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      I kissed a boy on the cheek and it got me grounded for the whole summer. A measly, meaningless cheek kiss. Mom freaked. Ian bolted without saying bye. Mom yelled for an eternity and then stormed back inside leaving me fully clothed, bra unhooked, feet dangling in the pool. It sucks that she came home from work an hour earlier than usual, but at least she wasn't two hours earlier when Ian and me were in the pool, doing way more than cheek-kissing. I know he's the one for me. But she doesn't see it that way.

      She freaks about the stupidest things sometimes. But she always says I've lost her trust so, my bad. It wasn't the kiss that pissed her off. It’s probably the fact that she banned Ian from our house two months ago when he was thrown into juvi for selling weed. I never smoked it with him so it's not really a big deal. And then last week she banned me from seeing him when she caught us skipping school together. In my bed. Anyhow the details don't matter anymore because she finally had enough of my being a normal teenager and she's decided to take away my life. I mean my cell phone. Same thing.

      At least it's Friday. My flat iron hisses as I rake it through my hair until I hear mom's bedroom TV turn off around 10:30 as it always does. I finish my hair, throw on some makeup with extra sparkly eyeliner and call Becca. She isn't my first friend of choice but, she has a car and is a total pushover.

      “I need a ride to the senior's party,” I say. “And I'm thinking you could totally use a passenger.”

      “Bayleigh,” she groans. It's obvious she's annoyed with me, but she'll get over it because without me, she wouldn't be invited to a party this big. “Your house is twenty minutes out of the way, if I take you home too I'll have to leave forty minutes before my curfew.”

      “Just get me. Please?” My knuckles are white on the clear plastic corded phone. I haven't used this thing in forever. No one uses house phones anymore. Silence on the other end. “I'm sorry,” I say with sincerity. “Just please come get me. I'll find another ride home.”

      “Fine,” she says, ending the call.

      An unearthly wave of heat rests over the town as I wait on the front porch for her to arrive. The humidity will ruin my hair if she makes me wait another five minutes. Two minutes later she pulls into the driveway, headlights on. What. An. Idiot.

      I run to her car and swing open the passenger door. “Turn off the lights,” I hiss. She fumbles on the dashboard, feeling for the switch. She's only been driving two months and she's not nearly as skilled as I am in the art of being stealthy and sneaking out. Becca's just not the kind of person who sneaks out. She's not like me. I should forgive her slipups and not scream since she did go out of her way to give me a ride.

      But then the front door swings open with a violent swoosh and now I know I won't ever forgive her. Because I've just been caught.
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      Ninety days of no cell phone. Ninety days of no Ian. Ninety days of grounded.

      I am not going to stand for this. I live one block away from the high school. It's Monday morning, the second to last day of school before summer break. Ian hasn't heard from me all day and he's probably going crazy, thinking I'm lying dead in a ditch somewhere.

      No one does work in History class because we took finals two days ago and there's nothing left to do. I ask to go to the nurse. Mr. Garcia shoos me out of the door the second I say the word cramps and then I walk home instead of to the nurse's office.

      Mom's dresser drawers come up empty. So does her nightstand, closet and under her bed. Under her mattress. Behind all her jars of anti-wrinkle cream and under the stack of bills she hasn't paid yet. I can't think of any other places to look for my cell phone. I try calling it but it goes straight to voicemail which makes sense because my battery has a sucky lifespan.

      Defeated, I go to my room hoping that bag of peanut M&Ms is still on my nightstand. My phone is on the middle of my bed, a note on top of it.

      Please be good. Love, Mom

      Oh hell yes. Mom will get an amazing Mother's Day gift this year. I try calling Ian but he doesn't answer which is odd because he goes to work at the movie theater at three, so he should be awake by now. I try leaving him a cute, sexy voicemail but it probably comes out kind of lame. Oh well, that's how I am and he likes it.

      I walk back to school because ditching the rest of the day would surely get my phone taken away again. I sleep through the next three classes until sixth period. Sign language. My five-year-old cousin Sarra is deaf. Besides her parents, I am the only one who can talk to her because I've put forth an effort to learn the language. Plus my teacher is hands down, the best teacher in this entire school.

      Becca and Matt perform a sign language version of the Metallica song Ride the Lightning. Even in sign language it's obvious that Becca is in love with Matt. I feel bad for making out with him freshman year. She says she didn't like him back then, but the wistful look on her face when she sees him tells me that her crush didn't develop overnight.

      My phone vibrates. It's a text from Ian – finally.

      Babe its hard hanging out with you when your mom's a psycho.

      WTF? I write back, phone hidden in the sleeve of my hoody. Ian and I have a flip-flop relationship. It's not even a real relationship since he refuses to call me his girlfriend. Sometimes he claims to love me more than life itself. Other times he flips and wants nothing to do with me. I guess this is another flip. I'm sad but, not really. He'll come back to me.

      You coming to my party tomorrow?

      I stare at the screen, forced to think about what I haven't wanted to think about. Ian's huge end-of-school bash. Just about everyone is invited and it is vital that I be there. But Mom didn't let me go to a much smaller party last weekend and she wasn't too thrilled when she caught me sneaking out. I write back Yes, despite knowing there's a better chance of me being valedictorian than going to that party.

      Tuesday night I go to bed defeated, Mom having turned down every bit of begging I did. Bargaining, groveling, crying, guilt-tripping. Nothing worked.
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      Ian didn't reply to any of my texts last night. And so far, he hasn't replied to any of my morning texts either. If we were officially dating, I'd threaten to break up with him.

      My phone is set on super loud and vibrate mode but I check it again, just in case. Nothing. I shove it back on the nightstand, grinding my teeth. Then I wriggle back under the covers. It's a beautiful Saturday morning, the first day of summer break and I have nothing to do but lay in bed all day because I am grounded. And they say we have it better than our grandparents did. Right. I groan, pull the pillow over my head, think seriously about suffocating myself but I know that would never work.

      I wish there was some kind of over-the counter-coma pill. A pretty blue pill that would knock me into a three-month coma, ending on the first day of my sophomore year. School sucks, but at least I'd get to see Ian because he promised me he would come back to school for his senior year.

      Mom calls for my little brother and me to come to breakfast. Bentley's socked feet run and slide down the hallway. Hardwood floors are fun like that. Run, slide, run, slide. Ugh. Ten-year-olds have life way better than I do.

      I crawl out of bed, grab my phone and trudge to the kitchen. My hands feel sweaty. The morning after fighting with Mom is always awkward. Chances are, she won't mention it anyway. She always yells at me and then on the next day she pretends that nothing happened. Maybe that is some kind of psychological parenting ploy. Or maybe it's all she knows how to do – mothers are the nurturing type. I don't have a father to inflict punishments, so nothing happens when I get in trouble. I smile. I love being the bastard child of a single mom. No punishments – just yelling.

      And then she starts yelling at me from the kitchen and I change my mind.

      “Bayleigh!” Her voice carries down the hallway. I cringe, but at least she didn't use the middle name too.

      “Yeah? I mean, Ma'am?” I say. Bentley's sitting at the bar playing his Nintendo 3DS with the volume way too loud.

      “You left the TV and the hall light on all night.” Mom rips into me almost like it was rehearsed. “Unless you want to start paying the light bill, you better turn everything off, dammit.”

      “Okay,” I say. She flips a pancake with unnecessary spatula force. “And you haven't fed Patch all week and you know that's your job.”

      I sigh. “Yes ma'am.”

      She sets a plate of food in front of Bentley and he digs in, somehow still managing to play his video game. She's not going to make a plate for me so I get up and get my own. Between layering pancakes and syrup, my phone vibrates from the counter. I leap around Mom, slamming into her shoulder as I lurch for my phone. It's a text from Ian.

      “Jesus, Bayleigh.” Mom's coffee splashes out of her cup. “You almost knocked me over trying to read a text message? Seriously?” Mom is moody today. I open the message.

      “It's important,” I say, looking at my phone.

      Hey

      My heart warms. It's only one word, but it's a word from Ian. I type a reply, read over it, decide it sucks and type a new message. I press send. When I come back to reality, Mom is still gripping her coffee. Her lips are pursed into a frown. She's been watching me.

      “What?” I ask.

      She reaches out to me with the hand that isn't dripping with coffee. “Give me your phone.”

      “What? No.” I pull the handset to my chest, press the lock key just in case she forces it out of my grasp. She can't read my messages without the password.

      “You're grounded. That means no parties, no boys, and now it means no cell phone. I tried to give it back to you, but this just won't work.” Her hand, palm up waits for me to surrender my phone. It seems hopeless to try now, but I do what I do best. I cry.

      “Please, Mom. Please please don't take my phone.” I grab her, hold her tight. She hugs me back, showing the weakness in her parental armor. “I'll be good, I promise.” She sighs. Pulls me back. Her face is more wrinkly this close. My hand vibrates and I want to read Ian's reply so bad, but I know now is not the time.

      The last tear rolls down my cheek. The lines in her forehead soften. “Fine,” she says, retracting her hand. I almost start jumping up and down. “Thanks, Mom.” I hug her again. She freaks because the bacon is burning and rushes over to it.

      “You're still grounded,” she says as she rescues the bacon, her back facing me.

      “Okay.” I smile. It's not like I can't find a way to see Ian when she's at work.
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      After breakfast, Mom and Bentley go shopping for new baseball gear for his summer league. I retreat to my room and play on Facebook. Ian's profile has been tagged with fifty-six new photos from last night's party. I have been tagged in exactly zero photos. Because I didn't get to go.

      My blood boils the moment I click on the first photo. Forty of the photos were added by some girl named Stacia who looks like she could very well be a Victoria's Secret model. She definitely doesn't go to our school. One thing is for sure – I've never seen her before. What the hell kind of name is that anyway? I click on her profile. It's private. Dammit.

      I go back to his photos and sink into a depression hole that gets deeper with every click. Stacia's captions bother me: TWO HOTTIES. It's a self-taken close-up of her and Ian. I scrutinize every detail, every pixel. At least her hand is around him, not the other way around.

      The next several photos chronicle their game of beer pong. The last one has Ian looking tipsy yet adorable. I save it to my desktop. He's holding a Styrofoam cup in one hand, two ping pong balls in the other. I LOVE HIS BALLS! XOXO is the caption. That's it. I text Becca.

      Who the hell is this Stacia girl?

      My phone rings, Becca's smiling face showing up on the screen. “Who is she?” I say instead of hello.

      “I dunno, I didn't even know her name till I saw the photos online.”

      “Was she flirting with him all night?”

      “Umm,” she thinks for a moment. She's stalling to save my feelings.

      “I knew it,” I say. “What a bitch.”

      “She was all over every guy last night, Bayleigh. I don't think you should worry.”

      I go back to Stacia's page and stare at the Facebook warning telling me I have to be her friend to view her full profile. “Are you online right now?” I ask her.

      “You know I am.”

      “Add her as a friend, and then let me know if Ian's posted any comments on her page.” She whines. It takes a few more minutes to coerce her into doing it, and I even have to pull the “You know I would do the same for you” card, but she finally agrees.

      Now I have two things on the agenda for today: wait for Ian's next text message and wait for Becca to call me back with details on Stacia's page. I watch an episode of Supernatural, paint my nails, brush my teeth and stare at the ceiling for a million hours until he finally writes me back. His texts are so sporadic, but getting them totally makes my day.

      Ian: I want to see you.

      I write back: I wish. Mom will be home soon.

      I refresh my homepage. No new comments. My phone vibrates.

      Ian: Send me a pic.

      Me: That's not the same as seeing me…

      I know it's totally against the rules to double text a guy you're crushing on, but I do it anyway.

      Me: Speaking of photos, I just saw a ton of you and some girl??? on your profile…

      Fifteen minutes later, no reply. Shit, that was a mistake. I bite my lip and do something terrible. I triple text.

      Me: Where'd ya go?

      He replies immediately. Waiting on your pic.

      Ugh. I send him a photo from my phone's storage of images. It's of me and a kitten. He replies: sexy… anymore?

      Me: Who was that girl?

      My thumbs ache from pressing the screen so hard.

      Ian: No one, pic please? I miss you.

      I don't know why he needs so many photos of me when there are hundreds online. I turn my phone's camera on myself, stick out my tongue and cross my eyes and snap a photo. I send it to him.

      Ian: Come on, you can do sexier than that.

      Me: Sexier? What does that mean? I'm not Sports Illustrated model.

      Ian: Shirtless.

      My heart races. No. Freaking. Way.

      Twenty-five persuasive texts later and I'm standing in the bathroom in my bra, phone camera ready. I so cannot do this. The neighbor's dog starts barking and soon our dog Patch joins him. I know all guys care about sex but why does he want this photo so badly?

      I bet Stacia would send him a photo. I wonder if she already has.

      I shift my leg, tilt my hips and shoulder like a model. Purse my lips. I look silly. I switch out my bra for a padded one. Better. I still don't want to do this.

      I don't feel sexy at all. I feel stupid. But maybe this will get him to stop saying he doesn't want a relationship. I hold out my phone, using the mirror to check my pose. The dogs are still barking. The back door slams shut. Shit, Mom's home.

      She calls for me to come help them carry in groceries. “I'm in the bathroom, just a minute,” I say through the door. Knowing it's now or never, I snap the photo, send it to Ian and throw my shirt back on. I open the door. Mom is standing there. “Why did your camera sound just go off?” It doesn't sound like a question.

      Her jaw is set and she appears to already know the answer.

      “Umm,” I stammer a lie about dropping my phone and the accidental camera clickage that resulted. I muster a weak laugh. My phone beeps and Mom snatches it from my hand.

      Ian: Damn girl, you're sexy.

      My face flushes so fast that I get dizzy. Breakfast threatens to resurface. I stare at the floor, waiting for an earful. But she doesn't yell. She starts to cry. This is worse than yelling. I would rather her punch me in the face with spikey, flaming brass knuckles covered in flesh-rotting acid.

      She removes the battery and puts it and the phone into her pocket. I can't speak or else I would try to apologize. “I just don't know what to do with you, Bayleigh,” she says as she walks away and I am left feeling like the worst daughter in the world.
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      Mom went to work the next morning without saying a word to me. My job every summer is to babysit my brother, make sure he doesn't get hurt and feed him a proper breakfast and lunch. Usually she gives me a lecture about how to discipline him, which neighbor kids he can and can't play with and which kids he can't see because she's having a feud with their parents, and what to make for lunch. Today – nothing. When she yells at me I don't want anything to do with her, yet oddly now that she's silent I would kill for a hug or a smile. This cold and distant thing doesn't work at all for me.

      Bentley is remarkably easy to watch now that he's ten. Last year he was annoying as hell and this year he's glued to video games and doesn't bother me at all. Thank God for technology and here I am without it. Although I wasn't born with a cell phone in my hand, I truly can't remember life without one. I can't even call anyone other than Becca on our landline because I don't have anyone's number memorized.

      My stomach pulls into itself. I haven't spoken to Ian since he replied to the photo message I sent him. Was he worried about me? He's probably texted me a million times.

      There's a knock at the door and Bentley rushes to answer it. It's Tyler, the boy next door. His mom is currently friends with our mom so he's on the good list. They settle in front of the TV like little child zombies and play a game that's sole purpose is to shoot and kill foreign soldiers. Hardly seems appropriate, but whatever.

      Tyler asks if I'm eighteen yet.

      “No,” I say.

      “My brother just turned eighteen and he got a job at the movies and it's so cool.” He says. He yells a profanity into his headset and then murders a dozen virtual soldiers. “He gets to see all the movies for free. You should work there, too.”

      “My boyfriend works there,” I say. Ian's not really my boyfriend but what are technicalities when it comes to conversation with a ten-year-old? Tyler shoots a few more people and says, “I bet they're friends.”

      I grew up living next to Tyler and his brother Marc. Marc is one of the biggest stoners in our school; of course he's friends with Ian. I get an incredible idea.

      “Hey Tyler, if I give you a letter can you give it to your brother and tell him to give it to my boyfriend?”

      He shrugs. “Yeah.”

      I rummage through my room, the kitchen and finally the study to find a notebook and a pen. In a two-page note I tell Ian everything that happened with Mom, how she took away my phone and my computer. How much I like him and how I hope he will wait for me to find a way to see him. And then I ramble on about pointless things until my hand hurts from writing. I fold it and seal it inside of an envelope hoping to deter Marc from reading it.

      I write IAN on both sides of it and give it to Tyler. He tosses it by his shoes at the front door and I cringe, hoping my heartfelt words make it from my hands to Tyler's to Marc's to Ian's. It is my only hope.

      Mom comes home from work with a pizza. Bentley and I dig in, eating a lot more than usual to make up for my sub-par sandwiches we had for lunch. Something is different about Mom today. She's rigid, cold. When I had taken the pizza from her hands, I tried giving her a hug but she brushed it off. And now, one and a half slices of pizza later, she is eagerly listening to Bentley's stories and not even acknowledging me.

      “Mom, are you okay?” I ask.  It feels so foreign to talk to her now. Like she knows that dirty secret about me photo-texting and now we can't look at each other.

      “Yes, I'm fine,” she says. “But we need to talk later.”

      “Later? How about now?” God, the last thing I want is to fret about this all night.

      She squeezes Bentley's shoulder; he's shoving pepperonis into his mouth. “I guess it's better for everyone to hear it. Bayleigh, I've been thinking about how to handle your grounding this summer.”

      She says it like it's a business proposition. I think she's done a damn fine job of handling my grounding – I have no connection with the outside world thanks to her. What else does she want to do, put me behind bars?

      “What do you mean?” I prepare myself for whatever she's about to say. I bet it sucks.

      She looks at her cuticles. “I can't control you here. You're going to spend the summer with your grandparents. And you're still grounded while you're there.”

      Oh my freaking God I am not prepared for this. “When?”

      Mom's lips are straight. She doesn't look me in the eye when she says it. “Tomorrow.”

      I freak. Grandma lives in a creepy, presumably haunted house in the middle of nowhere. Even if I had a cell phone I wouldn't get reception. Why oh why is she doing this to me?

      I don't say anything.

      “Please don't try and fight this. I believe it's for your own good,” She says. The pizza turns rancid in my stomach.
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      Since I'm the only family member going and I don't have a car, I'm forced to take the bus all the way into BFE where my grandparents live. The three and a half hour drive is a nightmare without my cell phone or laptop. Mom had given me a lousy book to pass the time. Island of the Blue Dolphins…said it was her favorite book as a girl. I refuse to read it out of spite.

      The bus makes a few stops and is nearly always empty, disappointing me each time by having no interesting riders. The seats smell like pee and poor people. My dreams of sitting next to a group of hot college guys definitely won't come true. I don't talk to anyone. I don't do anything but stare out of the window. It's a boring view from start to finish.

      I arrive exactly on schedule and it's amazing how the bus companies do that. Grandpa waits in the parking lot of a small convenience store that doubles as a bus stop. He's driven the same black Ford F-150 truck since before I was born. It still looks brand new when I crawl inside.

      “Hi, Grandpa,” I say, shoving my heavy suitcase into the backseat. He nods and pulls out of the parking lot.

      “Bayleigh, nice trip?” My grandfather is not a man of many words.

      I nod. His lips press together in acknowledgment. The wrinkles in his face have gotten deeper and the hair that doesn't fit under his cowboy hat is grayer than I remember. We say nothing for next fifteen minutes but it's not uncomfortable silence. Grandpa doesn't speak to anyone.

      We pass so many farms and ranches with massive wrought iron monogrammed gates that I start to wonder if it's mandatory to grow some kind of crop or raise livestock to live in this town. The house next to Grandpa's has a new lake in front it. An awkwardly shaped, rectangular ellipse hole in the ground that I'm only assuming is a lake. I can't see any water in it from the road. That definitely wasn't there last time I visited and neither were the dozen lumps of dirt that now separate the neighbor's house from my grandparent's.

      “What kind of farm is that?” I get out of the truck and Grandpa grabs my suitcase and hauls it up the porch stairs. I follow him.

      “That ain't a farm. It's a kid ruining the damn land.”

      I don't understand, but don't ask any more questions.

      Gram knits a blanket and watches soap operas. “Who is this?” she asks, smiling when I walk in the living room. I don't know if she's joking or being serious. Gram is sweet but a little batty. Sometimes calls me by my mother's name, sometimes forgets my name altogether. She sometimes tells me the same story multiple times.

      “It's Bayleigh,” I say, hugging her carefully to avoid becoming a Cyclopes with one of her knitting needles.

      “It's so good of you to come visit me. Old ladies never get any attention.”

      I suspected this. Mom didn't tell her this was my punishment, but made it seem like I wanted to come see her. Right, because no internet and no cell phone is exactly how I want to spend my entire summer.

      At least the food is good. We eat dinner at exactly six. Play cards for an hour after that. Watch the eight o'clock news and then go our separate ways for bed. Only it's eight-thirty and I'm not sleepy. The crickets and the howling wolves outside aren't sleepy either. I don't hear a single car honk or loud bumping music like I would hear at home.

      I keep reaching for my cell phone but it isn't there. I keep thinking of things to post as a Facebook status but there is no Facebook here. I'm only a few hours into this summer and it already feels like I've been dumped on an isolated island and left to starve to death.

      I'm staying in Mom's old bedroom. It still has the same canopy twin bed and writing desk she had as a child. Her stuff is all over the place. I used to think it was fascinating, but now I hate it. All of the memories and heirlooms of my mom's just remind me of her and how rude she was to send me here. This isn't a mere punishment – this is hell.

      The only cool thing about this room is that it's upstairs and has a balcony with a view of, well acres and acres of nothing, but still – it's cool. I hang out here for a long time, dragging a beanbag out so I don't have to sit on the wooden balcony. I stargaze for an eternity that is actually only five minutes. I count as many stars as I can see, and get bored after thirty-six. Then I try closing my eyes and daydreaming about Ian. Wish I could pull out my cell phone and text a status update to my Facebook. It'd say:

      Bored as all hell. So bored in fact, I may just drop dead.

      A voice catches me off-guard. “You should learn to take a hint.” It's a male voice, coming from the neighbor's backyard.

      I freeze in the beanbag chair, not wanting to move and give myself away. A shadow comes into view just to my right. I turn my head and squint in the dark to see him. He's a younger guy, definitely not a grown man but probably older than high school. He's wearing dark jeans and no shirt, holding a cell phone to his ear. I guess some phones can get reception out here. “I don't care what you feel,” he says, running a hand through his short hair. It looks green from the reflection of his porch light, but it's probably brown. “You should have thought about that before you screwed that dude.”

      I gasp and turn away, feeling guilty for eavesdropping on such a private conversation. I'm glad he doesn't know I'm here.

      “Stop calling me,” he says, his voice weary. “I don't want to hear from you again, or I swear I'll break this phone in half.”

      I let out a deep breath. Break his phone in half? He has no idea what life is like without a phone.
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      Bright and ridiculously early the next morning, I help Gram dust the obscene amount of pig knick-knacks that stretch from the living room into the kitchen and down the hall. She's been collecting pigs since the invention of time. She doesn't even own any real pigs. As we work, Gram sings oldies – not the oldies that I know, but the old oldies. I pray to stumble upon a time machine so I can go back to last week and not piss off Mom.

      I can't seem to shake the habit of slapping my back jeans pocket, reaching for a cell phone that is not there. Not that I have anything of importance to tell anyone, but some random friend's text would help so much right now.

      We finish the pigs and Gram makes us turkey sandwiches and then settles into the living room to catch the beginning of her soap operas. She doesn't give me any more chores to do so I assume I'm free for the afternoon and that actually sucks more than cleaning. It is so boring here. There is no cable TV so the only channels are playing soap operas, divorce court, a show about cheating spouses and Spanish soap operas.

      I decide to take a walk outside, hoping I'll trip and fall off the porch, slip into a three-month coma and wake up in time to go back to school. A police car turns into the driveway. Dust from the gravel road puffs around the four tires. Grandpa was tending the flowerbed and now walks up to the officer's car door to talk to him. I sit on the porch swing. If a cop showed up at my house I would be all sorts of excited, dying to know what the drama was about. But in this small ass hick town, everyone knows everyone and I wouldn't doubt if the cop is here just to invite Grandpa to a rip-roaring fun game of bingo in the town square. And then I hear yelling.

      “You have got to get control of your town, Sherriff!” Grandpa is actually yelling, and at a police officer. God, what I would give to be able to tweet about this. I stop swinging to shush the creaky wooden porch swing.

      “I understand Ed, but there's nothing I can do. The boy owns the land now.”

      Grandpa gazes at the neighboring piles of dirt and haphazard newly dug lake. He frowns and shakes hands with the officer. “I know Richard is turning over in his grave. He would have never wanted his house to become a motorcycle playground.”

      As soon as the cop is gone and the dust settles in the driveway, I run to the flowerbeds to talk to Grandpa. “What was that about?” He hands me a pair of gloves from a bucket of gardening tools.

      He points to a weed. “You remember Richard from when you were a kid?”

      I grab the weed and pull it from the ground. “Yeah.”

      “He died 'bout five years ago. Left everything to his ungrateful brat of a grandson. He never did talk to his own son after that big fight they had.” I'm blown away at how much Grandpa's talking to me. I'm almost scared to ask another question in case he's used up his word quota for the day.

      “So the grandson made all those dirt piles?”

      He nods.

      “Why?”

      He shrugs, letting his face go back to a grimace. I guess I've made him talk too much. I pull a few more weeds as penance. We work in silence until all of the weeds are gone. Finally he talks, and I've almost forgotten my question. “He rides a motorcycle on it. Every day.” He wipes sweat from his brow. “Surprised he ain't out there now.”

      I smile. Grandpa's warming up to me.

      After dinner, during which Grandpa didn't say a single word, I retreat to the balcony for another afternoon of stargazing and nothingness. Only it isn't yet dark, so I make do with finding shapes in the clouds.

      The first cloud blob is shaped sort of rectangleish which reminds me of my cell phone. I roll my eyes. I must be completely insane if I'm creating cell phones out of clouds. My heart aches for my phone as much as it does for Ian.

      A grasshopper appears out of thin air next to my shoe. I pick it up, cupping it inside my hands like I did as a child. It hops around, tickling my fingers. Catching bugs has become my new past time in this stupid small town. I sigh. I'm pathetic.

      A firecracker-like roar fills the air and revs a few times like a motor. I jump and the grasshopper escapes as I jerk my head around looking for the source of the noise. Puffs of smoke sneak out of the neighbor's backyard shed. The motor revs again, in quick spurts. A man pushes a motorcycle out into the yard. He pulls back on the throttle a few times and the motor screams. Soon, the smoke stops and I can tell that it isn't really a motorcycle, at least not a Harley type motorcycle. It's a dirt bike. The recreational kind my brother wants so badly. Now that I get a better look at the guy, he's closer to my age. He's wearing these funky-looking red and black pants and a white undershirt. Muscles ripple through his arms as he grips the handlebars.

      I grab a hold of the wooden rails of the balcony, pull my face up to the crack between them and watch. He can't see me, but I can see him. For the time being, my cell phone is the last thing on my mind.
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      Like some kind of creepy stalker, I watch him for the next hour. He rides laps around his yard using the piles of dirt as jumps. Once he landed on the front wheel first and almost flew over the front of the handlebars. I thought I would scream in horror for a second. He put on a helmet after that and my secret presence got to remain a secret.

      When the sun shuffles behind the trees enough to make it harder to see, he shuts off the bike and props it up on a metal stand. My feet tap against the railing. I want to talk to him, learn his name, get to know him. Yelling from the balcony hardly seems like the way to make a good first impression. It's almost dark so I have no reason to be casually walking around outside so I could “bump” into him. Leaning into my beanbag, I think. And then I cough. It's accidental at first, a piece of dust caught in my throat, but then it gives me an idea.

      I suck in a deep breath and force myself to cough again. It sounds unconvincingly fake and worse, he doesn't notice it. He keeps working on his bike, the back tire is off now and he's holding the chain in his hand. He takes off his shirt and uses it to wipe the sweat from his forehead. Oh my god, oh my god. Ian doesn't look like that with no shirt on. I walk back into my room, pace in front of the mirrored dresser. What can I do to get his attention?

      Mom's childhood bookshelf displays her collection of snow globes, each cheesier than the one before it. It would be a shame if one fell off the balcony…

      “Oh my god, no!” My mouth stays open. My hand grasps my chest. I lean over the railing, seeing all of the broken pieces. Pretend to actually give a damn about them. “This sucks,” I say, louder than a normal person would talk. I run my hand through my hair, try to look dejected and sneak a glance in his direction. He's watching me from the overturned plastic bucket he's using as a chair. Bingo.

      I run through the house, down the stairs and out into the yard. Dropping to my knees, I pick up the pieces of the snow globe and turn them over in my hand. The ground crunches behind me. I whip around, faking surprise.

      “Hi,” he says. He does a little hand wave.

      “Hello.” I stand up and shake his outstretched hand. “I'm Bayleigh.” It's warm and kind of sweaty.

      “I'm Jace. What happened?”

      “I dropped it, and it rolled off.” I let the pieces fall back onto the grass, frowning. “It's definitely not repairable.”

      “That blows,” he says. “Do you collect snow globes?”

      “It was my mom's. That room was hers and it still has all of her stuff in it.”

      He looks up at the open balcony doors, then back at me. His eyes are green. “So this is your grandparent's house?” he asks. I nod. “I don't think I've seen you around here.”

      “I'm just visiting for the summer,” I say. “The whole summer,” I add with a groan.

      “The whole summer in this hick town? Welcome to my nightmare.” We laugh, and he has no idea how much his presence is going to make my summer a whole lot better.

      “There's really nothing to do here,” I say. “What are your plans for tonight?”

      He shrugs. “I'm just going to watch HBO.”

      “I love HBO, but my grandparents don't have cable,” I say. I've never actually watched HBO, but I bet I would like it. Especially with Jace.

      He chews on his lip, deciding I guess, if he should take my bait or not. He takes it. “Want to come watch it?”

      Instead of showing how excited I am, I shrug. “Sure.”

      His house looks just like my grandparent's house on the inside. Oldish and full of knick-knacks, including a stuffed deer head mounted on top of the fireplace. He catches me looking around the living room and probably notices the cringe on my face.

      “Yeah, umm I didn't decorate the place,” he says, motioning to the stuffed quail on the mantle. He opens the fridge and takes out a Coke. “You want a drink? I've got Coke, Mountain Dew, sweet tea…”

      “Coke is cool, thanks.” He tosses a cold can to me. I wait a second to open it so it won't explode. “So if you didn't decorate the place, who did?”

      “My grandfather.” He plops into the recliner and I sit on the black leather couch closest to him.

      “Do you live with him?” Judging from the Grandpa/Cop talk earlier, Jace's grandfather is dead. But I'm not about to act like I already know that. He shakes his head, looking uncomfortable when he says, “He died a few years ago, cancer. Left me the whole house and everything he owned.” He opens his arms wide, gesturing to the house around us.

      “I'm sorry for your loss,” I say.

      He shrugs. “Eh, I never really knew him that well. Him and my dad had a falling out and they never spoke, so I dunno.”

      “Wow, he left everything to you and you didn't even know him?”

      “Well he had no one else in his life,” Jace says.

      “And you just live here without changing anything?” I pop open my Coke. He's drinking from his can and his eyes dart over to me while the can is still to his mouth. It's cute.

      “Nah, I live in California. I just came here for the summer. Take inventory of what is now mine and all…” he trails off and I decide to drop it. Besides, I don't want to know about his dead grandfather anyway. I want to know about him. The living, breathing, super sexy guy sitting across from me.

      “So you're from the West Coast and you like dirt bikes.” I smile. I try to make it a coy, sexy smile but I don't know if it works or not.

      “It's a little more than like, girl. It's my entire life.” He sounds way too serious to be joking, but sports can't be people's entire lives, can they?

      “What do you mean?”

      He flips through the channel guide on the TV. “This movie is hilarious, wanna watch?”

      I nod. I'm always down for a funny movie. “So what do you mean?” I ask again. He looks at me in this weird way, like he doesn't trust me. And it's kind of insulting because I'm in his house, I should be the untrusting one here, not the tall muscley guy. The silence gets long and awkward. “Okay fine, don't tell me.” I look at the TV and not at him.

      He leans forward in his chair, clasping his hands together. “Sorry, I know that's rude of me but I'm not in the habit of telling people about my career right now.”

      “Career? Yeah you should definitely tell me,” I say with a smile and a lighthearted laugh hoping it will make him tell me his deep dark secret. “You can’t possibly be old enough to have a career.”

      He makes this what-the-hell face and spills, “I race motocross for a living. You can go pro at eighteen. It's my first year of being a pro. You know, getting paid to ride.”

      “Wow, so you're like really good?” I ask. He makes a half-frown and nods, the kind of thing people do when they aren't too sure of themselves. He's modest I guess. “So is it the off season?”

      “Not exactly,” he says. There's finality in his voice and I know the conversation is over for now.

      We watch a movie in what is mostly silence and then he shows me around the house. I wonder if my grandparents are wondering where I am. It's creepy how he has left his grandfather's room completely the way it was before he died, walker in the corner and pills on the nightstand. He says he wants to contact the local church to see if anyone wants to come get the stuff. He doesn't know what to do with it.

      Then he shows me his room. It looks more like a teenager's room, minus the suitcases of clothes. He's hung up posters of rock bands, and a few of swimsuit babes. There's dirty clothes all over the place and a silver Macbook on his bed. Next to that is his cell phone. I snap back to reality in a microsecond. Not reality like life, but reality like remembering that I am in this hellhole of a summer of being grounded without a cell phone or computer and there is now both right in front of me.

      “Jace, I know we don't know each other very well, but do you think I could please, please borrow your phone to call my friend real fast?” I beg him.

      He nods. “Sure, knock yourself out.”

      I grab his phone and dial Becca's number. “Thanks so much, I'll only be a second. It's just that my phone…broke…and I haven't been able to call my best friend for days.”

      He smiles and holds out his hand to shush me. “Yeah, it's cool. I'll just be in the living room when you're done.”

      “Thanks,” I say again. Press send. Becca says hello more high pitched than normal, confused about the random number calling her.

      ”Hey, it's me.”

      “Bayleigh? Where are you? Did you lose your phone again?” God her voice reminds me of home. I laugh, like a mad woman. I am so happy to hear her voice.

      “No, you're never going to believe this shit. Mom took away my phone.”

      “No way! That's weak.”

      “It gets worse,” I say. “She sent me to my grandparent's house for the whole damn summer.” There's silence for a minute, she's totally speechless and I don't blame her. This is almost too shitty to believe.

      “Dude,” she says. “I'm sorry. I thought you were pissed about Ian and just ignoring the world.”

      “Nah, I'm grounded. Wait – what do you mean about Ian?”

      There is an awful, gut-wrenching pain in her voice. “You don't know yet…”

      “I don't know what?” I shout, probably loud enough for Jace to hear. “What don't I know?”

      “Stacia, you know that girl from the party?” she says slowly. Very, very slowly.

      “Yes, I freaking know her, now tell me!” God, I hate being titillated.

      “She updated her Facebook to being in a relationship...”

      “And…?” I say, my heart beating rapidly beneath my chest.

      Her voice is sad. “With Ian.”

      “Guuhhat?” Jace's iPhone weighs a thousand pounds in my hand.

      “I'm sorry, Bay, I really am.” Her voice seems far away. Three seconds go by and I take a deep breath. I guess I shouldn't be surprised. Of course he wouldn't wait for me to get back. I mumble some kind of goodbye and hang up the phone, using all of my willpower not to throw it across the room.

      The wooden doorframe squeaks and Jace leans against it. “Something wrong?” he asks.

      I turn to face him, my jaw set tightly so I won't cry. “Nope.”
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      Grandma notices the extra time I spend in the bathroom the next day. The one and only bathroom has a small mirror so I chose to flat iron my hair in front of a big mirror in the den.

      “Why are you wasting so much time on your hair, child?” She's shopping for clothes from a catalog designed for old women. I shrug, taking a seat next to her. There's really no need to lie to Grandma like I would to Mom since Grandma doesn't think I have an ulterior motive to everything I do. She asks if I am interested in any of the blouses on page seven. I am definitely not.

      My hair is completely flat. My side bangs perfectly swoop across my forehead. But I keep sliding the flat iron over the locks, as therapy. The Ian thing is bugging me, though the Jace thing is an icing on top of the problem cake. I wish I had my phone and my computer. My ears start to burn as the flat iron gets too close to them.

      “There are some brownies in the kitchen for you. I made a double batch since I know you teenagers can eat a lot.”

      “Grandma, there's just one of me,” I say, wondering if she's noticed the five pounds I put on last year. Regardless, I unplug my flat iron, find them on the counter and start eating one.

      “Eddie and I can't eat much sugar, so you make sure to eat them all before they go bad.”

      Eat them all? There's like two dozen of them and they are roughly the size of my palm. I stuff the rest of my brownie into my mouth, wrap another one in a paper towel and bring it back to the living room.

      Carefully, I think of a way to word it so she doesn't realize who I am talking about. “Grandma, could I take some to my friend next door?”

      She doesn't look up from her catalog. “Sure honey, that would be fine.”

      I dive into the kitchen and wrap up most of the brownies. Then I take out a few, because who am I kidding, I will definitely eat them. I had spent most of the night in bed trying to think of a good excuse to go back over to Jace's, and food is the best possible excuse. Boys can't say no to food.

      Back in my room, I get dressed and assess myself in the mirror. My hair and makeup are great. My outfit is iffy, but I still can't wear shorts because my legs haven't faded from the burnt orange they turned when Becca talked me into getting a spray tan with her last week. I check out the window for Jace and am delighted to see him on his back porch working on his dirt bike. It's a little past noon, the perfect time for brownies.

      It takes a lot to stop myself from skipping across the yard to his house, but I manage to walk as coolly as possible. When I am only a few feet away, he still hasn't looked up yet and I feel like he should have heard me coming by now. I clear my throat. “Hey, you.”

      “Morning,” he says, leaning in close to the bike's motor. His eyes squint as he tightens or loosens something with a tool. I get closer and am only a foot away now and he still doesn't look up. Holding out my arms, I say, “I brought you some brownies.”

      Now he looks up. He pops off the Tupperware lid with dirty hands and stuffs a brownie in his mouth. “Mmm…” The huge brownie is gone in twenty seconds flat.

      “Wow, fatass, you want another one?” I ask. Being cocky is how I first got Ian's attention. He drops his tool; it looks like a T-shaped wrench. He's smiling so I know he isn't offended.

      “Watch it, girl,” he says. But he takes another brownie and I laugh. I sit beside him on the porch, grab a handful of screws and play with them.

      “Don't lose those,” he warns, eyeing me like I'm a child in a museum.

      “So what are your plans for the day?” I ask. I throw in a sigh so it sounds casual and not at all like I'm hinting to hang out with him. But I am totally hinting to hang out with him so I hope he offers.

      “No one ever has plans in this damn town. There's nothing you could possibly do here that doesn't involve having a plane ticket to somewhere else.” He takes a screw from my hand and fastens it back onto the bike. One by one, they leave my hand and go back where they belong.

      “I don't have plans either.” Standing up, I dust off my hands on my jeans. “I brought a stack of DVDs from home, so I'll probably just watch movies all afternoon.” I lace my fingers and stretch out my arms in front of me, and then I do the same behind my back. I take a step back, faking like I'm about to leave. He shoves his toolkit away and stands up beside me.

      “What kind of movies?” A smile crawls onto his face. He wipes away the sweat from his forehead and my heart beats faster, knowing that I won.

      “About a hundred of them actually,” I say. His smile is contagious. I tell him about the case of DVDs I've been working on for years and how I toss out the plastic cases because there wasn't enough room for so many movies on my shelves.

      “I think you should go get that shit immediately,” he says. “I'll order us a pizza and we can veg all night.”

      I practically skip home, full of excitement and win and awesomeness. I grab my DVD case, my favorite pillow and some lip-gloss and run downstairs. Grandma is walking through the kitchen when I get there. She hasn't asked me to keep her updated about what I do, but I feel like it's probably best if I tell her anyway.

      “Grandma, I'm going to go watch movies at my friend's house next door, okay?” I'm almost out of breath from taking the stairs two at a time.

      She nods. “That's fine, honey.” Behind me, Grandpa clears his throat. Turning on my heel, I see him standing in the doorway, a solemn look on his face. I probably look like a deer in the headlights when my eyes meet his. He doesn't say anything though, he just stares at me, waiting for me to turn around and disappoint him by hanging out with the enemy.

      I force a smile, tell him bye and slip out the back door, doing exactly what he fears.

      Jace answers the door with the phone to his ear. “Pepperoni cool with you?” he asks, letting me in. I nod and he finishes ordering the pizza. “We've got twenty-five minutes till they're here.” He pours two sodas and hands one to me. “I also ordered cheese bread but I'm in a pretty horrible mood so I might eat it all.”

      We sit on opposite ends of the couch and watch a movie from my giant selection. When the pizza arrives, I'm starving but only grab one piece so as not to look like a cow. I keep waiting for him to scoot closer to me, put an arm around me, anything. This is what guys are supposed to do when alone with a girl. So far, nothing but small talk. Pointless, stupid small talk. We talk about the movie, how the lead actor just had his second illegitimate child with another mistress in real life. He tells me about California and how pretty it is. I get so sick of small talk. I can't look at his gorgeous lips while they tell me anything else tonight. I want them on mine.

      “Do you have a girlfriend back at home?” I ask, freeing myself from the shackles of small talk.

      “Nah.” He examines his fingernails. “Not anymore at least.”

      I resist the urge to ask why. It doesn't matter why – he's single and so am I. “Girlfriends are overrated anyhow,” I say. He downs the last bit of his drink and crunches on an ice cube. “So you don't have a girlfriend either, eh?”

      “Oh shut up.” I take a second slice of pizza from the box on the coffee table. It started with eight slices and is now down to two. “So did you come here by yourself? Why didn't you bring friends or something?”

      He thinks about my question for a while before he answers. “I don’t have any friends I could spend a summer with…they would drive me insane after a week.” He looks over at me but doesn't really see me. His eyes are troubled. “Plus I deserve to spend a summer alone.”

      “Why would anyone deserve isolation? That's harsh,” I say. He shakes his head.

      “I'm gonna need a drink if I'm going to tell you this story,” he says, getting up and taking his glass into the kitchen. I follow him. He pours another coke and drops two shots of Jack Daniels in it. I slide my glass across the counter, next to his.

      “Me too,” I say. He glares at me. “You're too young to drink.”

      “So are you.”

      “So.”

      “One shot?”

      He sighs. I win. He measures out one shot in a shot glass and then pours it into my drink. We go back to the living room, leaving the bottle of Jack on the counter. I take a few sips and when he's fully immersed in the movie, I excuse myself to go get a paper towel. Once in the kitchen, I guzzle half of my drink and fill the rest with Jack. I've never drank before, so this should be fun. I join him back on the couch, only this time I sit closer.

      “So tell me the story,” I say, rubbing shoulders with him. “Why do you deserve a summer of isolation?”

      He laughs. “I lied. I'm not telling you.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “You're not like a murderer or anything…?”

      “If I was, you wouldn't still be alive right now.” His answer doesn't comfort me, but as I take another sip and feel the liquor warming my throat down to my stomach, I stop caring.

      A few sips more and I'm rocking side to side in my skull. I'm pretty sure I'm not moving outwardly, but it's getting harder and harder to keep my body still. Jace is slouched in the couch, relaxed and all I want to do is get up and move around. I snuggle closer to him, resting my head on his shoulder.

      Images of Ian fade into the background of my mind. “This night is exactly what I needed,” I murmur between quiet parts of the film.

      His hand grabs my knee and squeezes. “Me too.”
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      I wake up in my bed the next morning to the taste of vomit rushing up my throat. I trip out of bed tangled in my sheets but manage to find the bathroom before making a huge mess on the floor. It's all watery and tastes like sewer but eventually it's gone and I make my way back to bed. My head throbs with the pain of a thousand concussions. With the sun up, it looks to be about nine in the morning.

      Covering my head with my comforter, I pass out again in hopes of waking up better. I don't. I wake up a few minutes later to throw up some more. It tastes even worse this time. I try washing out my mouth with water, but every gurgle and swish makes me feel sicker.

      Grandma knocks on the bathroom door that is cracked open as I sit on the edge of the tub gripping the sides of my head.

      “Are you sick?” she asks. I nod and groan. “Let me see if you have a fever.” I let her press her hand to my forehead although I know it's pointless. I am definitely sick, but it's not a fever type of sick. She rests her hand on me for a minute then shakes her head. “No, you feel fine.”

      “I think I just ate something bad,” I say. The perfect excuse. I've used it to skip school a dozen times because there's no way to prove it. She hands me some stomach medicine from the shelf behind the mirror and I gladly swallow the soothing pink liquid. She seems concerned for a moment and then she and tells me a story about when she was a teenager and broke both of her wrists falling out of a tree. I try to smile and pay attention to the story but the second she's done, I bolt back to my room and close the door, preferring to be sick in privacy.

      My bed is a comfortable prison for the next several hours. I drift into sleep for a bit and then get jolted awake with the urge to puke. Grandma doesn't check on me, but I can hear her soap operas on the TV so I'm not insulted by her lack of care. Grandma doesn’t leave the couch at all when her shows are on.

      Somewhere between a minute and an hour later, I'm not sure because I keep falling in and out of sleep, Grandma comes to my bedside and hands me the phone.

      “Hello?” I mumble.

      “Bayleigh? Grandma says you're sick, what's wrong?” It's Mom. Just about the last person I want to hear from.

      “Yeah, I'm okay,” I say, trying to sound more cheerful than I am. “I think I ate something bad, I just keep throwing up.”

      “I'm sorry, I wish I was there to take care of you. Grandma isn't one for nurturing.” She was right about that, and there is a sympathy in her voice that I hope is regret for grounding me.

      “I'll be alright. I'm grounded, so I just have to survive, remember?” It was wrong of me to say this, but at the moment I just don't give a damn. She ruined my summer and she deserves to get a guilt trip for it.

      “Well maybe this will help you remember how to follow the rules at home. Goodbye, Bayleigh.” She hangs up and I'm left lying in bed, hangover, with a dial tone droning into my ear. What I wouldn’t give to have my computer to Google hangovers and how long they take to recover from.

      By afternoon, I'm starving. Without a cell phone or television or computer, I have no idea what time it is. Perhaps I should make a sundial on the balcony, I think. My stomach feels better but my head feels like it's stuck in a vise, every pulse of my heart causes a sharp pain in my temples.

      It takes a long while for me to psych myself up enough to get out of bed and venture down to the kitchen. Normally, I would have known exactly how long because my cell phone never leaves my hand when I'm in bed. I could have been texting Becca, or even Ian since if I wasn't grounded, he wouldn't have found another girl to occupy his time.

      Grandma ignores me from the couch as I fumble around the kitchen, looking into the pantry and fridge
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