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It’s been said that you never forget your first
love.


Prologue




 


I’ve only got one
story to tell, and it’s about a girl, and it starts with you. But
first I’ve got to do this one thing because I worry if I wait a
second longer, I’ll lose even more of what I’ve already lost. I
promise, though, there is a method behind my madness. And if
everything goes to plan, you’ll see why very soon.

But like I said, I’ve got this story to
tell, though I don’t yet know the ending. All I know is that it can
end only one of two ways—with or without you. But despite which way
fate will have it, the way I see it, I’m left the same—still in
love with the one that got away.

You’ve given me hell, Julia Lang, just by
being you. But then what’s love if it ain’t worth the fight? And
I’ve got some fight still left in me.

...

“Are you ready, Will?” a young man with
shaggy hair asks from the other side of the glass.

I anxiously readjust the big microphone
hovering above me.

“Yeah,” I eventually say.

A restless sigh is attached.

“Okay,” I hear the man say, “I’m going to
start the track.”

I look through the glass and slowly nod my
head.

My palms are sweaty; my heart is pounding.
But it isn’t the young man on the other side of the glass or the
taller man sitting next to him who is making me sweat. It isn’t
even that I am about to sing in front of them or that I am here at
all. In fact, now, right now, I only have one thought cycling over
and over in my mind. The only reason I am standing here, gripping
an old, metal pin as if it were my lifeline, praying my silent
prayers continuously in my head and replaying all the memories that
have led me to this place is for a chance that she will hear this
song.

I suspect that she doesn’t know it’s coming.
But I also pray that she hasn’t forgotten her promise. I pray
silently that this song will make her stop, will make her
remember—a different time, years ago, lifetimes ago.

A soft melody starts playing in my headset.
I press the metal pin tighter against my palm. I am waiting for my
cue, my lips almost touching the mesh in front of the mic. Then,
suddenly, as if by instinct, my mouth opens, and my first words
fill the tiny, soundproof room. And my only thought is: Here
goes everything.


Chapter One

Eleven Years Earlier

 


 


“Jeff, is that
Julia Lang?” I asked, as I leaned up against my locker.

“Who?” Jeff asked.

Jeff was busy digging up remnants of pens
from the bottom of his backpack and scribbling faded lines onto the
front cover of his notebook. I, on the other hand, knew full well
who the girl was, but he didn’t have to know that.

“Her, trying to stuff that bag into her
locker,” I said, directing his attention to the girl.

Jeff stopped scribbling and looked up.

“I don’t know,” he said, shrugging his
shoulders. “She must be from that little, country school.”

He turned back around, as if not interested,
grabbed a book from his locker’s shelf and then slammed the metal
door shut.

“But I know who I’m asking to the homecoming
dance,” he said, setting out in the girl’s direction.

Without hesitation, I grabbed the collar of
his shirt.

“Whoa there, son,” I said, pulling him back.
“First of all, homecoming’s months away. Second, you’re not taking
her anywhere.”

“Geez, buddy, watch the threads,” Jeff said
in a higher than usual pitch as he paused to readjust the shirt’s
collar around his neck. “And why can’t I ask her? If I don’t,
someone else will.”

I kept my eyes on the girl across the hall.
She had just gotten the oversized duffle bag into the tiny locker.
Impressive, except now I watched as a book slipped from underneath
her arm and fell to her bare toes, causing her nose to scrunch up
and her eyes to wince in pain.

“You got a point there, buddy,” I said,
patting him on the shoulder.

I handed Jeff a working pen and then quickly
pushed past him.

“I got it,” I said, bending down to pick up
the book from the floor at the girl’s feet. “Are you all
right?”

The girl looked up at me, still cringing a
little.

“I’m fine,” she said, softly smiling.

She took the heavy text book from my hand
and shoved it into a row of books already on the locker’s
shelf.

“Thanks,” she said.

“It’s Will,” I said, extending my hand.

She stopped, and her stare found my hand.
She looked suspicious.

“I know,” she said, cautiously placing her
hand in mine. “Will, it’s Julia.”

“Julia Lang,” I said, smiling and acting as
if I had just now put her face with her name.

“Yes,” she replied, slowly nodding her
head.

I watched as a coy smile fought its way to
her face.

“You remember me?” I asked, hesitantly.

I was really hoping she only remembered the
good parts—if there were any of those for her.

I noticed her eyes fall on my hand, still
holding hers, but she was smiling, so I kept a tight grip on her
hand. It was soft and girl-like.

“Yes,” she said. “How could I forget?”

“The hardware store?” I asked.

She nodded her head.

“We used to play on those toy tractors
outside, and all the old people would give us candy as they walked
in,” she said.

The corners of my mouth started to lift as I
watched the green in her eyes light up.

“That’s right,” I said, starting to
laugh.

But just then, her smile faded slightly.

“You would never let me ride the big
tractor,” she said, sharply pulling her hand back from mine.

My laughter stopped. And then what was left
of her smile turned into a smirk.

Ugh. She remembered.

“If I remember right, you said that it was a
boy’s tractor and that girls weren’t supposed to drive tractors
anyway,” she said. “And then, when we were nine, you…”

“Okay, okay,” I said, stopping her. “That’s
probably enough memories for one day. The good news is that the big
tractor is still up at my grandpa’s store, and you can ride it
anytime you want. Oh, and best of all, I have finally come to the
ultimate conclusion that girls really don’t have cooties.”

“Really?” she asked, giving me a sarcastic
look.

“Really,” I said, leaning against the row of
lockers. “It was all a myth. Turns out, it was just some scorned
second-grader who didn’t get a Valentine from his secret crush one
year.”

She glared at me with narrowed eyes.

“And then after that,” I continued, without
missing a beat, “the kid decided to ruin love for all kids from
then on, declaring every girl was stricken with the cootie
disease.”

She laughed once and then went back to
fidgeting with something inside her locker.

I smiled, silently hoping that getting her
to laugh was enough to erase the memories I had accidentally
resurrected.

She turned back toward me a second later and
gave me a soft side-smile.

“I have to get to class,” she said, pulling
a book from her locker and then slamming the door.

The door didn’t close on the first try, so I
watched her put her weight into her next try.

“Can I walk you there?” I asked, once she
had successfully shut the locker door. “What’s your first one?”

She shot me a suspicious look again and then
pulled out from the back pocket of her tight-fitting jeans a small
piece of paper with a set of classes and times printed on it.

“Umm, history,” she said, stuffing the piece
of paper back into her jeans. “It’s just down the hall. I think I
can make it.”

“I think doesn’t sound very confident,” I
said. “I should walk you, just to make sure you’re not late for
your first high school class. This isn’t
kindergarten-through-ninth-grade anymore.”

I smiled a confident smile. She, on the
other hand, stared at me with two impatient eyes, then turned and
started walking in the opposite direction.

I shuffled to catch up to her.

“So, I really did recognize you,” I
said.

She looked a little irritated, but she
smiled anyway.

“You do look a little different from the
last time I saw you, though,” I said.

She looked me up and down once.

“So do you,” she said.

“It’s the muscles, isn’t it?” I asked.

I watched her eyes follow a path from my
shoes to my eyes again.

“What muscles?” she asked.

I grabbed my heart and pretended to shrink
in pain.

“Ouch,” I said.

She smiled a satisfied grin.

“Don’t you have to be getting to your own
class?” she asked. “What’s your first one anyway?”

“Oh, I’m not worried about that,” I said.
“The teacher’s my neighbor. Plus, I already know my way around a
kitchen.”

She stopped in the history classroom’s
doorway and faced me.

“Kitchen?” she repeated.

I cringed on the inside, and my smile
faded.

“Did I say kitchen?” I asked. “I meant
woodshop.”

“No, you didn’t,” she said, accusingly.

“Okay, look, I promise you I can build a
coffee table, but home economics is a guaranteed A,” I said.
“I couldn’t pass it up.”

She rolled her eyes.

“Quite the scholar,” she said, while shaking
her head and stepping into the classroom.

“We’ll see who’s laughing when you’re eating
my lasagna for dinner one night,” I said.

She glanced up at me and smiled that
sideways smile that I was already starting to crave.

“You know, I just can’t see that happening,”
she said.

“Me cooking lasagna?” I asked.

“No,” she said.

I could only see the side of her face now,
but I could see that her lips were slowly turning up. I was
thinking about how I could trick her into letting me hold her hand
again some time.

“I don’t see me eating it,” she continued,
taking a seat in a desk near the front of the small room.

“But there’s still hope for the dinner—well,
minus the eating part?” I asked, hopeful.

She gave me an impatient look again. And
suddenly, a loud ring made me jump, and my eyes darted to a
clanging bell right above my head.

Julia giggled, and at the same time, opened
a notebook to its first page. I stood there watching her for a
second longer. She did look different, as if she had grown up
overnight or something, but then she looked exactly the same too.
Her hair was down, and it was wavy or curly or whatever girls call
it—that about her hadn’t changed. Even at eight years old, she had
had that same pretty, long, blond hair, that same perfect nose and
those same pretty, green eyes.

A thought suddenly came to me then, and I
quickly tore off a piece of my own notebook paper and scribbled a
sentence onto its tiny surface.

“Jules,” I said, getting her attention one,
last time.

She looked up at me, kind of startled, as if
I had called her by a secret alias or something. She looked cute
the way she always tried to act impatient with me.

“Hey,” I said, tapping a kid I had known
since kindergarten on the shoulder. “Pass this to Julia, that girl
in the black shirt, would ya?”

The boy dutifully followed my request and
reached across a row to hand Julia the piece of scrap paper. I
watched her open the folded note, and then, I watched her eyes
follow over the words. But before she had a chance to look up
again, I disappeared back into the hallway.

I figured I would give her some time to
think about her answer. The last thing I wanted was a rash decision
based on a somewhat rocky childhood. God, if I knew then what I
know now, I probably still would have thrown rocks at her. It was
fun hearing her scream. But I also would have kissed her—knowing
that I probably could have gotten away with it then. I could have
easily blamed it on being a stupid kid.

And come to think of it, there is actually a
quote by George Bernard Shaw that has hung in my grandpa’s store
for God only knows how long. I never really paid attention to it.
It hung on a plaque in the corner, probably had a couple of layers
of dust on it. I thought about it now, as I made my short journey
to the home economics room. And I thought of all of the years I had
wasted not chasing after Julia Lang—well, at least not chasing
after her in a more productive manner. Youth is wasted on the
young, the old quote said. I didn’t know much of anything about
this Shaw guy, but he did get at least one thing right—I should
have kissed her when I had the chance. God only knows how long I’ve
got to chase this girl.


Chapter Two

The Volleyball

 


 


“Are you looking
for something, Jules?” I asked as I watched her push aside the
heavy stage curtain.

Her face turned back toward me and then
quickly went back to the stage. She didn’t look startled this time,
and I wondered for a second if she had already gotten used to me
calling her Jules.

“My volleyball,” she said, annoyed. “I left
it here after P.E., and now it’s gone, and I promised Jeff I’d meet
him after class and help him with algebra…”

“Jeff?” I blurted out, as I twisted the
features of my face into a puzzled expression.

She stopped and glanced back at me again
before returning her attention to a box of rubber balls.

“Yeah, he’s having a hard time, and we’ve
got a test coming up,” she casually said. “He asked me to help him
figure it out, and I’m supposed to meet him in ten minutes, and I
can’t find…”

“Figure out algebra?” I interrupted
again.

She caught my stare, furrowed her eyebrows
and then went back to doing whatever it was she was doing.

“Yeah,” she said.

I shook my head.

“Jeff doesn’t need help with algebra,” I
exclaimed. “He was the smar…”

I stopped myself, having just added up the
math mid-sentence, and allowed my eyes to rest on her.

She was searching on the stage now, probably
not even paying attention to me. I smiled as I watched her turn
over sweaty, hockey jerseys just before scrunching up her nose and
flinging them back down.

“I’m not leaving here until I find that
ball,” she said.

I took a second to think, and after a quick
moment, I had a plan.

“I’ll help you find it,” I blurted out.

I anxiously looked around the gym. I knew I
had to find that ball before she did or my plan would be foiled,
and she would be out the door to help Jeff, who, by the way, has
had an A in math since the first grade. In fact, he was the
reason I had passed algebra in junior high. That little weasel.

Suddenly, my eye caught a white, round
object out of its corner. I looked closer and spotted a ball tucked
away behind a set of bleachers on the other side of the gym. I
glanced back at Julia. She was rooting through the ball closet near
the stage. I slowly started to mosey my way over toward the ball,
trying not to bring any attention to my find.

“We’ll find it,” I reassured her.

I eventually planted my feet in front of the
ball and acted as if I hadn’t seen it.

“Hey, why don’t you go look out in the
hallway, in case it bounced out there or something,” I said. “I’ll
look for it under these bleachers.”

She looked my way with a disheveled face,
almost as if she had just noticed that I was still there. But then,
without a word, she sauntered off into the hallway. I watched her
disappear behind the glass-paned doors, and then I quickly reached
for the volleyball and scooped it up. I turned it over. It was her
ball all right. Her name was etched in its stretched material in
black, permanent marker, right above her volleyball number. I spun
it around in my hands as my eyes darted toward the glass-paned
doors again. Then, my mind in auto pilot, I scanned the room,
thinking. I saw bleachers, some exercise machines and a couple of
wooden blocks—none of which would work. I let my head fall back in
desperation. And then I saw it—the rafters high above me. There was
already a ball stuck up there, and this one would give it some
company. I took the volleyball in one hand and arched it behind my
head. Then, I lobbed it up into the air. It hit a beam in the
rafters and came colliding back to the hardwood floor. The ball
bounced only once before I scurried over to it, scooped it up and
glanced again toward the doors. There was still no sign of her. I
retook my place and tried it once more. This time, the ball hit the
inside of one of the beams, slightly knocked the other ball and
then wedged itself in between the ball already there and the beam.
Success.

“Will,” a voice suddenly called out from
behind me, causing my body to stiffen.

I turned quickly on my heels to Rachel
standing there, staring at me. She had a questioning look plastered
across her face, and I couldn’t tell what she was questioning
exactly—why I was throwing a ball into the rafters or why I was
standing there alone staring at the rafters. What had she seen?

“Hi, Rach,” I stuttered.

She squinted her eyes, as if she were
shaking off a thought.

“Have you seen Julia?” she eventually
asked.

I thought about her question for a second.
If Rachel were to find Julia, she might tell Jules what I had just
done—if she had, in fact, seen what I had just done—and then I’d be
busted. Or she could end up chauffeuring Jules off somewhere to
look at shoes or a furry caterpillar or something until Julia
forgot about her ball and had to go see Jeff. And then I would have
thrown that dumb ball up in the rafters for nothing.

“Uh-uh, nope, haven’t seen her,” I said,
being careful not to look her in the eyes until after I was done
lying.

She stared at me with a suspicious
glare.

“O-kay,” she said, her eyes burning a hole
straight through my forehead. “Well, if you do, tell her I’m
looking for her.”

“Will do,” I said.

Then, I smiled at her and casually strolled
back toward the stage.

When I reached the base of the stage, I
turned and glanced back at the doorway that Rachel had just been
standing in, staring at me with her cat eyes. She was gone. I let
out a sigh of relief.

“It’s not out there either,” I heard Julia
say.

I quickly turned my attention to the other
side of the gym.

“Here,” I said, holding out my phone. “Call
Jeff. Tell him that you can’t help him tonight, and we’ll search
the whole school for your ball. The first forty-eight hours are the
most critical.”

She gave me a wary look. Then, she glanced
at the phone and then back up at me. She was clearly agitated. But
I couldn’t tell if it was because of me or because of the fact that
she couldn’t find her ball. She had better not be upset that she
couldn’t help Jeff. That little…

She snatched the phone out of my hand.

“Number four,” I said.

“What?” she asked.

“He’s number four on speed dial,” I
said.

She pressed a key and then brought the phone
to her ear. After a couple of rings, I heard Jeff pick up. He
loudly called her a toolbag, and I cringed.

Julia glanced up at me and rolled her
eyes.

“Jeff,” she said. “This is Julia.”

I heard Jeff verbally recoil and
apologetically take back his greeting.

“It’s fine,” she said, smiling. “Jeff, I’m
calling because I can’t make it tonight. The test isn’t for a
couple of weeks. Can we maybe get together sometime later this
week?”

I heard his voice through the phone’s
speakers when she finished talking, but I couldn’t quite make out
what he was saying.

“No, I’m up at school,” she said. “I
borrowed Will’s phone.”

Her explanation made me smile. I quickly
cleared my throat and wiped the smirk off my face.

She ended the call a moment later and handed
the phone back to me.

“Thanks,” she said. “You’ll help me look for
it?”

Ugh, her eyes were doing this soft pleading
thing, and it was taking everything in me not to pull her
close.

“Of course,” I managed to say without
sounding too eager. “It would be my pleasure.”

...

“It’s not back here,” I heard her say.

I could hear the frustration in her
voice.

“No one would take it, right?” she
asked.

“No, no one would take it,” I said. “It’s
here somewhere. Let’s go look down the hall. Maybe it rolled down
there or something.”

I watched her take a deep breath and then
sigh.

“Okay,” she eventually agreed.

I smiled and waited until she was by my side
to start toward the hallway and to ask her my question.

She eventually caught up, and I couldn’t
take it anymore. I had to ask.

“So, what’s your answer?” I blurted out.

My words had come out kind of sheepish. I
cleared my throat and concentrated on producing something in a
lower octave and a little less Bo Peep.

“What answer?” she quipped back.

“The note I gave you before history class,”
I said, hoping it would jog her memory.

“Aah,” she said, smiling. “That answer.”

I watched her peek under a table near the
office and then keep walking.

“Well?” I asked again.

She stopped and squared up to me. She looked
as if she were really thinking hard about it.

“No,” she finally said and then started
walking again.

I hesitated for a second but then caught
back up to her.

“Now, have you really thought this through?”
I asked her. “You can take some time if you need it. Tell me
tomorrow or the next day or the next day or any day when the answer
is yes.”

“I don’t need time,” she said.

I stopped and smiled.

“You do realize it’s only a date?” I asked.
“If you said yes, you wouldn’t be locked into anything.”

She turned her face up at me and smiled.

“It’s not so easy hearing no, is it?” she
asked.

I paused and tried to hold back my grin.

“Julia, Jules,” I said, as if I were a
used-car salesman. “Jules, look, no rocks this time,” I said,
showing her my open palms and then the inside of my jeans pockets.
“No big, rubber balls. I’ll even let you drive my truck.”

I held out my keys.

She looked at me sideways and
sympathetically smiled, as if I were the weird kid who was
completely oblivious to his social status.

My own smile grew, and I took her silent
cue, as I watched her sympathetic grin fade into her new smile—the
one that I already loved. I remembered it being that cute, girly
kind of smile—that smile that made you wonder why you despised
girls so much just the year before. But now, it was sexy too. It
was girly and sexy, all at the same time. Damn it, she was too darn
cute not to smile back at her, even when she was saying no. And
maybe it wouldn’t be now, but I would eventually wear her down.
Everyone has a breaking point. Retreat. Replenish. Conquer. I
smiled wider.

“So, Ben’s having a bonfire next weekend,” I
said.

“So I’ve heard,” she said.

She smiled politely this time.

“You going?” I asked.

“If Rachel has anything to do with it, we’ll
be there early,” she replied.

“Good,” I said, nodding my head.

Suddenly, she stopped and peeked her head
into a classroom.

“Coach Hill, you didn’t see any volleyballs
lying around after P.E., did you?” she asked him.

My eyes instinctively fell to the floor at
my feet.

“Okay, thanks,” she said and then continued
her hike down the narrow hallway.

“No luck?” I asked her.

“He didn’t see any,” she replied.

“Don’t worry, we’ll find it,” I said.

We made our way down the rest of the hall
and then outside toward the school’s only other hallway. I held the
door for her as she walked in.

“So, you and Rachel are friends?” I asked
her.

I watched her as she peered into the band
room, littered with instrument cases, chairs and stands.

“Yeah,” she said, without looking up. “She’s
pretty cool.”

“Yeah, she’s all right,” I said. “She talks
a lot, but she’s all right.”

“You’ve known her for awhile?” she
asked.

Her thin frame was still preoccupied with
the search, and every once in a while I would act as if I were
looking under or around something.

“Yeah,” I said. “All of us townies pretty
much grew up together. Rachel was my neighbor when we were kids,
until she moved to a house right outside of town. I’m sure it was
kind of the same for you guys, right?”

I picked up a chair and looked under it.

“Us country folk, you mean?” she asked,
pausing to look up at me.

She sounded as if she were trying to act
offended, but I could tell it really didn’t bother her.

“Julia, my dear, I know that toy tractor in
front of my grandpa’s store wasn’t the last tractor you’ve driven,”
I said, with a boyish smirk smeared across my face.

She stopped what she was doing and looked me
square in the eyes. She was wearing a half-smile, but I didn’t so
much see the smile, and the other half scared me.

“Don’t call me dear,” she said. “And
you’re right, turns out I found some much bigger tractors to play
with. I didn’t need yours after all.”

She smiled, and then her dagger eyes fell
from mine. I let out a happy sigh and followed her back into the
gym again.

“I just don’t understand where it could have
gone,” she said, dramatically throwing her hands into the air.

I silently prayed that she wouldn’t look
up.

“Hey,” I said, stopping in front of her.

I took a chance that she wouldn’t punch me,
and I grabbed her small hips and hoisted her up onto the stage.

“Look, it’s late,” I said, looking at the
imaginary watch on my wrist and positioning my body so that it was
square with hers and touching her legs.

She looked a little thrown off, but she
didn’t protest.

“We’ll look for it again tomorrow and the
next day and the day after that, if we have to,” I said. “And we’ll
keep looking for it, until it turns up.”

Her eyes fell to her lap. She looked
defeated. And I wasn’t sure if she even noticed that I was touching
her.

I dramatically sucked in a big breath of
air. Then, I brought the back of my hand to her chin and gently
lifted it until her eyes were in mine.

“We’ll find it,” I said.

She smiled a pouty smile.

Damn it. I loved that smile too.

“It’s just my favorite,” she said. “I bought
it with my babysitting money. I’ve had it for a long time.”

Ugh. For the first time, I started to feel
bad about hiding it from her. I paused, while the words, Let’s
look for it in the rafters, fumbled around on my tongue.

But quickly, there was a second thought.
That precious ball of hers could buy me some precious time with
her. Time, I quickly and easily decided; I wanted time.

“I’m sure it’s in a safe place,” I reassured
her.

She half-heartedly smiled.

“Thanks for helping me look for it,” she
said, meeting my gaze.

My eyes immediately turned guilty, and I
quickly tossed them to the floor before she could read them.

She sighed, and then I looked up again.

“In the meantime, are you hungry?” I
asked.

Her green, suspicious eyes were on me
fast.

“I was thinking maybe we should grab some
dinner at Donna’s,” I continued.

“Will Stephens,” she scolded and pushed past
me, jumping off of the stage and landing with both feet onto the
wooden gym floor.

“Nice try, but I’ve got to get home,” she
said, grabbing her duffle bag.

“Maybe tomorrow then?” I called out after
her as she made her way toward the glowing exit sign.

“Bye, Will,” she said, glancing back one,
last time and sending a confident smile my way.

I smiled, then shoved my hands into my
pockets and watched her walk away until her thin frame disappeared
into the hallway. When she was gone, I sighed, shut my eyelids over
my eyes and allowed my head to fall back. A second later, I forced
my eyes open, and then gradually, I felt a grin returning to my
face because high up in the ceiling was her little, white
volleyball.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure it’s in a safe
place,” I mumbled, chuckling to myself.

Then, I lowered my head and started my own
journey toward the glowing, red exit sign.


 Chapter Three

Caught

 


 


“I don’t know,
Jules,” I said, tossing a tennis ball into the air and catching it.
“We might be searching for this volleyball for the rest of our
days.”

She turned her face toward mine. Her blond
hair was in a ponytail and was spread every which way over a straw
bale left over from archery class. I had constructed us a pretty
nice lounging bench using the bales, and now we were each lying
against a home-made straw pillow. She was squinting. The sun was in
her eyes, and her big eyelashes looked as if they were trying to
shoo away its rays.

“I’m sure it’s somewhere safe,” she said and
then turned her head again so that it was out of the direct path of
the sun’s rays.

I lifted my head off the straw bale.

“You don’t seem that worried about it
anymore,” I said.

“Hmm?” she asked, as she turned her face
back toward mine and used her hand to shield her eyes from the
sun.

“It’s your favorite ball, right?” I asked.
“You still want to find it, right?”

“Oh, yeah, it’s not that big of a deal,” she
said.

I hesitated before I continued.

“Well, I mean, it’s got to be around here
somewhere,” I said, fearing my time with her might be coming to an
end. “Maybe it’ll just take a couple more days.”

“Uh,” she said, shrugging off my comment and
turning her head again. “We don’t have to look for it anymore. It’s
okay.”

“No,” I almost shouted, sitting up.

I paused then and took a second to regain my
composure and to clear my throat.

“Actually, you know where we haven’t
checked?” I asked.

“Hmm?” she replied, not bothering to turn
her head this time.

“The shop,” I said. “We haven’t checked the
shop.”

I watched her shrug her shoulders again.

“I don’t think it’s in the shop,” she
said.

She was facing away from me, and her eyes
were closed, so I took the opportunity to stare at her without her
knowing it. And why was she acting so strange all of sudden? A few
days ago, all she wanted was that dumb ball. Now, it seemed as if
she could care less about it. She was a strange creature, but she
sure was pretty. She was about an hour removed from volleyball
practice—little, spandex shorts, cut-off tee shirt and all.
Pretty.

“You know where we haven’t looked?” she
asked, opening her eyes and turning her face toward mine again.

I sat back against the straw bail, startled,
hoping she hadn’t noticed me staring at her.

“Where?” I asked.

“The rafters…in the gym,” she said.

My heart stumbled and then came to a
complete halt for a second. Then, I watched the corners of her lips
slowly start to turn up, and I couldn’t help but smile too.

“The rafters?” I managed to get out, through
my grin.

“Mm hmm,” she said, nodding her head.

We were both silent for a moment, each
searching the other’s eyes.

“Yeah, we could look there,” I eventually
said.

Just then, she shoved my shoulder. She
shoved it hard, but it didn’t do much to move me, in the end.

“Will Stephens,” she said, raising her voice
and now standing over me.

She was pouting, but she was smiling
too—sort of.

“I know you put it there,” she said.

My jaw dropped open. Caught red-handed.

“I…,” I stuttered. “How, how do you
know?”

She rested her hands on her hips.

“Rachel told me,” she said. “She saw you do
it.”

Damn it, Rachel.

The corners of my mouth started to turn up
again. I knew they weren’t supposed to, but I couldn’t help it. She
looked so darn cute. And besides, it had been worth it. That ball
had given me her undivided attention for a week. As it turned out,
I had grown to love that dumb ball after all.

“Jules, I promise it wasn’t on purpose.”

I sighed and then lowered my head. That was
a lie. I couldn’t lie to her.

“Okay,” I said. “It was on purpose, but I
had to.”

My gaze traveled back up to her face again,
while she dropped her shoulders and dug her dagger eyes deeper into
my forehead.

“You knew I was looking for it,” she said.
“I just don’t get why…”

“Wait,” I interrupted her, as a smile slowly
started creeping its way back to my face again. “When did Rachel
tell you?”

Rachel couldn’t keep a secret to save her
life.

“The day I lost it,” she said. “I ran into
her later. You were also supposed to tell me that she was looking
for me.”

“Wait,” I said again. “You knew where it was
and that I had put it there this whole time, but you still
pretended to look for it with me.”

Had she liked hanging out with me too?

She narrowed her eyes at me, and I knew she
had read my mind. A new, obnoxious smile beamed across my face now
over the obnoxious one that was already there.

Then, I watched as she grabbed her duffle
bag from the ground and slung it over her shoulder.

“Will, the point here is that you threw my
ball into the rafters,” she said. “Nothing ever comes down from
there.”

I really tried hard, but I couldn’t stop
smiling.

“You’re such a child,” she said, letting out
a deep sigh and then turning and walking away.

I sat there frozen—and speechless.

“You owe me a ball, Will Stephens,” she
called out over her shoulder once she had gotten several yards
away.

I watched her strut into the sun as I leaned
my back against the straw bale in our makeshift bench again. There
was a permanent smile now tattooed to my face, and on that smile in
big, bold letters, I was pretty sure it read: Today was the best
day of my life. Today, I learned that Julia Lang actually liked
hanging out with me.


Chapter Four


The Bonfire

 


 


I bent down and
concealed my face behind his before I brought my hand to my
mouth.

“Hey, uh, I didn’t want to say anything in
front of the girl, but I’m pretty sure you left the dome light in
your truck on, and there’s a copy of that Cosmo your sister
left in there on the seat,” I whispered.

Jeff’s eyes grew wide, but he kept his stare
straight ahead. I was pretty sure he was calculating the cool
points he’d lose if anyone were to see the magazine in his truck. I
was waiting for him to question why I hadn’t just turned off the
light myself and hid the magazine, but he never did. He just sat
there for a second, then stood up, dusted off his blue jeans and
squared up to Julia.

“I’ll be right back,” he said to her
then.

And just like that, he hopped over the log
he had been sitting on and disappeared into the night behind the
fire.

When my eyes fell from watching Jeff trot
away, they stumbled onto Julia. Her bright green stare was already
on mine, and there was a soft, questioning smile planted on her
face. It was cute.

“Will Stephens, what did you say to him?”
she asked.

She was trying her best to scold me, but I
could tell she wasn’t that upset by whatever it was I had just said
to make the lanky boy dance away.

A smile edged across my face, as I took
Jeff’s now vacant seat next to her on the log.

“I told him his truck lights were on,” I
said.

Her eyes lingered on me, and she didn’t say
anything for a good second.

“Are they?” she asked.

I knew she already knew the answer.

“No,” I said, grinning into the flames.

I watched the flames pop and dance among the
logs being consumed by the fire. I watched them for long seconds
before I felt her stare still on me. Then, I turned my attention
back toward those pretty eyes of hers.

Her face was angled just enough into the
light the flames gave off that it made her features glow with warm
colors. Her lips were soft-looking but sexy, as if she could give
one, out-of-this-world kiss. And her eyes, even without the fire’s
light, were that shade of green that made you stop and want to stay
in them for awhile. My own eyes were drawn to them like a moth to
light. I loved those eyes of hers. I had always loved those
eyes.

“When are you going to say yes?” I
asked.

She kept her smile, but her eyes broke from
mine and returned to the fire.

“Depends on what the question is,” she said,
gradually returning her gaze to me.

“Same question,” I said.

I traced the path her eyes made. They seemed
to be searching every feature on my face.

“Then, same answer,” she softly said.

She was smiling with that temptress smile of
hers. It was beautiful, but, God, what did it mean? Did she want me
to pull her against my body right now and finally touch those lips
of hers I had been dying to kiss? Was I supposed to just sit here?
Woman, what do you want from me?

“Come on, Jules,” I protested instead. “I
know you like me. And you’re gonna love me, someday,” I added for
effect, while throwing a piece of bark into the flames.

“Love?” she questioned.

She had this surprise in her voice. I
expected it.

“Jules, just let me take you to Donna’s,” I
pleaded.

She laughed, and I watched her long curls
fall from her shoulders to her chest as she shook her head.

“That sounds like a date, Will,” she
said.

I paused for a second and pushed my lips
together.

“Yeah, it kind of does,” I admitted, smiling
and nodding my head.

I glanced at the fire for a moment and then
returned my eyes to her, but her gaze was already planted on me.
She wasn’t smiling anymore, and her face had grown sincere.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” she asked.

I was speechless, while I thought about her
question.

This girl must be completely and utterly out
of her mind. Of course, I was serious. Why wouldn’t I be serious?
She was gorgeous; she was smart; she thought Jeff was an idiot; and
she was the sexiest woman I had ever met. Done. Done. Done. And
done.

“Jules, I was always serious,” I finally
said.

“Will, you threw rocks at me in third
grade.”

I couldn’t help my smile turning up a little
more. I tried to hide it by sending my eyes to the ground at my
feet.

“It was out of love, I promise,” I assured
her, as I met her eyes again. “You could think of it like Cupid’s
arrows, only they were rocks.”

She pursed her lips, and her pout refused to
waver. Could I kiss her now?

“No?” I asked. “Not Cupid’s arrows?”

And the pout disappeared.

“I guess I just had a funny way of showing
it back then,” I said.

“Will, you purposely got my favorite
volleyball stuck up in the gym’s rafters,” she went on.

I laughed once and shook my head.

“You still remember that?” I asked.

She glared at me through her sexy, green
eyes.

“It was last week, Will,” she said.

I took a deep breath and then slowly let it
out, allowing my eyes to come to rest in hers.

“Can I just take you to Donna’s—to make up
for all my past wrong-doings?” I asked again.

She hesitated as silent seconds drew on.

“You know, you kind of owe me,” she said, as
a soft smile found her face.

My heart fluttered, and I couldn’t help but
smile too, but before I could get another word out, a group of
girls appeared on the other side of the fire from out of nowhere.
They were giggling and seemed to have no clue as to what epic
moment they were interrupting.

“Will, sing us a song,” a girl’s voice
commanded.

My eyes reluctantly followed Julia’s gaze to
Rachel, standing directly across from us. I found a piece of bark
on the log I was sitting on then and pulled it free.

“Rach, I can’t sing,” I said, throwing the
bark into the fire.

“What?” Rachel asked. “Then why was THIS in
your car?”

She pulled out an object from the dark
shadows behind her and passed it around the edge of the fire. I
knew immediately what it was.

“My car?” I asked.

“Yep, that little SUV next to all of those
other cars in the field back there,” Rachel said, pointing into the
darkness behind her.

She was wearing a proud smile. I kept my
stare on her.

“It’s a truck, Rachel,” I said.

“What?” I heard Rachel ask. “Does it have a
bed? No. It’s definitely an SUV, Will. But don’t worry; SUVs can be
just as manly, even if they do have girly names.”

She playfully rolled her eyes, and I sent
her a sideways smirk and returned my attention to Julia.

Julia was giving me a strange look too now,
but I brushed it, along with Rachel’s comment, off.

“Jules, remind me to lock up next time,” I
said under my breath.

The object finally reached me, and I
extended my arm and took a hold of its neck. And with my other
hand, I grabbed its body.

I smiled then and shook my head.

“Play us something,” Rachel demanded
again.

I let a steady breath pass through my lips
as my eyes fell back onto Julia. She was smiling up at me with that
beautiful, sexy smile of hers.

“The girls want a song,” she said.

I let my eyes linger in hers, forgetting for
a second the audience that had just joined us, before I glanced
back down at the strings on the guitar and felt my grin widen.

“Okay,” I softly conceded, shaking my
head.

I tickled the strings for a moment and then
found a melody. It was the same one that poured through Julia’s
jeep’s stereo every time she turned it on. I might have learned it
a little while back. I figured there would come a time when Jules
wanted to hear it and she didn’t have her CD. Plus, it reminded me
of her, and it felt good to sing it. And now, it was the first song
that came to my mind.

Eventually, I started in on the words as
well, and after a few moments, I heard the girls on the other side
of the fire chime in. They didn’t seem to know all of the words,
but they tried anyway. I caught Julia’s stare and smiled. She
returned an almost-bashful grin.

I tickled the guitar’s strings until the
melody ended. Then, there was a strange, awkward silence before
Rachel said something first.

“Wow, Will,” Rachel exclaimed. “I’m not
going to lie. I was really expecting a voice from the boy who
starts a band in his garage only to still be in his garage forty
years later with a beer belly and a mullet. I wasn’t expecting a
rock star.”

My eyes instinctively darted toward Julia
but then hit the ground just as quickly as they had found her.

“Well, I can see that maybe you two have
something new to talk about, so…we’re just going to get some more
hot chocolate,” Rachel said before motioning for the other girls to
follow her away from the fire.

It was only moments before Julia and I were
alone with the fire’s flames again. Then, I listened for seconds to
the fire’s soft popping before Jules spoke.

“Will, that was really good.”

My face turned up toward hers.

“Really?” I asked.

“Yeah, really,” she said, starting to laugh.
“Will, all these years…How didn’t I know that you could play the
guitar–or sing? And that good?”

I returned my eyes to the flames, as a
slight grin found my face.

“Not many people do know, I guess,” I
confessed. “I’m pretty good at keeping secrets around here.”

I winked at her then and propped the guitar
against the log beside me.

“So, I see,” she said, smiling wider.

“Do you write songs too?” she asked.

My gaze stopped in her eyes. I wasn’t quite
expecting her question.

“I try, when I get a chance,” I said.
“Writing’s the best part really. It’s the words that change
people’s lives in the end, right?”

She paused, as if she wasn’t expecting my
answer.

“Hmm, I guess that makes sense,” she said,
eventually. “I’ve never really thought about it.”

I laughed once.

“I’ll have to write a song for you
sometime,” I said.

I wanted my words to have come out gentle
and honest, but I was pretty sure they just came out cheesy.

I watched her smile and then try to hide
it.

“Do you write a song for every girl you have
a crush on?” she sarcastically asked, returning her attention to
the fire.

“Well, I will once I write one for you,” I
said.

She let go of her smile and then looked back
at me, locking her stare in my eyes before she spoke again.

 

“I’m pretty sure it’s brown-eyed girl, by
the way,” she said.

Her voice was playful again.

“What?” I asked.

“In the song, you said green-eyed girl,” she
said, looking away again.

I hesitated but kept my eyes on her.

“Let me see,” I said, as I gently touched
her chin and turned her face back toward mine.

“Nope, pretty sure it’s green-eyed girl,” I
said.

I watched as a slight smile lingered on her
lips.

“Will Stephens, what am I going to do with
you?” she softly asked.

I grinned wider and took a deep breath. I
could think of plenty.

“Jules, I’m sorry about the rocks, your ball
and every other stupid thing I’ve ever done,” I said, lowering my
hand from her chin.

Her eyes fell toward the ground, and she
laughed.

“It’s okay,” she said. “You get the ball
down for me someday, and we’ll call it even.”

I slowly nodded my head.

“Okay,” I said. “But I’m not gonna stop
askin’, you know?”

Her eyes quickly found mine again.

“I considered that,” she said. “And what if
I never say yes?”

I sucked in a deep breath.

“Well, then I suppose I would have spent my
life doin’ something worthwhile,” I said. “My parents can’t be
disappointed in that.”

“Will,” she protested.

I watched her toss her head back and laugh
again, then lift her eyes toward mine, catching my stare. My heart
was racing. My breaths were short. I wanted to kiss her. I was
going to. I memorized the short path to her lips, and I closed my
eyes and tried to remember the path I had just memorized.

“Will,” a voice suddenly called out from the
darkness behind us.

The voice was already annoying and unwanted.
And before I could even acknowledge it, a skinny figure was
squeezing himself into the small space on the log between Julia and
me.

Damn it, Jeff.

“Will, those were Ben’s lights, not mine,”
he quickly informed me.

He didn’t even bother looking at me as he
spoke.

“Here, Julia, here’s some hot chocolate,”
the lanky boy announced, facing Julia and presenting her with a
steaming, Styrofoam cup.

My eyes shot back toward the orange flames
as I scooted over and ran my hands against my thighs, trying to
recover from my thwarted move.

“Thanks, Jeff,” I heard Jules say.

Her voice resurrected my attention, and I
turned my face back toward hers. Jeff had already resorted to
poking a stick into the fire’s ashes and had, by now, all but faded
into my background again. I watched Jules’s eyes follow the flames
for a couple of silent moments. Then, suddenly, her eyes found
mine, and I caught her soft lips slowly turning up at their sides.
Her smile was different this time. In fact, this might be her
best—forgiving and curious and sexy—though I loved them all. I kept
my gaze locked on hers, and I smiled too. If I didn’t get my
yes tonight, I’d happily settle for this.


Chapter Five


Donna’s

 


 


We turned the
corner, and I saw her. And instantly, I wondered if I jumped off
the wagon, would anyone notice me gone? She smiled and waved. I
waved back. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. Her hair was down
and in those blond curls she always wore. Her green eyes matched
the jacket she was wearing—the jacket everyone was wearing. I
seriously gauged the distance from the wagon bed to the street and
then tried to guess at what rate of speed the tractor trailer was
going. But by the time I looked back up to find her, she had
disappeared into the sea of green. I sighed, but a smile quickly
returned. It couldn’t take that long to loop around town.

...

The tractor and wagon pulled catawampus into
the school’s parking lot, and fourteen guys and a couple of coaches
jumped off. My feet hit the ground, and my eyes hit the crowd.
Where was she?

“One state championship and one championship
parade down,” I heard a voice call out from behind me.

I turned and felt the corners of my mouth
start to rise.

“Julia, I wasn’t sure you’d come,” I
said.

She laughed and glanced at the big crowd
behind us.

“I didn’t want to be the only one who missed
it,” she said, still smiling.

My eyes turned down to the ground at my
feet. There was something about this girl that made me nervous
every time I was around her.

“You hungry?” I asked her, as I kicked a
rock back and forth on the asphalt.

I didn’t hear anything, so I looked up. She
was still smiling at me, but her smile looked less soft and more
suspicious. I stared at her staring at me. If this were some kind
of staring competition and the winner got his way, I was determined
to win.

Just then, her smile widened, and she nodded
her head.

I stood there dumbfounded. I was pretty sure
that that meant yes—even in girl talk, but I couldn’t be
certain.

Her eyes faltered for a moment but then
returned to mine, and as if she had been reading my mind, her next
word was all the confirmation I needed.

“Okay,” she softly said.

“Really?” I asked.

There was a part of me that felt as if she
were pulling my leg.

She nodded her head again.

I stared at her for another, full second.
Then, I quickly scooped her up into my arms.

“Will, what on earth are you doing?” she
squealed.

She was laughing, so I figured I was
okay.

I hurried over to my truck, pulled open the
passenger’s door and gently set her down onto the seat. Then, I
closed the door and ran over to my side and threw myself behind the
wheel.

“What are you doing, crazy person?” she
asked, as I jammed the keys into the ignition.

“We’ve got to hurry, before you change your
mind,” I said, only semi-joking.

I saw her out of the corner of my eye toss
her head back and laugh. And within seconds, I was peeling out of
the parking lot and heading toward the little diner at the edge of
town.

...

Donna’s was filling up, no doubt because of
all of the people in town for the parade. Julia and I quickly found
a corner booth and slid in. A few seconds later, I watched as a
shorter boy with shaggy hair and a Donna’s Café polo noticed us and
shuffled toward our booth.

“Hey, man, congrats on your guys’ win,” the
boy said after he had planted his feet at the end of our table.

I looked up at him. He had a cheesy grin on
his face, and he was wearing a pin with our mascot on it.

“Thanks,” I said, through a smile.

“Hey, Adam,” Julia warmly said.

“Hi, Julia,” the boy replied, cowering a
little.

He looked at her a little too long with that
cheesy grin of his. Julia had already returned her eyes to the
menu, so she didn’t even notice. I cleared my throat, which seemed
to do the trick. It broke the boy’s stare, and he started
instinctively scribbling something onto his little notepad. It
couldn’t be words.

His pen eventually stopped, and he looked up
and caught my stare. I was pretty sure I had a puzzled, though now
slightly intrigued, look on my face. It was interesting how he had
been so drawn to her to the point that I might as well have been
invisible. But I couldn’t be mad at him. He probably only saw what
I had always seen in her.

“Uh, I’ll just give you guys some time to
decide then,” the boy said, smiling awkwardly.

I watched him jam the little pad of paper
back into his pocket and scurry off.

My eyes fell back onto Julia then. She was
still looking at the menu. I had a smile on my face that I couldn’t
imagine wiping off.

“Cheeseburger or chicken strips?” she asked
me, without looking up.

I heard her, but her words sounded more like
a song than a question, so I failed to answer her.

Her eyes eventually turned up toward mine,
and soon, her lips broke out into a smile.

“Cheeseburger it is,” she said.

She glanced at the paper menu one more time
and then slid it behind a ketchup bottle against the window.

“So, how does it feel to be a state
champion?” she asked.

My eyes faltered, and a laugh followed.

“Pretty good,” I admitted. “But I’m not so
sure it’s better than this.”

She stared at me for a second and then
laughed.

“You’re ridiculous,” she said. “I know that
every one of you guys have been dreaming of a basketball state
championship ever since the day you picked up a ball.”

I lowered my eyes and chuckled to
myself.

“Julia Lang,” I said, pausing and then
returning my eyes to hers.

“If you only knew how many cheesy
Valentine’s cards I wrote you that never reached you,” I said.

She stopped and sent me a slightly puzzled
look.

“Yeah, I know it might seem like I’m head
over heels for a girl I barely know, but I know more about you than
you think,” I said.

“Really?” she asked.

She sat back in the booth and smiled, in a
challenging kind of way.

“Really,” I said.

Her suspicious eyes locked onto mine.

“You guys ready to order?” asked the boy, in
a high-pitched, cracking voice.

He had reappeared from out of nowhere.

Julia looked up at him and smiled. He smiled
back, held his stare a second too long, then quickly hurled his
gaze in my direction.

I knew I must have given him a puzzled look
again because he quickly forced his eyes back to his notepad and
started scribbling nonsense again.

Eventually, my puzzled stare left the boy
and caught Julia’s bright green eyes, and I smiled.

“I’ll have the cheeseburger with fries,” she
said, her eyes still locked in mine.

I’ll have the same,” I said, only taking my
eyes off of her long enough to make sure the shaggy-haired boy had
gotten our order.

He finished scribbling onto his pad and then
quickly disappeared.

“So, we played on tractors together when we
were kids,” she said, now resting her elbows on the table, her
hands under her chin. “That hardly counts as ‘knowing me.’”

I chuckled and sat back in the booth.

“Okay,” I said. “Fair enough. What about the
basketball game in junior high when you broke your arm?”

I watched her brows dart together and her
eyes squint a little.

“You were there?” she asked.

“I was,” I said. “I had my mom drop me off.
We almost got lost finding the place. Turns out, those little,
rural schools are pretty well-hidden.”

She slowly sat back in the booth again. She
seemed to be thinking—back, maybe.

“You didn’t cry,” I said.

Her lips started to part into a
half-smile.

“I was the one who held the door for you
when you left the gym to go to the emergency room,” I said. “You
said ‘thank you,’ and I remember thinking, Why isn’t she
crying?”

Her expression looked soft and thoughtful,
as if she was playing back each moment in her mind.

“And when we were nine,” I continued, “I was
at the park, and I fell trying to skateboard and tore my knee to
pieces. You stayed with me until my dad came and got me.”

“That was you?” she asked.

There was surprise—almost disbelief—in her
voice.

“And there was another time,” I went on,
“when you were at the movies with your friends and Jeff was being
Jeff, and he strolled right up to you and hit on you—like you would
expect a seventh-grader to hit on a girl. I couldn’t hear what you
said to him, and he never told me, but you whispered something into
his ear. But as you were whispering, you were smiling at me.”

I watched her cock her head a little. Her
stare was now off somewhere in the distance.

“I said, ‘I have a boyfriend,’” she
eventually said, returning her eyes to mine. “But I didn’t have a
boyfriend.”

She shook her head, and a wide smile danced
to life on her face.

“I remember looking at him—you,” she said
and then paused. “I remember looking at you and then coming up with
that excuse.”

Her stare faded away again before returning
to me.

“Wow, now I see it was you all along, but
it’s like it wasn’t you—like…”

“It was like you didn’t notice me,” I
said.

Her smile softened and then slowly, she
shook her head.

“It was like I didn’t notice you,” she
confessed.

“Well, as long as you notice me now,” I
said, smiling what I was sure was a goofy grin and sliding deeper
into the booth.

Her lips broke open into a wide smile, and
she softly laughed.

“I notice you now,” she said.

She was piercing my eyes with those
beautiful, green weapons of hers. And I loved the hell out of
it.

“I notice you now,” she said again.


Chapter Six

The Stars

 


 


“Julia,” I
whispered as loud as I could. “Julia.”

I took out the few small rocks I had
gathered from her driveway and had stuffed into my pocket and
thrust one up into the half-open window. Then, I waited.

Nothing happened.

“Julia,” I called out a little louder.

I took a second rock and tossed it up at the
glass, then a third. Then, suddenly, I saw a figure in the window.
The shadowed outline pushed back the curtains and pressed a
forehead against the screen.

“Will?” I heard a soft voice say. “What are
you doing?”

“Julia,” I said, trying to keep my voice
down.

Her head disappeared from the window for a
second and then returned.

“It’s two in the morning,” she said into the
screen.

“I know,” I said. “I want to show you
something.”

She was quiet for a second.

“Will, it’s two in the morning,” she said
again, but this time, she said it with a little more emphasis on
the two part.

“Just this once,” I pleaded.

There was a long pause.

“Okay,” she conceded. “I’ll be down there in
a minute.”

Her head started to disappear from the
screen again.

“No,” I quickly said.

“What?” she asked, returning to the
window.

“You’re kidding me?” I asked. “You’ll wake
your parents, and they’ll never let me see you again. Just climb
out the window.”

There was a long pause again, and I was
imagining her giving me a sarcastic look, as if climbing out the
window was a better way to her parents’ hearts.

She disappeared again from the window and
then returned within a few moments. Then, I heard her fidgeting
with the screen, and I smiled.

After a handful of seconds, the screen was
out and one of her legs was swung over the windowsill.

“Now, be careful,” I said up to her, still
trying to keep my voice down as much as possible.

She rested one foot on the porch roof and
then swung the other leg over the sill as well. It was only then
that I could fully see her with the help of the rays from the
dusk-to-dawn light in the background. She was wearing those tiny
boxer shorts that girls wear and a tank top that had the high
school’s mascot plastered on the front of it. And there were little
flip flop shoes on her feet.

“You don’t do this much, do you?” I
asked.

Her eyes met mine with a blank stare.

“Your shoes,” I said, eyeing her feet. “Just
be careful. Those don’t tend to be the best shoes for
roof-climbin’.”

She tossed a sarcastic, but playful glare my
way. Now, I didn’t have to imagine it.

“Now, what do I do?” she asked, perched near
the windowsill.

“Just inch your way down,” I said. “I’ll
catch you.”

She hesitated for a second, then raised her
chin and eyed the ground where I was standing.

“It’s not far, I promise,” I assured
her.

She found my eyes again and then hesitantly
left the windowsill and used her arms to balance as she slowly
shuffled down the tin roof. It took a minute, but she eventually
reached the edge and then stopped.

“Come on,” I said, holding out my arms.

Her eyes were planted on the ground, and she
looked as if she were frozen.

I threw my hands on my hips.

“If you sit there and stare at it too long,
you’ll never jump,” I said.

Her gaze slowly found its way back to
me.

“William Stephens,” she softly said,
kneeling down closer to the tin, “you better catch me.”

There was a serious demand not only in her
words but also in her eyes that now pierced mine. I felt a sly
smile start to crawl its way across my face.

“Oh, I will,” I said, holding out my arms
again.

She gave me a reprimanding smirk, while I
tried to tame my wide grin. Then, she closed her eyes.

“One. Two. Three,” she slowly whispered.

Then, she opened her eyes, took a deep
breath and stepped off the roof. I caught her inches before her
feet hit the ground and wrapped my arms tightly around her little
waist. And the next thing I knew, her lips were inches away from
mine. But her eyes were closed, and she was laughing. She made me
laugh too, and eventually, she opened her eyes and found mine.
Then, her laughter faded into a sweet smile. I wanted to kiss her
pretty lips right then. But I didn’t. Instead, I gently set her
feet onto the ground and took her hand.

“Come on,” I said.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

I could hear her giggling behind me as I
pulled her along.

“You’ll see,” I said.

I led her down the long, gravel driveway. It
was dark, but the big light above us made it easier to see our
steps.

“How did you get here?” she asked.

“Lou,” I said, stealing a glance at her.
“How did you think I got here?”

“Lou?” she asked, scrunching the features of
her face together.

“My truck,” I said and then paused. “Or…SUV
or main form of transportation—whatever you fancy calling her,” I
said, with a sideways grin.

“The girly name,” she exclaimed, as her
expression brightened and she nodded her head in slow, exaggerated
nods.

I was guessing she was remembering the night
of the bonfire and Rachel’s big mouth.

“You named your truck?” she asked, with a
wide grin.

I just smiled and shrugged my shoulders.

“Okay, but why Lou?” she asked.

“Why not Lou?” I asked.

“Come on,” she said. “I know you named
it…”

She stopped and then started again.

“I mean, I know you named HER after
someone.”

I felt my smile start to edge a path up my
face.

“Come on,” she said again, lightly shoving
my arm. “Who was it—a girl you had a crush on in first grade, on
TV?”

I threw my head back and laughed. If that
were the case, I would have named the truck Jules. And
believe me, I had thought about it, but in the end, decided against
it. I had already been stalking her since we were kids; I didn’t
need to make it any more obvious.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re way
off.”

She flashed me a baffled look. Her puzzled
face was cute, so I drew out the moment studying the perfect way
she pushed her lips to one side and peeked through her big
eyelashes from squinted eyes. And only after I had memorized her
expression, I spoke.

“It was my grandmother’s name,” I said.

I continued to watch her as she paused in
thought, maybe, for a moment.

“But isn’t her name Willamina?” she
asked.

“No, the other one,” I said. “She passed
away before I was born.”

“Oh, right,” she somberly said, while
tossing her eyes to the ground.

“Her name was Louisa,” I said, trying to
lighten the mood again. “Lou for short.”

Jules looked back up at me and smiled.

“Well, where is Lou, the truck?” she
asked.

“On the county road,” I said.

“It’s on the road?” she exclaimed.

Her question fit somewhere in between
scolding and surprise.

“I pulled it off to the side, in the field;
it’s okay,” I said.

I watched as a smile slowly returned to her
parted lips. God, I couldn’t wait to show her my surprise.

We reached my truck a minute later. I made
my way over to the passenger’s side door first and pulled it open.
She playfully eyed me up and then jumped inside. I closed the door
behind her and wondered how many more playful smiles I could take
from those lips without kissing them.

Then, I jumped in behind the wheel and made
a u-turn back onto the dusty, gravel road.

“Will, seriously, where are we going?” she
asked.

I looked over at her. Her eyes were big and
bright, and a wide grin hung on her lips. I smiled and returned my
focus to the road.

“It’s a surprise,” I said.

I noticed out of the corner of my eye her
head fall back against the headrest.

“I hate surprises,” she groaned.

I glanced back over at her.

“No, you don’t,” I said.

I watched then as her head quickly snapped
back up and her eyes caught mine.

“When did you become the expert of me?” she
asked.

“An expert?” I asked, making sure she caught
my teasing stare before I returned my eyes to the gravel road.

“Oh, that was just recently,” I said.

A wide, devious smile danced its way to my
face.

“They give that title to ya after ten years
of study,” I said.

She tossed her head back and made a sound
that resembled either surprise or sarcasm—I wasn’t sure.

“Ten years of study, huh?” she asked.

I found her stare again and gently
smiled.

“And they wonder why I’m not so good at
math,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.

Her laughter filled the cab. I loved her
laugh. I wished sometimes that I could secretly record it and play
it back when I needed it the most—like when the school counselor
was asking me what I wanted to do with the rest of my life or in
the middle of a set of walls during basketball practice or
something. Hell, I’d play it back when Mrs. Ritter was on her
second piece of chalk in English class too. I was trying to force
back a wide smile fighting its way to my lips at the thought when I
felt her eyes on me.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“What’s what?”

I glanced over at her. Her eyes were already
fixated on a spot behind the wheel.

“That photo in your dashboard,” she
said.

I took a quick glance at the dash and then
noticed the photo propped up to the right of the speedometer.

“Oh that?” I asked, first eyeing the photo
and then her.

She sent me a cocked, sideways smile and
then slowly nodded her head.

“That would be Julia Austin Lang—the object
of my studies,” I proudly said.

Her crooked smile instantly
straightened.

“I’ve made your dashboard,” she said.

I glanced over at her again and caught her
happy expression. I couldn’t help but chuckle a little.

“Jules, dear, the center of my dashboard’s
nothin’,” I said, sending her a wide grin. “You made the center of
my life years ago.”

I could tell she was trying her damnedest to
muster up a sarcastic glare, even as her eyes grew softer by the
second.

“Get over here, pretty girl,” I said,
pushing up the center console and gesturing her to my side.

I returned my eyes to the road and then,
seconds later, felt her body collide gently into mine. Then, I
wrapped my arm around her shoulders and squeezed her as close as I
could to me.

“We’re almost there,” I said, as I felt her
head fall against my chest.

I could get used to this.

It was another minute before we crossed over
an old creek slab and landed at the edge of civilization. The
gravel road pretty much ended there. I pulled to the side so that
Lou pointed toward a big, clover field, and I turned off the
ignition.

Then, I looked down and found Jules already
eyeing me up with those green jewels of hers. And I just knew her
smile was asking me what the hell I was doing taking her to a dark,
clover field in the middle of the night.

“I swear my intentions are pure,” I said to
her, with a soft side-smile.

She laughed into my chest.

“Come on,” I said, leaning into the door.
“It’s outside.”

She hesitated but then followed my lead and
scooted back over to her door and pulled on the handle. Then, I
switched off the lights, and suddenly, the world around us was
pitch-black, and I had to stop for a second to let my eyes
readjust.

“Will,” she squealed, laughing. “I can’t see
a thing.”

“Good,” I said. “Close your eyes and just
wait there.”

I rushed to the front of Lou and slid my
hand against the grille to feel my way over to the passenger’s
side.

When I reached Jules, I took her hand and
led her back to the front of the truck. Then, I put a hand on each
side of her hips and squared up to her. I couldn’t really see her
face—just its outline—but it didn’t stop me from trying. I held her
like that for a second, soaking up the way her little hips felt in
my hands and how it felt to have her body so near to mine. Then,
before it could get awkward, I hoisted her up onto the hood in one,
swift motion.

She squealed again.

“Will, what are you doing?” she asked. “Can
I open my eyes yet?”

“Not yet,” I said. “Now, don’t move.”

I stepped to the side and hoisted myself
onto the hood next to her. Then, I slid back and brought her hips
back with me, until we were both resting our backs against the
windshield, side by side.

“Okay,” I whispered into her ear. “You can
open them.”

My eyes had readjusted, so I could see her
face go from blank to wide-eyed in the seconds that it took her to
soak up the scene in front of us—all around us. I watched as her
lips turned up and her green eyes sparkled the way they did when
she was excited about something.

“Wow,” she exclaimed. “It’s beautiful.”

Above and all around us, dashes of light
danced against a black background littered with thousands of tiny
stars and a sea of fireflies. It was like our own, little light
show. And the crickets and tree frogs were our little, country
symphony. I took in a deep breath of fresh air and then rested my
head back against the windshield.

“You like it?” I asked.

Her eyes left the lights and found my
stare.

“I love it,” she said, resting her head on
my shoulder.

She was quiet then. I guessed she was
watching the fireflies dance in the distance. I, on the other hand,
was watching her and the way her fingers played with the edge of my
tee shirt at my side and the way her long hair fell in pieces
across her shoulders, which had already been tanned by the
pre-summer sun.

“So, you really never thought about
singing?” she asked, while resting her head back against the
windshield again.

Her voice surprised me a little and helped
to snap me out of my trance.

“Singing?” I asked.

I turned my face toward hers.

“You know, as a career,” she said.

I chuckled to myself and lowered my
head.

“Nah, it’s not for me,” I said.

“Then, what would you like to be if you
could be anything?” she asked.

I sat there for a second and thought about
it.

“You know, I really don’t know,” I said. “I
figure it’ll come to me someday, though.”

She smiled.

“It will,” she said, reassuring me.

“What about you?” I asked. “I’m sure you’ve
got plans to take over the world.”

I noticed her smile. It seemed bashful.

“I want to be a lawyer,” she said.

“A lawyer?” I asked.

I know I must have sounded a little
surprised.

“Yeah,” she said, smiling. “I’ve wanted to
be the same thing since I was eight.”

“That’s pretty young,” I said.

“Yeah,” she said. “I guess so.”

She paused before she continued.

“There was just this guy who helped my dad a
long time ago, and I guess I just decided right then and there that
I wanted to be whatever he was and help someone else too.”

Her eyes traveled off into the heavens
somewhere. She seemed to be lost in another time.

“You think it would have been the doctor,
but I guess I never saw the doctor then,” she continued. “It was
the lawyer that was there by the time I had gotten there.”

My eyebrows instinctively furrowed.

“What happened to your dad?” I asked.

My words seemed to have snapped her back to
the present because her eyes darted back to mine, and a soft smile
returned to her face.

“Why did you never ask me out when we were
younger?” she asked.

I paused but then smiled.

“I did,” I said, “in my head, a thousand
times.”

“What?” she asked, starting to laugh.

“It’s true,” I said.

She lifted her head slightly from the
windshield and caught my eye. Her lips were parted, but a smile
lingered on them.

“Let’s play a game,” she said.

“Okay,” I said, smiling.

“What’s your favorite sport?” she asked.

I paused for a second.

“Uh, basketball, I guess,” I said.

“Okay. What’s your favorite food?” she
continued, without missing a beat.

“Umm, I don’t know. Uh…,” I stuttered.

“Will,” she scolded through her laughter.
“The game doesn’t work if you don’t answer the first thing that
comes to your head. It’s supposed to be the truth, but you have to
do it fast.”

I met her pouty eyes. They seemed to be
fighting back a smile.

“Okay, pizza,” I said, flashing her a
grin.

“Who are you named after?” she asked.

“My grandmother,” I said.

She stopped, and her eyes slowly traveled to
mine.

“You’re named after your grandmother?” she
asked, not even bothering to try and hide the teasing grin now
slithering its way to her face.

“Well, sort of,” I said.

Her perfect eyebrows darted together.

“Willamina?” she asked.

I nodded my head.

Her eyebrows relented a little, but the grin
stayed. I didn’t want to have to tell her the whole story, but it
didn’t look as if I had much of a choice. Though, the truth was,
I’d do anything she asked me to do—even if it was explain to her
how I had come to be named after a woman.

I exaggeratedly sighed through a wide
smile.

“It means protection—Willamina,” I said. “My
mom said that my grandmother protected my mom and her family and
that she protected me and my family, and that someday, I would
protect someone special too.”

I watched her lips turn into a warm smile
and the features on her face grow soft again.

“That might be the sweetest thing I’ve ever
heard,” she said.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said. “At least they
didn’t name me Willamina.”

“No, I’m serious,” she said, gently sliding
her shoulder into mine.

“So, you don’t think I’m less of a man now
that you know I’m named after a woman?” I asked.

She laughed a sweet and gentle laugh.

“No, that makes you stronger,” she said,
sending me a wink. “And after that story, you couldn’t possibly be
less of a man in my eyes.”

I smiled, as my cheeks grew warm.

“Well, what about you?” I asked. “Who are
you named after?”

“No one,” she said, laughing. “My mom just
liked the name. It means youthful, I think.”

“That fits,” I said.

I so wanted to kiss her.

“The game,” she suddenly exclaimed. “We’re
not finished.”

My eyes faltered from hers, and I leaned my
head back against the windshield again.

“Okay,” I said, still smiling.

“Okay, what’s your favorite summer job?” she
asked.

“Easy. Umpiring,” I quickly replied.

“What do you want to be when you grow up?”
she asked.

“Okay, Jules, that one I really don’t know.
You know that. Skip,” I pleaded.

“Okay, fine,” she said. “I thought I’d try.
But I’ll answer for you—a famous musician.”

One corner of my mouth slid up my face.

“What’s a hobby not many people know you
have?” she continued.

“Uh…playing guitar, I guess,” I said.

Who are you going to marry?” she asked.

“You,” I said.

She stopped suddenly. She looked
surprised.

“Really?” she asked.

I cocked my head toward her again.

“That surprises you?” I asked.

“I guess I just never really thought that
far ahead,” she said, bringing her legs to a bent position.

“You really want to marry me?” she
asked.

“Of course I do. Well, if that’s okay with
you?” I asked.

My voice had turned shy.

She smiled a happy smile and pressed her
head against my shoulder again.

“You want to grow old and wrinkly with me?”
she asked, twisting the corner of my shirt tighter around her
finger.

I hesitated for a second, which attracted
her stare.

“Maybe old, but not wrinkly,” I finally
said.

She was wearing a half-smirk by the time I
had finished.

“Oh, that’s right,” she said, pinching my
side. “I was blessed with the good genes, so that means you’ll have
to grow wrinkly on your own.”

I shifted my weight on the hood, then
wrapped my arms around her little body and held her as moments flew
by like they were speeding trains.

“Look, a shooting star,” she suddenly
exclaimed, pointing to the sky above us. “Make a wish.”

I watched her eyes fall shut, causing her
nose to rumple. And I kept my stare on her for a second, until her
eyelids started to slide open. Then, I quickly shut mine.

I had never wished on a star before, and I
wasn’t exactly sure what I was supposed to do, so I just kept my
eyes closed and prayed that I would have the courage to finally
kiss this girl tonight.

Within a couple of seconds, I felt her
tugging at my arm, and I lifted my eyelids to her smiling face.

“What did you wish for?” she asked.

I felt my lips start to turn up at their
corners, as my eyes traveled from her eyes down to her lips and
then back up to her eyes again. Then, I took a piece of her long
hair that had come to rest on the side of her face and tucked it
behind her tan shoulder. Something crazy strong was drawing me to
her, and I didn’t even try to fight it. My heart pounded. I
searched her pretty, green eyes. They seemed to be searching mine
too. She was motionless, but on her face was this beautiful smile
that I could never do justice by simply describing. It was happy
and comfortable and sexy, and it was as if it were daring me to do
exactly what I craved to do. I brought my face closer to hers,
until my lips were hovering over her lips and I could feel her
soft, steady breaths. I stayed there for several seconds, taking
all of her in—her fiery eyes; the way her lips parted ever so
slightly, giving way to her sexy, little smile; and the subtle,
familiar scent of the perfume she always wore. Then, I closed my
eyes and pressed my lips against hers. Her lips were soft and full
and warm to the touch. They were perfect, and they made my heart
race, but they also made me feel so at home. How could something I
had never done feel so natural?

I brought my hand to the side of her face
and gently rested it there. Then, I slipped my tongue into her
mouth, and I kissed her as if my life depended on it. I think I was
kissing her for all those years I hadn’t kissed her. And if I
hadn’t known better, I would have thought she were kissing me for
all the years I hadn’t kissed her too because she kissed me like
she wanted me—like I was the only guy she desired. It made my heart
race faster, and I couldn’t get enough of it. In fact, my heart was
still pounding against the walls of my chest when my lips finally
broke from hers—and only because I needed a second to catch my
breath. I would have kissed her forever.

“You gonna be my butterfly?” I whispered,
resting my lips against her ear.

“Your butterfly?” she whispered back.

I met her pretty eyes again. They seemed to
be smiling—just like her pretty lips.

“Yeah, you’re as beautiful as a butterfly,
and you know you want to be,” I playfully coaxed her.

She softly laughed, forcing her tan
shoulders slightly forward.

“Well, you’ve never asked it that way,” she
said.

“Does that officially mean yes?” I
asked her, not even bothering to hide my wide grin.

She paused for a moment, as if to drag out
my torment. I was learning that she was pretty good at that and
also that I didn’t so much mind it.

A quick glance down revealed a glimpse of
her hand, and the next thing I knew I was intertwining my fingers
in hers.

“That means yes,” she softly
confessed, allowing her gaze to fall to our hands.

My grin grew wider, and I lowered my eyes
again too before meeting her stare.

“That’s what I’ve waited my whole life to
hear,” I said.

She smiled her sweet smile. Then, I kissed
her pretty forehead, and we both fell back onto the windshield
again, her hand still intertwined in mine.

“You never told me what you wished for,” she
whispered into my ear moments later.

I turned on my side and faced her.

“Well, since it came true, I guess I can
tell you. That is how it goes, right?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said, confidently nodding
her head.

“Well then, I wished for my first kiss—but
only if it could be with you,” I said.

I watched her lips break into a smile again.
Then, she brought our locked hands close to her mouth and kissed
the back of my hand before returning her attention to the
heavens.

I couldn’t help but smile as I followed with
my eyes a firefly making its path across the front of the truck.
The firefly eventually disappeared behind a tree, leaving me to my
thoughts and to my ultimate conclusion, which was that someone
could surely try, but I was pretty sure that he couldn’t convince
me that life could get any better than it was right now.

“What did you wish for?” I asked, eventually
breaking the silence.

Her eyes brightened.

“I can’t tell you,” she said. “Mine hasn’t
come true yet.”

I held my stare on her for a second longer.
Then, I chuckled and kissed her soft lips again. They were still
perfect.

“Will you tell me what it is when it does?”
I whispered near her ear, after I had withdrawn my lips from
hers.

I watched her as she seemed to toss the idea
around in her head for a moment.

“Yes,” she eventually said.

“You promise?” I asked.

“I promise,” she said.

I nodded in satisfaction, smiled and then
returned my head to the windshield.

“Jules,” I said then.

She turned her face toward mine, and I
locked my eyes in hers.

“I’m glad you said yes,” I said.

She was quiet for a moment.

“Me too,” she said.


Chapter Seven


Fireworks

 


 


Jules tugged at my
hand and pulled me forward. I hesitated for a moment to let a
little kid with a stick of ice cream in his hand run in between us.
There were people all around us and little booths lined the narrow
street, selling everything from balloon animals to bratwursts.

“Look, Will,” Jules exclaimed, scooping up a
cat from a big pile of stuffed animals.

“I want him,” she said, sending me her best
pleading face—batting eyelashes, pouty lips and all.

“You want that?” I asked, eyeing the stuffed
cat.

It looked pretty ugly to me.

“Aren’t its eyes a little big for its head?”
I asked.

Her own eyes turned down toward the cat
clutched within her small hands, and I watched as her fingers
carefully traced over the cat’s big, glass eyes.

“They’re perfect,” she said, looking back up
at me. “They remind me of this cat, Furballs, I had when I was
little.”

I couldn’t help but cringe a little at the
thought of a real cat looking that ugly. Then, I looked back at
Jules’s unwavering eyes and felt a smile breaking across my
face.

“We’ll take Furballs,” I said into the
booth.

The old man in the booth gave me a
bewildered look.

“The cat,” I said, pointing to the stuffed
animal.

“Aah,” he said, nodding his head. “Good
choice.”

I held a suspicious stare on the man in the
booth, until I felt Julia’s arms around my neck.

“Thank you,” she said, into my chest. “I
loved Furballs.”

I laughed. I loved her—and that’s the only
reason why ugly Furballs had a home now.

I handed the man in the booth a bill.

“Thanks,” I said and then turned back toward
Jules.

“Now, come on,” I said, squeezing her body
tightly against mine before reaching for her hand. “You ready for
our hike?”

I watched her turn and set her sights on the
towering bluff above us. Then, she took a big, exaggerated breath
and then slowly let it out.

“Come on,” I said. “I’ll give you a
piggyback ride.”

Her eyes immediately grew wide.

“All the way up?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said.

She was grinning and shaking her head by the
time I met her eyes again.

“You would never make it all the way up that
bluff with me on your back,” she said.

“Is that a bet, Miss Lang?” I asked her.

She smiled wide.

“That’s definitely a bet,” she said.

“Okay,” I said. “You and Mr. Furballs, hop
on.”

I clutched the quilt I had been carrying
since the car in one arm and hunched over. Then, I felt her weight
on my back seconds later.

“Is Mr. Furballs on too?” I asked, cocking
my head to the side and trying my best to look behind me.

All of sudden, an unattractive cat came
flying into my line of vision.

“All right,” I said. “We’ve got Mr.
Furballs. Let’s go.”

I made my first hundred feet up the path
without much trouble, even though every once in a while I had to
maneuver over a fallen tree limb or carve my on trail through some
overgrown weeds.

“You still okay?” I heard her ask after I
had just successfully scaled a pile of brush.

“Oh,” I said, stopping for a second. “You’re
still there?”

She laughed and tightened her arms around my
neck. I felt Furballs press up against my ear as I started up the
path again. The truth was my feet were starting to feel heavy and
my quads burned like hell, but this was a bet I wasn’t going to
lose.

Finally, I could see the clearing at the top
of the bluff. And there were only about a hundred feet to go, but
each step was beginning to take everything in me.

I heard Julia’s soft laughter behind me
again.

“Will,” she said. “I’ll just walk. It’s
okay.”

“No,” I said. “I’m fine. We do hills like
this all the time in basketball conditioning.”

She laughed again.

“You run up bluffs, Will,” she sarcastically
said, “with people on your back?”

I stopped for a second.

“Well, we might as well,” I said, trying my
best to laugh through the pain.

I took another labored step. I was only
about ten feet away now and feeling every foot. But just then, my
shoe caught a root or something, and I tried to catch myself but
didn’t have the energy. I stumbled and realized I was heading right
for the ground. Seconds later, I heard her scream or laugh or
something, and the next thing I knew, we were in a pile in the
dirt.

“Aah,” I sighed, exhaustedly thrusting my
head back against the ground. “I almost made it.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked.
“You did make it.”

I could barely move, but I forced my head
out of the dirt and grass and looked up. We were in a clearing, and
I could see downtown below us and all its people walking every
which way. I must have fallen the rest of the way.

I met her eyes, and she kissed my lips.

“Thanks, sweetie,” she said, giving me the
most perfect smile.

I squeezed my arms around her with the
little strength I had left, and then I kissed her forehead.

“Told ya I’d make it,” I proudly said.

She smiled and playfully rolled her
eyes.

“Did Furballs make it?” I asked.

I watched as her eyes made a circle around
us. Then, eventually, they stopped. And within the next second, she
was out of my arms and moving toward the edge of the bluff.

I slowly pushed myself up from the ground
and watched her secure her ugly cat again. She had dirt on the side
of her little jean shorts, and I think there was a twig in her
hair, but she still looked beautiful. I sat there for another
second watching her dust off Furballs. Then, I got up and grabbed
the quilt from the ground and made my way back from the edge a
little.

I tossed some twigs and some little rocks
out of the way. Then, I stretched the blanket out over the grass
and dirt, sat down and caught Jules peering out over the edge.

This bluff was probably the highest point in
town. Down by the river and on this side of the levee, people
danced around little, brick buildings and short, narrow streets.
The Fourth of July had always brought people downtown. Otherwise,
this part of town was pretty quiet, except for maybe when there was
a state game playing at the little theater or when the river was
extra high and people couldn’t stand not to come out and stare at
it.
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