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      It wasn’t enough to be the black sheep of the family. Andrew Montgomery, the broad-shouldered and sinfully handsome son of Trevor Montgomery, was also the wildest. If life was a game of Texas Hold’em, he was all in. No question.

      Eighteen years old and in the prime of everything, he flung his thumb out in the blisteringly chilly rain outside of Falmouth and waited for a car to pass. Beside him, his best friend on the planet, Kurt Leopold, yelped and called for the cars to stop.

      “Come on, man! You got spare room!”

      “If we don’t get a ride soon, we’re going to be late to the gig,” Andy said under his breath. He lifted his thumb just the tiniest bit higher, arched it just-so, and suddenly, a little beat-up red car tore to the side of the road. The driver opened the window to reveal himself: a mid-forties guy with grizzled hair. He’d probably done a fair bit of hitchhiking back in his day.

      “Where you boys off to?” he asked.

      Before they knew it, Kurt and Andrew were stationed in the older guy’s Toyota: Andrew in the passenger and Kurt in the back. They had never snuck off the island like this. They’d stolen Andrew’s father’s boat, hustled across the Sound, and parked up on one of the free docks, barren now that it wasn’t the summer season.

      “We’re going to a gig in Boston,” Kurt said.

      “That right? Which gig?”

      “Blink-182,” Andrew said.

      “Ah…” The older man adjusted in the driver’s seat. His eyes were hazy with nostalgia. “Nobody likes you when you’re twenty-three. That song?”

      “Yep. They do that one and loads of others,” Kurt said.

      “They’re one of our all-time favorite bands,” Andy added.

      “If only the other Kurt hadn’t left this world,” Kurt added. “Nirvana would have been my number one show.”

      “Now, that’s what I’m talking about,” the older man said with a smack across his heart. “Kurt Cobain was my life round-about ten years ago. And it’s just your luck, you know? I’m headed to Boston myself. But you boys better not hitchhike like this again. Not that you’d listen to an old guy like me. Where is it you live? Here in Falmouth?”

      Kurt and Andy made heavy eye contact in the darkening air. Finally, Kurt said, “We live on the Vineyard.”

      “No way!” the man said. “I love the Vineyard. Of course, I haven’t made it over there since I was a janitor for a while at one of the bed and breakfasts. Those summers over there were magical, some of the best times of my life. In the eighties, every single summer was the summer of love.”

      Andy and Kurt laughed appreciatively, grateful they hadn’t stumbled into a serial killer’s car.

      “Do your parents know you’re headed to Boston tonight?” the man asked, taking a quick look at Andrew. “I can’t imagine you guys are anywhere past twenty. Ah, but it isn’t my business, is it? When I was a teenager, all I wanted in the world was to get away from where I was from. The minute I was allowed, I burst out the door without looking back. Tell you the truth, I kind of regret it. I don’t think I knew what I had.”

      They sat in silence for the rest of the ride. Andrew and Kurt had planned this escapade over the last two months. In teenager-time, two months was a lifetime. They hadn’t thought this night would ever come.

      After their driver released them onto the frantic streets of Boston, they stood with their eyes wide and their hearts pumping with adrenaline. Twenty-somethings ambled around them in states of drunkenness, their arms flung around one another. It was the end of January, and the air hovered right between freezing and not: hence the rain.

      Andrew produced their tickets at the door, where they showed the fake IDs they had purchased from a kid at school who knew a guy. The door guy hardly grunted at the IDs before he tilted his head toward the door. By the time five minutes passed, Andrew and Kurt had cheap beers in their hands. They were headed toward the front of the crowd.

      Andrew had never seen a world like this one. In fact, he had hardly been off the Vineyard his entire life. His father, Trevor Montgomery, and his mother, Kerry Montgomery, were the top-billed real estate brokers on Martha’s Vineyard, which meant they wanted nothing that the Vineyard couldn’t give them. Frequently, Andrew stumbled into his father finalizing property deals with celebrities in their fancy dining room, the one they never used. A few weeks ago, Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston had laughed with Trevor Montgomery over three cans of Fresca like they’d known one another for years.

      The concert hall was filled with classic punks. Green mohawks, nose rings, bad tattoos, the kinds of people Andrew’s father would have said were “trashy or losers,” and the kinds of things Andrew probably would have gone for if he didn’t think his mother would have had a stroke.

      “Look at how hot that girl is,” Kurt muttered into Andrew’s ear.

      Andrew said, “Yeah, wow,” even though he didn’t know which girl Kurt referred to. Every girl in there looked the same to him.

      The concert began with an opener that nobody paid attention to except Andrew and Kurt. They had traveled all that way for the first real gig of their lives and wanted to focus on every single second of it, even if it hurt their eyes to do it. When Blink strummed their guitars for the first time, Andrew’s heart shattered into a million pieces. Whatever emotion these guys gave him, he wanted to follow that emotion for his entire life.

      It had nothing to do with the stuffy life on Martha’s Vineyard that he had begun to hate. It had nothing to do with the boxed-in life his father wanted him to live.
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        * * *

      

      Just after one in the morning, Andrew and Kurt scrambled back on Andrew’s father’s boat and revved the engine. Andrew zipped his coat all the way to his chin as he clutched the steering wheel with a gloved hand. The air that rippled over the Sound felt like needles.

      “That show changed my life, man,” Kurt howled over the sound of the motor. “I’ll never forget it as long as I live.”

      “Me neither!” Andrew called.

      When they reached the center darkness of the Sound, Andrew stopped the engine. He hadn’t expected himself to do it. There was just something about the way you couldn’t see where the night sky changed to the water beneath them, as though they existed inside a black globe, with the stars twinkling above.

      “Do you think you’ll leave the Vineyard?” Andrew asked Kurt then.

      Kurt collapsed to the side of the boat, grabbed a beer they had stocked, and cracked it open. “What do you mean? Like, after graduation?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Man, I don’t know,” he replied. “Nobody in my family ever has. And you heard that guy who drove us up to Boston. People crave the life we have.”

      The waves pulsed against the boat and tilted it to-and-fro.

      “My dad is so intense sometimes,” Andrew said. “I worry that if I don’t leave, I’ll never get out from under him, you know?”

      “He can be a real SOB sometimes,” Kurt agreed.

      Andrew chuckled. “But then again, I think about my siblings. Steven already has Jonathon and Isabella. Kelli has three kids, with Lexi just a baby. I know Charlotte and Claire are itching to have babies with Jason and Russell. I don’t want to miss them growing up.”

      “You want to be Uncle Andy?” Kurt asked. A grin splayed across his face.

      “Sure. Who wouldn’t want that?”

      “I guess you’re right. If Beth has kids, I want to be around for that.”

      Andrew’s eyes flashed at the sound of Beth Leopold’s name. She was a raven-haired beauty, no more than five-foot-one, with glowing green eyes and an easy, expressive laugh. At just one year younger than Kurt, she had chased at their coattails for as long as either of them could remember. Andrew couldn’t pinpoint exactly when he had fallen for her, though; it had unfurled from his heart one summery day, maybe, when he’d realized he wanted no life without her.

      The thing of it was, now that she was seventeen, she had a boyfriend.

      Andrew shoved his hands deep into his pockets, hidden from the chilly wind. Before long, they latched themselves to the side of the Montgomery family dock. Both Andrew and Kurt had flung themselves off of this very dock time and time again, summer after summer, as they laughed up to the blissful blue sky above.

      “Thanks for one of the wildest nights of my life,” Kurt whispered as he walked away from the dock and back toward his house, only a few streets away. “I’ll never forget it—ever.”

      Andrew hustled to the screened-in porch that overlooked the dock and the Vineyard Sound. Tentatively, he cracked open the screen door as gently as possible, grateful that the house was dark and shadowed. Nobody noticed he hadn’t come home before curfew.

      Or at least, that’s what they wanted him to think.

      When he opened the porch door that led into the kitchen, he found his father at the kitchen table with a book in his hands and a small candle flickering beside him. For a long time, Andrew hovered in the doorway, his mouth gaping open. It was almost like his father was a ghost.

      Finally, Trevor Montgomery closed his book slowly, turned his eyes toward his youngest son, and said, in an ominous voice, “Andrew, won’t you close the door? It’s January, and you’re freezing up the house.”

      It didn’t take long for the ax to fall.

      “What on earth were you thinking? Your mother is half-sick with worry, but I told her, our Andrew? Our Andrew is just being a fool, but he’s also smart as a whip when he chooses. He knew just what to do to get himself out of here and just what to do to slip right back. The thing of it is, Andrew, I’m pretty smart, too. I caught wind of your little trip. I hope you’re happy. I hope you had a damn good time. Because son? If you ever do anything like this again, you’ll be out of this house in a damn flash. Do you hear me?”

      A wave of darkness fell over Andrew’s face. He found it difficult to answer.

      What did he want to say, exactly? Something like: If you made it easier to talk to you, maybe I would have asked if I could go. Oh, no, wait. That wouldn’t have worked, either, because you refuse to listen to anything I ask or say. You don’t care. You already had four children and me? I was the mistake, wasn’t I? God forbid you have any time left for me. You want me out of the house just as much as I want to go.

      Just as he opened his lips, his mother appeared in the kitchen doorway. She adjusted the belt of her fuzzy pink robe and blinked sleepily.

      “Why doesn’t everybody head to bed?” she whispered. “It’s almost three in the morning. Nothing good happens at this time of the night.”
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      Trevor Montgomery didn’t look at his son Andrew for a good two months after that— he was always known for being a little too bitter. But Andrew knew that having a son involved in sports was currency, especially on Martha’s Vineyard, and Trevor began to greet Andrew with high-fives and pats-on-the-back as the season's first game grew closer to spring.

      “There he is. My star pitcher!” he called, sometimes even from his fancy car as he drove past with celebrities in the passenger side, ready to look at properties.

      Andrew loved baseball. Throughout his younger years, his older and only brother, Steven, had taught him almost everything he knew now. He had stood out in the yard near the Vineyard Sound and played catch with him, adjusted his stance, and helped him to focus. Steven was now thirty years old; his eldest son was now seven. This left Andrew to teach Jonathon everything Steven himself had taught him about baseball, especially since Steven was busy at the auto shop. “When it comes time for you to provide for a family, Andy, you’ll be just as exhausted as I am now. I can’t find the energy to do anything but eat and sleep,” Steven had told him recently.

      The first five or so games of the season went better than okay. The local newspaper interviewed Andrew several times about his performance and called him “Martha’s Vineyard’s Greatest Athlete.” Everything seemed to simmer with potential, especially after a college scout called him and said, “I can’t believe we missed out on you last year. We might be interested in having you come play with us next school year.”

      All that changed when Andrew and Kurt were caught drinking out behind the baseball diamonds on a beautiful April night. Andrew was halfway through a fifth of whiskey, and Kurt had fought his way through about seven beers so far. Apparently, their screamed lyrics of the Goo Goo Dolls song they loved so much had alerted the neighbors, and the police had responded.

      “Dad’s so mad,” Andrew said at Steven’s dinner table.

      Steven cast him a dark look and gestured toward Jonathon, who played on the floor with a selection of plastic dinosaurs.

      “Sorry. I mean, Dad’s never going to forgive me for this. Better?” Andrew asked.

      “I guess. And you know that’s not true,” Steven said. He opened the refrigerator, grabbed two beers, and placed one in front of Andrew. As he sat across from him at his kitchen table, the smell of the auto shop wafted in the air around him.

      “You sure you want to give me one of these?” Andrew asked, arching an eyebrow.

      Steven shrugged. “You’ve had a long day. Dad probably tore your ear off. I think you deserve it.”

      Andrew popped the top off his beer just as Jonathon hustled up with a dinosaur toy.

      “Uncle Andy! Do you know what this dinosaur is called?” he asked.

      “I don’t, Jon. Tell me,” Andrew said.

      “It’s called a Brachiosaurus,” Jonathon said. “Do you want to know what that means?”

      “I think you’re gonna tell me,” Andrew said with a laugh.

      “It means ‘arm lizard,’” Jonathon explained. “They lived during the mid- to late Jurassic Period, and they’ve mostly been found in North America, which is where we are.”

      “Almost right, Jon,” Andrew said. “We’re actually on an itsy-bitsy island alongside North America. I imagine there weren’t that many Brachiosaurus here.”

      Jonathon’s smile crumpled, which resulted in instant proof of Andrew’s mistake.

      “Shoot, I mean. Well, I’m sure there were at least a few of them,” Andrew corrected himself. “I’m sure some of the Brachiosaurus saw our little Vineyard and thought, hey! Maybe we could camp up there. Build our fancy houses and eat our caviar and…”

      Jonathon tumbled back on the floor and busied himself with his dinosaurs again. Andrew shrugged at Steven and added, “I guess he doesn’t care about my scientific analysis of Martha’s Vineyard.”

      “Most people don’t, Andy,” Steven said. “Where did that hatred come from, anyway? I never remember you having it out for the Vineyard when you were younger.”

      Andrew considered this. He tilted the beer bottle in his hand and remembered the blissful summers, the wild nights, and the cozy winters on his mother’s lap while she read him a bedtime story.

      “I don’t.” The words tumbled out of his lips before he could stop them. “I don’t.”

      Steven furrowed his brow. “Then what’s the problem?”

      Andrew took a long sip of beer. “Mom and Dad just really want to be done with me. They don’t see me the way they see you, Kelli, Charlotte, and Claire. I was a tag-on. A mistake. And now, I’ve messed up yet again.”

      “Come on. Almost all of us got in trouble for drinking as kids,” Steven said.

      “Well, I don’t think Mom and Dad remember that,” Andrew said. “And with my luck, they’ll only remember my mistakes. Their final problem child. The black sheep. The one who made them look bad and tarnished their perfect reputation.”

      “None of us could have known their real estate company would have taken off the way it did,” Steven affirmed. “Their quality of life has shifted in the past years.”

      Andrew shrugged. “So you admit it. They’re different. And they need me gone.”

      That minute, Steven’s wife, Laura, appeared in the kitchen. She rubbed Steven’s shoulder softly and gave Andrew a guarded, yet still friendly, smile. She looked like she wanted to say something about the beer but didn’t.

      “Hey Andy,” she said. “How’s the end of senior year going?”

      “It’s going, I guess. One accident at a time,” Andrew said, then took a long swig from his beer.

      “Well, you’ll get to the end, I guess. And then you’ll look back and say these were the best years of your life,” Laura said. “You’re so free. You don’t have to pay bills or nag little boys to brush their teeth.”

      Jonathon froze on the carpet. Slowly, he tilted his head to face his mother, who arched her eyebrows playfully. “That’s right, Jonathon Montgomery. It’s time for you to get ready for bed.”

      “I don’t think so,” Jonathon affirmed. “I still have about two hours left of my game.”

      “Aren’t you the inventor of your game? It seems to me you can stop it now and start it back up again tomorrow,” Laura said.

      Jonathon stuck out his lower lip ominously. Over the years, Andrew had heard the kid perform some gut-wrenching screams, the kinds of things that deserved Oscars. This time, however, Steven bolted toward his son, grabbed him beneath his armpits, and tossed him in the air. The boy’s bad humor immediately switched as he yelped, giggled, and romped.

      “Steve! You’re going to get him all wound up,” Laura said, standing with her hands on her hips. She gave her husband a warning glare.

      But Steven didn’t care, and Jonathon looked like he floated on air. When he fell again into his father’s arms, he placed a kiss on his scruffy cheek and said, “You smell like cars, Daddy.”

      Like a spell, he was ready to go to bed.

      “I always smell like cars,” Steven said as he winked toward Andrew. “Your mother loves it.”

      Steven whisked Jonathon up the steps. There was the sound of his footsteps as he stepped toward the bathroom; there was the sound of the sink as Steven instructed Jonathon on how to brush his teeth. Laura cleared her throat over the top of the table and gave Andrew a look that meant, Shouldn’t you be headed back home?

      Andrew took another swig of his beer and stood. “Thanks again for your hospitality, Laura. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Keep your chin up, kid,” Laura said. “We’re all rooting for you.”

      Her words followed Andrew back out into the April night. Graduation was a little over six weeks away, and it felt like the strangest finish line, one with a large hazy “what if” after it. Andrew zipped up his spring jacket and headed down the sidewalk with his hands crammed in his pockets. In just another week, he would be allowed back on the baseball field; in just another week, his pitches would whip through the air again.

      But that college scholarship? It wasn’t on offer anymore.

      Instead of heading straight home, Andrew paused outside his sister Kelli’s house. There, she lived with her husband, Mike, their son, Sam, aged four, their other son, Josh, aged two, and their daughter, Lexi, who had been born in early January. Mike also worked in real estate—sometimes under their parents. Kelli was now twenty-eight years old, a responsible mother, and a business owner in her own right. She had opened a little boutique down the road the previous summer, which had become a success.

      Andrew loved all his siblings, but for reasons he had never understood, he loved Kelli the most. He supposed it was because she’d always been the kindest and always let him pour his heart out without being judgmental. She’d sat up with him long nights some fifteen years ago: reading him stories and swapping out the names for his name and her name. When she’d been a teenager, in the midst of dating, he hadn’t liked any of her boyfriends. He had been surprised to find that he hated the man she had chosen for her husband even more.

      How had such a beautiful, intelligent, kind creature found any kind of love in Mike Williams?

      Andrew knew that Kelli’s door was always open for him. He headed up the walkway that led to their front door, lifted his hand, and prepared to rap his knuckles.

      At that moment, Mike’s voice rattled through the house.

      “What the hell were you thinking, Kelli? Are you serious right now?”

      Andrew froze. There was a loud, horrible sound, like the sound of someone throwing something across the room.

      “Mike, please. You’ll wake the baby.”

      “Mike, please. You’ll wake the baby,” Mike imitated her. “Do you hear yourself? You sound pathetic. Just admit it. You were flirting with him today when I came in. Weren’t you?”

      “No! I swear. I was just catching up. I haven’t seen him since high school, and…”

      “I saw it in your eyes. You wanted him, Kelli. Admit it.”

      “I love you, Mike. You’re jealous, and you’re selfish, but I…”

      “Shut up!”

      Andrew froze with rage. That moment, the baby wailed from wherever she lay, somewhere in the front room. The light snapped on, and Andrew ducked down just as Kelli stepped into the room to collect Lexi and soothe her. He tried the door; he wanted to check on her, but it was locked.

      “Shh, honey. It’s okay,” Kelli breathed.

      “Whatever,” Mike called from the back room. “I’m going to bed.”

      Andrew listened as his horrible brother-in-law stomped up the staircase, leaving his wife and their howling daughter below. When Andrew was sure Mike had gone, he rapped delicately at the door until Kelli cracked it open to find him standing in front of her. Kelli’s eyes were hollow, as though she couldn’t see him at all.

      “Andrew, what are you doing here?” she rasped.

      “I wanted to say hello.” Andrew righted himself and tried to give her a smile, but it failed. “Are you okay?”

      “What? Of course I’m okay,” she returned.

      “I just…I heard something and, well,” Andrew trailed off.

      In Kelli’s arms, Lexi turned over to burrow her head between her arm and chest. It was painfully cute. Andrew’s heart surged with love for the little thing.

      “Do you want anything? Some cereal?” Kelli asked. “I’m sorry I haven’t reached out after the whole baseball thing. It sounds so hard, though. You and Kurt always seem to get into so much trouble.”

      Andrew gave a sad shrug. He didn’t want to leave her. Not while she looked so sad. “Sure. I’ll take some cereal.”

      He found himself at her little kitchen table while she placed her daughter tenderly back in the bassinet. With tired arms, she poured them both bowls of Lucky Charms cereal, with just the tiniest bit of milk, just the way they’d always liked it.

      “Mike doesn’t like it when I buy the name-brand cereal,” she said as she sat across from him. “So I hide it in the back of the cupboard. He never looks, and Sam loves it the best.”

      “Me too,” Andrew said. His spoon hovered over the glorious fake marshmallows and the little crunchy delights. He looked at his sister, really looked at her: at the hollow circles that sat beneath her eyes and the start of frown lines that crept up between her eyebrows. “You’d tell me if you need help, right?” he asked.

      Kelli pondered this as she chewed her first bite of cereal. “I just don’t know what you could do, Andy.”

      This stung. Andrew blinked back tears that had now formed. “I’m not a kid anymore,” he told her. “I’m about to graduate. And you don’t have to do this. Whatever it is.”

      Kelli heaved a sigh. “In many ways, I still feel like a kid, maybe even younger than you. But it’s all much more complicated than I could have anticipated. Fights mean a lot less than they used to. They just happen.”

      They just happen.

      He didn’t want to push the subject any further. He knew Kellie understood that he was there for her, that he knew her marriage was rocky at best with Michael. When he took one final glance at his sister, she looked exhausted, and so he made his way to the door. It was time to leave.

      Andrew headed back to his house. His tongue was caked with the taste of sugary-sweet cereal. After he placed the key through the front door, he found only his mother in front of the television, with the remote control lifted.

      “Oh, good. You’re home,” she said. “Dad was worried we would get yet another call that you were in trouble.”
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      “Congratulations to the class of 2003.”

      Principal Miller’s voice roared through the loudspeaker as the students assembled across the football field and whipped their graduate hats toward a glorious blue sky. Andrew kept his in his hands and watched as the other graduate hats fluttered down around him, in odd directions, never landing back in the right place. With every thud of his heart, he knew: this was the end of something he would never get back. He wasn’t sure what to do with that.

      Kurt Leopold was just a few seats away from Andrew Montgomery. When they got the all-clear to head out on their “life adventures” alone, Kurt jumped toward Andrew and hugged him wildly.

      “Man, we did it! We made it. I thought we would never do it, but here we are.”

      Andrew and Kurt walked together toward the bleachers, where their families waited for them in their Sunday best. Andrew caught his father’s eyes as he approached; the man tried out a smile, but it looked odd on his face, especially since he hadn’t managed a smile for his youngest son since the whole “drinking on the baseball field” incident.

      Andrew’s mother threw herself around Andrew and said, “Congratulations, honey. You looked great up there. We’re so proud of you.”

      “You mean for the split-second that I marched across the stage?” Andrew asked.

      “Come on, Little Bro,” Steven said. He wrapped his arm around Andrew’s shoulder and tugged him into a hug. “Don’t give Mom a hard time.”

      “Thanks. Um.” He swallowed the lump in his throat and added, “Thank you all for being here. It means a lot to me.”

      “Only an hour till the party starts,” his mother said. “We’d better get back to finish setting everything up. All the Sheridans will be there, along with your father’s family and all your friends.”

      Andrew’s heart thudded with dread. He hated the concept of a graduation party: all those people smacking his shoulder, congratulating him, and telling him it was time for him to “become a great man like his father.” Plus, there was all that pressure of it being a party. A time his parents had set aside to spend money on him, bring in nice cakes and fancy foods and coolers of beer for the family.

      He had to clench his teeth and get through it.

      After the party, the rest of his life would begin.

      He wasn’t so keen on that, either.
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        * * *

      

      The party was elaborate, only the kind of thing the Montgomery family would put together to show off just how wealthy they had become in recent years. At least, that’s how it seemed to Andrew. Everyone else was off to the races, having a good time. As his mother brought out the cake, Claire and Charlotte rushed up to hug him again and rustle his hair, just as they had done when he was much younger.

      “I can’t believe it! You graduated!” Charlotte said as she leaned back into the arms of Jason, the love of her life.

      “Fantastic work, man,” Jason said. Like Steven with the auto shop, Jason always seemed to smell the tiniest bit like fish.

      “Seriously, I hope you know we’re proud of you,” Claire said as she lowered her voice. “I know Dad has put a lot of pressure on you over the past year. But you have to know, it’s just because there’s been so much pressure on him and his career. All those big clients, looking to him for help. He still loves you, you know?”

      Kurt and his sister, Beth, appeared on the far side of the party. Andrew’s whole body sizzled with electricity at the sight of them.

      “I’ll catch you guys later,” he told his sisters before he headed over, grabbing a few beers along the way. Who could stop him? It was his graduation, after all.

      “Hey, man!” Kurt said. “Beth wanted to come. Hope that’s cool.”

      “Of course,” Andrew said. He smiled sheepishly at this beautiful, radiant girl, the girl with the boyfriend, and added, “Thanks for coming. Want a beer?”

      “Thanks.” Beth took it slowly and cracked it open. Her eyes told him something—something that intrigued him.

      She liked him.

      He knew it in his core.

      “Lots of people are here,” Kurt said as he scanned the crowd.

      “My father made sure of that,” Andrew said.

      All the while, his eyes remained on Beth’s.

      “It’s so weird to see your brother and sisters so much older now, with their own kids,” Kurt continued.

      “Tell me about it,” Andrew said. To Beth, he said, “I’m Uncle Andy these days…”

      “You must be the best uncle,” Beth said. Her cheeks brightened to a pink shade. “I mean, they must love you a lot.”
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