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The bell over the door at The Reel Deal Bait & Tackle had been broken for three summers.

It still rang.

Not properly. Not cleanly. It produced a tired little clank whenever somebody came through the door, like the sound had to drag itself out of bed first. Beau Walker had thought about fixing it a hundred different times. He'd even taken it down once, turned it over in his hands, studied the rusted spring, and eventually decided the bell had earned the right to sound however it wanted.

Grandpa Walt felt the same way about the ice machine, the screen door, the minnow tank, and the old Coke sign buzzing in the front window.

"If it still works," Grandpa Walt always said, "it ain't broken. It's got personality."

The Reel Deal had plenty of personality.

The floor dipped near the register. The ceiling fan clicked every third rotation. Yellowed photographs covered the walls, each one showing smiling fishermen holding bass, catfish, crappie, and one legendary carp that nobody in town had ever stopped talking about. Fishing rods lined the west wall. Coolers sat stacked near the entrance. Jars of stink bait occupied an entire shelf and made tourists wrinkle their noses every summer.

Beside the register hung a handwritten sign:
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Beau had written that last line when he was fifteen.

Grandpa Walt laughed so hard he'd never taken it down.

By nine that morning, Beau had already sold three dozen nightcrawlers, two bags of ice, one fishing license, and a suspicious amount of beef jerky to Mr. Landry, who insisted his doctor only objected to sodium when it wasn't consumed near water.

"Morning crowd's thinning out," Grandpa Walt said from his stool behind the register.

The old man always sat there like the shop was a boat and he was its captain. White beard neatly trimmed. Ball cap pulled low. Work shirt buttoned wrong because he claimed perfection made people boring.

His knees were bad.

His back was worse.

His eyes still missed absolutely nothing.

Beau stood on a step ladder beneath the front window, trying to tape up a flyer that refused to cooperate.
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The flyer was new.

The idea wasn't.

People had talked for years about bringing back the old fishing tournament.

Grandpa Walt used to host it every July before rental cabins took over the shoreline and tourists arrived wearing expensive sunglasses while knowing nothing about fishing.

The tournament had once been the biggest event in town besides the Fourth of July.

Beau wanted it back.

Needed it back.

Though he tried not to think about that word too much.

Need sounded desperate.

Need sounded like unpaid bills.

Need sounded like the bank envelope Grandpa Walt kept pretending didn't exist.

The tape peeled loose again.

"Dang it."

Grandpa Walt watched from behind the counter.

"You trying to hang that flyer or flirt with it?"

"I'm building anticipation."

"You're losing to paper."

"Paper fights dirty."

The bell clanked behind him.

Beau glanced over his shoulder.

And nearly fell off the ladder.

The guy standing in the doorway wasn't from town.

That much was obvious immediately.

People from Pine Hollow entered The Reel Deal like they owned part of it. They yelled Walt's name before the door even shut. They walked straight toward the coolers. They complained about weather, boats, fishing, politicians, or their knees.

This guy stepped inside like he expected the building might test him.

Tall.

About Beau's age.

Dark hair pushed back messily.

Clean sneakers.

Khaki shorts.

A blue T-shirt that looked far too nice for bait shopping.

His sunglasses hung from his collar.

His expression held the careful panic of somebody trying very hard to look like he knew what he was doing.

He absolutely did not.

Beau recognized lake panic instantly.

It usually came attached to rented cabins, borrowed boats, and relatives giving terrible directions.

The stranger looked around the shop.

The coolers.

The worms.

The rods.

The tackle.

Then his gaze landed on Beau.

Their eyes met.

Beau's hand slipped.

The flyer curled backward and smacked him directly in the face.

Behind the register, Grandpa Walt made a suspicious coughing sound.

It wasn't a cough.

It was laughter wearing a disguise.

Beau peeled the flyer off his face and climbed down the ladder with as much dignity as possible.

Which wasn't much.

"Morning."

The stranger blinked.

Then smiled.

A small smile.

Nervous.

Polite.

Unfortunately, it was also the kind of smile that made Beau forget he was still holding tape.

"Morning," the guy said. "I need bait."

Beau waited.

The guy waited too.

Grandpa Walt waited with intense interest.

Finally Beau leaned against the counter.

"That's good. We sell that here."

The guy's ears turned pink.

"I mean... yeah. Obviously."

He glanced at the sign.

"I just don't know what kind."

"What are you fishing for?"

The stranger opened his mouth.

Closed it.

Looked toward the lake through the window.

Then said:

"Fish."

Grandpa Walt nearly lost his battle with laughter.

Beau bit the inside of his cheek.

The guy sighed.

"That was stupid."

"It was technically accurate."

"I'm sorry. I'm not usually this bad at stores."

"At stores?"

"Human interaction," he corrected. "Stores are just where it gets worse."

Beau laughed before he could stop himself.

Something changed in the stranger's expression.

Like he'd expected mockery.

And was surprised when it didn't arrive.

Beau opened the bait cooler.

"First time fishing?"

"No."

He raised an eyebrow.

The stranger hesitated.

"First time fishing without my uncle doing everything while I stood there pretending I understood."

"Honest. I like that."

"I'm trying it out. Seems dangerous."

"It is. People might start expecting it."

The smile appeared again.

Bigger this time.

Beau liked that one too.

He really needed to stop noticing this guy's smile.

"Where are you fishing?"

"Dock behind my family's cabin."

"Which cabin?"

The stranger checked his phone and read off the address.

Beau knew it immediately.

Everyone did.

The Miller place.

Blue shutters.

Big screened porch.

Dock long enough to make every local man secretly jealous.

The Millers arrived every summer with cousins, coolers, matching reunion shirts, and enough opinions to fill a church basement.

"You're at the Miller place."

The stranger looked surprised.

"You know it?"

"I know everything within ten miles of this lake."

"Is that a local thing or a you thing?"

"Yes."

Another smile.

Another problem.

"What's your name?" Grandpa Walt asked.

The stranger straightened.

"Ethan. Ethan Miller."

"Walt Walker," Grandpa said. "And this troublemaker is Beau."

Beau offered a slight bow.

"Troublemaker is actually my middle name."

"It is not."

"You lost the paperwork."

"I threw it away because it annoyed me."

Ethan looked between them.

Unsure whether he should laugh.

Beau nodded seriously.

"That's love in this family."

This time Ethan laughed.

Softly.

The sound settled somewhere warm inside Beau.

He ignored it.

Completely.

Absolutely.

Definitely.

"Here."

He set worms, hooks, and bobbers on the counter.

"You'll need these."

Ethan watched.

"Do I need anything else?"

"Probably."

"That's reassuring."

"You want honest or comforting?"

"Comforting."

"You're gonna do great."

"Was that a lie?"

"Absolutely."

Ethan laughed again.

Beau turned away under the excuse of grabbing a paper bag.

Outside, sunlight flashed across the lake.

Boats drifted in the distance.

A truck rattled past.

Tony's Pizza smelled like dough and garlic two buildings away.

Summer had arrived.

Beau always knew by the smell.

Lake water.

Warm dust.

Fresh-cut grass.

Boat fuel.

Sunscreen.

Worm dirt.

Most people thought summer smelled like coconut.

Those people had never lived in a lake town.

Ethan paid and carefully tucked the bait beneath his arm.

He headed toward the door.

Beau should have let him leave.

A normal person would have.

Beau had never been accused of being normal.

"Hey, Miller."

Ethan turned.

Beau leaned against the counter.

"You know how to tie a hook?"

Pride and honesty battled visibly across Ethan's face.

Honesty won.

Barely.

"No."

Beau grinned.

Grandpa Walt muttered:

"Fish are getting safer by the second."

Ethan looked offended.

"I can learn."

"I believe in you."

"That sounded fake."

"It was nicer than the truth."

Ethan sighed.

"The truth is?"

"The truth is you're about to spend twenty minutes on a dock creating modern art with fishing line."

Ethan laughed.

"That does sound like me."

Beau grabbed his cap.

Grandpa Walt's eyes narrowed immediately.

Beau ignored him.

"I'll show you."

Ethan blinked.

"What?"

"I'll show you how to tie it."

"You don't have to."

"I know."

"Then why are you?"

Because you're cute and lost and smiling at me like that.

What Beau actually said was:

"Because I don't want the lake association filing a complaint when you accidentally hook a relative."

Ethan laughed.

"Fair."

Grandpa Walt rang the counter bell.

Nobody knew why.

Not even Grandpa Walt.

"Thirty minutes."

"Love you too."

"Thirty minutes."

Beau grabbed the truck keys.

Outside, heat wrapped around them immediately.

His old red Ford waited beside the shop.

Ethan climbed in carefully.

Like the truck might reject him.

The seatbelt got stuck.

Of course it did.

"Gentle," Beau said.

"It's a seatbelt."

"It's sensitive."

"It is not."

Beau leaned across him to free it.

And immediately regretted every decision he'd ever made.

One second he was reaching for the strap.

The next he was close enough to smell Ethan's shampoo.

Something clean.

Something minty.

Ethan went perfectly still.

So did Beau.

The truck suddenly felt very small.

He freed the seatbelt and sat back.

"There."

Ethan stared through the windshield.

"Right."

His voice sounded different.

Beau pretended not to notice.

The drive to the Miller cabin took less than ten minutes.

The conversation somehow filled all of them.

The drive-in movie.

Summer plans.

Fishing.

Family.

Life.

Easy conversation.

The kind that surprised you by how natural it felt.

Eventually they reached the dock.

The fishing lesson began.

The knot failed.

Then failed again.

Then succeeded.

The worm inspired visible concern.

The cast landed in a tree.

Beau laughed until his stomach hurt.

Ethan threatened violence.

And somewhere in the middle of all that—

Something shifted.

Nothing dramatic.

Nothing obvious.

Just two boys standing on a dock beside a lake.

Laughing.

Learning.

Enjoying each other's company far more than either should have.

Then Ethan finally managed a cast that landed in the water.

The bobber floated.

Ethan stared at it proudly.

Like he'd conquered a mountain.

Beau smiled.

"Look at you."

Ethan looked up.

Their eyes met.

And for one strange moment, the entire lake seemed quieter.

The world smaller.

The distance between them shorter.

Then Ethan's bobber vanished.

"WAIT. WHAT DO I DO?"

Beau grabbed the rod with him.

Their hands closed around the same handle.

"Reel."

"I'm reeling!"

"You're panicking."

"I can do both."

The line tugged.

Ethan laughed.

Bright.

Surprised.

Real.

Beau laughed too.

Their hands stayed together on the rod.

And standing there on that old dock, with the lake sparkling around them and summer just beginning, Beau had the ridiculous feeling that something had already been hooked.

Maybe not the fish.

Maybe not yet.

But something.
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By six o'clock that evening, Beau had already regretted agreeing to dinner three separate times.

The first time happened when Noah showed up for his marina shift.

The second happened when Grandpa Walt wouldn't stop smiling.

The third happened when Beau caught himself changing shirts.

Twice.

He stood in his bedroom staring at two nearly identical T-shirts draped across the end of his bed.

One gray.

One blue.

Both clean.

Both boring.

Both making him feel like an idiot.

"You going to prom?" Noah asked from the doorway.

Beau nearly threw a shoe at him.

Noah ducked easily.

He'd spent most of his life dodging things Beau threw.

"Dinner," Beau said.

"You changed shirts."

"No I didn't."

"You absolutely changed shirts."

"No proof."

"The first shirt is literally on the floor."

Beau glanced down.

Unfortunately, Noah was right.

"That's circumstantial."

"You're doomed."

"I'm not doomed."

Noah leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms.

He was Beau's age, tall, skinny, permanently sunburned, and had the deeply annoying habit of being right exactly when Beau didn't want him to be.

"You like him."

Beau snorted.

"I met him this morning."

"Exactly."

"What does that mean?"

"It means you're already changing shirts."

Beau threw the shoe.

This time Noah wasn't quick enough.

The shoe smacked him directly in the shoulder.

"Worth it," Noah said.

"Get out."

Noah grinned.

"You gonna hold his hand at pizza?"

"Leave."

"You gonna feed him breadsticks?"

"NOAH."

The laughter followed him all the way down the hall.

Tony's Pizza sat on Main Street beside the hardware store and directly across from Mabel's Diner.

The building hadn't changed in decades.

Red booths.

Checkered tablecloths.

Baseball memorabilia covering every wall.

The permanent smell of pizza dough, garlic, and parmesan.

And in the corner—

The arcade machine.

Still alive.

Somehow.

Beau wasn't entirely sure whether it ran on electricity or pure stubbornness.

Probably stubbornness.

The thing was older than both of them.

A faded racing game with cracked plastic, worn pedals, and a steering wheel polished smooth by generations of local kids.

Half the town had grown up playing it.

The parking lot was already full.

Beau sighed.

"Still time to fake my death."

Grandpa Walt climbed out of the truck.

"You said that before church too."

"That was different."

"You were seven."

"And right."

Grandpa Walt laughed.

Together they headed inside.

The moment Beau opened the door, he knew he'd made a mistake.

The Miller family occupied nearly half the restaurant.

Cousins.

Parents.

Aunts.

Uncles.

Kids.

A baby.

Possibly two babies.

There were so many Millers that Beau wasn't entirely convinced they weren't reproducing under the tables.

And somehow Ethan was trapped directly in the center of all of them.

The poor guy looked exhausted.

The second he spotted Beau, his posture visibly relaxed.

Like someone had opened a window.

The small smile that appeared on his face hit Beau harder than expected.

"Hey," Ethan said.

"Hey."

One of Ethan's cousins immediately looked between them.

Then grinned.

Dangerous.

Very dangerous.

"THIS is Beau?" she asked.

Ethan closed his eyes.

"Oh God."

The cousin ignored him completely.

She stood and offered a hand.

"Rachel."

"Beau."

"Ethan talked about you."

Ethan nearly choked on his soda.

Beau raised an eyebrow.

"Oh?"

Rachel's grin widened.

"Oh yes."

"Rachel."

"He mentioned the bait shop."

"Rachel."

"The fishing lesson."

"Rachel."

"The worm incident."

"RACHEL."

Now the entire table was staring at Ethan.

Ethan looked ready to launch himself through the nearest window.

Beau was having the best time of his life.

Ten minutes later they were squeezed into a booth while pizzas arrived in waves.

The Millers talked constantly.

Over each other.

Around each other.

Sometimes all at once.

Beau found himself liking them despite the chaos.

Mostly because every few minutes Ethan would shoot him a look that clearly translated to:

Please help me.

And Beau would grin.

Which translated to:

Never.

A basket of breadsticks appeared.

Then another.

Then another.

By the third basket, Ethan leaned slightly closer.

"Do they always eat like this?"

"Who?"

"My family."

Beau glanced around.

Someone was arguing about lake weeds.

Another relative was discussing fireworks.

Two kids were sword fighting with breadsticks.

"Seems normal."

Ethan groaned.

Their shoulders touched beneath the table.

Neither moved away.

After dinner the younger cousins migrated toward the arcade machine.

The racing game beeped to life.

A crowd gathered immediately.

"You're playing," Beau said.

"No."

"Yes."

"No."

"You absolutely are."

"I've never played it."

"Perfect."

Five minutes later Ethan sat behind the wheel.

Looking nervous.

Beau stood beside him looking delighted.

The countdown appeared.

Three.

Two.

One.

Go.

Ethan immediately drove into a guardrail.

The entire restaurant burst out laughing.

Including Ethan.

"Okay," he said. "That one wasn't my fault."

"You drove directly into a wall."

"It came out of nowhere."

"Beau," Rachel called across the room.

"Yeah?"

"Please don't teach him to drive like you fish."

Ethan pointed at her.

"See? She gets it."

Rachel grinned.

"I like him."

Ethan groaned again.

The game ended exactly how everyone expected.

Terribly.

Beau beat Ethan by nearly a full lap.

"Rematch."

Beau blinked.

"You want a rematch?"

"Absolutely."

"You lost by forty seconds."

"I can improve."

That determination again.

The same expression from the dock.

The same one from the fishing knot.

Something about it made Beau smile.

"Alright."

The second game began.

This time Ethan only lost by twenty seconds.

The third game?

Ten.

The fourth?

Five.

By now everyone was cheering.

The fifth game ended with Ethan crossing the finish line first.

The restaurant erupted.

Ethan jumped to his feet with both arms raised.

"YES!"

Beau stared.

"You practiced this before."

"I did not."

"You hustled me."

"I learned."

Beau laughed.

God.

He really liked that.

As the crowd dispersed, Beau headed toward the soda fountain.

Halfway there he stopped.

A guy had approached Ethan.

Tall.

Athletic.

Baseball cap.

Confident.

The kind of guy who knew he was good-looking.

The guy smiled.

Said something.

Ethan laughed.

The guy touched Ethan's shoulder.

Briefly.

Nothing inappropriate.

Nothing weird.

Nothing important.

Beau immediately hated him.

The feeling arrived so suddenly it almost made him dizzy.

What the hell was that?

The guy kept talking.

Ethan kept smiling.

Beau stared.

"You look constipated."

Grandpa Walt had somehow appeared beside him.

Like a wizard.

Or a stalker.

Possibly both.

"I'm fine."

"Mm-hm."

"I'm fine."

"That's a jealousy face."

Beau nearly inhaled his own tongue.

"What?"

Grandpa Walt pointed subtly.

The baseball-cap guy laughed again.

Ethan smiled.

The guy touched Ethan's arm this time.

"Oh," Grandpa Walt said.

"Stop."

"Boy, I've known you nineteen years."

"Stop."

"You've got it bad."

"I met him this morning."

Grandpa Walt smiled.

"Worst kind."

Eventually the conversation ended.

The baseball-cap guy waved goodbye.

Ethan headed back toward the soda fountain.

Toward Beau.

Toward them.

For some reason that made Beau feel ridiculously better.

"Who was that?" Beau asked casually.

Too casually.

Ethan noticed immediately.

"Who?"

"The guy."

"What guy?"

"The guy."

Ethan blinked.

Then smiled slowly.

Dangerous.

"Oh."

"What?"

"You mean Tyler."

Beau hated that he had a name.

"Sure."

"He's my cousin's friend."

"Mhm."

Ethan's smile widened.

"Beau."

"What?"

"Were you jealous?"

The answer was obvious.

The answer was embarrassing.

The answer was absolutely yes.

So naturally Beau said:

"No."

Ethan laughed.

Not loudly.

Not cruelly.

Just enough to make Beau's ears burn.

"Okay," Ethan said.

Then he bumped Beau's shoulder.

The same way he'd done on the dock.

Small.

Casual.

Familiar.

And somehow that felt better than winning every arcade game in town.

A lot better.

Which was becoming a problem.

A very attractive problem.

But definitely a problem. 
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The next morning, Beau was halfway through stocking a display of fishing lures when Ethan walked into the bait shop carrying a cardboard box.

The bell above the door clanked.

Beau looked up.

Forgot what he was doing.

And dropped an entire package of hooks.

Hooks scattered across the floor.

Grandpa Walt glanced over the top of his newspaper.

"Smooth."

"Nobody asked you."

"I didn't have to."

Ethan laughed.

Beau hated how much he liked that sound.

The guy had been in town less than twenty-four hours and somehow the bait shop already felt different when he walked in.

Brighter.

Busier.

More interesting.

Which was ridiculous.

It was a bait shop.

Not a Hallmark movie.

"What've you got?" Beau asked.

Ethan lifted the box.

"Peace offering."

Grandpa Walt immediately lowered his newspaper.

Now he was interested.

Beau opened the box.

Inside sat a dozen donuts.

Fresh.

Still warm.

Grandpa Walt abandoned the newspaper entirely.

"Well."

"Ethan's my favorite customer now," Beau announced.

"I bought worms yesterday."

"And now you've bought donuts."

Grandpa Walt nodded thoughtfully.

"The boy's got a point."

Ethan shook his head.

"You two are unbelievable."

"We're businessmen."

"You're bribable."

"Also true."

Twenty minutes later Ethan sat on a stool beside the register while Beau reorganized tackle boxes.

The shop was quiet.

A retired fisherman bought bait.

A father and son compared fishing rods.

An elderly woman stopped by mostly to exchange gossip.

The slow morning gave them time to actually talk.

Not just jokes.

Not just teasing.

Real conversation.

The kind that slowly revealed pieces of a person.

"How long have you lived here?" Ethan asked.

"Forever."

"You've never wanted to leave?"

Beau shrugged.

"Sometimes."

"Sometimes?"

"Chicago once."

Ethan looked surprised.

"Chicago?"

"Visited with my grandpa."

"You?"

"I contain multitudes."

"Did you like it?"

"Sure."

"Then why didn't you stay?"

Beau glanced around the shop.

The old floors.

The faded photographs.

The worn shelves.

The sign Grandpa Walt had hung decades ago.

The place that had always felt like home.

"I had stuff here."

Ethan nodded.

Like he understood.

Maybe he did.

Maybe that was what surprised Beau most.

The morning rush ended around eleven.

Grandpa Walt disappeared into the office.

A few minutes later Beau heard a drawer open.

Then another.

Silence.

Then a sigh.

A tired one.

The kind adults thought nobody noticed.

Beau kept arranging tackle boxes.

Pretended not to hear.

Pretended not to know.

The unpaid bills sat in that office.

The bank notices.

The warnings.

The numbers.

The future.

Every time he thought about them, his stomach twisted.

The Summer Hook Classic had to work.

It wasn't optional anymore.

The tournament needed to bring people back.

The shop needed business.

Needed attention.

Needed hope.

Because pretending everything was fine wasn't working.

Not anymore.

"You okay?"

Ethan's voice pulled him back.

Beau blinked.

"What?"

"You disappeared."

"I'm right here."

"You know what I mean."

Beau looked away.

That was dangerous.

The fact Ethan noticed things.

Most people didn't.

Most people saw exactly what Beau wanted them to see.

Easygoing.

Funny.

Never worried.

Never serious.

Ethan seemed to see through all of it.

And they'd barely known each other.

"Everything's fine," Beau said.

The lie sounded weak.

Ethan studied him for a second.

Then nodded.

Didn't push.

For some reason that made Beau trust him a little more.

Around noon they locked up briefly and grabbed lunch.

Tony's Pizza.

Again.

Because every road in Pine Hollow eventually led to Tony's.

The lunch crowd was light.

They claimed a booth near the window.

A ceiling fan spun lazily overhead.

Outside, tourists wandered the sidewalks.

Inside, the smell of pizza dough and garlic filled the air.

"This town is obsessed with pizza," Ethan said.

"We're a sophisticated people."

"You sell worms."

"We contain multitudes."

Ethan laughed.

Beau grinned.

He loved making Ethan laugh.

Maybe a little too much.

Halfway through lunch, Tyler walked in.

Of course he did.

Baseball-cap Tyler.

Easy-smile Tyler.

Hand-on-the-shoulder Tyler.

Good-looking Tyler.

Beau immediately disliked the universe.

Tyler spotted them and headed directly for their booth.

Naturally.

Because apparently suffering was free.

"Ethan."

"Hey."

Tyler smiled.

"What're you doing later?"

Beau suddenly found the pepper shaker fascinating.

Extremely fascinating.

Tyler leaned casually against the booth.

"We've got a volleyball game at the beach tonight."

Ethan looked interested.

Strike one.

"A bunch of us are going."

Strike two.

"You should come."

Strike three.

Beau considered throwing the pepper shaker.

Not necessarily at Tyler.

Mostly.

Ethan hesitated.

"Maybe."

Tyler grinned.

"Cool. I'll text you."
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