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July 1994

Heather couldn’t fall asleep. Who would have known that being deep in the woods at a rustic Minnesota State Park would be so noisy? The frogs were competing with the crickets. She slapped at her arm. Great. Another mosquito bite! The air mattress she was sleeping on must have a leak because there seemed to be much less cushion from the ground. She sighed and stared out the tent flap to see a glimpse of stars through the trees.

She couldn’t seem to get cool either; a sheen of sweat clung to her making her feel like she was taking a perpetual bath. She listened to the deep even breaths of her sister Olivia and friends Jessica, Rebecca, Emily, and Elisa. How could they sleep? Weren’t they getting eaten alive by the Minnesota state bird?

She turned to her side and punched the pillow. The movement caused the air mattress to leak even more. She closed her eyes and tried to tune out the noise of the frogs and crickets’ serenade. She concentrated on falling asleep, but the more she concentrated the harder it was to sleep. Then her bladder had to be awake too. She should not have had so much Diet Cola.

Grumbling to herself, Heather struggled to get her body off the air mattress. Trying to be as quiet as she could, she left the tent. As she was zipping the tent back up, she heard the exasperating hum of the Minnesota state bird. 

Mosquitoes!

Ack! I hate camping! Why do we have to do this every year! Slapping at mosquitoes she made her way to the outhouse. Before she opened the door, she sucked in the biggest breath she could. She hurriedly opened the door and sat down on the seat. It wasn’t very long before she had to breathe again, so she did her best to breathe through her mouth. She left the outhouse as quickly as she could. The door slammed behind her. She stepped several paces from the outhouse and gasped in deep breaths of the woodsy air. At least the night air smelled good.

She heard chuckling and turned her head to see her best friend Gabe laughing at her. She glared at him, and Gabe held up his hands in mock surrender, then laughed again. She stalked towards him and tried to shove him, but Gabe was much bigger than her. He was sixteen years old, broad, and nearing six foot four.

Instead, he scooped her up in his arms and held her firmly to his body while she squirmed to get away. No matter how much she smacked him and pleaded with him, he wouldn’t set her down. She had no idea what was on his mind, until she saw the lake—black as night.

Without any effort, Gabe carried her to the lake and down the dock. Then he finally let her go. 

Splash!

Heather came up spluttering and angry. She found her footing and started walking back to shore, but behind her Gabe splashed into the water, and Heather knew there was no escaping him. Gabe stalked her, grabbed her by her waist and drug her back down into the water. She struggled to stand, found her footing to only fall back flaying her arms.

Gabe was the most frustrating tease! Gabe always had something on his mind to torment her. When they were little, he would take all the clothes off her barbie dolls and then snatch off their heads. Once he handed her what she thought was a glass of water and it was white vinegar!

Angry, cold, and wet, Heather finally was able to stand. She glared at her friend who was laughing with great gusty gales. She felt something in her hair. She pulled out a weed from it and with distaste threw it away from her.

And Gabe simply wouldn’t stop laughing.

Exasperated, Heather finally accepted the comedy of it all and started to laugh too. Gabe made her angrier than anyone, but he was the only one who could make her laugh so hard. Heather shoved her wet hair away from her face and said, “Gabe, you’re terrible.”

“Yes, Princess, but it has only ever been with you.”

Heather rolled her eyes. Gabe had called her Princess since they were thirteen. She had no idea why he called her Princess. Secretly, she liked it.

“How about we go swim out to that raft?” Gabe suggested.

Heather knew that they probably should be trying to sleep, but she was now simply too wide awake. “Fine.”

By the light of the moon, they swam out to the raft. Once he sat on the raft, Gabe took off his soaked tea shirt, squeezed as much of the water as he could, and laid it flat to let the breeze dry it. He laid back. Heather twisted the bottom of her tank top to squeeze out some of the water. There was no such luck in squeezing out the dripping water from her jean shorts. She sighed and laid down.

For a long time, Heather stared up at the night sky. This she did like. The stars seemed as if they were close enough to touch. She only saw the stars like this when they went camping. Always the sight amazed her. There were so many stars. Light pollution from the Twin Cities made it impossible to see the night sky like this at home.

Now that they were in the middle of the lake and not in the woods, there were no mosquitoes. She was no longer hot, and she wasn’t particularly cold. She lay beside Gabe. They were both quiet. With Gabe, Heather could talk about anything, but they could also enjoy silence together.

Gabe reached for her hand to hold it. His hand holding hers was familiar and welcome. He teased her incessantly, but there really was no one she would rather spend time with. 

Gabe was trouble, and he often got her in trouble too. She knew that her mother would not like that she was on a raft on the lake in the black of night. Gabe’s dad probably wouldn’t care, but if her mother knew . . . 

At this moment, Heather didn’t really care what her mother thought, because this was the most relaxed that she had felt in hours. She closed her eyes, listened to the wind. She’d sleep here for the night. When the sun came up, she’d have to go back to camp to get her fishing gear and come back with Nathaniel. Fishing with Nathaniel was the main attraction for these camping trips. It was what made the week bearable. She smiled thinking of him. He was like a little brother to her. She drifted to sleep.

Gabe listened to Heather’s breaths evening out as she fell asleep. Her hand in his was heaven itself. He felt the softness of her fingers as he gently ran his thumb over them. He turned his head to look at her. In sleep, Heather looked like Sleeping Beauty. He wondered what she’d do if he kissed her awake. She’d probably slap his face.

Gabe smiled.

Gabe thought Heather was the densest person he had ever known. How could she not know he was in love with her? Hadn’t he made it obvious enough? He didn’t know how to tell Heather that he was in love with her. He was simply too afraid to declare his feelings for her because he knew Heather only viewed him as a friend. Gabe worried that if he told Heather she would stop being his friend, and he loved her as a friend more than he would love her as a girlfriend.

Besides, neither her parents nor his father would approve of them dating. Neither was allowed to date, so there was no point in expressing himself in a romantic way until they could date. But even then . . . how would he tell her he was in love with her? She would laugh at him!

So, he held her hand and looked at her. Her blonde hair was longer this summer. She wore it straighter now. Gone was the poof on top of her head and the sides of her hair that looked like airplane wings. He thought it made her look ridiculous just like every other female with the trendy hairstyle of the 80s.

Her features were delicate. She was so sweetly beautiful, but she didn’t even realize it. While many girls their age dressed suggestively, Heather was modest. He overheard her mother say to her once, “Heather, people will admire you for your beauty, but you didn’t choose your face. It’s what is inside that counts, Sweetie.”

Heather had been his best friend since they were little. They were born within days of one another. He didn’t know a life without her. She made him happy. She liked his jokes, which was saying much. She listened to him talk about Bible stories even though she wasn’t too interested in them.

Her father and his father served together in ministry since before they were born. Their fathers met in seminary and became fast friends. Heather and Gabe had a large friend group. Gabe had his sister Emily and the baby identical twins Melissa and Maria. His oldest brother Christopher had always been a thorn in his side, and his younger brother, John, looked up to him as his protector from Christopher, who just couldn’t get it through his head that John hated being teased.

Then there was Heather’ s family. She had a little sister, Olivia, and baby brother, Nicholas.

Also, in the large friend group was Nathaniel Jr. and his older sisters—Rebecca, Jessica, and Elisa. Nathaniel, who was a few years younger, was okay now, but he tended to get in the way when he was little. Their dad, Nate, was also a minister. His church was even larger than his dad’s and Alex’s church. Nate was a brilliant minister. From time-to-time Gabe’s family attended Nate’s church and from time-to-time Nate’s family attended theirs.

Finally, there was Adam—the shining star of all of them. There wasn’t anything Adam couldn’t do. He excelled at athletics and in creative pursuits—like playing the piano and singing. Adam wasn’t in sports past freshman year because he wanted to be in the theater group at his high school. Since Freshman year, Adam played the lead roles. His last role had been Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman. The brilliance of his performance left the audience crying. Wherever Adam went, the girls’ eyes turned to him, inevitably. If Adam wasn’t such a cool guy, Gabe would envy him.

Though Gabe had the height and build for athletics he was uncoordinated. He preferred reading. In a little more than a year, he’d be in college, then seminary. He was eager to teach people about the God his parents taught him about. It was his mother especially that led him down the faith path. She had been the sweetest mother imaginable, and he missed her every day.

The night sounds soothed Gabe. He liked the lapping of the water against the shore. The breeze had cooled from earlier. The stars were like pricks in the floor of heaven as Elisa liked to call them. Elisa didn’t say much, that’s for sure, but when she did, it showed her creative, sweet mind.

He thought about the caravan of cars that drove from Gianna’s bakery parking lot to this state park. They took up six campsites. The boys were all gathered in one site, the girls in another. The parents got to stay in their own separate sites.

Even Stuart was able to come along this time. He had taken this week off from his plastic surgery practice. Gabe couldn’t tell if Gianna was glad that Stuart had joined them. Gianna was acting strangely lately. For some reason she was painting pictures of Jesus in a lawn shirt with blue-green eyes set in a middle eastern face. Gianna was always a quiet woman but, somehow, she had become quieter. Gianna and his father shared a close bond. It was a bond that seemed even closer than his bond with Alex and Nate.

Gabe thought of Stuart. Stuart was the type of man that was used to luxury, and Gabe wondered at the culture change camping in a more primitive state park was for him.

All of them together was overwhelming at times, which was why he liked to spend most of his time with Heather. The rest were okay, but Heather was the best.

He watched her sleeping. He listened to her breathing. He admired her body that was showing curves that she hadn’t had before—especially with her wet tank top plastered to her body. She was little, dainty. Forever she would be his itty-bitty Princess.
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Heather lay on her stomach on a blanket spread out on the beach of Lake Ann. She was sandwiched between Elisa and Emily. She placed her face in the crook of her crossed arms and enjoyed the feeling of the sun baking down on her back and the back of her legs. The day was hot and humid, which was typical for a Minnesotan summer. The breeze was welcome, but too often she was bit by the flies that swarmed around the beach. Heather couldn’t tell if she liked being at the beach or not. Parts of it were fun, but the flies were brutal today. Irritated, she lifted an arm behind her and batted away a fly. Between mosquitos at night and biting flies at the beach, Heather was sick of bugs.

Heather heard the guys splashing in the water batting a volleyball around. They were especially noisy today. Heather sighed, knowing that there was no way she’d be able to take a nap. She never slept well when they went camping. She would have preferred a hotel with a pool and hot tub, but the parents decided that camping was more of a bonding experience for them. Their friend group had camped at Lake Ann or another Minnesotan State Parks since before Heather could even remember. 

She looked at her friend Emily who was exactly two years younger than her brother Gabe. She was lying on her back with her eyes closed. She appeared happy, like she was thinking of something pleasant. Heather wondered if Emily was thinking about the boy from her school that she had recently become good friends with. She had been spending a better part of the month trying to convince her dad that she be allowed to date because she was going to be sixteen in a few months... So far, her dad hadn’t budged.

Heather peered over at Nathaniel’s nineteen-year-old sister Elisa. She had long dark hair that hung in rich folds to the middle of her back. Here eyes were a deep blue. Her skin was fair like porcelain, and her lips a natural pink. She never wore makeup but was forever angelically lovely. She had a kind, reflective nature. She rarely spoke, but when she did, her words were wisdom itself. 

Heather felt comfortable in her presence and looked to her as her older sister. What she liked about her relationship with Elisa was that they didn’t have to speak with words to have a conversation. Elisa was sitting cross-legged watching the guys. She was raptly paying attention to the game they were playing. Heather watched Elisa swatting away a fly from biting her leg, but unlike Heather, Elisa didn’t seem to mind.

Elisa was an artist like Gianna and had just finished her first year for an art degree at Northwestern. She didn’t want to teach art at a high school or a college. Basically, she didn’t exactly know what she wanted to do after graduation, but she enjoyed every moment of school.

Gianna had spent many hours with Elisa teaching her to see the world in “color”. Elisa worked at Eli’s bakery to help pay her tuition along with the grant money she received. Between art lessons from Gianna since she was a small girl and working alongside her at Gianna’s father’s bakery since her early teens, Elisa spent many hours with her mentor. 

Elisa had just rented her first apartment, which was in the upstairs of an old Victorian home. It was so tiny, Heather thought, but it was perfect for her creative friend. Heather had helped her pick out furniture for it at a thrift store as well as other items that Elisa needed for her new home. The eclectic decorating choices suited her sweet friend.

Heather leaned up on her elbows, propped her chin on her fists, and watched the guys. She had no interest in Adam who had just turned twenty, but he was always nice to look at. For that matter, so was Nathaniel at sixteen. She thought that they resembled one another with their startling eyes, broad build, and midnight black hair. Their eyes couldn’t decide if they were blue, green, or a combination of them both. Though their features were slightly different, Nathaniel appeared almost like Adam had when he was that age. She didn’t know how they could be so similar because they weren’t even related. 

But then again Nate, Nathaniel’s dad, was similar in appearance to Adam’s mother, Gianna. Nate was godlike in his black-haired, male presence, and Gianna was a goddess with her majestic height, gentle curves, brilliant coloring, black as night hair that hung straight to just above her waist, and unfathomable liquid silver-blue eyes.

Nathaniel resembled his father.

And Adam resembled his mother.

Heather had often wondered about the perfection of Adam and Nathaniel’s genetics. It was hardly fair that they were so epic in their male gorgeousness. They stole everyone’s eyes just by entering a room.

Though she liked Adam well enough, he was just so unreal to her that she didn’t know how to relate to him. Not only was he beautiful, he was smart—brilliant in fact. He had graduated valedictorian at his high school and was now a theater major at the University of Minnesota Twin Cities. He had more creativity in his pinky than most people had in their whole body.

When Adam smiled, people lost their train of thought. His charisma could fill a stadium. He could play any role convincingly in his theater group and had been the lead in more plays than she could remember. She wept at his portrayal of Willy Loman when he was a senior in high school. His voice was a rich baritone that smoothly caressed each word he pronounced. Every time he spoke... Every time she was in his presence, she didn’t know what to say.

Then there was Nathaniel. He was just as brilliant as Adam in intelligence and was just as creative, but he was more interested in athletics. He was the quarter back on his high school football team, played center on the basketball team, and pitcher for the baseball team. His smile was a delight to behold. Joy glinted in his wondrous eyes. But unlike Adam, Nathaniel was approachable—not so epic—not so godlike. Nathaniel was sweet just like Elisa and was even more eager to please. She adored him and enjoyed his effervescent personality and infectious humor. If she had to rank him as a friend, he would be before Elisa but second in line to best friend Gabe, so she turned her eyes to Gabe next. 

Gabe . . . how would she describe Gabe? She shook her head, not wanting to think about it.

Gabe waved at her, and the ball bounced off his head. He rubbed his head while Adam laughed. Heather held back a grin, not wanting to embarrass him with her amusement. Watching Gabe trying to do something athletic was just too entertaining. Adam and Nathaniel were naturals, but Gabe and Gabe’s little brother John were . . . well . . . not.

Heather glanced over at Gabe’s brother Christopher. He was the oldest of the guys at twenty. Of course, he was by himself again. He was sitting on a beach towel reclining on one elbow and cradling a book in the opposite hand. He was wearing dark sunglasses, a Hawaiian shirt in dazzling shades of purple, and khaki pants.

His dark hair was long and tied back in a ponytail. Heather squinted to read the title and author of his book—Dune by Frank Herbert. She assumed by the cover that it was a science fiction book. Christopher loved reading beyond anything else—except for maybe video games. He was going to school at UCLA for computer science and only came back during winter and summer breaks. 

She had only a few conversations with Christopher in the last few years. She really didn’t know what to say to him. It wasn’t that he was shy, because he was gregarious and had numerous friends, but he seemed aloof to those who would love him most—especially his father. He took the death of his mother hard. His grief over her was hard angles and edges which displayed itself in defiance. Gabe couldn’t reach his brother emotionally no matter how hard he tried.

Not wanting to think about Christopher anymore, she turned her eyes to Stuart doing laps out by the buoys. He swam with natural ease. Of all the parents, she liked Stuart best. Heather wanted to go into medicine—pediatrics. Stuart had a PHD in medicine and often regaled her with stories about getting a pre-med and medical degree from Harvard. He chose to go into plastic surgery, which was something Heather wasn’t interested in. However, she thoroughly enjoyed talking to him about the books she read and so many other interesting topics. She knew that Stuart liked her very much too.

She watched Stuart as he swam laps. He appeared rather graceful. When he was finished with the laps, he brushed his hands through his wet hair. He began swimming towards shore. Closer to shore, he stood. As he walked towards the beach, Heather’s eyes followed him, and it was as if she had never seen him before.

His body had clearly defined muscles from the hours he spent lifting weights. Stuart ran everyday to keep up his health and it showed in his lean body. His body angled down from his broad shoulders to narrow hips. His skin was naturally bronzed, and his hair was of different shades—at the roots it was dark brown, nearer the ends somewhat auburn. His face was covered with a few days’ worth of stubble, which was uncommon from his general clean-shaven face. The hint of a beard made him appear more masculine, virile. When he walked past her, he smiled at her, and it was then that she recognized the sheer beauty of his eyes. In the sunlight the yellow hints in his blue eyes struck her breathless.

Heather quickly realized that Stuart Erickson was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. Even though she could admit that Adam and Nathaniel were supreme examples of physical attractiveness, she could not see them in any other way than her brothers. And though Nate was incredibly handsome, his appearance was too harsh—too hard.

So, her standard for male beauty since she was fifteen was Richard Marx. Her walls were covered with posters of him. She swooned to his music that she played over and over on her boombox and Walkman.

But now her standard for male beauty had suddenly shifted.

She watched Stuart walk toward the blanket he shared with Gianna. She was sunbathing too. Her eyes were closed, and her arms were laying stretched out over her head as she lay on her back.

Heather watched Stuart lay down beside her, then lean above her to kiss her lightly. Startled, Gianna pushed him away. “You’re all wet,” she complained. Stuart grinned down at her. Gianna offered him a small smile and went back to sunbathing.

Stuart leaned back on his elbows, and Heather watched him look out to the lake. She didn’t quite understand the expression on his face. He seemed sort of sad, and Heather felt bad for him.

Heather thought back over the years and realized that though she could tell Gianna loved Stuart, she didn’t seem to love Stuart nearly as much as he loved her. There was a distance between them that Heather only unconsciously noticed. She realized that of late the distance between them had been growing. Now, as she observed Stuart, she could see the disappointment on his face.

Heather had always been unclear as to why they weren’t married. Adam was their son, but they didn’t marry. She didn’t understand it until now. Gianna didn’t really love Stuart, for if she did love Stuart, it wasn’t enough for her to marry him. And seeing the lingering sadness on Stuart’s face made Heather want to rescue him.

Heather had never noticed Stuart’s sheer beauty. Looking at him thrilled a primitive part of her. She felt all fluttery in her stomach. She had never felt this way before. She didn’t understand her feelings. She had not found a member of the opposite sex physically appealing. It had never mattered too much before what a guy looked like. Sure, she had always found Adam and Nathaniel’s handsomeness compelling, but she viewed them entirely as brothers. 

But Stuart . . . Oh, God, Stuart, was all a woman could ever want. He was the most brilliant and kindest person she knew, and now she saw that he was the sexiest man she had ever beheld. Her sixteen-year-old world had shifted. She now understood an arousing attraction to a man. When Emily, Jessica, and Rebecca talked about handsome boys, Heather simply didn’t get the appeal. But now, Heather completely understood an attraction to a male. But with disappointment, she knew her feelings would go absolutely nowhere, for to Stuart she was a child and nothing more.

Stuart stared out over the lake. His swim was invigorating. He had only gone camping with his friends a few times over the past years, and he still wasn’t quite sure what to think of it. Sleeping in a tent was an experience. Their air mattress added some cushion from the ground, but when he woke in the morning the tent was damp from dew. If Gianna had been even a bit affectionate in the night, then taking this week off would have been worth it. He thought that if he went camping with her, he would rekindle what had been lost.

He didn’t know why Gianna turned from his embraces now. They hadn’t spent a night together since the cruise they went on in February. These days he and Gianna spent very little time together. She spent much of her time painting pictures of Jesus. She painted him with blue-green eyes set in a middle eastern face. In the beginning, he told her that Jesus was Hebrew and that his eyes would be brown. Gianna would respond that to her Jesus had blue-green eyes. After a while, he made no comment.

The paintings were quite striking. They were brilliant, actually. He would be insanely proud of her if she spent equal amount of time with him and her art, but more and more Gianna was too busy to be with him.

He had kissed her just minutes ago, but again she pushed him away. He didn’t know what he had done to make her not want him. He took her to elegant restaurants. He offered to take her dancing like they did when they were younger, but she always declined.

He was for some reason that he didn’t know losing the love of his life. It grieved him at how much he had lost, but then again, did they ever have much between them? For all these years she had only given him scattered moments of her life. He didn’t understand why she wouldn’t marry him. He remembered the night when they sat on his kitchen floor as Gianna wept. He asked her to marry him again, but she said, “I can’t,” then left him there. He had cried bitter tears that night. Because of her choice he would spend nights alone. 

He never understood why she gave him such little of herself. Gianna was all he could think of. He loved her with fierceness but knowing she didn’t return the same feelings was tearing him up inside. Most nights, he stared up at his ceiling wondering what he could do to make her love him as much as he loved her.

Something had to change in their relationship. It pained him to let go of her; he didn’t know how to do it. He had wanted to end things between them many times, but each time he thought about it, he grieved, because he loved her too much to let her go. So, he was stuck in loneliness and wondered how many years would go by before he’d be able to find the strength within himself to leave her.

Elisa smiled as she watched the boys playing water volleyball. Gabe was hopelessly uncoordinated. He missed the ball more than he hit it. Both Adam and Nathaniel roared in laughter when Gabe missed the ball again. Elisa wasn’t sure why he was still playing the game. It was clear that Gabe didn’t like it.

Adam and Nathaniel were natural athletes, while Gabe and John were . . . not. Gabe had the build to be athletic, but he lacked coordination. John was better, but not by much. She smiled at her “boys.” They were all so very handsome. Adam was simply gorgeous, and she had to admit her brother Nathaniel was just as glorious.

But her eyes inevitably followed Gabe’s every movement. She loved his nearly black eyes. His pupils were only shades darker than his irises, and light hit his eyes in such a way that there was always this intriguing prick of light—kind of like starlight. His hair was cut in the style of a mullet even though that hair style for guys was no longer popular. His thick, wavy hair was always in a state of chaos because he ran his fingers through it constantly.

Even though Gabe was two years younger than her, he was the only one she could think of in a romantic way. She watched him grieve as his mother died of breast cancer. As often as she could she came to watch the twins to ease the burden off Gianna and Melinda. She watched Kristine die and the tragedy of it all made her cry most nights. She couldn’t imagine losing her mother.

Gabe would sit beside his mother with tears glinting in his beautiful dark eyes. He and his dad alternated holding her hand. The depth of Gabe’s love for his mother, stirred tenderness in her. Gabe was the most special person she knew. She wished that he noticed her beyond brotherly affection. He laughed with her and enjoyed her presence, but his romantic attention was primarily focused on Heather though Heather was oblivious to Gabe’s true feelings.

Elisa lived on the periphery. She was part of the large friend group, but her natural reserve and quiet nature often put her in the background. Mostly, no one noticed she was there. Except, of course, the twins. The beautiful, young twins adored her—always had. She watched them industriously building a sandcastle with their dad.

Elisa’s dearest friend was Gianna. They spent hours together painting. Now Gianna exclusively painted pictures of Jesus. They were breathtaking. Elisa liked to paint landscapes. She wasn’t very good at painting people yet, but she hoped she would get better at it. She would really love to be able to paint Gabe.

Elisa was eager for college to start up again in the fall. She was determined to get an art degree even though she knew that going for art would not be financially prudent. She was working in the bakery for Eli and Gianna so that she could pay most of her schooling through employment. The scholarships she received for academic achievement were helping, but she still had to take out loans. She didn’t want to burden her parents for money for school like her older sisters did. She was grateful for Gianna and Eli for hiring her when she was a young teenager. Eli was the only grandpa figure she had. Her biological grandparents died before she was born.

Elisa smiled as the ball bounced off Gabe’s head again. Gabe was too busy looking at Heather who was now wading. Gabe tossed the ball to Adam and went to Heather. His eyes discreetly dipped over Heather’s body. Heather would not have noticed it, but Elisa noticed everything about Gabe.

With a strange feeling of loss, Elisa watched Gabe stalk Heather in the water who saw the teasing glint in his expressive face. When he reached Heather, Gabe grabbed her around the waist and dunked her thoroughly. Heather came up spluttering and angry.

Elisa heard Heather shout, “Gabe! You. Are. Terrible!”

Gabe grinned. “You always say that, so I don’t pay attention to it anymore.”

Heather rolled her eyes at him.

“Swim out to the raft with me again, Princess.”

Heather turned her eyes back to the beach. Elisa followed her eyes to Stuart. Elisa saw in her friend’s expression that Gabe was not the male on her mind. Elisa knew how much Heather liked Stuart as a mentor, but Elisa had never had she seen this longing on Heather’s face before as she looked at him now.

The irony of all of it, Elisa realized, is that she was longing for Gabe, Gabe was longing for Heather, and by the look on Heather’s face, she was longing for Stuart. And poor Stuart looked like he was nearly going to cry. Of course, Stuart was longing for Gianna.

The naked fascination in Gabe’s eyes as he looked at Heather sent a pang through Elisa’s tender heart. How Elisa wished that Gabe were fascinated with her instead.

Nathaniel served the volleyball back to Adam who spiked it back to him. Nathaniel was beginning to lose interest in the game, but he wouldn’t tell the competitive Adam about it. When Adam tired of the game as Gabe and John had, then Nathaniel would get a respite.

Out of his peripheral vision he watched Gabe swimming out to the raft with Heather. While batting the ball back and forth between him and Adam he watched Heather climb up the ladder. When she stood on the raft, she reached up her hands to squeeze out water from her hair. She pushed her long hair over her shoulder and looked back to the beach. 

No one had a lovelier body than Heather. She wore a pink bikini. He had never seen her in a bikini before. Looking at her all day was stirring him up. Heather was the only girl he loved to look at, but she never knew his fixation with her.

Sure, she went fishing with him every morning on these camping trips and throughout summer vacation, but she viewed him only as her little brother which was silly because he was over a foot taller than her and only a little more than a year younger. She viewed Gabe as a brother too, but it was obvious Gabe didn’t view Heather as a sister. If Nathaniel had to guess, it would be Gabe that would eventually get her. Nathaniel would have to long for her in secret because he didn’t know how to compete with Gabe. Gabe already had a leg up on Nathaniel because he and Heather were best friends and had been since they were toddlers.

The volleyball crashed onto Nathaniel’s head because he was no longer paying attention to the game. He had been too caught up in admiring the girl of his day and nighttime dreams. He picked up the ball and tossed it to Adam. He decided that if he would ever have a chance with Heather, he’d have to make it a bit more apparent that he was interested. He wasn’t sure how to do that because Heather didn’t notice him as anything other than a cherished “brother” which he definitely wasn’t. Heather was as obtuse as she was beautiful.

Nathaniel said to Adam. “Let’s swim out to the raft.”

Adam laughed, seeming to understand perfectly why Nathaniel suddenly wanted to swim to the raft. Adam was astute. Nathaniel didn’t say a word but began swimming out to the raft. When he got to it and climbed up the ladder, he examined Heather. She was lying on her back with her arms splayed above her head. She was biting on her bottom lip again with an expression on her face that Nathaniel hadn’t seen before.

He glanced at Gabe who was trying to appear like he wasn’t staring at Heather. Nathaniel had to make it look like he wasn’t staring at her too. Heather’s skin was like burnished honey from the hours she spent outdoors this summer. Her blonde hair was of an exceptionally light hue. She was thin and dainty. She was just shy of five feet and four inches. He noticed her breasts were larger than they had been at the beginning of the summer when they had gone to Valleyfair.

Her waist was more defined because her hips were larger too. Her newly found curves would inspire Nathaniel’s fantasies even more. He wished that Heather would notice him. Every other dang girl in the world seemed to notice him. It was just Heather who was oblivious.

Nathaniel turned his head to Adam who was the only one who noticed his fascination with Heather. Adam would be cool about it though. Adam was Nathaniel’s best friend even though four years separated them in age. It was a wonder that Adam didn’t share his and Gabe’s interest in Heather, but then again Adam was offered a buffet of women to sample.

Adam had always been discreet about his many girlfriends. Nathaniel doubted Adam had gone all the way with one of them, but Nathaniel was sure he had come close on many envious occasions. Adam never had eyes for the girls in their friend group. He guessed that Adam viewed all of them as sisters.

Nathaniel sat down next to Heather hoping no one other than Adam noticed his attraction. Heather opened her eyes to see who had sat down beside her. What the sunlight did to Heather’s green eyes struck him. He knew he had to play it cool. Heather smiled fondly at him then closed her eyes.

Nathaniel looked to Gabe, who was trying hard to not let anyone else know that he was roaming his eyes over every beautiful bit of Heather. Nathaniel felt a stab of jealousy. It wasn’t fair that Gabe had more of a claim simply because he was older and was already Heather’s best friend.

Nathaniel laid down beside Heather close enough for him to be able to feel her body heat. If it was only Heather’s beauty that captivated him, he’d find a way to let go of his fascination. His attraction went deeper than that
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