
        
            
                
            
        

    Saving Summer
 
 
 
J.C. Isabella



 
© J.C. Isabella
Copyright 2013 by J.C. Isabella
 
This book is the personal property of J.C. Isabella. Its characters are fictional and any resemblance to persons living or dead is strictly coincidental. This book is for your entertainment, not to be given freely or resold in any way.
Thank you for respecting her work.



Also by J.C. Isabella
 
The Unofficial Zack Warren Fan Club
The Unofficial Story of Kyle B. Johnston
 
The Council, A Witch’s Secret
The Council, A Werewolf’s Moon
 
Chasing McCree
A McCree’s Star Spangled 4th
A McCree Christmas



Chapter 1 
Summer
Summers spent at my Great Aunt Louise’s house were quiet. She didn't have a TV, and the only radio went in and out with the weather. I looked forward to a rest from the city rush, and the sweet smell of the air and the saltiness of the ocean beckoned me outside.
I was five the first time I stayed with Aunt Lou for the summer. My parents had a vacation planned, and decided I should spend some time getting to know Lou. My older siblings got shipped to an away camp. I was still too young, and although I really wanted to go to away camp like the big kids, I was happy to stay with Lou.
My first day on the island was scary. Lou had a lot of rules, and she never liked to veer off her usual schedule. Not even for a little kid.
When my parents picked me up a few weeks later, they said I had changed. Normally I hid behind my mother, and behind a head of full brown hair. I was a very shy child.
But my time on the island had transformed me. My hair had been chopped short by Lou and her dull kitchen shears; the salty water and climate had made it impossible to care for.
A new adventurous side had emerged. I no longer cowered shyly behind anyone. I’d learned how to explore and get dirty on the island, like a real kid should.
And to everyone’s surprise, I had a great time.
Spending the summer with Aunt Lou was the best thing that ever happened to me. My mom and dad decided that I needed summers with Lou, and I’d spent every summer with her since. She had to be nearing her eighties now. No telling how much longer she could keep living on the edge of civilization. I wasn’t going to be able to spend summers with her forever.
In fact, this would be my last.
With my seventeenth birthday come and gone a few days ago, I didn’t need anyone to supervise me on my trip from North Carolina to Florida. I was a seasoned traveler, and took to the airplanes like a fish to water. When my plane landed, I grabbed my little blue suitcase. I only brought a small one, and two weeks ago I shipped a box of clothes and other necessities down. It was a lot easier.
The sun was shining and the steamy heat radiated off the pavement in waves. Tourists crowded together talking about what they wanted to do or see first. I made my way through them out to the front of the airport. Now all I had to do was find my ride. Aunt Lou wouldn’t be here to get me. She usually had her handyman pick me up. He lived in a small house out back on her property. She was grateful for his help. My parents were grateful they had someone around in case she needed assistance.
Help could be hard to find when a body of water kept you from civilization.
It was clear my ride wasn’t here. I found a bench under the meager shade of a couple palm trees and proceeded to use my evil cell phone to call Great Aunt Louise. She hated cell phones, and had a house phone on the wall in the kitchen that looked like it was straight out of an eighties movie. It was a faded yellow cordless model, with an antenna as long as my arm.
“Aunt Lou?” I said when she picked up. “It’s Summer. I’m at the airport.”
“Oh! Is today Sunday?” she asked in her raspy voice. It had gotten worse over the years, even though she quit smoking a long time ago.
“What day did you think it was?”
“Thursday.”
Island living was cut off, but not that cut off. “Well, surprise… It’s Sunday. Uh, could Andy give me a ride to the house?”
“I never told you. It’s the funniest story. Andy was in a fishing accident. He’s in the hospital.”
That didn’t sound funny to me. “That’s awful. Is he okay?”
“Oh, sure. He’ll live. But anyway, there is a young man named Damian. He lives in the house on the other side of the island. He was the one that got Andy to the hospital before he lost his leg. He’s a lifeguard. I thought he could just fix Andy right there on the dock, but he only knows CPR and first aid.”
“Oh good God,” I groaned. My aunt must really be getting old. Normally someone almost losing their leg was a big deal. I was going to have to thank Damian for saving Andy’s leg, and his life. “Are you all alone now?”
“No, Damian checks on me. He’s such a nice young man. So polite. His father put him up to it, but he is good enough to do it anyway. Why, he even left me his cell phone number. Fancy that.”
When I got back to my parents, I was going to seriously suggest having Aunt Lou put on the mainland. She was getting too old for island life, and maybe just a little too senile.
“That’s great, but how am I supposed to get to the island if I don’t have a boat?” I could always rent one, but then how’d I get it back? I wasn’t sure I wanted Aunt Lou at the helm.
“Oh, I’ll just call Damian. He can pick you up.”
“Lou, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
“Oh, fiddle. You stop worrying. Where are you?”
“I’m at the airport…” Where else would I be?
“Right, ta-ta!”
And with that farewell, Great Aunt Lou hung up.
I was screwed if she forgot to call this Damian guy. I might just have to book a flight home. No way was I going to swim to Half Mile Isle. It was at least a mile out, half a mile wide, and not so easy to get to. That’s the way Lou's husband, Ben, had liked to live though. Super private. No cars or anything too modern to interrupt their daily life.
With Uncle Ben’s passing a few years ago, the isolation seemed to be the worst thing for Aunt Lou, but she insisted she was fine.
I sat there under the palm tree, contemplating my fate for the next two months, before going back into the airport. I paced, went to the bathroom, and paced some more. I wondered what this Damian guy looked like, and if I should fashion a sign to draw his attention.
A while later I went back outside, having completely lost track of time. I was hungry, tired, and just wanted to fall face first into the squeaky double bed in the spare room with Aunt Lou’s Persian cat, Napoleon. He was a real trip. Spoiled rotten with a kink in his tail.
“Got a light?”
I glanced up from my seat on the bench at a beer gut, then up further to a ruddy face. “Do I look like I’m old enough to smoke?”
He shrugged.
“No, I’m sorry, I don’t have a light.” I crossed my arms and went back to surveying the parking lot, no one remotely looking like their name could be Damian had arrived.
Beer gut sat on the bench next to me and rested his hands on his rounded tummy. “It’s hot out here.”
“Yeah,” and it reeked now that he was sitting next to me.
“You waiting for a ride?”
I grabbed my suitcase and stood, “Yep, and it looks like they’re here.”
He didn’t say anything as I quickly walked back near the entrance of the airport and ducked behind a few bushes. Jeez, couldn’t I just enjoy my bench without having a creepy beer gut interested in what I was doing?
“Summer?”
My ears perked at the sound of my name. The chances of Damian calling out for me, were pretty good. It wasn’t like I had a common name. I popped out from behind the bushes, sweeping my gaze around the parking lot.
There was beer gut guy, a lady and her husband, and then I met eyes with a guy wearing a pair of aviators. He had rock hard abs, no shirt, flip-flops, and frayed jeans sat low on his hips.
This could not be Damian.
“Summer Bergmann?”
Holy mother of God.
Great Aunt Louise sent him to pick me up and take me back to the house? What did I do to deserve this? Did I remember to put on deodorant? Shave my legs? Brush my teeth? I bet if there was such a thing as airplane breath, I had it. At least I bothered to drag a brush through my hair in the bathroom on my last visit.
“Yeah, that’s me,” I said, wheeling my pathetic suitcase with cat stickers behind me.
Okay, so I was like, thirteen and still an awkward band geek when I did that. Cats used to be cool. Now I wanted to chuck my suitcase into the nearest dumpster.
“Hey, I’m Damian Cortez. I’m here to take you to Lou.” He was hot. I mean, beefcake, bounce quarters off his ass, California stud hot. His tan was golden brown, and his hair was the most perfect color of chocolate brown. And he was a lifeguard. He probably saved girls all the time and gave them CPR just because he had amazing lips that were full, and well, amazing.
I loved my Aunt Lou, but right now I hated her.
Why did Andy have to almost lose his leg and get saved by this amazing specimen? I mean, Damian fit him. It was a great name to go with him winning the genetic lotto.
Was he even real?
He started off for a small sports car and I watched, fascinated.
Okay, so he wasn’t that hot. I was exaggerating a little bit. I mean, he wasn’t terribly tall. Not too short. And…I’m sure I could find something else wrong with him.
It was so obvious that while this guy was gorgeous, he was probably missing a few brain cells from too much partying, or playing sports and ignoring his studying. Let’s face it. With his looks, he would either end up in a magazine, or on a football team with a million dollar contract.
That’s just how the world works.
“My brother Celso is waiting with the boat to take you to Half Mile.”
And that was the end of that. He didn’t say anything else, merely got in the car and waited for me to haul my suitcase in. So much for chivalry.
He flew down the street, and in a couple minutes, screeched to a halt outside a small house that backed up to a canal. “You can get to the boat through the gate.”
I eyed where he pointed, hoping his brother was nicer.
It was going to be on uncomfortable boat ride if Celso was anything like Damian.
“Uh, thanks.” I was barely out of the car with the door shut, and he was off, tires squealing over the pavement.
So that left me wandering to the back of a house I didn’t know, searching for a guy named Celso, who I also didn’t know.
If I wound up dead in a ditch I was going to haunt Aunt Lou.
I got to the back of the house and walked down the dock to a small speedboat. It was sleek and looked, well, speedy. Lady Luck was written on the side, and there was a guy on the back of the boat tinkering with the outboard motor.
“Celso?” I asked before climbing in.
I mean, that would be rude.
“Yup, that’s me,” he turned around, and I wanted to thank whoever was upstairs looking out for me. He was normal…ish. He had the same perfect brown hair and a really nice set of abs, but he seemed a lot more approachable than his brother. “You must be Summer.”
I nodded, hoping he didn’t look at my suitcase. “Thanks for the ride. I really appreciate it.”
He shrugged, “It’s either this, or repaint the porch.”
“Great,” I sighed, hopping from the dock to the boat. Celso was kind enough to grab my suitcase for me. So chivalry wasn’t totally dead. Of course, he saw my pathetic stickers and snorted under his breath.
He started up the engine and untied us from the dock, and then we were motoring down the canal. I put on my sunglasses and took the seat next to him, thinking it was better if I kept my mouth shut. He didn’t seem like he was in the mood to talk.
“You look different than I thought you would.” He pulled a small photo out of his pocket and handed it to me. “Older too.”
I stared down at my picture. Yikes. I thought I'd destroyed all copies of that picture. Knowing Lou, she probably had spares stashed somewhere.
Eighth grade, braces, chopped short hair, a zit in the middle of my forehead. I wanted to jump overboard and swim for the dock.
But instead of freaking out, I took a deep breath, counted to five in my head, and smiled.
“Did Lou tell you anything about me?”
“No, she handed Damian the picture and told him you’d be at the airport.”
“Yeah, uh, that photo was taken a long time ago." I adjusted uncomfortably in my seat. Time for a subject change. "Why did it take both of you to get me from the airport, though?"
“I didn’t want to leave the boat at that house. We don’t get along with the owners,” he said, increasing the speed as we got closer to open water. “But they are out of town for the next week, and it was the closest dock to the airport.”
“So you live on the island?”
“Temporarily, I’m going to Michigan State in the fall for my freshman year. Looking forward to ditching Half Mile.”
“Do you like your school?” I couldn’t ask him if he liked the island, since it was kind of clear that answer would be a no.
“It’s okay…why?”
“Oh, it’s on my list of places I’ve applied to. I’m enrolling… You know, early admission.” Way to go Summer. I felt so lame. Cat stickers. Early admission. My embarrassing photo…
Jumping overboard was starting to look really appealing. I was a really strong swimmer. I could make it back to the dock.
“Nice,” he pulled his phone out of his pocket and glanced at the screen, then up at the water every so often.
It was really, seriously, uncomfortable. Not to mention hot. As Celso went faster, I was able to cool down a little, but it wasn’t much. I would have been so much more comfortable if I hadn’t been wearing jeans. I should have changed when I got off the plane.
“I’ve never seen you around before,” Celso put his phone away and pulled a ball cap out from under his seat, settling it on his head. “And Lou says you spend every summer here.”
“Yeah, she likes to keep me close.” I said, holding back an excited squeal as we caught the wake from another speedboat. “I don’t get to meet a lot of people.”
“Well, you know me now. I live on the other side.”
“Do you know any other people on Half Mile, our age?”
“Just one other, I’ll introduce you.” he smirked. “Damian is throwing a party tonight. Our parents left for New York, and we’ll have the next month without them.”
“You’re inviting me?” I wasn’t exactly part of the popular crowd back home. I had a few connections, and was even accepted by some of the more popular girls. But I’d never been invited to a party before by someone like Celso.
“Yeah, why not?”
“Well, considering the way you looked at my suitcase…” Why couldn’t I just accept his invite and shut my mouth? “I put those stickers on it when I was a kid.”
“And you never run into anyone out here, so you didn’t think twice about carrying it?” He started laughing.
“Pretty much.” I felt a little tension ease out of me.
“Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone. I think you and my girlfriend, Felicity, will get along great.”
“It’ll be nice to know another girl.” Perfect. I could cross having a summer fling off my list. Damian was not my type, and I wasn’t the kind of girl to go after someone else’s boyfriend. Though I wasn't exactly attracted to Celso either.
“And you can meet my other brother, Gael,” he said. “He’s the only other person on the island.”
“There are three of you?” Torture. Fate had decided to torture me. Stick Summer on an island with three brothers who look like Spanish gods. Out of her league, maybe out of her species, and watch her squirm. Normal people were not that good looking.
“Yeah, Gael’s the baby. Damian and I are twins, not identical. Gael is a year younger. He’ll be a senior this year.”
“I’m going into my senior year too.” Perfect. So he’s also my age. Not that we’d have anything else in common. Me being a total dork. Him being one of the perfect brothers. I would meet him, but after that, I’d go right back to being bored and alone with Lou. This summer would be no different than the last. At least I could count on that.
“You guys will have a lot to talk about.”
“Sure…” If Gael was anything like his brothers I sincerely doubted that.



Chapter 2 
Gael
“I thought we went over this,” I tapped my pencil on the table and glanced at Josie’s notes. “In fact I’m certain we went over it, more than once.”
“I forget I guess.” She ducked her head and stared at her hands. “The letters confuse me. Why can’t they just be numbers, or the question marks like before?”
“Because this is algebra.” I held back a sigh. “Remember what I told you about using your imagination? Just pretend the letter isn’t there. It’s gone, and in its place are the question marks.”
She let out a huff and pouted. “Fine, twelve divided by the question mark equals six.”
At least she was cooperating. “Great, now what are we looking for?”
“We have to find out what number should be in the question mark’s place?”
I wasn’t going to give her the answer. Whenever she wasn’t sure, she always said her answer in the form of a question. “Maybe, you’ll have to figure it out.”
I sat back and watched her stare at the paper. A few seconds passed and she wrote the number two in the answer column. We were making progress. “Remember, your mom said she’d take you out for ice cream if you get most of the answers right.”
Bribery worked really well with Josie.
She blazed through the rest of her worksheet, only getting two out of the ten wrong. I graded it, had her fix the questions she missed, which were word problems and had confused her. I left her in the dining room to find her mom and give her the news. If she kept up the good work, she’d pass summer school just fine.
Josie’s mom, Mrs. Foster, paid me and I left thirty bucks richer.
I grabbed my bicycle and pedaled across town for the lifeguard station. My older brother Damian was just getting off work, and I’d be stuck on Big Pine Key if I didn’t hurry.
“Your shoe is untied,” he said by way of greeting.
“Thanks for waiting.” I met him at the dock behind our dad’s restaurant, ignoring my sneakers.
“Actually I’m staying here. I’ll catch a ride with someone so I’m back in time for the party.” He said. “I just wanted to give you the keys to the boat. Don’t scratch her. Dad will freak.”
I rolled my eyes. “Where are you going?”
“I’m picking up a girl I met…Chelsea…No, Charity. That’s it. Her names Charity and she’s vacationing here with a few friends. I’m going to show her a good time.”
Yep, he was going to do that, and much more by the look on his face. My brother was going to score with some random chick and then he wouldn’t have to worry about seeing her again once she left.
There were times I envied Damian, but they were short lived. He was anti-commitment. His relationships lasted about a week. All of the girls were out of towners, and he never had to worry about them coming back.
I watched Damian head back towards the restaurant wondering how he would make it through college if he went through girls like this. People would label him as a player.
I put my bike in the boat. It was one of the family boats we used to get on and off the island. We left our cars at the restaurant, wasn’t like we could take them to Half Mile Isle.
I motored home, listening to the small radio we kept on board. I tied the boat up to our dock and grabbed my bike, wheeling it up to the house and leaving it propped against the side. I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket and fished it out.
“Hey,” I said to my dad when I answered. “What’s up?”
“Not much…if you had to take one of the appetizers off the menu, which one would you get rid of?” Right down to business as usual. Whenever he changed something on the menu, he called a few people. Me, a friend or two, and then the chef.
That was easy. “The spinach dip with pita chips.”
“Really? Your mom loves it.”
“Yeah, and I think she’s the only one.” I said this knowing that he knew it was rarely ordered, and usually went to waste. “What if you made it like, a hot spinach dip? Maybe with cheese?”
“I like that idea. It’s still similar to what she likes. I’ll tell Chef Mike to play around with it. Would you keep the pita chips?”
I sank into a cushy chair on the porch. “I like the tortilla ones better.”
“Maybe I could give them the option of either pita or tortilla…” It sounded like he was taking notes in the background. “Where are your brothers?”
“Uh, well…Damian has a new conquest, and I haven’t seen Celso all day.”
“You’re a good guy, Gael. I trust you to keep the peace while we’re gone.”
So far they’d only been gone a week. But a lot can happen in that time. “Understood.”
“You need anything, you call me and Mom.” They were leaving for a trip around Europe to celebrate their anniversary. First they had some business in New York concerning a purse mom was designing for some fancy store. I’d be stuck here, tutoring kids, and wondering which of my brothers would wreck the house with wicked parties first.
Knowing how crazy it would be, I’d stay in the shed and focus on building my new computer. I was the odd one. Not great party company. Last time I went to one of their drunken raves, I collected all the boat keys so no one would try to leave the island and get in an accident. It was the right thing to do, but Damian hadn’t appreciated it. He’d been so pissed, I actually considered hiding from him.
Of course, I’d been fifteen at the time, and over cautious. I’d learned to loosen up, but I still kept an eye on things when the party started.
“When is your flight, Dad?”
“We are heading to the airport in half an hour, then its bonjour France, Spain, and Germany.” He chuckled. “Your mother wants to be fluent in each language before we land, but all the guidebooks in the world won’t help her out. Oh, make sure to put the valuables in the safe, Gael.”
My dad knew what went on here when he and Mom were gone. He’d known for a few years. Since the time he came home to find one of our windows broken from a fight that started between a few of the hotheaded friends Damian invited.
“Will do.” I headed in the house, looking forward to the solace of my room, and hoping things weren’t too crazy tonight. “Have fun, see you guys later.”
“You too, have a good time.”
I frowned as I hung up the phone.
A good time was sure to be had, but chances are it wouldn’t be me having it.



Chapter 3 
Summer
“Hey, Lou.” I had everything unpacked. My room was exactly how I liked it, and the wallpaper was still peeling a little. But that was okay. Because I had a party to look forward to.
“In the kitchen, doll.”
I wanted to skip out of my room, but kept cool as I found her standing at the mustard colored counters that screamed 70’s chic. “What are the plans for this afternoon?”
She turned, frowning at my frayed shorts and tank top. “So this is what the girls wear now? What ever happened to leaving what you’ve got to the imagination?”
I glanced down, “Well, there isn’t anyone here but you and me…”
“If you say so.” She huffed a white curl off her forehead. “Are you unpacked?”
I sat at the kitchen table in a creaky chair and accepted a glass of limeade from her. “Thanks. Yeah, Napoleon doesn’t seem happy to share the guestroom.”
She muttered under her breath about the damn cat and opened the fridge. “I’m going to run to the store. Is there anything you want?”
I sipped my drink, smiling as my lips puckered. “I’ll eat anything, you know that.”
“I’ll be back in a couple hours.” She took a slip of paper off the counter and added a few things to a list she’d already made.
I stood. “I could come with you…”
“Dressed like that?” she snorted. “Oh, I found this in your purse.”
The blood drained from my face when she pulled my cellphone out of her back pocket. I didn’t think she’d go snooping through my things. This was ridiculous. She couldn’t expect me to be like her all summer. I had to have some freedom. And if I wasn’t allowed to do…well, anything, she could at least let me keep my cell phone.
“No,” I pleaded, holding my hands out. “I promise I won’t use it. I’ll just keep it in my drawer.”
“You know the rules. I’ll give it back to you before you leave.”
“Come on, please Lou!”
“You’re lucky I don’t take a hammer to it.” She narrowed her eyes. “These are the devil’s creation. Makes your mind mush. But I know how much they cost, so I’ll be hiding it. I won’t have that kind of corruption under my roof.”
“It’s not a sin to have a cell phone!” But she ignored me, turned, and walked out of the kitchen. No telling where she was going to put my phone.
When she came back I tried to ask where she hid it, but she simply shook her head and grabbed her purse.
“What am I supposed to do while you’re gone?” I sighed, wondering if I could search for it.
She smiled. “Your explorer bag is by the door. I dug it out of storage. You can search for shells, or maybe catch some hermit crabs. Or you can sit and brush Napoleon.”
“Okay,” I plopped back in the chair and let out a frustrated breath. This was going to be my whole summer. Brushing the cat and wishing for something to do. It was so much better when I was a kid. I didn’t get bored. The cat was fun to terrorize with the brush. Things were bigger, more exciting. I could spend all day digging in the sand on the shore, walking amongst the mangroves. Being with Lou was enough. But once I hit my teen years, things started to change. The boredom settled in. I wished I had friends to hang out with, go to the movies, or maybe get a summer job. Instead I was forced to stay on the island and do nothing.
But there was a glimmer of hope.
I was going to have some fun, even if it meant Lou finding out.
Once she was gone, I carefully searched the house, hoping I would discover where she put my phone. It was hard because I knew if I didn’t put things back exactly how I found them, she’d know I’d snooped.
I found a secret stash of cookies in a vase by her bed. Spools of yarn and knitting needles. There were old lotto tickets in almost every drawer, and enough mini hand creams to sink a spa cruise. But no phone.
So I sat on the porch and tried to knit.
When Lou got back I helped her unload all the groceries and she told me she brought me a surprise.
A puzzle!
A jigsaw puzzle with a million little pieces.
Kill me now.
I counted down the hours until Lou started to get ready for bed, and I could sneak out for the party. I pretended to act sleepy and yawned, stretching for good measure. “I’m going to sleep. Need anything?”
She looked up from her knitting and smiled. “No, I’m good honey. Have a nice sleep.”
I gave her a kiss on the cheek and went in my room, but left the door cracked the tiniest bit. When she shut off the living room lights I waited for a few minutes, just to make sure she was in bed.
Very quietly, I changed into a bikini and pulled on a pair of jean shorts and flip flops. I managed to open the bedroom window wide enough to slip out and closed it behind me. I felt so bad sneaking out like this, but it was eight thirty. I was not going to bed this early. It was time I had some fun.
I walked across the island in the direction of the Cortez house. Celso told me it wasn’t hard to find. And it wasn’t. I found it without a problem. It was far enough from Aunt Lou’s house that she’d never hear the music or see the lights from the party. Plus, she took her hearing aids out at night, so I was actually going to get away with sneaking out and having fun. I’d never done this before, and I was so excited I wanted to squeal. But I kept cool and tried to look like I was a seasoned partier as I walked onto the property and up the back porch into the open sliding doors.
The party was just getting started. Celso was on one side of the room passing out drinks, and Damian was out by the pool setting up speakers for music. People began to gather outside on the deck, and soon they were dancing and singing to the music.
There were so many bodies pressed together that I wasn’t sure who was who. But Celso introduced me to a few people. His girlfriend Felicity was too preoccupied with her friends to talk to me. But I chatted with a couple cute guys. I was having a great time.
I was dancing with this one tall guy, who was friends with Damian, when he stopped and dragged me to get drinks.
I’d never had beer before. I wasn’t sure I wanted to, but a bottle was thrust in my hand and I was back on the deck dancing. I took a few small sips, and wanted to gag. But no one realized I wasn’t drinking it. Just carrying the beer around was enough to blend in.
“Hot tub!” I heard someone shout. I was dancing, minding my own business, but then I got carried off again by someone Celso had introduced me to. I felt really self conscious in my bikini, since I wasn’t used to anyone seeing me wearing so little. I used to be the slightly pudgy girl until I grew a few summers ago and started playing tennis. I still wasn’t the thinnest girl, but I was finally at a party hanging out with cool people. So I got in that hot tub, and decided having fun was the only way to overcome my nerves.
“Shots!” a girl climbed into the hot tub with bottle of brown liquid and a few glasses.
A glass was thrust in my hand and I frowned. “I’m good, thanks.”
She stared at me for a second, but seemed to care less and I watched every person around me get so drunk I wanted to suggest they get out of the hot tub before they drowned.
It was time for me to go. I didn’t see a sober person in the place, and figured I’d leave while I was still having a good time.
I pulled on my shorts and headed down the deck, into the trees. It was dark, and the sounds of the party began to fade. I was thrilled I’d actually gotten away with it. Aunt Lou would never know!
“Hey, wait.”
I turned back and saw the guy I was dancing with earlier wobbling as he ran after me. “What?”
His eyes drooped slightly, and he smelled like saltwater and beer. “I thought we were having fun.”
“We were, but I have to get home.”
He grimaced, his speech slurring. “But it’s early.”
“I’m sure there will be another party. Do you want my number?” I asked, wondering if he had his cell phone. I’d program my name and number in there, and maybe we could hang out, or go on a date.
“Let’s dance,” he took my hand and began leading me back to the party.
As much as I’d like that, he was drunk. “Look, I don’t think you’re going to remember anything after this. I’m going home.”
He didn’t say anything and kept walking. I tugged my hand back and turned around, walking deeper into the brush behind the house. I’d be home in a few minutes, in my squeaky bed, and I could daydream all day tomorrow about my successful sneak out to a party.
“Hey, we’re dancing,” the drunk guy, who didn’t even know my name, slipped his arms around my waist and pulled me closer. A warning went off inside me and I tried to shake him off. But he was dragging be back towards the party to dance. If he was sober, he wouldn’t have been so rough, and I wouldn’t have had to elbow him in the ribs. Still, he didn’t budge.
“Come on, just let me go home,” I pleaded.
I kicked his shin and he let go with a slurred grumbled.
When I was free, I realized I was missing an important piece of clothing.
I crossed my arms over my chest, “Give it back.”
He dangled my bikini top in the air, laughing. “Come and get it.”
“Keep it,” I spun, and ran into another person. “Shit.”
A tall, kind of boyish, guy stared down at me. His brown hair was a scraggly mess as if he’d run his hands through it a million times. He had searing brown eyes, and a scar tracing down the left side of his face.
Okay, the boyishness was hardly detectable now that I’d taken him in.
He was kind of hot, but in a more down to earth way if that was possible.
He frowned at me, shook his head and stepped around me. “Beat it, Danny.”
“Come on, kid. I’m just having fun.”
I rolled my eyes, and wondered if I could trust this new guy. “You’re being an asshole.”
The new guy snatched my bikini top from Danny. “Back to the party.”
“I don’t take orders from you, Gael. Get your scrawny ass out of my way.” Danny squared his shoulders.
So his name was Gael?
As in, Gael Cortez?
“I’m not a kid anymore, and I’m pretty sure I can take you since you’re so drunk.” Gael crossed his arms and planted his feet. “Go on, back to the party.”
Danny cursed and spun around, staggering through the bushes up to the pool deck.
I watched him, feeling a hell of a lot better. “Thanks.”
Gael handed me my bikini top and turned his back. “I suggest you sober up and go home.”
“I’m not drunk.” I had my top on in a flash. “You can turn around.”
“I’ve never seen you around here before.” He said it like an accusation, and turned, scowling at me. I’m guessing he wasn’t as friendly as his brothers.
“I’m staying with my Aunt Lou for the summer.” I was not going to take a step back like I was scared of this guy. So I stuck my hands on my hips in a classic wonder woman pose. I’d read in a magazine that standing that way would make me feel more confident…and I think it was working. “She’s on the other side of the island.”
His expression softened the teeniest bit. “Oh, you must be Summer.”
“Yeah,” I stuck out my hand for him to shake. Bold. Brave. That was me. “Celso told me about you. He said you’d be at the party. How come I didn’t see you there?”
He shrugged. “I’ve been hiding in the shed. I’m not into the party scene.”
He had the right idea. It’d been fun, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to go to another party like that, ever. “This was the first party I’ve ever been to.”
“You weren’t missing out.” He started past me, and I wondered where he was headed, when I spied a small shed behind the trees to my left.
“You aren’t kidding. You were really hiding in a shed.” I followed him inside, and was surprised to find it cool from a small air conditioner. There was a couch on one side, and a workbench on the other. It was covered in wires and computer parts. “What is all this?”
“My shed is where I get to work on my computers and play video games sometimes.” He sat down at the workbench and dug into the bits and wires that I didn’t know anything about.
“What are you doing?” I asked, moving closer to look over his shoulder. He had very steady hands. Big. Strong. Steady. With muscles.
Okay, so he was just as good looking as Celso. Maybe even better looking. And he was smart. Things were looking up. Unless he had a girlfriend. If that was case, I might as well be like Lou and live alone with a cat. At least for the rest of the summer.
“Playing with a few things I found in a junk pile at school. They think this stuff is useless, but it works fine with a little help. I’m also building a new computer.”
From my short time in his shed, I decided he wasn’t anything like this brothers. I wasn’t intimidated by the look of him in the way I was with Damian, and I wasn’t embarrassed like I had been with Celso, but the vibe he was giving off of annoyance really rubbed me the wrong way. Clearly he did not want company. So why was I being so nosy and bothering him? “I guess it must be hard…”
He glanced up from the magnifying glass and frowned. “What?”
“Being the baby of the family?” I shrugged. “It was hard for me. My sister and brother always treated me like the baby.”
He snorted. “Yeah, well it’s not my brothers, it’s their friends. The hardest part is being the brain of the family…why the hell am I sharing this with you?”
“You needed someone to talk to?” I asked. Or it could be that people just liked to tell me things. I really didn’t understand why, complete strangers, relatives, they all seemed to unload on me. My mother said it was because I had a kind, open face. I figured it was more because I wasn’t unapproachable or bitchy like my sister, Rebecca. She repelled people just by breathing. I sometimes think my brother is scared of her…
“No, I don’t need to talk to anyone.” He went back to his computer parts.
“Wow, sorry to piss you off. I was just trying to be friendly.” Actually, I was stalling going home. Maybe I was scared to go back out there alone, or maybe I was just happy to have someone to talk to that seemed to be on the same level as me. Whatever it was, it made leaving Gael difficult. “I’ll go.”
“Look, I’m not pissed off.” He let out a breath. “Normally I don’t let people in the shed…and normally I’m not freaking out over the party raging in my parent’s house…which might not be there in the morning. We’ll see. Last time we had to replace the front windows.”
“So the raving drunks and half naked girls have happened before?” I sat on a stool next to him and settled in. He went back to working, and didn’t seem to mind my company, much. “Why are your parents okay with it?”
“Honestly, I have no idea. I think they are just over dealing with Celso and Damian. My mother said when they were little it was like trying to raise wild animals. Now they are two adult animals with hormones and a penchant for beer.” He glanced up at me, and the way his eyes met mine made my heart dance a jig in my chest. “You spend every summer here, and we’ve never bumped into each other. Why is that? This island is only half a mile long.”
“Well, Lou doesn’t let me leave the house much. Unless it’s church on Sunday…or something else we do together.”
He nodded, “Yeah, she’s stern from what I’ve seen. And up until I was fourteen, I used to go away to camp each summer.”
“Really? Was it like a wilderness thing, did you learn how to raft and make fire?”
“Uh,” his face went pink “No, it was space camp. We watched Star Trek, learned about the solar system, and ate astronaut ice cream… You can laugh. It won’t hurt my feelings.”
I smiled, but didn’t laugh. “Hey, space camp sounds a lot cooler than what I did.”
“What did you do?”
“I tried to knit.” I shrugged. “Space camp would have been a welcome reprieve from that. Once I went to band camp for spring break. It was…different.”
“Different is good.”
“Someone sat on my violin. It broke. I haven’t played since.”
“So what did you do for the week?”
“Well, I got to help the younger kids with their instruments. It was BYOI. Bring your own instrument. They didn’t have spares.”
“Right,” he laughed, and stood from the workbench. “So, I’m thinking about heading to bed.”
My mouth dropped open just a little bit. “Okay…”
“Want me to walk you back to Lou’s?”
I nodded. “That would be great. But where will you sleep? The house is crazy.”
He pointed at a small couch with a sleeping bag draped over it. “It’s not great, but it works.”
“Hey, it looks better than the bed I share with Napoleon.”
“Who?”
“Lou’s cat.”
His eyes went wide. “So that’s what she calls him.”
“Did you call him something else?”
“Yeah, Satan.”
I snorted with laughter. “Kind of fits him, actually.”
“Shall we?” he said, motioning to the shed door.
“Sure.” I started out and waited for him to close it. I had trouble trying to keep from acting too excited. Not because I was suddenly head over heals for Gael Cortez. I was just excited about the human contact. I mean, I loved Lou, but I really needed something else to do other than sit on the front porch, try to knit, and talk about the weather.
Also, I’d refused to knit with her, so that left me lacking in the activities area. She wouldn’t let me go swimming alone, because I would drown. I couldn’t drive the boat because somehow I would end up falling overboard and get shredded to bits by the propeller. I couldn’t walk the island alone because I’d get lost, or possibly kidnapped by pirates. Or I’d get eaten by a monster sea creature.
I mean, crabs were really dangerous.
Don’t get me started on the seagulls.
As I followed Gael through the palms and tropical bushes, I decided that this summer was going to be my best one yet. I had new people to hang out with, and a way to avoid the boredom that would eventually start to suffocate me.
Things were looking better with every step I took, and when Gale stopped a few feet from the fence around Lou’s house, he opened the gate and smiled. “I’ll see you later?”
I nodded in answer to his question. “You’re the only person I know on Half Mile worth talking to.”
He smirked, walking backwards. “I guess that makes me your new best friend.”



Chapter 4 
Gael
“This is perfect,” I said, fishing a bra out of the pool with a metal rod. “Who thought strip poker was a good idea?”
“Yeah, who decided to throw the party?” Celso glanced at Damian, who rolled his eyes and stuffed beer cans into a trash bag.
“I am not picking that up.” I nodded at a pair of soggy boxers stuck to the deck. “I don’t even know why I’m helping you two idiots.”
“We are not throwing anymore parties like that,” Damian grunted as he chucked an empty chip bag into the garbage. “I know I’ve said it before, but this time I really mean it. I’m sick of cleaning up after everyone when they go home. I’m sick of trying to hide this from mom and dad.”
“Newsflash, they already know.” Celso tied the full bag off and opened another. “You’re just too distracted by boobies to notice.”
“At least I get to see boobies,” Damian growled at his twin. “You have to pretend like my friends are your friends.”
“Boobies? You sound like a pair of kids.” I glanced between my brothers, wondering who would throw the first punch, and if I’d survive breaking them apart. “Come on guys, let’s not do this. You’re both hung over and need sleep.”
“He started it.” Celso nearly ripped a hole in the new bag with the amount of force he used to shove in more trash. “But dumbass doesn’t seem to comprehend that we have the same friends, and most of the time, they can’t tell us apart! And why is that? Oh yeah, because they’re idiots!”
Damian frowned. “We look nothing alike.”
My brothers weren’t identical, exactly. They looked scary alike, but Damian had darker hair, and was a little shorter than Celso. So it wasn’t rocket science once you got to know them.
“Let’s just clean this up, then we can eat something.” I shook my head and went back to fishing shit out of the pool. I didn’t want to look in the hot tub. No telling what I’d find.
 
Two hours later the backyard looked almost normal. The smell was special. Like a mix of piss and beer. I hosed down the deck while eating a slice of cold pizza. Damian had passed out on the couch, and Celso was off tromping around the island in self-reflection or meditation. Whatever it was he did helped chill him out.He knew how to keep his temper in check with a little work. Damian hadn’t mastered the art of taking a step back. He hit first, and asked questions later.
Thankfully, I wasn’t blessed with the Cortez temper. I really didn’t need to pass out or go for a walk to chill. I was just cool. Stuff really didn’t bother me that much…unless it involved crazy parties and girls that should know better than to get involved with them.
I pulled a shirt on, and walked barefoot across the island to the big gray house with a wide wraparound porch. The paint was peeling, and some of the steps creaked dangerously when you walked up to the door. But I didn’t have to go that far.
“Hey, Summer.” I tried not to laugh. She wasn’t kidding about trying to knit. She was seated on a stool tangled in yarn, looking like she wanted to scream. “How’s the blanket coming?”
“Hah hah,” she grumbled, blowing a hunk of rich brown hair that had fallen in her face.
I walked up the steps and crossed my arms over my chest as I leaned against the railing. I wasn’t sure what brought me here, but Summer was the only other person on the island who would be just as bored as me. I knew I didn’t want to spend the day with my brothers. And my friends, Sam and Ryan, were driving up north for a comic book convention. I didn’t read comic books, and decided not to go. Something I deeply regret now. At least I could have gotten off the island for a week.
“Actually, I…uh, I was wondering if you wanted … to do something?” Smooth. Really smooth. Why not just start stuttering and run away like I used to? But, I wasn’t a kid anymore. I’d asked girls out before, but none of them had ever been as pretty as Summer. None of them said yes either, not when they were so into my brothers. They were hard to compete with. Suddenly I felt like I’d lost my nerve.
Man up, Gael.
I can do this.
I can do this.
“Not like a date,” I wanted to kick myself. Thank God Damian and Celso weren’t here to witness my massive fail. They’d never let me forget it. “I mean, you’re bored, I’m bored…”
She stood from the stool, let the yarn fall to the porch and gave me a smile that I wasn’t sure was for real. It was beaming. A perfection of pink lips and shiny perfect teeth. “Really? I was hoping we could hang out or something.”
“Yeah, I got a boat. We could get off Half Mile for the day.”
“Lou?” Summer shouted. “I’m going out with Gael!”
Lou poked her head out of the screened door leading into the house and her wrinkled face cracked in a wary smile. “It’s a Cortez!”
I nodded, “Hey, Lou. How are you?”
“I’m great,” she grinned and came onto the porch, leaning on a carved wood cane. “Where are you taking Summer?”
“Honestly, I’m not sure. I just figured we could go into town or walk around the tourist traps for a while.”
“I’ll be right back. I just want to change and grab my bag.” Summer ran into the house. I heard her banging around, and while she was gone, Lou hobbled closer.
I took a small step back.
“I got rules, Gael.” The old woman nodded, chewing her wrinkled bottom lip. “Summer is home before eleven. Don’t do anything illegal. And if she winds up pregnant, I’ve got a meat cleaver and a shovel. Comprende amigo?”
I wasn’t scared of her, but the threat came so unexpectedly, I nodded and gulped. “Yeah, yeah. I got it. I won’t let anything happen to Summer. I swear.”
She nodded and grinned. “I know. I’d be stopping her from going anywhere if it wasn’t you here. If it was Damian, I’d change the locks and barricade the doors.”
My brother had a glistening reputation. That was for damn sure.
“Ready!” Summer bounded out of the house, having changed completely. She was wearing a white sundress, sandals, and a blue straw purse was slung over her shoulder. She slid on a pair of white sunglasses, and I had to wonder how I got lucky enough to get stuck on an island with her.
“So, you have a bathing suit?” I asked, thinking we could head out to a sandbar too. Maybe she liked collecting shells. Maybe I could talk her into fishing. Maybe I was just happy to have her company, and it wouldn’t matter what we did.
She nodded, “Under my dress. I also have sunscreen and granola bars and water.”
“That’s kind of hot.” Damn, I had to use the word hot. I was just getting to know this girl.
“What?” she asked as we wound our way around the island.
“That you’re prepared. Sometimes it irritates me when people don’t think.”
She giggled, and I helped her down the dock where my boat was tied up. It wasn’t Athena. And it wasn’t Lady Luck. Nope, my boat was called…
“Wilbur?” Summer eyed the boat a little uneasily. “What’s keeping it afloat?”
“It just needs a new paint job. She’s perfectly safe and seaworthy.” I gave her a hand inside and tossed her the keys. She started the engine while I untied us from the dock.
I motored Wilbur slowly away from the island, watching Summer lean over the side to trail her fingers in the glassy water.
“Look, ten o’clock,”
She glanced at where I was pointing and smiled at the dolphin catching a fish. “He’s huge!”
“Yep, nice and fat from tourist handouts. That’s Elvis. He does a little dance for treats if you get close enough.” If I had some fish I’d just caught, I would have taken her closer to see his trick. It wasn’t right to feed dolphins, to make them dependent on humans, but Elvis was a special case. He seemed to still be able to take care of himself, and sneak a few treats from the locals. He was the only one I ever fed.
“Where are we headed, Captain?” Summer stood beside me at the helm, pretending to look at something through the binoculars I had sitting behind the wheel.
“To find treasure.” I turned the boat in the direction of a small sandbar. “Thar she be!”
Summer gave a little hop, “Aye matey… Thar what be? I don’t see any treasure.”
“You have to dig it up, silly.” I let the boat run aground on the island and killed the engine. Summer followed me out of the boat.
“One…two…three…four…” I pretended to count fifty paces around, until she was following me in circles.
“What are we doing?” She laughed, screaming at me to stop.
“Twenty seven…twenty eight…what comes after twenty nine again?”
“Gael!” she sat in the sand and watched me, tears in her eyes from laughing so hard. “What are we doing?”
“Looking for treasure.” I kept a straight face, knowing there was really nothing on the island…nothing much.
“I give up,” she sighed. “You win. Game over.”
I crouched down and started to dig with my hands. Summer crawled over and eyed me, like she wasn’t buying my act. But it wasn’t an act. She joined in, and we dug down at least a foot before we hit a wooden box.
“Holy crap!” She sat back on her heels and stared at me. “I thought you were kidding.”
I laughed. “It’s not actual treasure.”
I tugged the box out of the sand and eyed the small bike lock on the front. I didn’t have the key. One of my brothers had taken it and lost it. But a rock was just as good. I found a decent sized one and began hitting the lock. It snapped, and I opened it to reveal…
“Dirty magazines?” she slapped my arm. “That’s terrible!”
I eyed the glossy covers and frowned. “Nope, these must have been added by one of my brothers. This is the Cortez Treasure Box. We’ve had it since we were old enough to drive Wilbur.”
I dug deeper and found a few other new things. A box of cigars. Two hundred in cash. And…”Here they are.”
“Fireworks?” Summer laughed. “We went through all of this for fireworks?”
“Not just any fireworks. These are banned. The big bad boys that no one is supposed to have. People have burned down forests and houses with these babies. I was thinking we’d set them off once it got dark.”
“What if we burn something down?”
I gestured around us. “We’re on a little patch of sand, surrounded by water. The only thing that will burn down, if they get out of control, are a few palm trees and some tropical flowers.”
She laughed. “Well, I guess we’re going to have a really explosive time tonight.”
I put everything back in the box and piled the sand on top of it. Then we headed for the boat, with our loot carefully hidden in a towel I’d brought with us.



Chapter 5 
Summer
“I’m guessing after you live here for so long things aren’t as much fun as they used to be.” I took a bite of my Key Lime Pie on a stick that had been dipped in chocolate and frozen like a giant popsicle and hummed with delight. Gael sat beside me on a bench as we watched boats sail in and out of the small harbor.
“It’s still fun, but not as much fun. Being on vacation all the time, makes me want to go to the city and live in a high-rise and take a taxi instead of walking everywhere. That would be a fun vacation.” He smirked, wiping a streak of chocolate off his mouth. “But, I guess I grew up lucky. I never had to feel smothered by tons of traffic, or wish I could see the ocean.”
“I have the best of both back home. I live in Charlotte, but it doesn’t keep you from seeing anything green or pretty, and we can drive to the ocean. It’s got a lot of things I like, but it’s not Half Mile Isle.”
“Yeah, Half Mile is something that I’ll remember forever.”
I finished my pie pop and tossed my trash in the garbage. Gulls called angrily overhead, eyeing me as if I’d offended them. I wasn’t about to share food. I’d get pooped on or dive-bombed, and that was bound to piss off anyone else standing around me.
“So we did the pirate museum and the aquarium…” I glanced at Gael sideways, wondering what his next idea would be. So far, he’d dragged me around, guessing things I’d like to do. He’d been spot on…though I wasn’t really into the pirate stuff, it had been fun.
“I was thinking we get out of the heat…see a movie or something?” he seemed to want my input here.
I shrugged. “That sounds good. But where do you normally hang out? What do the locals do?”
He frowned. “Well, most of the time I’m in the shed, or at Sam’s house in the converted attic with him and Ryan. There isn’t a lot to do here, in my opinion.”
“But where do the local people our age go? I mean, you don’t have a mall. So is there like a bookstore or café?”
“Actually, we could go to Molly’s. It’s a coffee shop with music. People I go to school with hang out there.”
“I’m guessing you don’t go a lot.”
He shrugged. “Yeah, the really popular people go there. Like Damian and Celso.”
“And you’re not popular?” I found that a little hard to believe.
“Well, I’m the smart guy. I have the highest grade in my class and was chess champion for two years in a row. I don’t really get a lot of attention from the popular crowd.”
I honestly couldn’t see why he wasn’t just as popular as his brothers. He had an amazing smile, and a head full of rich brown hair. He was cuter than his brothers, especially when he wore glasses. He wasn’t wearing them today, and I suspected he had in contacts.
It was hard for me to understand why Gael wasn’t more popular, but with older brothers like Celso and Damian, I could see that it was hard to find your place in the social circle at school. I had the same trouble with my older sister. It was hard coming up behind someone everyone loved, and then feeling like you fall flat a little bit and disappoint. Sometimes I wondered if my parents felt the same way. I knew they loved me, but I felt the pressure growing up, trying to be like her but never quite making it, and then realizing that I didn’t want to be like my sister. I was perfectly happy being me.
“Wow, so this is where the locals go?” I asked as we walked into Molly’s.
Gael got us a table by the window, watching people walk up and down the sidewalk. It was in a more residential part of town. Less filled with tourists. The inside wasn’t much. Just some blank white walls with posters of old bands, pictures of coffee in black and white, and pictures of the people who worked at the shop.
Gael went to the counter and got our creamy blended coffees, leaving me to survey the people inside. There weren’t many people. Just an older couple in a corner reading a travel guide, and a girl around my age with her laptop seated on a couch near the door. She was tiny. Thin. Her blonde hair was so pale and fair, that it almost looked white when the sun hit it.
“That’s Violet. We go to school together.” Gael waved to her, and the girl blinked at us for a second. She smiled slowly, and left her seat to join us. She was a lot shorter than I was. I had to wonder if she even hit the five foot mark. “Hey, this is Summer. She lives on Half Mile with Lou.”
Violet took the seat across from me after shaking my hand. “Hi, it’s nice to meet you.”
I nodded. “Yeah, is great to meet someone else.”
She smiled. “What are you guys doing?”
“Nothing much, just hanging out.” Gael let out a breath. “Got some fireworks. Thinking of setting those off later. Want to join us?”
She frowned, and when I looked at her eyes I realized why her name was violet. “Will Damian be there?”
Gael shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. We’re heading out to our sandbar. Just me and Summer.”
Violet nodded. “Well, I’ll think about it.”
Seems she had a thing for Damian. I said goodbye to Violet as she stood, gathered her things, and left the shop.
“What’s going on between her and Damian?” I asked, trying not to sound too interested.
“I’m not sure. I know my brother took her out once…I know he likes her. But I also know he can be stupid. Violet is sweet, but sometimes I wonder if they are right for each other.”
“I think she is a lot tougher than she looks.” I took a sip of my coffee and smiled at Gael’s confused expression. “Come on, she is clearly in love with him.”
“Violet can’t be in love with Damian. She’s too nice.” He shook his head. “She and Celso used to be close a couple years ago. I thought they’d be perfect together. Then I saw the way Damian was acting, like a fool, and then he and Celso got into it. They didn’t talk to each other for two weeks.”
“What happened?”
“I’m not sure. Only thing I know is that Celso stopped hanging out with Violet. Violet tries to bump into Damian. And Damian avoided both of them…now he tries to talk to Violet. And Violet ignores him.”
“So…what if we threw a sandbar party and invited everyone?”
Gael frowned. “That sounds like a bad idea.”
“Really? I thought it sounded good in my head.”
He waited for a few seconds, and then smiled. “It would make for an entertaining night.”
“So you’ll think about it?”
“For sure.”



Chapter 6
Our night didn’t end with a bang.
It was more like a fizzle.
No one showed for our party on the sandbar.
Gael stood with a lighter in his hand, glaring at the TNT-loaded Dino Cracker. It was supposed to explode about a minute after spraying lights that mimicked a volcano exploding into the air. On the side of the box it said it was supposed to shoot Cretaceous terror into humans’ hearts…
“Is that it?” I asked, nudging it with my toe. “Where’s the big boom?”
Gael kicked sand over it and cursed. “The box we buried the fireworks in wasn’t water proof.”
“Smart move…I’m guessing the rest of them suffered the same fate of extinction?”
“Only one way to find out…”
So we spent our evening lighting everything we had.
We had planned on relaxing and enjoying our own private fireworks display, but it turned out to be a little less exciting. Just two people on a sandbar with dead fireworks and a bag of caramel popcorn.
At least the popcorn wasn’t soggy.
It was nowhere near curfew time, and Gael took us back to the island. He said he had a frozen pizza in the freezer, and a bunch of movies to stream that he hadn’t watched yet. We pulled up to the dock, only to be met by his brothers, who were leaving with a massive red cooler.
Gael steadied the boat and put his hand on a wood plank, glancing up at Damian. “Where are you headed?”
“Party at the Davis house. Wanna come?”
“Seriously, guys?” He shook his head.
Celso snorted. “Nothing else to do.”
I kept to my seat, wondering if Gael would consider their invitation.
“I don’t think so. Summer and I were going to watch a movie.”
Perfect. I let out a breath and grabbed the rope to tie up to the dock.
“Come on, man,” Damian hefted the cooler into the other boat tied up to the dock. “Have some fun. Stop acting like an old man. It’ll be great.”
Gael let out a heavy sigh and looked back at me.
“Don’t tell me you want to go with them?” I knew I sounded a little harsh, but in my opinion, Gael had no reason to force himself to go to a party that he didn’t have any interest in.
“Well…” he looked back at his brothers. “Anybody going to be there that I actually like?”
Celso snorted. “Luke Davis is going to be there. He’s trying to get in with the rest of us, you know, since he’s Milo Davis’s younger brother.” His eyes flickered to my face and he seemed to register my confused expression. “Milo is the champ quarterback. Luke can’t even catch a beach ball.”
“Good to know,” I said, not sure how any of that was relevant.
“None of that actually answers my question.” Gael crossed his arms.
“Fine, there will be plenty of people with brains like yours, and muscles like mine. Happy?” Damian reached into the boat and slapped my back. “So it’s settled, you’re coming.”
Gael turned around, and his face was a little irritated, but he nodded. “We’re taking a separate boat though, in case we want to leave. I’ll follow you.”
Celso and Damian fired up their boat and were gone in a blur. We floated for a bit next to the dock, and I watched Gael war with whether or not he would actually follow.
“If you don’t want to go…” I said.
He shook his head. “I do and I don’t. I know there will be a bunch of drunken losers there, but there is a chance it might not be all that bad. Luke is more like me than Damian or Celso. I’m curious about how it will go down. I don’t expect you to come if you don’t want to.”
“As long as we can leave when we want, maybe we should just swing by. It’s not like we have anything else to do.” I dropped the rope, my interest slightly peaked, and settled back into my seat next to Gael. He got Wilbur going at a pretty good clip, and we’d barely caught up to Celso and Damian by the time a dock and a ton of boats crowded around it came into view.
“Wow, are you sure that’s a house?” I looked up the dock as we walked, my eyes taking in the massive mansion with glittering lights and floor to ceiling windows that overlooked the cove it was hidden in. It was set high on a rise of land that had to have been man made, and below, expensive cars—a Ferrari, Mercedes, and a few trucks, sat in an open air garage.
The whole first floor was dedicated to a garage that was so clean and shiny, I was sure you could eat off the floor. I followed Gael and his brothers to an elevator on the right side.
It was just as clean and shiny. And when the doors whooshed open, a blast of cool air hit my face, the music beat into my ears. The lights were dim. A chandelier sparkled overhead, its crystals reflected and cast shadows on the walls. People were gathered in the center of the room, looking up at a second story landing where a DJ was focused on mixing and playing music.
Party didn’t even describe what I was seeing accurately.
It was more like a nightclub.
Along one wall were white couches with people mingling and drinking. The other was a long table, and maybe something that looked like a buffet?
Who were these people?
What kind of high schooler throws a party like this?
“I’m glad we came,” I shouted to Gael over the music.
“Me too!” he grabbed my hand, leading me toward that tables set up with all kinds of food. Little crackers with fancy cheese. Mini gourmet hot dogs and dips. Servers stood behind the tables, wielding knives as they made sushi and sliced thin pieces of mouth-watering steak.
“We’ll never be able to top this,” Damian stared down at his plate in amazement. “Barbeque meatballs… This is really almost too cool. I don’t know if we should have showed up.”
Celso nodded. “I’m also glad we left our cooler of beer in the boat.”
“Why?” I asked.
“This is why.” Damian handed me a glass of pink champagne.
Gael smiled down at me. “This is classy. I’m impressed.”
I carried my drink and plate across the room, outside to a balcony overlooking a massive pool lit by colored spotlights. “I feel like I’m in a movie or something.”
We sat at one of the many tables, and began to eat.
“Hey Summer, this is way better than frozen pizza.”
I smirked, eating a meatball. “Yeah, but I’d still like to have that pizza and watch a movie with you sometime.”
“Gael Cortez.”
We both looked up at a tall girl with brown hair like mine, but hers was highlighted with shades of caramel and pinned up to show off her long neck.
“Uh, hey Melina.” He nodded. “Nice party.”
She lifted a shoulder and sighed. “I guess. My brother has really pulled out all the stops to make it into Damian’s posse. Doubt it will work though. He’s such an ass.”
“Uh, this is my friend Summer.” Gael quickly changed the subject. “Summer, this is Milo’s sister.”
“It’s nice to meet you, “I smiled, putting my fork down. “This is a great party.”
She laughed. “Thanks. I’m bored, but whatever. Gael, you should dance with me.”
It was clear Melina did not want to get to know me when she grabbed Gael’s arm and pulled him to his feet.
“Have fun…” It was clear Gael didn’t care about leaving me, when he let the cat with uber sharp claws drag him back into the house.
So much for being friends.



Chapter 7 
Gael
I was either an idiot or an ass.
Since I tended to believe that I wasn’t a jerk like Damian, I was going to go with stupid.
Really, really stupid.
In what universe did I let Melina drag me away from someone I was having a good time with? But I was so stunned that she picked me out of the crowd that I let her drag me out of my chair.
First, I can’t dance!
And second, if I was going to try and dance, it would be with Summer. Not Melina.
“Look, I know we don’t hang out much…” Melina smiled, squeezing my hand.
“We never hang out.” I pulled away. “I don’t know what your deal is, but I’m not interested.”
She shrugged. “Neither am I. I was just doing Milo a favor.”
I frowned. “What?”
She pointed behind me. When I glanced back at Summer, I saw that my seat had been filled by Milo. He was leaning across the table, grinning, and Summer had her head tipped back as she laughed heartily.
“Damn.” I rubbed the back of my neck, wondering how I’d let someone like Milo take my place.
I might not be the strongest Cortez, or the hottest, or the tallest. But I was the smartest.
And I was smart enough to know that Milo wasn’t Summer’s type.
“Hey,” I said when I reached the table. “Sorry I left.”
“Don’t be, I was just getting to know the lovely Summer.” Milo winked at her and I wanted to hurl.
“I was thinking about heading out.” I ignored Milo, and focused on Summer. “You ready?”
Milo shook his head. “Nah, she can stay a while. I’ll take her home.”
I glanced between them. Summer started to stand, but looked like she was thinking about sitting back down, and Milo smiling like a damn fool. It was clear he thought he’d snagged Summer after less than five minutes with her.
“I’d love to stay,” she said.
And my stomach dropped.
“But I have to be home soon.” She stood. I held out my hand, and she took it without hesitation. “Maybe next time.”
I was the one grinning when we left Milo sitting at the table.



Chapter 8 
Summer
Yesterday had been the best I’d ever had on Half Mile. I had discovered a friendship with him that I didn’t think was possible. But I also liked him. I liked him in a way that I hadn’t experienced before. I mean, I’d had crushes, and felt that zing of puppy love, but this was different. It felt like it had substance. We could talk and laugh and hang out, and at the same time, when he looked at me, I felt like I could float away on a cloud of happiness.
It wasn’t the giddy, crazy feelings that I’d felt for the last guy I went out with. It was something else, different, and felt much more solid.
It felt real.
Gael felt like the most sincere person I’d ever met.
I rolled out of bed, having slept in my clothes from the day before, feeling groggy, but happy. Very, very happy. I’d found a friend in Gael, and maybe something deeper that I hadn’t expected to find. I guess only time would tell if we moved on to anything other than just two bored people hanging out.
I shuffled into the kitchen, looking for a glass OJ to sip on while I finished getting ready for the day. Aunt Lou. She was whistling and the smell of eggs and bacon hung in the air. “I’m starved.”
She screamed, whirled around and dropped her spatula.
I laughed, reaching for the pitcher of juice on the counter. “Yeah, I know I look terrible, I’ll drag a brush through my hair and throw some clothes on.”
“Get out of my house!” she grabbed a butcher knife from the block on the counter and held it out in front of her with both hands. “I mean it.”
You know that tiny voice inside you that tells you to run?
Yeah, I ignored it.
“Lou, is this a joke?”
Her green eyes were wide and her face pale with fear. Her hands were shaking as she clutched the knife. “I’m telling you. Get out of my house!”
She didn’t know who I was.
“Lou, it’s me, Summer.” I held my hands up and backed away slowly. “I’m staying with you for the summer, remember?”
She shook her head. “My Summer is in the second grade.”
This was not good at all. How could she have forgotten me? I mean, she’d always been a little forgetful or absentminded…but forgetting who I am? Overnight?
“Lou, look at the calendar on the wall. Look at the year,” I said in a low, very calm voice.
Her eyes flickered towards it and they went wide. “Get out!”
“But Lou…where will I go?”
“Out!” She hurled the knife.
I ducked. It hit the wall over my head. I didn’t bother to try and tell her who I was again and ran for the door. She was right behind me, screaming.
I tore through the screen door and down the porch for the trees. She didn’t follow me out of the yard, and when I looked behind me I could see her standing by the kitchen window calling for help.
I didn’t have anything. No phone. Not even shoes. I was bare foot. And wearing my pajamas.
I could hear her screaming from the open window as she recounted what happened to the person on the other end of the phone. There was a female intruder in her house and she was in fear for her life.
I needed help, and I knew there were only three other people on this Island who could assist me. I was in such a daze and so upset that the second the Cortez’s house came into view I sobbed with relief. I hurried up the back porch steps and knocked on the sliding glass door.
I must have stood there for ten minutes.
Apparently the boys were heavy sleepers.
I wound my way around the house, peeking in windows, hoping to see someone. I remembered where Gael’s room was, and was lucky enough to discover his window on the side of the house under the shade of a massive palm tree.
I wiped my eyes, made a fist, and pounded on the glass.
The blinds shot up and Gael’s bleary face appeared.
“Help, please?”
He opened the window and stuck his head out. “What are you doing?”
“Can I come in?”
He shut the window, and I met him at the glass doors, feeling like I might not be able to hold things together. I hadn’t given into hysterics just yet, but I could feel myself starting to crumble inside.
He slid them open and pulled me inside, lowering his voice so no one else heard. “What are you doing?”
I opened my mouth to answer, but froze as the other two Cortez brothers came down the hall.
“Wow, you all are up.” I looked at Gael, trying to keep cool. I didn’t want an audience. If he’d gone and woken them up, I was not going to be happy about it.
“They heard our voices.”
Celso sat on the sofa with a big yawn. “I woke Damian up, just because I thought he should be here so I wouldn’t have to repeat everything later.”
“So what brings you over at this ungodly hour?” Damian was looking at me like I’d lost it. “You do realize it’s before noon?”
“Not on purpose.” I folded my arms in front of me like it was a shield that would protect me. I was feeling pretty lost, and upset. “I popped into the kitchen to get some juice. Aunt Lou didn’t recognize me.”
Gael plopped in a leather chair near the sofa. “What do you mean?”
“She looked at me like I was a total stranger…” I breathed deep. “She didn’t know who I was.”
Celso frowned, “I thought she was a little strange, but this is crazy.”
“How old is she?” Damian asked.
“I don’t know. Older than eighty,” I said. “Do you think she hit her head or something? She knew the old me…said I was in the second grade.”
Gael sighed. “This sounds like what happened to our grandma. They remember the past clearly, but the present can freak them out.”
“Yeah, she threw a knife at me. She thought I broke into the house or something.”
“She what?” Gael looked me up and down. “Are you hurt?”
“No, just upset and worried. I’m afraid to go back over. What should I do?”
“Call the cops?” Celso asked.
“Too late, Lou’s already done that.”
“So we call them and tell them what happened. Maybe they can help us. Or we can call nine-one-one and get her to the hospital.”
“I’m thinking the hospital is the best idea.” I said. “She obviously needs a doctor.”
I wanted to call my parents, but I doubted they’d receive it. The last two calls never made it through, and when I finally spoke to them, the call dropped.
Before any of us could get to a phone to call the cops, there was a knock on the front door. Damian went to answer it, and came back with a police officer.
He was investigating a break in, and wanted to know if we’d had any similar issues. Nothing had ever happened on the island before. And since Lou was so upset, this warranted a call in person.
Perfect.
“It was me,” I said, after he was seated on the sofa with a cup of coffee. Apparently he knew the Cortez boys, and made himself right at home.
“You broke in?” he frowned at me over the mug.
“Chill, Vic.” Celso sighed, and glanced at me. “Meet our cousin, Victor Cortez.”
No wonder he felt so comfortable here.
“No, I live with Lou during the summer. She’s my great aunt.” I told him everything that happened, and if he didn’t believe me, to check the guest room. It was full of my things.
“I believe you if the boys believe you,” he said. “And call me Vic.”
When Vic walked in I should have known that he was a member of the family. Same out of this world good looks and macho attitude. If only the girls at school could see me now. I was standing in the living room of a house oozing with enough testosterone to drown the local female population.
“What are we going to do?”
Vic frowned. “Well, since Lou seems to be out of her mind, she needs medical attention. I’ll ask you to stay with the boys, Summer. If she sees you again she may get upset.”
I nodded, worried beyond belief for my aunt. “But how will you get her off the island?”
“The hurricane.”
“What hurricane?” I asked.
“You don’t know?” He looked at all of us. “Have you four been living under a rock?”
Damian shrugged it off. “Everyone always gets excited about these things.”
“There’s a monster of a hurricane headed right for us.” Vic didn’t look at me when he said this, but he glared at the boys and straightened to his full height. “You’ve got forty-eight hours till landfall, and it’s projected to become category four. You better pray this house is standing when you get back.”



Chapter 9 
Gael
When Summer finally got back to Lou’s house, it was empty. The door was unlocked, and Lou was gone. She’d accepted Vic’s story about the hurricane and gone willingly, even packed a little overnight bag and put Napoleon in his carrier. She didn’t seem to remember that her great niece was staying with her, which was more disturbing than I could have imagined.
I couldn’t fathom forgetting someone like that. Just to check out and not realize what was going on. She was stuck in the past from what I’d heard, and she didn’t act like she was going to come back to the future any time soon.
“What are we going to do?” Summer paced the kitchen with her arms wrapped around her middle. “I’ve never been through a hurricane like this before.”
I’d called my parents, but they were on their way to Spain. They wouldn’t be able to help us from the other side of the world. And Summer’s folk’s were on a cruise to Alaska with crappy reception.
We were on our own, except for my brothers.
Until my phone rang.
“What’s up?” I answered when I saw Damian’s name flash across the screen.
“I’m sorry.” He was apologizing? I wish I’d recorded this call. I couldn’t remember the last time he said sorry for anything. “I hate to do this to you, but I gotta go.”
“What?” I shouted.
“They need help with evacuations,” he said. “After that I’m going with Vic to the station in case they need extra help. They’re stretched thin right now.”
“Fine, I understand.” Damian had it in him to be a cop just like our cousin. Or maybe join the army or something. He was just one of those people that looked good saving the day. And despite his tendency to be an ass, he’d be an even better cop than Vic. He didn’t put up with bullshit, or people that hurt other people. Damian would deny it till he was blue in the face that he helped a little old lady with her groceries, and enjoyed doing it. “What about Celso?”
“Uh…”
I closed my eyes. In my mind, it would be best if we stuck together. I would have gone with them, but I couldn’t leave Summer alone. “Is he going with you?”
“They need all the help they can get. We’ve packed some of our stuff, and if you need us, we’ll be with Vic.”
“What about us? We can help, too.” I was more of the get-the-hell-out-of-town type, but in this case, I would stay and help if my brothers wanted me to.
“That’s nice of you, brother, but do you really think Summer will want to brave the storm alone?”
“I said, us. She can help too.”
He spoke to someone beside him, probably Vic or Celso, before answering. “She could be a liability. We have too much to do, and Vic says we can’t worry about her, or what her parents might do if something happened. Maybe Celso would rather switch places. He can go with Summer, and you can stay with me.”
The thought of leaving Summer, and Celso taking my place, did not sit well at all. I trusted my brother. It would be fine, but damn if I just didn’t think it was right to dump her on him. Not that she couldn’t take care of herself.
There was a grunt and a rustling sound, almost as if Damian dropped the phone.
“Get out of town, Gael.” Celso’s voice came over the phone. “Leave. Shelters will be packed, and I guarantee they will lose power like last time. Use my truck. It’s got a full tank. I’ll leave the keys under the driver’s seat and one of the doors unlocked. It’ll be parked behind the restaurant.”
“Great, I’ll call if we need anything.”
“Where you gonna go?”
“North. Probably Miami.”
“Be safe,” he said.
“Yeah, you too.” I hung up.
“Gael?” Summer called from the other side of the kitchen. She had her ear pressed to a small radio. Lou kept it on the counter just in case. I was surprised the thing still worked.
“What is it?” I pocketed my phone and crossed the room, trying to hear through the static.
“It’s worse. Stronger. Faster.” She hushed me when I tried to ask how strong. “I can’t hear… Would it kill Lou to do a tiny bit of updating?”
“We have a TV at my house.”
“Shush!”
I got quiet, and then I heard the last thing either of us expected to hear.
The last thing we wanted to hear come out of the forecaster’s mouth.
“It’s a three now, but when it makes landfall, it’s expected to be a category four.” The weatherman drew a deep breath and the radio crackled. “Now this is nothing we want to mess with, people.”
No one wants to hear the weather guy say that.
“Pack whatever you need,” I said, turning off the radio to save the batteries. If we lost power, we’d need it. Our cell phones would only stay charged for so long. “We’re getting off this island.”
Summer ran down a hallway with faded wallpaper and gold sconces. I followed her into what I assumed was her bedroom and held open a duffle bag as she chucked clothes and other personal items in it. Once that was done, we shut every light off in the house, locked up, and headed across the island.
At my house we did the same thing. Shut it down, packed my bag, and as we were leaving I took one last look at it, hoping that I’d see home again. My shed would be gone for sure, but hopefully the house would make it.
We walked down to the dock, and as I neared the end, I noticed something very important missing.
Wilbur.
Summer pushed her brown hair out of her eyes and blinked. “Gael, where is the boat?”
I ran to the end and rocked to a stop, clasping a piling for support.
My boat was gone.
Just gone.
“I…I don’t know…” I ran a hand over my face, knowing my brothers would not take the boat and leave us stranded with a deadly storm coming.
My pocket vibrated.
I pulled out my phone and glanced down at a text from Danny that said everything in two small words.
Missing something?
“Fuck!”
I texted back.
There is a hurricane headed for us!
It took a few seconds, but I got a reply.
I Know :)
I dropped my stuff on the deck, wanting to beat the shit out of him, but instead I hit and kicked one of the pilings. This was payback for stepping in when he was being an ass to Summer. Clearly, he thought it was funny to strand me on the island without a way to get off, except for my brothers. I mean, I was pretty sure the guy wouldn’t do it to kill me, just make me squirm for a while. And I was positive that if he knew Summer was with me, then he’d have left the boat.
Wait…
How had he known to text me now?
I glanced up, and sure enough, off in the distance, I saw Wilbur secured to the back of Danny’s boat. Danny was at the helm, waving. He started the engine and took off. Away from us, dragging Wilbur behind him. Laughing so hard that I felt as if I could feel it.
This was not funny.
“Danny!” I shouted.
But he was gone.
“Gael, calm down.” Summer hushed me, and her soothing voice worked a little. “We’ll get the boat back, and we’ll get off the island.”
“Why would he do something like that?” I wondered, staring at the spot where he used to be.
“I have no idea,”
I let out a heavy sigh, and felt Summer stumble up beside me. “We’re stuck.”
Then I heard a plop, like a small object hitting the water.
My phone.
I looked back at Summer. She stared up at me with the biggest, saddest brown eyes I’d ever seen.
“It’s sunk, isn’t it?”
She took me by complete surprise and smacked my arm. It stung a little, but it also made me smile. She was shy with me. “Gael, why in the hell would you leave your phone on the dock?”
I glanced down at the murky water, wondering which fish would find my phone first. “I dropped it on the deck so I wouldn’t crush it. It seemed like a good idea at the time.”
“Great, so we can go back to your house and use the phone?” She asked.
“Uh, no.” I said. “We only have cell phones. And mine is swimming with the fishes. Can I have yours?”
Summer bit her lip and wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Lou hid it. She doesn’t believe in technology, remember?”
“Okay, then we’ll just use her house phone.” I smiled, knowing that this was just a small bump. We’d be off the island in no time.
We ran back to her aunt’s house, and once in the kitchen, we stared dumbstruck at where the old yellow phone hung on the wall…
Or where it used to hang.
“You’ve got to be kidding me!” I wanted to punch something else. “This is a joke. This has to be a joke. Things do not go this bad.”
Summer eyed the empty cradle where the phone usually sat. “Well, it is a portable phone.”
“No phones. No boat. We’re on an island, and things are going to get really bad.” I had my computer…but what was I going to do? Email for help?
Who would check their email at a time like this, looking for two stranded people on an island?
We went back to my house anyway and booted it up. No one was online. I posted a few status updates, hoping someone would see that we needed help. Then I emailed everyone I knew. Even my parents.
And then we waited.
And waited.
Nothing happened, and no one replied.
The problem was that everyone was so busy getting the hell out of town, that they weren’t hanging around online like they usually would.
“So if no one answers, what do we do? Sit here and die?”
Shortly after Summer asked that, I heard the first crack of lightning. We would be as good as dead if we couldn’t get off the island and find shelter. We had hurricane shutters, but I had to hang them. One by one. Alone. And my house wasn’t built to resist a category four hurricane.
So I left the computer on, volume high so Summer would hear in case we got any notifications or messages, and went outside behind the shed where my dad kept his storm supplies. I hung the shutters around my parents’ room. Making at least one semi safe place to go as a last resort. It was set high at the back of the house, and there weren’t any trees hanging over the room. We could get in the closet if things got really bad.
I was sweaty, my hand scraped from the damn shutters, but I’d accomplished my goal. The heavy lifting left me starved when I went into the kitchen. Summer had kept busy making the frozen pizza that had been for our movie night, and kept an eye on the computer. She had her back to me, and was checking it in the oven when I came up behind her.
“So, this could be our last meal,” she said in a small voice. “I mean. Your house doesn’t have much protection. The windows will shatter. The roof will go. The storm surge will swallow the island.”
I didn’t say anything and hugged her from behind, resting my chin on the top of her head. “We’ll get out.”
“You sound so sure.” She sighed. “But what if we don’t?”
“Well, we have to.” I forced my voice to sound confident, when I really felt like I was starting to drown inside. More than anything I hoped Celso or Damian would wonder why we haven’t called, or why the truck was still in the spot at the restaurant. Maybe they’d come looking for us. “Because I haven’t had the chance to take you out on a real date.”
She turned around and wiped her eyes. “Are you asking me out?”
I grinned. “Sure, and maybe a little more than that.”
“What’s more?”
“Like maybe the date goes so good that we go on another, and then another. And we go on so many dates, that I ask you to be my girlfriend.” I grinned. Damn, I just couldn’t help myself. This girl had appeared in my life, and made me feel so…happy. I was sour-feeling a lot of the time. But she just showed up and it was like the sun started to shine. It was strange, but I felt like Summer gave me a purpose. She made something inside me step up and man up. I was just as capable as my brothers, and it took this brown-eyed girl with the most amazing smile to help me realize that. And for that, I’d do everything in my power to save her.
She laughed, shaking her head. “You’re so sure about this, aren’t you?”
I quickly kissed her cheek and grabbed the oven mitts to get the pizza out. “I just have to do all the right things first. Dates, flowers, chocolates, surprises…can’t skip to the end.”
She laughed again, smoothing her hand up and down my back. “You know, Gael, you don’t have to do all those things for me. They’re nice, but they aren’t important.”
“I know, but I want to.” I nodded, trying not to blush as I cut the pizza. She’d also made me into a romantic of sorts. Yeah, I was itching to leave her a cute note or something. Just to show her that I was serious.
Though at this moment, being romantic wasn’t exactly the best course of action. It would be fun, sure. But we had a storm headed for us and an island to get off of as fast as possible.
Once we were off, I was going to get us someplace safe. Then I could try out being romantic.
After that, it was only a matter of time till I found Danny.
And when I did, he was going to wish that he’d never screwed me over.



Chapter 10 
Summer
“I wish I had my cell phone…” But Lou had taken it.
“And I wish my phone hadn’t sunk.” Gael snorted. He was taking our predicament pretty good. Sometimes I felt like there was a little thundercloud hovering over his head.
“Yeah, sorry about that.” I winced.
“It wasn’t your fault.” He sighed, finishing off the last slice of pizza.
I stared at the ceiling, wondering if we’d survive the massive hurricane that would make landfall tomorrow if we couldn’t find a way off the island.
It was around midnight now. We’d given up on anyone seeing an email from us. Gael and I were tucked into his parents’ bed, watching a cheesy horror flick. We’d dragged all the supplies we thought we’d need. Food that wouldn’t spoil, bottled water, the old radio, and extra blankets and flashlights. We had a mattress laid over the big bathtub, one side of it duck taped so it wouldn’t fly off. We’d taken everything of value or meaning and put it in the big safe in the closet.
I snuggled against Gael, listening to his heartbeat, and as I started to fall asleep, I hoped what he wished for came true. I hoped we survived this so that he could take me on all those dates, and then ask me to be his girlfriend. I hoped we made it. Because I knew that I was supposed to meet Gael for a reason.
I slept restlessly, curled next to his side, and I laid in bed early the next morning listening to him breathe. In the distance I thought I heard thunder rumble. But it was probably my imagination.
Then I remembered…
On the island one summer. Searching for shells with Uncle Ben. He used to paddle me around in a little boat.
No, not a boat.
“The canoe.” I sat up, grabbing Gael’s arm. “It can get us off the island!”
It was a little hard for him to get up. I tugged and shook him. “Ten more minutes.”
“Gael, get up!” I shouted.
He blinked. “We fell asleep?”
“Uh, yeah. Now come on.” I said, pulling on my sneakers. I wasn’t going to be caught in a hurricane wearing anything other than sensible footwear. “Uncle Ben had a canoe. I know Lou would never get rid of it. I bet it’s somewhere on her property still.”
Gael was out of bed when what I said really sunk in. We ran out of the house across the island for the storage shed behind Lou’s. It was an old, rusted piece of garbage. The door wasn’t even attached. Gael and I hauled out the mower, and started chucking junk until we came to the very back, where an old canoe was covered in dust and dirt.
It took some effort, but we managed to drag it out.
Gael examined it. “Think it’ll float?”
I picked up a roll of duct tape that had been in the junky shed. “I’m willing to take a risk here.”
He nodded. “Take one end, and let’s get it into the water. See what happens.”
We carried it past the house and down the shore. I kicked my shoes off, and we waded till we were knee deep, keeping an eye out for any leakage, hoping that the thing would stay afloat.
I watched with bated breath as Gael climbed inside to see what happened.
“Well?”
He nodded. “It looks like it will hold. I’ve got a small outboard motor and some gas at home. I can rig it up to the back and make the trip faster too.”
We made the walk back to Gael’s house to get our things. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and lighting crawled across the sky. Our walk turned into a frantic run. Motor, gas, extra duct tape. Life jackets and some food and water. The last thing we brought was a paddle, just in case the motor died on us.
I put on a life vest and decided to climb in the canoe first. Gael held it steady, ready to hand me our things once I was settled. “Good?”
“Yep.” I held out my hands and he passed me our bags. “I think we should just go for it.”
He grimaced. “I want to sit in it for a while.”
“We don’t have enough time for this, do we?”
“Not really…”
I gripped the sides with a nod. “Well then, let’s go.”
“Fine.” He put on his life vest and climbed in behind me. “Pray this works.”
He started the engine. It was screwed to a piece of wood Gael found in his garage. He laid it over the back of the canoe and duct taped it. It wasn’t exactly the best job in the world. But it started up and looked like it would hold.
I paddled as he carefully took us away from the island. Storm clouds thundered even louder and closer overhead. The sun seemed to have disappeared, and rain began a steady fall as the outer lying storms attached to the hurricane rolled in. Come night, we’d be in serious trouble.
The little canoe was doing great. The motor required a few restarts, but we were making it. We had the dock in sight, our hopes soaring, when the rain started to pound us. The canoe was filling with water. I paddled harder, and stretched my arm out once the dock was close enough.
I grabbed onto the side, Gael killed the motor, and we launched onto the dock. He grinned, I grinned, and in a moment of excitement, I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him.
Gael froze and looked down at me. “Summer?”
I stepped back, feeling a little shy. Normally I wasn’t the kind of girl to make the first move. “Uh, Gael…”
He reached for my hand. “I’ve been waiting for that.”
I felt relief wash through me. “I was waiting for you to do it.”
“I wanted to, but it never seemed like the right time.” He wrapped his arms around me. Rain poured down, soaking us, but neither of us cared. We kept kissing on the dock in the storm, knowing that now we were off the island, everything would be fine.
“Can I ask you something?” I said as we walked up the dock.
“Anything,” he smiled.
“What happened to your cheek?” he had a faint scar that was more apparent the wider his smile got.
“Boating accident. Kind of helps make me look a little tougher, don’t you think?”
I elbowed him in the side, laughing. “Maybe a bit.”
Gael spotted the silver truck before I did. He tried the doors until the passenger side opened. Celso had left the keys under the seat. Once our things were loaded and we were safely buckled inside the cab, I felt immensely safe. We were off the island. We were going to make it. Nothing was going to hurt us.
“Let’s get the hell out of here, Gael.”
He grinned. “Yes, Ma’am.”
We got onto Highway One, hoping to get off the island fast. One obstacle stood in our way though. The Seven Mile Bridge.
Highway One was mostly over water. On a normal day, this wasn’t a big deal. But with the hurricane churning so close, and a storm surge of epic proportions threatening to wash cars off the road, the bridge could easily be under water.
We could only hope it was still open.
Gael turned on a local radio station. The newscaster said the winds were forty miles per hour, gusting as high as fifty-five in some areas. People were urged to stay inside or to take refuge at a shelter if they hadn’t gotten off the island.
“Will we make it?” I asked, feeling my chest tighten as I watched the stoplights sway.
“We can only try.” He shrugged, turning the radio down.
We approached our first body of water. The bridge was open. A police officer waved traffic on, allowing us to cross. But that was just the short side. When we got to the long stretch that would get us off the Keys, Gael stopped the car.
I watched his determined expression narrow as he took in the entrance ahead, and placed my hand on his shoulder in a gesture of support. We didn’t have to do this. But when Gael turned to me, he waited for my decision. He was leaving it up to me.
“Go for it.” Those three words felt wrong and right. It was risky. But other people were going. The wind wasn’t so bad. We would probably be fine.
Gael nodded, and a small smile crept across his lips. “Hang on.”



Chapter 11 
Gael
“How you doing?” I had the wheel gripped tight in both hands. Wind rocked the truck back and forth. Waves were coming up onto the bridge at intervals I couldn’t keep up with. We’d skidded a couple times, and almost been rear-ended. But we were going to make it. We had to. I promised Summer we would. And I was never going to let any promise to her go bad.
“Good, you?” She was really nervous. Her knuckles were white as she gripped the seat, but she was being so brave. I was really proud of her. She chose to keep going when most people would have turned back.
“Yeah, good.” I smiled at her as the car rocked from a gust of wind. “I would love tacos right now.”
“Really, why?”
“They just sound really good…” I held my breath as the small sedan in front of us ran into another car that had stopped. I swerved around them, narrowly avoiding a massive wave that washed over the entire bridge. That was a close one. “What does the GPS say?”
She held up the small system my brother kept in the glove compartment. “Two more miles till we are on land.”
We’d gone five. Two was nothing now. “Great, we’re almost there.”
She nodded, keeping an eye out the window. “I feel bad that we didn’t stop to help those people.”
Yeah, it sucked. Everything inside me said to go back. The problem was that the weather was getting worse. If I stopped to help them, I could put us in danger. Be it from the waves if we got out of the car to help, or from lightning. Or even the people that we stopped to help. There was only room for two more people in the truck.
There was another accident at the foot of the bridge. This time the police were there to help, since they didn’t have to go far from land, I guess. Those people were lucky. When we drove past, I made sure to keep as alert as humanly possible. I was not going to get Summer and I in trouble like that.
It took us almost four hours to reach Homestead. The hurricane would swallow the bottom half of the state. I was even thinking about going through Miami until we had to stop. I got gas, after waiting in a long line of cars for half an hour, just to be sure we had a full tank.
We were just outside Miami on a deserted highway, when the reports came in over the radio, even worse than before. I could feel it though. I didn’t need some guy in a suit safely tucked in a television studio to tell me.
Summer got on the GPS and located hotels in the area. We couldn’t stay out in this much longer. The problem was that most of them had no vacancy, and they were pretty trashy. So we kept going, knowing that we had to find somewhere to crash. The hurricane was making landfall just a few hours south of us, and I wanted to be safely tucked into a hotel bed before things got too bad.
“Stop!” Summer’s scream had me hitting the brakes so hard we slid a good ten feet. The truck rocked and my seatbelt locked me back against the seat. I waited until I had my bearings to ask her what the hell she’d been thinking.
But before I could, she opened the door.
And got out.



Chapter 12 
“Summer!” I yelled, scrambling to get my seatbelt off. She could barely walk upright. The wind was beating her. She couldn’t hear me. But she backed up a bit, gripping the door of the truck. “Get back inside!”
I don’t think she heard me, but she got back in. Dripping wet. She left the door open. I reached over her to try and close the door, and was shoved backwards when something leapt into the truck. I tried shoving it off me, and got a face full of wet fur.
Wet dog.
“Calm down,” Summer shouted, and I wasn’t sure if she was shouting at me or the dog. When the door shut I relaxed into the seat. There had to be sixty, possibly eighty pounds of muddy, wet dog all over us. The smell was enough to make me gag. “It’s okay, shh.”
We got the dog calmed down. It was some sort of lab or retriever. I’m pretty sure that if it had a bath, it would have been yellow.
“You could have warned me.” I took a deep breath and started the car again. “Could have said, ‘Hey, a dog, I think we should stop.’”
Summer peered at me over the dog’s head. “Sorry. I just reacted. Besides, he was walking into the street.”
“He doesn’t have a collar. What do we do with him?”
“Keep him, for now.” She smirked, seeming pleased with herself. If this wasn’t a life or death situation, I’d think that smirk was pretty cute, and try to kiss it off her face.
“Fine, better hope we can find a hotel that takes dogs.”
“We can smuggle him in.” She gave him a wet pat on the head and I swear he was smiling.
“He’s not going to fit in a purse.”
“Let me worry about him, and you drive.”
I did as she said, knowing that there was nothing we could do now. I kept driving. We reached Miami, and once we were near the airport, there were several multi-story hotels that were still accepting people. It was probably going to cost a hell of a lot of money.
At this point, I didn’t care if I had to empty my savings account just for one night.
I wanted a shower. I wanted to bathe the dog. I wanted to eat. And then I was going to sleep for the next two days. Maybe three.
Okay, eight hours would be great.
“Look, how about there?” Summer pointed out the window. It was a well-lit, massive, very sturdy looking hotel next to the airport. “I bet they even accept pets.”
“Yeah, or we are going to end up in a parking garage.”
I pulled the car under the entryway where attendants were waiting to collect our bags. They gave us a sorry onceover, but didn’t seem too put off by us, and no one said anything about the dog.
I hoped we didn’t get kicked out, or we were screwed again.



Chapter 13 
Summer
“I know this is a long shot, but you wouldn’t have any rooms left, would you?” I asked the lady at the front desk. I probably looked like a drowned rat, but she didn’t seem to care and glanced at her computer. “We’re almost booked. We do have a few…though they might be out of your price range.”
God, why do people get judgy when you look less than perfect. I was not going to put up with her snotty attitude. “Look, I’ve got a credit card with a five thousand dollar limit. Feel free to charge the hell out of it. Just don’t make us go back out into a hurricane.”
Her attitude flipped around so fast, and her smile was so bright, I backed up a step. “We will be happy to see to whatever it is you need.”
Hell yeah. Now that’s how it’s done.
“Great,” I said, acting like my sister. She could be a real snob sometimes. I’m sure she’d love the lady behind the counter. So I did my best to imitate her. Knowing that the snob act was probably the only way we’d fit in this place. “I’ve been through hell and so has my…boyfriend. We would love room service. Mexican food, if you have it. And I’m bringing my dog…” I glanced down at the smiling face and floppy tongue, trying to think of a name for him. “I’m sure Wilbur won’t be an issue?”
“Oh no, of course not.” She smiled. “In fact, we have a doggy salon. If you want, we can have him cleaned up and brought to your room.”
I waved my hand as if this happened to me every day. “Perfect. And if you have any dog food, I would appreciate room service providing that as well. We live in Key West and were so rushed getting out we forgot it.”
“Of course, anything.” She took my card and my ID, and seemed to get even happier. Wilbur was whisked off by a guy in a smock to get his bath, and we were shown up to our room. The price was a staggering five hundred a night. It was a suite decked out with anything and everything we needed. Also, we got complimentary slippers and bathrobes. Turndown service, and mints on our pillows.
My father was going to kill me.
But at least I got to live in luxury until then.
“Holy freaking shit,” Gael said once the door was shut. “Maybe we should have gone to a motel or something.”
I felt a little sick inside. The card was for emergencies. This was a huge emergency. Letting them bathe the dog was a little much, but at least he would smell good. He’d also be fed, which was important too.
I went into the bathroom and laid eyes on a tub that was big enough to fit three of our four-legged friend. “I’ll be using the insanely expensive bathroom now.”
Gael waved to me as I shut the door, still looking a little shocked.
“The TV is huge!” I heard him shout through the door. “Fricking awesome. We’ve got a 3D system, with glasses!”
I relaxed into a bubble bath. He was in heaven now, and occupied till I was done.
“Summer,” he pounded on the door. “Have you seen the bed?”
“No,” I shouted. “Why?”
“It big enough for five people, and the dog!”
Wow, he really was enjoying this.
When I finished my bath, I put on one of the lush robes and headed into the main part of the suite. Gael was sitting on the carpet, chowing on the tacos that had been delivered, and watching the local news.
I sat next to him. “What’s going on?”
“Well, the Keys are getting pounded…” he swallowed before looking at me. “But it hooked right.”
I stopped, a black bean taco halfway to my mouth. “And this is bad?”
“Yeah, it’s headed right for us.”
Deep breath. Don’t freak out. Deep breath. “What?”
He turned up the volume, and the weather man, who was looking snappy in suspenders and a bowtie, was practically shouting at us. He was worked up because of the major shift the storm had made. A shift that was going to take it right over Miami.
I was unable to eat my taco, and watched Gael as he called the front desk to ask them how safe we were. I was thinking we needed to get the hell out and go further north, but when he hung up, he smiled.
“We’re going to be fine.” He sat on the cushy sofa and nodded. “You know how to pick a hotel, Summer. It’s got a backup generator, and is built to the highest standards for hurricane safety. All of the windows are shatter-proof and have shutters that will roll down. Basically, the only thing we’d be safer in is a bank vault.”
“You don’t know how insanely happy I am right now!” I jumped up and launched myself across the room at him, kissing and hugging him like crazy. I felt like I would burst from relief.
Gael started kissing me back, and our dinner lay forgotten.



Chapter 14 
Gael
I had Summer exactly where I wanted her, in my arms, tasting like tacos, when we were rudely interrupted. She huffed and sat on the bed while I got up to answer the door. I was greeted once again by something big and furry lurching at me. I fell on my ass and Wilbur—that poor dog had to be named after my crappy boat—Wilbur gave me enough slobbery kisses to feel like I may not need a shower after all.
I thanked the attendant and slipped him a few dollars that I had in my pocket. I knew you were supposed to tip in these kinds of places, but I was never sure how much.
I shut the door and took a step back to get a good look at our new companion.
“He’s a mix,” I said. “Maybe a doodle?”
Summer laughed. “A labradoodle.”
“We can’t call him Wilbur.”
“I think it suits him.” She patted the bed and—that poor dog—Wilbur jumped up with excitement and licked her face. He was sweet. His fur was honey colored and full of curls. Had to have been someone’s pet. No telling how we would find his owners though.
We spent the rest of the evening eating and messing around with the TV. The front desk delivered an Xbox and a ton of games, plus treats for Wilbur. He was in doggy heaven with all the love and attention from Summer. At one point I might have wished she would scratch my belly and talk in the cutesy voice to me. But then I decided to man up and deal with it.
Later that night, I pushed the cart into the hall and shut down all the lights and turned off the TV. Wilbur was curled up with Summer in the giant bed, covered in pillows and fluffy bed stuff that was way fancier than the cheap sleeping bag I crashed in the other night. This bed was like sleeping on a cloud. I curled myself around Summer, settling my hand on Wilbur’s furry head, and decided this was the most comfortable position to ever sleep in. I had the girl I was falling for, and a pretty cool dog, in the best hotel ever.
“Gael…”
I blinked, having just started to fall asleep. “Yeah?”
“You hear that?” she asked in a groggy voice.
I didn’t understand at first, but then I heard a mechanical groaning sound. Knowing she wouldn’t go back to sleep until I investigated, I walked around the room trying to pinpoint where it was coming from.
The windows.
I pulled aside the drapes and in the darkness just barely made out the shutters the front desk clerk had told me about. If it got really bad, they would cover the windows like armor.
I let the drapes drop and backed away, about to crawl back into bed, but the phone rang on the nightstand.
“Yeah?” I answered, wondering if I’d ever get any sleep.
“Hello, this is a courtesy call from the front desk.” It was a recording. “The manager is asking all guests to join us in the main ballroom on the third floor. This is just for precautionary measures as we endure the worst part of the storm.”
I hung up and pulled on jeans and a shirt and some shoes. Summer did not want to get up, but I got her out of bed and dressed. Wilbur dutifully followed, and even he looked a little groggy as we got in the elevator and went from the tenth floor to the third. Other guests were still in their pajamas and bathrobes, some carrying kids pissed about being woken up. We all huddled in the ballroom, sitting on cushy chairs, and were served hot chocolate or tea. There were snacks and cookies. They played a movie on a big screen that was usually used for weddings and conferences.
It was the longest three hours I’d ever endured.
Summer slept through most of it slumped against me. Wilbur had to relieve himself and was taken somewhere by one of the hotel staff. They had an indoor garden, apparently, and were more than happy to let him do his business there and clean it up rather than risk going out in the storm.
I expressed my thanks several times, knowing that they went above and beyond. But isn’t that what hotels do for good paying customers?
“Come on.” I helped Summer out of her chair when we were given the all clear to go back to our rooms. We slept in till lunch time, and the next day decided to go outside and see what the city looked like.
It wasn’t pretty.



Chapter 15 
I’d never seen so much devastation.
We were safe in our hotel, taken care of by people who no doubt were worried about their lives outside of work. I wondered if they’d have anything to go back to. I wondered if I had anything to go back to. If my brothers were safe. If Vic was doing okay. Had my mom and dad tried to call us? I’d called and left messages for everyone, leaving them the address of the hotel we could be found at in Miami. Summer did the same for her family. We had no idea what was going on only a few hours south of us.
“This is awful,” Summer gripped my hand tight as we walked down the sidewalk outside the hotel. Cars littered the street. People’s belongings were scattered around like confetti. Power lines were down. Buildings lay in piles of rubble. So many people were wandering around in a daze, just blank stares and shock all over their faces. They probably lost everything.
I held tighter to the leash that Wilbur was wearing when he tugged on it at the sight of a squirrel.
“I hope Lou is okay.” Summer absently stroked Wilbur’s fur and it seemed to comfort her.
“I know Vic. He’s my family. And he would never let anything happen to Lou. She’s going to be perfectly safe once we get back. I know it.” I didn’t know it. Anything could have happened. But I did know that Vic would do his best. I just trusted in that and kept going.
We didn’t get far from the hotel. Police were out in droves telling people to go back inside if they didn’t need to be out. It wasn’t safe. Not only was there dangerous debris, but they were concerned people would start looting.
I went back to the hotel, making sure to keep Summer close and Wilbur in check. He seemed like he needed to run around and get some energy out. So we went back to the ballroom on the third floor. It was massive. I took an old shirt I’d fished out of my bag, tied a few knots in it, and sent it flying across the ballroom. Wilbur ran after it and brought it back. He wrestled it from me, tugging and pulling, then let go so I could throw it again. Summer got in the game with us, and we were tossing it back and forth, sending Wilbur flying around the room.
That dog was easily entertained.
It wasn’t long till a few of the staff discovered us.
At first I thought we’d get kicked out, but they didn’t seem to mind.
I caught a smile from Summer. She was standing across the room. Her hair was in a braid, chunks were falling out around her face. I felt myself smile back.
We hadn’t gone on a date yet. I hadn’t asked her out. But in that moment, I knew that we were together. I smiled even wider when she gave me a nod, as if to confirm everything I felt.
Summer Bergmann was mine, and I was hers.



Chapter 16 
Summer
I was sitting on the bed in our room, utterly exhausted after hours in our makeshift dog park. Gael was in the shower, singing, might I add, a very bad rap song. He had no voice for it. Was off key and not on the beat at all, but it only made me like him even more.
I smiled, flipping through the pages of the menu, when the phone rang.
“Hello?”
“This is the front desk, you have a call from a Celso Cortez.”
“Yes, thanks,” I said. “Celso?”
“Hey, Summer?” he let out a heavy sigh. “Damn, what happened to you guys?”
I flopped back against the pillows. “It’s a long story. But we are safe. How are you guys?”
There was a long pause.
“Celso?” I pushed. “Is everything okay?”
“Damian got beat up playing the hero. But he’s good.”
I hopped off the bed and banged on the bathroom door. Gael was out in a rush, still half soaked as he was tugging on his clothes. I gave the phone to him and watched as he paced the room, talking to his brother.
Before Gael hung up, I asked him to ask Celso about Lou.
He stood with the phone pressed to his ear, a look of shock and disbelief passed over his face. When he hung up, he looked back at me, opened his mouth, and…
“Lou’s fine.”
I got off the bed, not sure I liked how he was keeping the truth from me. “Gael, what is going on?”
He smiled. “Vic dropped her off at the hospital, she was taken to a room and asked to wait with another patient there. When Vic came back to check on her, she claimed it was love at first sight.”
“Who is it?”
“Danny’s grandfather. And he’s even crazier than she is. The man talks to himself and can’t keep his clothes on. He got the nickname, Key West Streaker, a while back.”
When I went to Half Mile I never expected that I would be taking the role as the adult, and that poor Lou would be need supervision. I guess that’s how it goes though. You start your life in diapers and end your life in, well maybe not diapers. But it sure sucked getting old from what I could see.
“I don’t believe it,” I groaned.
“Me either.”
When we checked out of the hotel, the staff was sad to see us go. They loved Wilbur, and decided to keep using the ballroom for a doggy play hour every day until the all clear was given for people to take to the streets. We really shouldn’t have been venturing out in this, but we had to get back home, or at least try.
The truck was in okay shape. The driver’s side window had a slight crack in it from debris hitting it as some point, but she was ready to hit the road.
As we drove we encountered abandoned cars, people wandering aimlessly, and enough junk littering the streets and highways that at some points we had to leave the road to get around it or get out to move it.
Thank goodness we had the truck.
A sedan might not have fared so well.
Halfway through the drive, Gael and I had to stop the truck and drag tree limbs off the road. We were standing off to one side, when Wilbur started barking. He tugged on the leash, and it snapped out of my hand.
“Stop!” I shouted, running after him. But he was like lightning, racing down a dirt lane. I glanced around, thinking maybe this was near the spot where we’d found him the night before. I wasn’t sure though.
Gael ran after him, and I kept close, wondering if we’d find Wilbur’s owner.
We ran what seemed like half a mile before slowing at the end of the lane. Wilbur was seated in front of what used to be a house…it was tiny, the walls had collapsed and the roof was gone. It was literally flattened.
I walked closer, crouching down next to Wilbur to smooth my hand over his head. He was tense, staring at the house and whining like something was wrong.
“Gael…” I looked up at him and swallowed a lump in my throat. “Do you think someone is in there?”
He grimaced. “Yeah, I do. Why else would he be acting like this? Wait here, and don’t go closer to the house.”
I nodded, and watched him run back down the drive. He came back a few minutes later, slowly driving the truck through all the debris scattered around the house. He emerged with a red box that said first aid on the side, and pulled on a pair of gloves.
“What are you doing?” This wasn’t something that happened every day. I was half terrified, half amazed by how brave he was, just walking over the rubble of the house with gloved hands, shining a flashlight down into the cracks and crevices.
“I’m looking for whoever might be here…” He glanced back at the dog. “Hey bud, come on. Smell anything? Anyone?”
I let go of the leash and Wilbur circled the pile of rubble, sniffing, whining, until he stopped near the far corner. The wall was down, but I could see the outline of a bathtub underneath in the cracks.
It was a safe place sometimes, during a storm.
I gulped. “Uh, Gael?”
He walked around the house, crouched next to Wilbur, and began to dig. There wasn’t much to dig through before he stopped and grimaced. He reached out slowly, and held something. When he stood and shook his head, I knew we’d found someone that hadn’t made it.
“No pulse,” he said quietly, hanging his head. “I don’t want to dig any further. I mean, there’s no way that person is alive.”
“Was it his owner?” I asked, turning my back to the house, trying not to cry, or vomit. I felt pretty sick right about now.
“I have no idea.” He carefully pulled off the gloves and dropped them in the dirt. “Let’s find the address to this place and find a phone to call for help.”
I grabbed a scrap of paper from the truck and a pen, while he pulled up our location on the GPS. I scribbled it fast then got in the passenger seat. Wilbur didn’t want to leave, but eventually we coaxed him into the truck. He seemed very sad, but I cuddled him and kept him close as best I could. He’d feel better, hopefully soon.



Chapter 17
The bridge was closed. Just for a few hours. We spent the time playing with Wilbur, who seemed to cheer up as the day wore on. I shared a sandwich with him, and walked him along the shore line by the bridge. Cops were making sure people didn’t try to get back over, at least for now. We’d get onto the island eventually; until then, we’d just have to wait it out.
I kept close to Gael, holding his hand like it was a life line. He’d become a source of strength for me, especially when I broke into tears once he got back into the truck after finding the poor person in the house help. He cried too. It was the hardest experience I’d ever been through. I felt bad laughing or even smiling because of what happened. But Lou used to say that time healed almost all wounds, and even though it was sad, I forced myself to smile and look forward to the good.
We were allowed to get on the island eventually. It was late in the afternoon and a light rain fell, but nothing like what we experienced from the storm. We drove straight to the police station, and waiting for us out front were Gael’s brothers, and just behind them was the girl we met at the coffee shop, Violet. Damian’s face was bruised and his right eye almost swollen shut, but he still ran up to me and hugged me so tight I wanted to squeal. Celso hugged me too, and they both grabbed Gael and crushed him in a big brotherly group hug.
“Damn, it feels like forever.” Damian gestured to his face. “It’s not bad. I’ll be back to normal in no time.”
“So how did that happen…exactly?” I shaded my eyes and looked up at Damian, but he went a little pink and smiled back at Violet.
“I’ll tell you about it later.” Violet reached for Damian’s hand and held it tight. “Once we’ve all settled.”
Gael’s shocked expression morphed into a grin. “I can’t wait to hear this.”
Celso eyed our furry friend and knelt down to say hello. “Where did you find him?”
It was a long story, and we told them everything as we stood outside the station. At first they didn’t believe us, but then Damian tilted his head to the side. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but the boats gone.”
“You mean Wilbur?” I asked.
“Yeah, no telling where it ended up,” he said. “Danny really got rid of it.”
Damian said that he and Danny had been in a fight. Stealing a boat and leaving two people stranded on an island was a crime of some sort, and was pleased that Danny got to experience what it was like to ride in the back of a cop car.
Danny wasn’t our most pressing matter though.
It was Lou.
We made the long walk to the hospital and were able to find Vic’s wife. Tori was frazzled and exhausted, but she gave me good news, and we were shown to a room on the sixth floor. Lou was tucked into the bed watching TV. She had a cup of Jell-O, and an old man was sitting next to her. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and he was smiling. They both were. They looked really happy.
“You know,” I said, backing away from the window. “I think we should leave them alone. I don’t want to upset the peace.”
Gael agreed, and we left the nurses instructions to get in touch with Vic if Lou started asking about me. So far, she’d said nothing about the great niece who was staying with her.
The sound of the voice behind me was very familiar as we were walking out of the hospital. I glanced over my shoulder, and my jaw dropped when I saw Danny at the end of the hall. He had a cop with him, and he was wearing handcuffs.
Gael was next to me one second, and the next he was running at full speed towards his so called friend. I ran after him, but I was too late. Danny was too slow to move. And Gaels aim was just right as he lifted a fist and slammed it in the center of Danny’s face.
He was knocked clear off his feet, and fell with a thud. I was too stunned to do anything other than stare at Gael as he shook his hand and grimaced.
He said nothing and took my hand, pulling me back down the hall out of the hospital.
I glanced back at the cop, who glared at Gael and me then shook his head and hauled Danny up off the floor.
Wow.
To be honest, I really wasn’t sure this was the same Gael Cortez I’d gotten to know. But whatever had happened, I liked it. I liked him. Not because he gave Danny a bloody nose, but because he was just so sure of everything. I had seen so many sides to Gael over the past twenty-four hours, and each one of them I liked better than the last.
There was only one last thing we needed now.
And that was to know what had happened on the island.
We met Damian and Celso down by the docks. Violet had stayed behind at the hospital to visit her mom, who had just had a baby. A few boats had survived. They were pretty impressed with their younger brother. We didn’t even have to tell them about Danny. News traveled fast on the island.
The boat ride was silent. No one said anything. We took Wilbur with us, and he seemed to like the water just fine. He bounded to the very front barking with excitement as we went faster. He was really having a blast. But our spirits were pretty low. They got even lower once we slowed the boat to tie up to a dock that wasn’t leading up to the island anymore. So Celso ran the boat ashore.
Gael gave me a hand out, and I clutched his arm as we wound our way through the brush. It was madness. Nothing looked the same. The trees and mangroves were destroyed. I didn’t hear any birds chirping. The paths we took were gone.
Celso pulled two machetes out of a pack on his back. He handed one to Gael, and I kept close to Damian as they cut their way across the island.
The first house we came to, the one where I spent every summer in with Lou, was gone.
Nothing left.
Just piles of wood and glass.
I was devastated. A sob I didn’t expect broke free and I found myself enveloped by the Cortez brother’s in a hug that made me cry even more. I was so relieved to have them with me, especially Gael, who kissed me right in front of his brothers and wiped the tears off my face.
“Let’s go see how the other house is.” Celso gave me a wink and we started off to the other side of the island.
The Cortez house didn’t fare too well, but most of it was still standing. The roof was gone. So was the deck. All of the windows were blown out, though the cement walls were still standing. The water damage had destroyed all of the furniture and appliances, but as the four of us stood in the yard, Celso decided to point out the obvious.
“Dad can’t blame us for destroying the house now.”
Damian snorted with laughter, and we all started to laugh and smile.
We were alive. We were safe. And we had each other.
Everything else would fix itself in time.



Chapter 18 
Gael
“Mom!” Five days later Summer let go of my hand and ran across the terminal to throw her arms around her mother’s neck and hug her tight. We were back in Miami at the airport to pick them up. “Oh God, I’m so happy to see you.”
She hugged her back and smoothed her hair. “I’m so glad you’re safe.”
Summer pulled away from her mom and motioned for me to come closer. “Mom, this is Gael. He was with me the whole time.”
I expected her mother to shake my hand, not pull me into a suffocating hug. “Thank you so much. You have no idea how grateful I am that you stayed with Summer.”
“You’re welcome.” I felt my face go pink and stepped back. We’d spent a lot of time on the phone with her parents once we’d gotten ahold of them. I felt as if we retold our story ten times, but each time we talked they grew more and more at ease. I felt like I’d known them forever now. “Summer is a pretty tough girl. She saved my butt a couple times.”
“Where is Lou?” her mom asked, waving to her dad as he walked over with their bags.
“The hospital,” I said. “She’s got her own suite…and you already know about her new friend.”
“This is unbelievable.” Summer’s dad said as he hugged her, and then to my surprise, me. They were a really warm and friendly family, much like mine. “She can barely remember Summer. Unfortunately, we aren’t equipped to handle her when she slips out of reality. She’ll be safe, and cared for with her at a nursing home in the area. Really nice place, great people.”
I didn’t like that the old woman was going to be taken from her home, but there was nothing else we could do for her, and she didn’t have a home to go back to.
“What about Half Mile?” Summer glanced between her parents.
Her mom shifted uneasily, and looked at her hands before meeting Summer’s eyes. “Your father and I were thinking of selling Lou’s half…but we can’t.”
“Why?” she gasped. “I thought Lou left everything to you.”
Her dad grinned. “Lou changed the will a couple years ago without telling us. We didn’t find out until we were contacted by her attorney.”
“Let me guess…” Summer frowned. “She left it to a charity, or some person we’ve never met. Not that that’s a bad thing, but I don’t want anyone putting a hotel or something commercial on the island.”
“They can’t.” her mom sighed. “Because Lou left it all to you, honey.”
Summer blinked, gripping my arm for support. “M-Me? She left the house to me?”
“No, she left her half of the island.” Her dad laughed. “Every single thing. Right down to the last penny in her bank account. It all goes to you, Summer.”
It looked like Summer wanted to pass out, so she sat on a bench and shook her head. “But I can’t own half of an island…what am I going to do with it?”
I smirked and sat down next to her. “I guess you could always live there?”
Her parents looked just as stumped.
I wasn’t sure what was going on in her head after that, but she was very thoughtful as we drove back to the Keys. It wasn’t till later that night, after we’d finally gotten a frantic phone call from my parents to tell us they were flying home, that Summer asked me to go with her and Wilbur for a walk.
We were strolling down by the beach—Wilbur—my boat, was gone with the rest of the junk. Danny was being questioned by the police, and seemed to be regretting his decision. He was also missing a front tooth, that I am proud to say, was my doing.
The city was slowly starting to clean up, and we’d been helping out with everything we could. Summer had been volunteering with the shelter to round up all the loose animals that had been separated from their families. She really had a knack for it.
“You know Gael, a few weeks ago if you asked me who I was, what I wanted, I wouldn’t have been able to tell you.” She laced our fingers together. “I was always looking at my older sister, feeling like I would never measure up.”
“I felt the same way with my brothers,” I said, kissing the back of her hand.
“But now I feel like I have a better idea of who I am. I think I know what I’m supposed to do.” She stopped by the water and dug her toes in the sand, looking out into the sunset. “I’m going to rebuild on Half Mile. It will be a house like Lou’s old one, only updated. With a TV and a computer and everything. And then one day, I’m going to build another house. But this time it will be for dogs.” She smiled at Wilbur and ruffled his fur. “Ones that need a safe place to go. I want to find them homes and families. Because if there is anything I’ve learned through all of this, it’s that pets are just as affected as people.”
“That sounds like a great idea,” I said, thinking that the island would be the perfect place for a bunch of dogs. They could be free to play and swim, and there wasn’t any traffic or people to complain about the barking.
The sun swirled orange and pink as it began to sink into the sea, and I wrapped my arm around Summer, hoping that we had many more sunsets to come together after this one.
“Hey, I’ve got to ask you something,” I said, leaning around to look into her big brown eyes.
“Sure,” she beamed up at me.
“Would you like to go out with me sometime?”
“Like on a date?” She tilted her head to the side as if considering my offer.
I nodded. “Flowers, dinner, a romantic walk on the beach. The whole enchilada.”
“Only if I can ask you something,” She threw her arms around my neck and kissed me. “Gael Cortez, will you be my boyfriend?”
I laughed, hugging her tight. “Summer Bergmann, I thought you’d never ask.”



Bonus Story 
Through Violet’s Eyes
Chapter 1 
Violet
 
A hurricane. I didn’t want to be worried about that, or about making sure the coffee shop was securely buttoned up. I didn’t have a choice, though. Instead of getting out of town like everyone else, I was helping my parents close up their shop. They couldn’t do it without me. My mom was eight months along with a surprise sibling, I wasn’t going to be an only child anymore, and my dad wasn’t exactly a handyman. Which was why he excelled at coffee making and my mom kept up the shop…when she wasn’t pregnant.
I was trying to take my mom’s place as best I could in helping dad, but I had inherited his inability to use power tools or participate in the heavy lifting.
I felt like a wuss.
I dragged and filled sandbags. Tried my hardest to board windows. But my arms seemed to give out after an hour of forcing them to do things they weren’t used to.
My mom had trouble standing by and watching.
So when my father and I weren’t looking, she decided to help.
And that was how she went into contractions, or whatever they called it. The kid was early. Dad rushed mom to the hospital, and I stayed behind to try and finish what they left.
A cop by the name of Vic, who my dad asked to check on me, offered to send a guy to help me.
I told him that would be great.
Until twenty minutes later someone I wasn’t expecting to see sauntered into the shop, looking like he’d rather get a tooth pulled than help me out.
“How can I help?” Damian asked, staying close to the door.
I bit my lip. “Well, if I wasn’t so desperate, seeing you walk out that door would be the most helpful thing you could ever do for me. Then I wouldn’t be forced to look at your face.”
His brow furrowed. “Ouch.”
“Oh, I’m just getting started, Damian. But I’ll keep my mouth shut if you can board those windows and help me lock up.”
“Sure.” And he set to work. Doing everything I told him, without so much as a grunt or an eye roll. It was very satisfying to bark orders at him. Made being around him that much more bearable.
But once he was done, and the shop was locked up, he didn’t leave…
I started walking up the street for my car, and much to my surprise, Damian followed.
“What are you doing?” I glanced over my shoulder, bracing myself against a gust of wind.
“Waiting.”
“For what?”
His face was dead serious. “You said you were just getting started.”
“Damian, I don’t want to do this with you. My mom is probably going to have my sister early. That means we can’t get off the island. They’re stuck at the hospital and I’m not going to argue with you and miss being with them.”
“Violet, please.” He reached for me, but I stepped back with a shake of my head.
“You hurt me. And the sickest part of all of this is that I still think about you.” I kept my voice steady, even though I wanted to scream and cry and punch him in the gut. “So do me another favor and leave me alone.”
I turned for my car, and quickly got inside, locking all of the doors.
I couldn’t, however, make myself drive away.
There was a soft tap on the window, and I looked up. Damian was standing there, just looking at me through the glass.
“Can I get a ride?”
I barely made out his voice through the door, but nodded, and hit the unlock button.
It was clear that I had no defense against him.
Once he was in, I started the car, heading for the police station like he told me.
“It was a mistake,” he said quietly. “I never meant to hurt you.”
“Celso and I were just friends. He told me that he had a thing for Felicity, but you chose to believe otherwise.” I glowered at him. “I never kissed your brother. I never even held hands with him. And you won’t believe me.”
“Celso told me that you guys had kissed before you ever told me anything.” He ran a hand over his face. “When I confronted him about the lie he said that he did it to protect you.”
“Celso doesn’t have to do that. I can damn well take care of myself!” I hit the brakes hard outside the police station and waited for Damian to get out of the car.
He didn’t move.
I turned on him. “And this reputation you’ve built up for yourself is something you’re proud of? Your brother thinks that he needs to lie to you to keep me from being just another girl you mow through like the others? Why should I even want to be with you if he thinks that’s going to happen?”
Damian groaned, holding his face in his hands. “I have no problem admitting that my behavior made me look like a jerk. But the girls I went out with were not looking to get serious either.”
“So can you ever get serious? Or will you always want someone like the rest of those girls? Cheap and easy.”
His dark eyes seemed to darken even more in the car. “I can get very serious. I only went out with them because I couldn’t go out with you. I’d try, but no one else compared to you. So I dumped them, or they dumped me because they suddenly wanted more. I can’t give them what I’ve already given away, Vi.”
Wow.
I could not process any of what he just said. It was too much to hear, I felt like I was on overload. With the hurricane and my mom and my little sister on the way, possibly in danger.
So I did the only thing I could do. “Please get out of my car.”
The door slamming as he left shook me worse than the thunder outside.



 
 
Chapter 2
 
My ride to the hospital was one full of frustrated tears. The last two years had been torture seeing him out with other girls. But as I thought back, and remembered every single time I saw him with someone else, I remembered something.
He’d never smiled.
Not the real smile he gave me that reached his eyes. The one that made me smile just because it was so contagious. It was a smile I dreamed about.
We were a mess. I had doubt in me, after everything Celso had said and done. Damian had a reputation that would take a lot of time to erase. There were a lot of girls that I’d seen him with at parties. But was it just for show?
Because I would watch him from the back of the room, and when he left the parties, it was always with Celso and Felicity.
I’d never seen him leave alone with another girl.
None of that mattered now though. I was at the hospital, and I had to focus on finding my parents. When I got to labor and delivery, I was not allowed to go into the room to see my mom and dad. The nurse said they were being prepped for an emergency C-section to get out the baby.
It felt like forever as I sat in a cold plastic chair, staring at the floor.
“Hey.”
I glanced up at a cheap cup of coffee, and then at the muscular tan arm attached to the hand holding it.
“What are you doing here, Damian?”
He shrugged, taking the seat beside me. “I don’t know…”
I rolled my eyes and took a sip from the cup he handed me, wanting to gag. “Er, thanks.”
“It’s shit. I figured it was the thought that counts.”
“Yep.” I set it on the floor under the chair, thinking it might be better cold. “So, why are you really here?”
“I like being reprimanded.”
“Be serious.”
“Fine…I didn’t like the idea of you having to wait alone to see if your mom was okay.” He gave another shrug, as if he was trying to act cool. I knew better. He was trying to get back on my good side. After what he said in the car, I figured the only person I should really be mad at was Celso. After two years it seemed kind of silly to be pissed at him.
“Thanks, but I’m okay. You can go back to saving people.”
He laughed. “I’ll leave that to, Vic. He’s the one with the badge.”
“Yeah, but you want one. Admit it.”
“And I’ll get one. Count on it.” He winked at me, and I let myself slide just a little bit into the feeling of bliss that I felt whenever we were together.
“Vi…” Damian reached for my hand, and I didn’t pull away.
“Violet, sweetie.” My dad burst through the double doors at the end of the hallway, a relieved smile on his face.
I leapt out of my seat, running towards him. “Is mom okay?”
“Yes, she’s going to be fine. Your sister Kayla is healthy and beautiful.” He nodded, still seeming to take it all in. “We were very lucky.”
“Great.” I felt so much better now that my mom and new sister were going to be alright. And on top of that, starting to fix things with Damian was like the perfect end to today. “When can I see them?”
“Not now. Mom is still in surgery, and Kayla needs to be monitored. No visitors yet. But you’ll be first once we’re given the all clear.”
I could deal with that. “The shop is taken care of. Damian helped me.”
Dad shook hands with him, and said hello, but I knew he wanted to get back to my mom and sister. “Thanks, you don’t know how grateful I am for your help.”
“Anytime, sir.” Damian smiled.
“Uh, Violet,” my dad said, looking at me. “Considering what’s happened, your mom and sister have to stay in the hospital. We’re talking to the nurse about letting you stay in the hospital with us. You can’t be home alone during a this storm.”
Stay at the hospital?
“Okay…” I could do this for twenty-four hours. It wouldn’t be so bad. I could bring a few books and watch movies on my laptop.
“Sir,” Damian said. “I can take Violet with me. I’m staying at the Shell Key Hotel with some of emergency services. It’s right behind the police station. She’ll be perfectly safe.”
I wanted to protest. But my dad nodded with enthusiasm. “That would be great. It’s tight here. You sure they won’t mind?”
“No, they won’t. It’s the safest place in town, besides the hospital.”
So it was settled, and without me having a say.
Super.
I went home and packed for me and for my mom and dad. On the way to the police station Damian helped me drop the things off and say goodbye. I still couldn’t see my mom or new sister, but there would be plenty of time for that later once we were all safe and the storm had passed.
My car was safely tucked into the parking garage under the hotel, and I stayed close to Damian as we walked for a flight of stairs. The wind whistled and gusted down the breezeways, and my hair flew in front of my face. It wasn’t long before we reached the third floor. The room was boarded with heavy duty hurricane shutters and stocked with emergency supplies, food and water.
I set my bag on the bed and wondered why Damian was staying. He was a lifeguard. A great one, but still just a lifeguard. “So how can Vic let you stay here and help?”
“They need all the help they can get. Especially afterwards. Right now I’m just hanging out, but once the storm is over, I’ll be out with everyone else helping people.”
“But you’re just a lifeguard.” I smiled, feeling a little nervous since we were now alone in a hotel room.
“I have advanced training in aquatic first aid, wilderness survival, and tons of other stuff that I have learned over the years being on a beach pulling swimmers out of the water. If we start sifting through rubble, its better for me to find someone in distress than someone with no training at all.”
Right, okay then.
“I want to help too.” It just kind of popped out. Like, I had no clue what I’d said until after I’d said it. I didn’t want to take it back though.
“Really?”
“Yeah, I do. I can’t just sit here.”
“Well, I’ll see what I can figure out.” He put some distance between us and sat in a chair on the far side of the room, answering his phone when it rang.
I grabbed my umbrella and left the room. It was clear now that one conversation could fix everything between us, but it could just as easily ruin all the progress we’d made too.
I stayed outside, leaning against the railing looking over the parking lot. The weather seemed to have calmed some. It was the calm before the storm. Very eerie. I held my umbrella tight against the wind and went down the stairs. Across the parking lot was a small boat launch and dock. Further down was a strip of beach. It wasn’t very big, and the place was mostly packed with police boats and equipment.
I passed the dock, and the boat launch, heading to the small area of beach. It wasn’t sand. The ground shore was more like ground coral and not very fun for the feet. So I kept my shoes on.
I’d only been walking for a short while when I noticed two boats bobbing close to shore. One was sleek and new, the other old and battered. I walked closer, trying to get a better look. On the side of the smaller older boat, I saw the word, Wilbur.
Wait, was that Gael’s boat?
Why would Gael have his boat all the way over here, when I overheard Damian talking to someone about his brother docking it at the family restaurant and leaving town?
The second boat ran aground. What a way to treat a new boat.
I walked closer, and noticed a rope was tied to the new boat. A man on the back cut it, letting Wilbur start to drift out into open water.
“Hey!”
The man turned. But it wasn’t a man. It was Danny Richards. “Oh, hey Violet.”
I walked toward him, wondering why he would have Gael’s boat, and what he was thinking just letting it drift off like that.
“What are you doing?” I asked, thinking that it was a little odd. Gael left yesterday. The boat should have been at the restaurant. Unless Danny went to the restaurant and stole it?
But that didn’t make any sense at all.
“Oh, nothing, just getting ready for the storm.” He smiled. “You should be somewhere safe before it gets bad.”
I nodded. “Yeah, you should too.”
“Want me to walk you home?”
Ah, such a gentleman. I knew when I looked into his overly tanned face and green eyes that something was off. Really off.
“Why did you cut the line on Gael’s boat?”
“Oh…” he ran a hand through his hair. “Just a little joke, that’s all Vi. Nothing to worry about.”
I crossed my arms, trying to reach my full height of five and a half feet in the gusting wind. “How is that a joke? That’s someone else’s property, which will be damaged because of this storm. You should go get it and put it back where you found it.”
He bent forward to look me in the eyes. “This is none of your business.”
I leaned closer, so we were nose to nose. “I don’t care. Go get that boat!”
Danny shrugged back, glanced behind him, and then walked past me. “Just leave it Vi, you don’t need to get involved.”
Call me crazy, but I just couldn’t leave it like he said. I dogged his heels down the beach. “Stop walking away, and tell me what’s going on.”
“I stole the boat.”
“You took it from the restaurant?”
“No.”
“Why would you take…wait. If you didn’t take it from the restaurant, then where?”
“Gael and his righteous attitude about drinking and partying and girls is getting to me.” He glanced over his shoulder with a smirk. “I just want to have a little fun.”
“You took it from Half Mile?” I shouted. “Damian said that Gael and Summer were on Half Mile, getting ready to leave.”
He laughed. “Yeah, so?”
“So you stranded them!” I was screaming, furious now. “Danny, this storm could kill them!”
“They’ll be fine.” He kept walking down the beach, and I let him.
I turned and ran. My umbrella flew out of my hand, and I pumped my legs to get down the beach. I had to get back to the hotel and find Damian before the storm hit. We had to get Gael and Summer off the island.
I’d gotten half way.
Then something slammed into my back. I flew forward, my hands flying out to break my fall. My face went into the sand, and felt someone grab a fistful of my hair and yank me back up.
“Let me go!” I kicked my feet and smacked at Danny. His arm went around mine to hold me still, and his hand went over my mouth.
I tried to scream and plead with him, but I found myself being dragged backwards down the beach. If he stranded Gael and Summer on Half Mile…
Then what was he going to do with me?



 
 
Chapter 3 
Damian
 
The lights flickered.
I glanced up from the news about the storm, and checked my phone. For some reason I hadn’t heard from Gael or Celso. I wasn’t too worried about them, but it would have been nice if they texted me.
The weather was getting worse. I heard the wind howling, and went over to the door and opened it. “Vi, I think you should get inside now… Vi?”
I went out onto the walkway, and it was empty.
“Violet?” I shouted.
Nothing.
“Great, just what I need.” I had to fall for the girl with a tendency to wander. I grabbed a flashlight and my phone, and headed down to the docks. It was the place she’d most likely go. There wasn’t anything else around here, besides the police station, and she wouldn’t venture there without me or Vic.
When I got to the docks she wasn’t there. Neither was anyone else. The boat launch was empty, and all that was left was the beach.
So I started walking.
It was totally deserted.
“Violet?” I called, a little half-heartedly. I mean, it’s not like she would hear me over the wind.
I stopped.
Could have sworn I heard someone…scream?
Nah.
I kept going, and rain started to fall in sheets.
My pocket vibrated. A text from Celso told me that his truck was gone from the restaurant, meaning Gael and Summer were on their way out of town.
Good. Less people for me to worry about.
Now all I had to do was find Violet.
I stopped again.
I’d heard a very faint cry. A bird, maybe? Or a cat?
I swept my gaze across the beach. An umbrella was caught up near some rocks. I jogged over and pulled it out, and my stomach turned. This was Vi’s umbrella.
“Violet?” She had to be out here somewhere.
I left it and ran further down the beach, around the curve towards the end. A boat was run aground.
Danny’s boat.
I started towards it. There was a another muffled cry, like a scream.
It was coming from the boat.
I climbed in and zeroed in on the small door that lead down into the hold. It was locked. I knelt down and put my ear to it, trying to hear over the wind. It was silent. I almost pulled back when I heard a thud from the inside.
“Dan?” I got out and circled the boat, looking for him. But he wasn’t there. Something or someone was locked inside the hold. And for some reason, I had a feeling it was Violet.
I climbed back in, and stood in front of the door. There was only one way to get in.
I kicked it.
I must have kicked it five times before it started to give way. The side splintered, and the hinges broke. With one last kick the door was gone, and I turned on my flashlight, shining it into the dark interior.
“Hello?” I edged inside.
There was a squeal to might right, and I swung the flashlight around.
“Damian, how did you find me?” Violet stood from where she had been sitting on an overturned bucket.
“Luck,” I helped her out of the boat and looked her over. Other than being shaken up and a few scrapes, she was okay.
“Back to the hotel, now.” We had to get inside before it got any worse. The wind had picked up to the point where it was getting hard to stay upright.
She shook her head and protested. “No, we have to save Gael and Summer.”
“What?” I shouted over the roar of the storm. “Gael and Summer got out. They’re fine.”
I couldn’t see her expression, but when she sagged against my side I figured she wasn’t going to fight me on this. I got us back across the beach, up to the hotel, and we were safely locked in the room. It was raging outside. We’d been blown off our feet a couple times, but now we were safe.
I turned on the lights and grabbed some clean clothes. But Violet stood in the room shaking. Just standing there shaking.
Clearly she’d experienced some trauma from being locked up in the boat. I wasn’t exactly sure what to do though. I could save someone from drowning, administer first-aid, but an emotional injury wasn’t in my field of expertise.
“Hey, come on Vi.” I went into the bathroom and turned the shower on so it was nice and warm. I got her to pull off her shoes, and basically stuck her under the spray of water fully clothed. She didn’t care, and after a few minutes the heat seemed to relax her.
I grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her when she stepped out. “How are you feeling?”
“Better,” she smiled weakly. “Just, shocked. Think about it, Damian. If you hadn’t found me, I’d probably be dead by morning.”
“Don’t say that.” Thinking I could have lost Violet made something inside me crumble. “You’re here. I won’t let anything happen to you, I promise. Now tell me who did this to you so I can get Vic.”
“Danny.”
I stepped back, my heart seemed to slam into my chest. “What?”
Violet buried her face in the towel, before looking up at me and shaking her head. “Danny stole Wilbur from Half Mile to strand them. I stumbled across him getting rid of the evidence, your brother’s boat. He had it tied to his boat and cut the line, letting it drift out to sea.”
“Why did he lock you up?”
“Because I confronted him, and threatened to tell you.” She began to cry, and I made myself give her space. “He didn’t care. He left me there. I don’t know who that person was, but it was not our friend.”
“Vi, are you sure you’re okay? You’re not hurt?”
She crossed her arms. “I’d be a lot better if you stopped keeping your distance and hugged me.”
I blinked. “What?”
“Damian, I need you to be cuddly right now. Please.”
I held open my arms and she nearly knocked me over. “It’s not that I didn’t want to comfort you, Vi. I just wasn’t sure you’d want me to.”
She swatted my chest and glared at me. “Of course I’d want you to make me feel better!”
I sighed. “I just didn’t want you to think that I was…you know. Trying to…”
“Damian, just shut up and kiss me.” She grabbed the back of my head and pulled me toward her.
“Wait.”
“Look, it hurt me, seeing you out with those other girls. It was like you didn’t care for me anymore. That’s not something I can just get over.”
“I know.” I lowered my voice. “This whole thing was stupid. Once Celso went with Felicity, I should have sought you out, but I was just so…I don’t know. I was mad at myself.”
“Why?”
“Because I went out with those girls. I put up this front that I wanted to party, and hook up with these random girls… Also, the hooking up part is a total lie. Don’t believe what people say.”
“Damian, we weren’t together. It doesn’t matter what you did.”
“It matters to me. And once the truth came out and I knew that you and Celso weren’t really together…I’d already dug myself into a huge hole I wasn’t sure how to get out of. I’ve been a grumpy bastard for way too long.” I hugged her closer. “What I don’t understand is why you didn’t try to set me straight a little harder.”
I heard her gulp. “I was scared.”
I frowned. “Of me?”
“Not really of you…just the you everyone sees. Celso kept warning me that I could end up like all the other girls you’ve dated. It made me wary. I didn’t want him to be right.”
“I’m going to kill my brother.”
“He was just doing what he thought was right. I can’t fault him for that.”
“I wish I could rewind time. That none of this ever happened. That I didn’t start all this partying and…serial dating…as Gael calls it. That I had just asked you out, and ignored your relationship with Celso.”
“If you showed up at the coffee shop once in a while, it wouldn’t be so bad.”
I felt a smile spread across my face. “Yeah?”
“Well, if it’s still there once the storm is over.” She laughed a little bit, and it settled me. She was okay, I was okay. We were going to be okay.
The storm raged. It beat the hotel. I heard heavy things hitting the walls and covered windows. Violet stayed close to me, and I couldn’t seem to let go of her. And the next morning when we woke to silence outside, I found myself itching to find Danny and screw up that pretty face of his.
Violet and I grabbed some breakfast, a couple sandwiches I had stashed in the mini fridge. I wasn’t going to dig into the emergency stuff yet. We were dressed and ready, and the second we left I sought out Vic. Told him everything. He said he’d have him brought in for questioning, and asked to see the boat where he’d left Violet.
We led him down to the beach, stepping over debris. A few more boats had washed ashore, but Danny’s boat was right where we’d left it. Beat and battered, and water logged, but it was still there.
And so was Danny.



 
 
Chapter 4
Violet
 
I don’t think I’d ever seen Damian move so fast in my life. He was next to me one second, and the next he had Danny in a headlock. The guys beat at each other, and no matter how much I cried for them to stop, they pummeled and hit. There was blood, and a few times they went rolling in the sand like animals. Growling and grunting.
Vic was on the outside, trying to pull them apart, and finally managed to pull Damian off of Danny. His face was swollen, red, and streaked with blood running from his nose, but Damian grinned. Luckily he didn’t lose any teeth.
Vic hauled Danny back to the station, questioning him the whole way.
“You didn’t have to do that,” I told Damian, holding a pack of ice to his head as we sat in sun outside the police station.
He shrugged. “Yeah I did. He tried to strand my brother on an island. Locked you in a boat that could have been swept away by a storm. He’s lucky I didn’t break his arms.”
“Damian…”
“I don’t expect you to understand why…it just felt very satisfying.” He grunted. “When someone hurts the people you love, it makes you want to hurt them. I’m not saying it’s right to hurt them, but you want to. I gave into it a little bit.”
“If someone hurt my family, I’d be pretty angry. Probably want to hurt them too.” I agreed.
“You missed something.” He laughed a little, squinting up at me in the bright sunlight. “I said the people I love. That includes you.”
My mouth dropped open. I did not see that confession coming. “Damian, that’s sweet, but are you really sure it’s love, and not something else?”
“What else could it be? It’s not lust, we haven’t even kissed. I’ve had these feelings…trying to understand them for two years. It can only be that I love you, Violet. I want to make you happy, the way you make me happy.”
“How hard did you hit your head?” I said, looking into his eyes.
“You need time, I’ll wait another two years if I have to.”
I shook my head, sitting next to him on the bench. “I don’t need two years. Two minutes to take it all in would be nice.”
Those two minutes weren’t needed though.
“Yes.”
His swollen lips cracked into a grin. “Yes?”
“I’ve loved you for two years, too. I can’t think of anyone else. Every time I tried to move, you would appear or do something that reminded me of why I love you. And when you smile at me, it’s like time stops and everything is just perfect.”
“From here on out you’re my everything, Vi.”
I wiped tears out of my eyes. “I used to watch you at parties, wishing you’d look at me.”
He pulled me into his arms. “That’s funny, because I did the same thing.”
We kissed, and I knew then that everything would be as it should. And once I was finished telling Gael and Summer our story, I knew that no matter how many times I told it in the future, I would never tire of the end.
Because the end was just the beginning.
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