never had a girl for a friend. It's kind of nice not always worrying about you getting in my pants."
 
   "Ha-ha, you wish, big boy," I said, laughing.
 
   "Maybe," he said, turning serious before leaning in to give me a kiss on the lips. I didn't protest when he deepened it before pulling back. "Well, nuts."
 
   "Destined to be friends," I said, smiling sadly at the spark we were missing. I almost wished there was something there so I wouldn't feel so alone.
 
   "Destined to be friends," he repeated, kissing my forehead. "We could be friends with benefits," he teased.
 
   I socked him in the arm. "You're such a guy."
 
   The rest of our time passed quickly as we chatted about more lighthearted topics. 
 
   "I better head to my dorm," I finally said. "I'm hitting the road early."
 
   "When is your dad coming?" he asked, walking me back toward my dorm.
 
   "On Monday, the day before Christmas Eve."
 
   "Are you excited?"
 
   "Yeah, I kind of am. I've dreamed about spending Christmas with my father my whole life."
 
   "I'm going to miss you," he said, pulling me in for a tight hug.
 
   "Me too," I said, wiping a stray tear away.
 
   "I'll visit, and you better call me whenever you're in town."
 
   "I will. I promise," I said, watching as he descended the stairs. I couldn't help feeling a small pinch in my heart, wondering if I was making the right decision. Just because we were missing a spark didn't mean we couldn't be together. For a brief moment, I debated calling him back. As if he sensed it, he paused on the stairs, but didn't turn around. After a moment, he moved on. 
 
   I swiped another tear away as I headed up to my room. I knew the decision was right, it just felt like déjà vu.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
   My departure the following morning was gut-wrenching and filled with tears. After promising to text daily and call with weekly updates, I was finally on the road. The three-hour ride passed quickly as the excitement of my new venture began to creep in. I would miss my old life, but I was looking forward to spending time with Rick and Amy.
 
   I pulled into the driveway just before noon and Mom greeted me at the door. 
 
   "How was the drive?" 
 
   "Uneventful. Hopefully, my trip with dad will be the same."
 
   "It was nice of Rick to offer to make the drive with you," she said, grabbing my suitcase from the trunk of the car. 
 
   "Yep, it'll definitely help getting all my crap there."
 
   "Are you hungry?" she asked, dumping my bag on my bed.
 
   "Sure," I said, unpacking my art bag. My sketchpad flipped open when I tossed it on my bed.
 
   "Is this Dan?" Mom asked, bending over to pick it up.
 
   "Yeah, he wasn't crazy about me sketching him with the wheelchair and all, but I told him it might be really helpful with the campers at Unlikely Allies."
 
   "You're portraits are spectacular," she said, flipping through the pad, past the one of Dan. I reached out to grab the pad before she could flip the page again, but I was too late.
 
   She studied the drawing carefully and then flipped to the next page and then the next and the next after that. "They're amazing," she finally said, stopping on the last drawing of Mason I had done. 
 
   "He was a good subject," I lied, stowing the sketchpad away.
 
   "Kim..." she started to say.
 
   "Mom, I don't want to talk about it, okay?" I interrupted, not wanting to hear how obsessive it seemed to have a sketchpad half-full of drawings of some guy who didn't want me. I knew it bordered on crazy, but I couldn't help the urge I kept getting to draw him over and over again. "I'm kind of tired from the drive. I think I'm going to take a nap. I'll eat when I get up if that's okay?"
 
   She nodded, biting her lip. I knew it was killing her not to say anything, so I made it easier by turning my back and facing the wall. She left without a word.
 
   ***
 
   Over the next few days, she looked on the verge of mentioning it, but I cut her off each time she tried until she grudgingly let it go. I tried to make up my silence on the subject by throwing myself into helping her decorate the house for Christmas. The prospect of having company spurred us to deck out the house inside and out. Christmas lights twinkled on every tree outside and lighted garland adorned the fireplace and arched doorways. Mom baked every cookie imaginable while I strung popcorn and cranberries for the tree. Spicy cinnamon candles burned in every room tantalizing you with their scent.
 
   "Well, what do you think?" Mom asked as she stacked the last present under the tree. 
 
   "It looks like Santa's Workshop threw up in here," I teased. "Kidding," I said when she shot me a dirty look. "It looks amazing."
 
   "I think so too," she said, sinking down on the couch next to me with her cup of coffee.
 
   "Thanks for letting Dad spend the holidays with us," I said, laying my head on her shoulder like I used to when I was little. 
 
   "I think it's the least I can do," she said.
 
   "Well, I appreciate it," I said, giving her a quick peck on the cheek. 
 
   She patted my knee while we watched the Christmas lights on the tree twinkle off and on. 
 
   "This is nice," I said after awhile.
 
   "Yes, it is," she said, sounding sad.
 
   "I'll visit, Mom, and you can come visit me. The mountain air will do you some good," I teased, expecting her to scoff at my suggestion.
 
   "Maybe it would," she said thoughtfully.
 
   "What? Seriously? Where's my beach-loving mom, and what have you done with her?"
 
   She chuckled. "I'm just thinking, instead of hanging out at the beach on my summer vacation, I'll head up to camp Unlikely Allies and see if I can be of some help."
 
   "Mom, that's so cool," I said, giving her a tight hug.
 
   "Well, you've been singing its praises for months. I figured it's something I should be a part of."
 
   "That's so awesome. Does Dad know?"
 
   "Yes, we've chatted about it quite a lot on the phone," she admitted, sheepishly.
 
   "Really?" I asked, taking in the pinkish tint that was creeping up her cheeks. "Is there something going on I should know about?"
 
   She opened her mouth to answer, but was cut off when the doorbell rang. "Saved by the bell," she muttered as she hurried to the door with a definite bounce in her step.
 
   "I wouldn't count on it," I warned. 
 
   She rolled her eyes uncharacteristically, making me laugh. "Rick, it's nice to see you," she said, opening the door for him. 
 
   "Kate, merry Christmas," he said, pulling her in for a warm hug that lasted longer than the traditional hug. I watched their exchange from across the room. I was definitely missing something. After a moment, they reluctantly parted and Rick turned to me.
 
   "Merry Christmas, kiddo," he said, pulling me in for a hug. 
 
   "Merry Christmas, Dad," I said, fighting the sudden tears that sprang to my eyes. I was so glad to see him, but at the same time, my heart twisted painfully inside me. He represented a part of something I could no longer have. I needed to learn to separate him from the category that I grouped both him and Mason in. Mason was part of my old life and held no place in my new life, but Rick would forever be a part of me.
 
   "It's good to see you," he said warmly, pulling back.
 
   "You too," I said. "Of course, I'm sensing I'm a little out of the loop on a few things," I said, quirking my eyebrows at them both.
 
   Both feigned innocence and I was about to tell them I could see through their ploy when the doorbell rang again.
 
   "Kim, can you get that?" Mom said, leading Rick into the room to see the tree.
 
   "Sure, it's probably Car. We said our goodbyes the other day, but..." I started to say, but my words stuck in my throat when I threw open the door. I stared speechless at the person on our porch as if he was a ghost.
 
   "Hello, beach bunny," he said huskily, leaning on a cane.
 
   "You're late," I said, holding back my tears, taking in his appearance. His light hair was longer than it was the last time I'd seen him, and he looked leaner, but the rest of him was all the same. Looking at him, I realized that all my drawings hadn't done him justice.
 
   "It took a little longer than I thought to find my way," he said, taking a step toward me. "I needed to be able to walk to you on my own," he added, taking yet another step closer to me, bringing us a breath away from each other. "That's if you'll have me," he added quietly, studying me intently.
 
   "If you ever do that to me again, I'll hunt you down and make you sorry," I threatened as a single tear streaked down my cheek. 
 
   "Trust me, bunny, I'm not going anywhere," he said before sweeping me into his arms. 
 
   I sighed with pleasure when his lips claimed mine. Here was the spark I had been missing. He ran his hand up behind my neck, anchoring me in place as he deepened the kiss. 
 
   I lost all track of time until in the foggy recesses of my mind I heard someone clearing their throat.
 
   "Oops," I said, pulling back slightly, but not releasing my hold on him. 
 
   He slid an arm around my waist and we walked into my house to find my parents eyeing us, knowingly. 
 
   "You knew?" I accused my mom, feigning anger.
 
   "Yes, I knew at Thanksgiving, but I had to be sure that you were basing your life on choices you wanted, and not ones that were ruled by some feelings about some guy," she answered. "Call it my motherly right. I wanted to tell you after I realized that despite thinking things were over with Mason, you still planned on transferring to Colorado, but I promised Mason I wouldn't say anything," she admitted. 
 
   "I appreciate it, Ms. Hanson," Mason said warmly.
 
   "I've told you, call me Kate," she chastised.
 
   "Okay, I appreciate you keeping my secret, Kate," he said with the twinkle I loved in his eye.
 
   "Just don't hurt my girl again," she warned.
 
   "I promise," he said, tucking me more securely under his arm.
 
   "That's all I ask. Now, let's get your stuff and we can eat some lunch," she said, heading for the door. Rick followed behind and I watched as he reached for her hand and laced his fingers through hers.
 
   "What do you think of that?" Mason asked, following my stare.
 
   "I think it's pretty fabulous," I admitted, facing him.
 
   He dipped down to place a kiss at the corner of my mouth before trailing his lips along my jaw line. Goose bumps popped up along my arms and my breath quickened at the feelings he was evoking in me. 
 
   "I've been dreaming about doing this for months," he mumbled against my neck right below my ear and I shivered in anticipation.
 
   "I have to tell you something. I lied to you this summer," I told him.
 
   "You did?" he asked, puzzled.
 
   "Yeah, I'm not in like with you," I said as his lips paused their exploring. "I'm in love with you," I admitted with shining eyes.
 
   "I'm I love with you too, beach bunny," he said as his lips claimed mine.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   The bus chugged to a stop twenty yards from us, making dust billow up around the tires in the warm air. I couldn't help marveling at the differences in temperatures from this summer and the one the year before. Mason stood beside me with my hand clasped in his. His prosthetic leg was a couple shades lighter than his skin. I had teased him the first time he pulled a pair of cargo shorts that he was going to have to get a tan prosthetic leg for summertime.
 
   As if reading my mind, he tilted my chin up and dropped a kiss on my lips. I smiled wickedly at him when we parted and I licked my lips. I laughed when his eyes narrowed. It would be a long six weeks in our separate cabins. 
 
   "Ew, get a room pervs," Amy said, coming up to join us.
 
   Mom ignored our exchange as she stood nervously on my other side. I couldn't help smiling as I recalled my own nervousness from the previous summer. I reached over and clasped her hand. "You got this," I told her, echoing words from so long ago. 
 
   She shot me a stilted smile, resting her free hand against her slightly rounded stomach. She and Rick had been nervous as hell to break the news to Mason and me after their spring wedding, wondering if it would be too much too soon. 
 
   "It's a good thing you're married," I had admonished, before breaking into a big smile as Mason clasped Rick into a tight congratulatory hug.
 
   "We know we're older," she dragged out, obviously embarrassed about her age.
 
   "Mom, women in their forties have been having babies for years. There's nothing special about you," I had teased, easing her fears.
 
   I watched her now as she nervously waited for the bus to empty. "They're going to love you, Mom," I reassured her, giving her hand a squeeze as the doors of the bus opened. 
 
   Still clutching Mason's hand, I stepped forward underneath the Unlikely Allies sign and waited for my girls to disembark. I couldn't help laughing when they piled off the bus and surrounded me with their high-pitched chatter.
 
   My eyes grew misty when Alyssa finally disembarked. She stood for a moment at the last step of the bus, uncertainty covering her face. When we made eye contact, she looked away quickly, as if she wanted to make a mad dash somewhere. I made my way through the crowd and stopped in front of her and opened my arms. She studied me for a moment and I swear I saw her eyes watering up, just a bit. She stepped forward into my embrace and hugged me tight. 
 
   “I’m sorry about last summer,” she mumbled, finally pulling back.
 
   “Hey, it’s water under the bridge. Besides, what happens at UA stays at UA, right?” I said, draping my arm across her shoulder so I could propel her to the center of the group where she belonged. 
 
   Looking up, my eyes met Mason's and he smiled proudly at me. 
 
   “All right campers,” Dad bellowed into the megaphone, getting everyone's attention. “Girls, ages ten to twelve, you’re with Amy and Kimberly, my daughter, in cabin Raven,” he said, pointing to where Amy and I were standing. “Girls, thirteen to fifteen, you’re with Liz and my wife, Kate, in cabin Sparrow,” he said with sparkling eyes, pointing to Mom. “Boys ten to twelve, you’re with Travis and Ryan in cabin Blue Jay, and boys, thirteen to fifteen, you’re in cabin Eagle with Mason and John. Gather your belongings and head to your cabins. We’ll meet back out here at ten for orientation," he finished before joining us under the Unlikely Allies sign.
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   Kassandra
 
    
 
    
 
   “There are moments in everyone’s life that define the type of person you are, and the person you will become,” or so my dad always says—used to say, I corrected myself, kicking at the pile of discarded clothes at my feet. Ugh, how do you pick the right outfit to wear to your own father’s funeral? The words clanked through my head like a roller coaster ratcheting up the track. This was a decision I could use my mother’s help with, but she had spent the past few days adrift in a medicated stupor. She collapsed at the hospital after the no-nonsense surgeon came into the waiting room, informing us that the internal bleeding from the accident was too extensive. His words instantly snuffed out all the hope and optimism we had been clinging to, and in one life changing-moment, my father was gone. 
 
   I could ask my grandma for help, but I couldn’t handle the way her eyes swam with tears when she looked at me. As it was, I already felt like I was hanging on to a sinking life preserver, without her dragging me down farther. Her pain was understandable. My father had been her only son. I considered asking my Aunt Donna since she stoically refused to cry, which would have been refreshing amidst the sea of tears that surrounded me, but even she had finally broken down. 
 
   Finally giving up, I pulled out the black eyelet ankle length skirt my mom and dad bought me when they spent their twentieth anniversary in Spain the previous year. The skirt brought back bittersweet memories for me. I was jealous when they planned their vacation abroad without me, but my dad pacified me by promising a month-long excursion across Europe once I graduated. That was my father. I could act like a jerk, but I was still daddy’s little girl. I swiped at the hot tears that trailed down my cheek, wishing I could somehow go back in time and take that moment back. There would be no take-backs, though. No second chances and no more plans for the future, only a yesterday full of memories. Gathering my wits before the sobs could over take me, I pulled on a black camisole and my favorite black loose weave sweater. My make-up, I kept minimal, not feeling up to putting in the effort I usually spent on my appearance. My dad would have been pleased. He had preferred the “au naturel” look, as he called it, always telling me, “You’re beautiful enough without all the extra junk.” My friends, on the other hand, would be horrified, but I couldn’t find the will to care. There were so many other important things that required my attention. 
 
   First and foremost being my little sister, Megan.
 
   Megan had been a surprise addition to our family four years ago. I was twelve, almost thirteen, when my parents sat me down with the news that my mom was pregnant, that they had been trying for years to give me a sibling. New to the idea of where babies came from, I remember being appropriately grossed out at their phrasing of “trying for years.” Once my gag factor was under control, I was actually excited at the idea of having a real-life dress-up doll. That novelty was short lived though. After a few years, I realized that babies really didn’t do much and high school began to consume my life anyway. Megan proved to be a cute baby and an even more adorable toddler, but friends, cheerleading, and my new fascination with boys consumed my every waking moment. Megan would toddle around behind me, chanting my name in her cute little lisp as I fluttered around the house always on my way out the door. Except for the mandatory Friday family nights, which my parents insisted on, during which, I spent the majority of the time texting my friends, I had barely interacted with Megan over the last year. I regretted every single one of those texts now, yearning for just one more family Friday night.
 
   As I left my room, I could hear the low mumble of my aunts talking while my grandma sobbed quietly behind the closed door of her guest room. I headed toward my parents suite and paused outside the door, knocking gently before entering. My mom was curled up on the side of the bed that my dad used to occupy. Her eyes were wide open and she was fully dressed, but she stared blankly into space, looking more lost than I had ever seen her. She was clutching my dad’s favorite shirt between her hands. The entire room was filled with reminders of her former best friend and true love: A closet filled with clothes, the remote control that sat on his nightstand because he loved to watch TV while lying in bed, and the familiar smell of his favorite cologne that still filled the room, all of which pinched my heart as I perched on the bed beside her. I reached over and gently grabbed onto her hand, yearning for her reassurance that everything would be alright, but her hand remained nothing more than a dead fish in mine. 
 
   “Are you going to get Megan ready?” I asked.
 
   She finally pulled her eyes from the blank spot beyond, focusing on my face. Her body began to shake slightly as silent sobs turned to tears welling up in her eyes. Her grief caused my own pain to rear its ugly head. I jumped to my feet, not wanting to be sucked in. Someone had to remain strong here.
 
   “Never mind, I got it,” I mumbled, exiting the room before the despair that growled deep in my stomach could claw its way out.
 
   Megan’s room was several doors down the hall from mine. When she was three, Megan begged my parents for the room directly across from mine, but I balked at the idea of having her so close, feeling she would cramp my style. Yet another decision I wish I could retract. 
 
   Walking into Megan’s room was like stepping into the ultimate princess getaway. My parents let her re-do her bedroom on her fourth birthday. All her baby stuff was stored away and her room was completely redesigned to celebrate her new “big girl” status. The room was dressed in plush purple carpeting and soft pink walls adorned with pictures of fairies and princesses, and even her very own “Mirror Mirror on the Wall.” They bought her a beautiful sleigh bed made of mahogany with a matching wardrobe and highboy dresser, but what really brought it all together was an elaborate mural of a castle and its grounds decorating the eastern wall of the room. Megan absolutely squealed with delight when she saw it the first time, completely forgetting about her previous desire to inhabit the room closest to mine. 
 
   She was still in her nightgown when I entered, sitting in her reading corner with one of her favorite chapter books resting on her narrow knees. Megan was gifted in reading, devouring anything she could get her hands on and could already read at a fifth-grade level. Keeping her in age appropriate books proved to be a challenge. The shelves in her room overflowed with books that I could remember reading when I was much older. 
 
   “Hey, Peanut,” I said, sinking onto the foot of the velvet plum-colored chaise lounge were she perched. 
 
   Her slender shoulders stiffened at my words, but her gaze remained fixated on the pages in front of her. I cringed at the glaring dark bruise on her forehead and her white plaster encased arm, all evidence of the traumatic experience she had been through. The hospital could have at least given her pink or some other colored cast. 
 
   “It’s time to get ready,” I said, stroking her hair.
 
   She acknowledged my words by closing her book and studying me with solemn eyes.
 
   “Do you know what today is?” I asked quietly.
 
   She nodded without speaking. 
 
   Megan hadn’t uttered a word since the accident, but no one has seemed to notice except me. I missed her cute little lisp when she called me by a nickname she had coined for me when she was younger. She couldn’t say Kassandra, so I became Kass, Kass to all the members of my family. 
 
   “Are you hungry, Peanut?” I asked as I pulled a light pink dress over her head.
 
   She shook her head ever so slightly.
 
   “Are you sure? Not even a peanut butter and strawberry sandwich?” I enticed, naming one of her favorite treats. Her passion for peanut butter was a longstanding joke in our family and was how she had gained her nickname.
 
   She shook her head again.
 
   “What about an ice cream sundae with melted peanut butter on top?” I said, willing to offer anything to get her to come out of her shell.
 
   She remained silent and I sighed with resignation.
 
   “You have to eat, Peanut,” I said, running a brush through her long golden locks before fixing it into a French braid down her back the way she liked. I helped her strap on her black Mary Janes and grasped her small hand as we left the room together.
 
   The rest of my family was gathered uncomfortably in the living room when we entered. My Aunt Donna stood tall, although pale beside my sobbing grandma, while my Aunt Karen kept an arm firmly wrapped around my mom’s shoulders. I wanted to shield Megan from the pain that saturated the room, to flee to a happier place and a happier time, but those days were over. Instead, I scooped her up in my arms, marveling at how light she was. She took after my mom, having a more delicate bone structure, while I had the solid frame of my father.
 
   “The limo is here,” my Aunt Donna said, helping my grandma to her feet. My mom rose at her words and followed behind them, still clutching my dad’s t-shirt in her hands. Megan watched them file solemnly out of the room ahead of us.
 
   “It’s okay, Peanut. We can do this,” I said, pulling her more snugly into my arms. 
 
   I set her down as we neared the oversized vehicle parked outside the house. She climbed into the car and onto her booster seat that the limo driver had fastened to one of the long bench seats inside. I waited for my mom to methodically strap her in like she always had before, but she remained fixated on a spot out the window and beyond my line of vision. Sighing, I reached over and buckled Megan myself, pulling the belt tight to make sure it was securely fastened like I had seen my parents do hundreds of times. It had been their diligence to safety that saved Megan’s life in the accident when my dad had slammed into the telephone pole. 
 
   The ride to the cemetery was slow and silent as we made our way through town, passing the brightly-colored store-fronts and droves of people strolling around the sidewalks. To them, this was just another normal day. We finally reached Shady Oaks Cemetery, and all I could think was how this place felt like it was mocking me. It was beautifully inviting with lush grass, perfectly manicured trees, and freshly bloomed flowers everywhere, but there was certainly nothing beautiful about coming here. The driver turned smoothly into the graveyard, pulling up slowly to the spot where we would say our final goodbyes. The one thing that my mom and grandma had agreed on was that my father would have hated the whole church funeral thing, so they settled on a graveside service. I could see the seats under the oversized maroon tent were filled with mourners with many more people standing in rows behind them. The kind limo driver helped Megan and me climb out first and all eyes from the tent focused on us. I felt myself flush slightly at the attention I was receiving, which was unusual because I had spent my life thriving on the attention of others. Whether at dance recitals from my younger years or cheerleading as I got older, I was used to hundreds of students cheering for me as I effortlessly tumbled through complicated routines with my parents watching proudly from the stands. I had always been the envy of most of the student body and I liked it that way. 
 
   This attention though was different. It oozed with pity and empathy combined with a mix of relief that it wasn’t them in our shoes. I wanted to be anywhere but here, and for a brief moment, I considered fleeing the scene. That is, until Megan’s tiny hand tightened around the three fingers she was gripping on my right hand. I couldn’t leave her here. When I looked down to see her lower lip trembling, I pulled her closer against my hip as we slowly made our way to the seats reserved for family members. 
 
   The minster started talking when we were seated. Quiet sobbing filled the air as he droned on about all my father’s attributes. My father was a pillar of our community, well loved by all, but none of them knew what truly made him special. Like the way he made “Pancake Sunday” a special event each week by adding different goodies to the pancake batter to mix things up. Or the way he would act like a rock star when he played Rockband with Megan. They would always beg me to play with them, but I always seemed to have something to do, like paint my nails or text a friend, or some other activity that now seemed meaningless in comparison.
 
   I was brought back to reality as my Aunt Donna stepped up to the microphone to speak. How ironic that my dad’s least favorite relative would give his eulogy. He had joked for years about the stick up his sister’s ass and yet, there she was, probably because she was one of the only dry eyes here. Grandma had asked me if I wanted to say something, but I just didn’t feel comfortable with the idea of sharing my now precious memories with anyone else. Besides, would they really want to hear what I had to say if they knew all of this was my fault?
 
   I would give anything to go back to the day that changed everything. Now, my life was filled with If onlys…If only I hadn’t picked a fight over my car…If only I hadn’t acted slow and sullen to make a point….If only I had picked any other day to be a whiny bitch, everything would be different. We would have been on time and the crazy asshole behind my dad and Megan would have picked another car to take out his road rage on!
 
   “This was my fault,” I thought bleakly as I scanned the attendees, searching for a break in the crowd. My eyes settled on a lone figure leaning against a tree twenty feet from where I sat. Our eyes locked and bile rose in my throat.
 
   This may be my fault, but it was equally his.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Maddon
 
    
 
    
 
   I shouldn’t have come, I thought. I don’t even know what I’m doing here. Something just pulled me to the funeral. This should be their time, I know I don’t belong. The family would probably freak if they noticed me and yet, here I am, like an idiot.
 
   I scanned the perimeter, passing over the bowed heads and shaking shoulders of the mourners, searching for my whole reason for being here. Finally, after a moment, my eyes settled on her and my palms began to sweat. Even shrouded in her grief, she looked heartbreakingly beautiful. 
 
   A week ago she wasn’t even on my radar. There was a definite pecking order at our school, and our crowds just never mixed. I would have never given her a second thought until my father had irreversibly changed all of our lives.
 
   I remember sitting on the couch with my aunt watching the news coverage as Kassandra led her distraught mother and pale younger sister from the hospital. My dad’s road rage had made us national news. The media happily gobbled up the heartbreaking tale of how one man treacherously ran an innocent driver off the road in a drunken rage. My eyes zeroed in on Kassandra. I took in her every feature as she bravely stepped between her family and the reporters, all demanding to know how they felt about what my father had done. She ignored their shouting, refusing to take part in the frenzy. The pain on her face was all too real, even through the TV.
 
   Now, here I was, watching from a distance like some kind of stalker as she gripped her younger sister’s hand. My whole intention was to stay out of site, which backfired when her eyes met mine. I felt like I had been sucker punched in the gut. Her hatred was unmistakable. 
 
   This was my fault.
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