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“Can you stop staring at the juice girl?” Mia scolds from the lounge chair beside me.

I immediately turn my head away from Hilary Gold, my current—and not particularly secret—infatuation, and glare at my best friend.

“I wasn’t staring.”

“You absolutely were.”

“I was looking.”

“You were ogling.”

“I was appreciating.”

Mia snorts.

“You’ve been appreciating her for the past thirty minutes.”

I sink lower into my lounge chair and adjust my sunglasses.

We’re sitting beside the hotel pool in matching purple bikinis, stretched out beneath a large white umbrella. The afternoon sun is brutal, turning the pool into a sheet of glittering blue and warming the tiles beneath our feet.

Normally, I’d be wearing one of my collection of oversized bodysuits. I like clothes that cover me. Clothes that make me feel secure. But today, I deliberately chose a bikini.

For Hilary.

Which is ridiculous.

And yet, judging by the fact that she has looked over at me four times in the past thirty minutes, it might actually be working.

“I think she likes me,” I say.

Mia lowers her sunglasses and gives me a look.

“Penelope.”

“What?”

“She’s working.”

“So?”

“So she’s being nice to you because she works here.”

“She smiled at me.”

“She smiles at everyone.”

“She looked into my eyes.”

“She has to look at customers when she serves them.”

“You’re ruining this for me.”

Mia laughs.

I glance toward the juice bar again.

Hilary is standing behind the counter, wearing the hotel’s white-and-purple uniform shirt. Her long braids are pulled back into a loose ponytail, and sunlight catches the gold hoops in her ears whenever she moves. She’s preparing a drink for a couple sitting near the shallow end.

Even after three years of having a crush on her, I still haven’t figured out how someone can look so effortlessly beautiful while making orange juice.

“She’s checking me out,” I insist.

Mia follows my gaze.

“She’s making a smoothie.”

“She can multitask.”

“Sure.”

“I’m going to go over there.”

“Why?”

“To get us more juice.”

Mia looks down at the two half-finished mimosas sitting on the little table between us.

“We haven’t even finished the current ones.”

“I’m thirsty.”

“You bought those fifteen minutes ago.”

“Shut up.”

I stand before she can argue.

Mia laughs as I smooth my hands over my bikini bottoms, suddenly self-conscious.

“You’re actually going over there?”

“Yes.”

“To ask her out?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You’ve been saying you’re going to ask her out since graduation.”

“I might.”

“You won’t.”

I give her a warning look.

“I might.”

“Okay, Casanova.”

I walk away before she can say anything else. The closer I get to the juice bar, the more nervous I become. This was a terrible idea. I should turn around. I could pretend I forgot something at the lounge chair. Maybe I could fake an emergency. But then Hilary looks up. And smiles. My brain immediately stops functioning.

“Hi,” she says.

“Hi.”

Brilliant. Incredible conversation.

I lean against the counter, trying desperately to look casual.

“Can I have another two mimosas?”

“Sure.”

Hilary reaches for two glasses.

I watch her pour the sparkling wine, add orange juice, and garnish each glass with a thin slice of orange.

“You’re really committed to those mimosas today,” she says.

“I like them.”

“You’ve had quite a few.”

I laugh nervously.

“It’s a hot day.”

“That’s true.”

She slides one glass toward me while she works on the second. Then she looks up.

And this time, she doesn’t immediately look away.

“So,” she says, “you’re looking good today.”

I blink.

“What?”

Her smile grows.

“I said you’re looking good today.”

My entire body feels like it’s been dropped into a furnace.

The sun is already hot, but suddenly I’m convinced that I’m the hottest person at the entire hotel.

“I—thanks.”

Hilary glances down at my bikini.

“I’ve never seen you in one before. I thought you were shy.”

“I am.”

“Then what changed?”

I swallow.

“I thought I’d try something new.”

She nods slowly.

“I like it.”

She looks directly into my eyes when she says it.

My heart does something humiliating inside my chest.

“You do?”

“I do.”

For a moment, neither of us says anything.

I stare into her warm brown eyes, completely forgetting that there are approximately fifty other people around us.

Hilary Gold.

The girl I’ve been quietly obsessed with since we were teenagers.

We went to the same high school for three years. We had friends in common, attended the same parties, sat in the same cafeteria, and crossed paths countless times in the hallways.

We graduated only two months ago.

And somehow, in all that time, I never managed to tell her how I felt.

I’ve spent three years finding excuses to be around her without actually doing anything about my feelings.

Now she works at my family’s hotel, at the poolside juice bar, which has given me an entirely new collection of excuses.

I’ve suddenly developed a deep and passionate interest in swimming.

I don’t swim.

I’ve also become very interested in fresh fruit.

I don’t particularly like fruit.

And apparently, I am now the world’s most enthusiastic consumer of mimosas.

I finally remember that she’s waiting for me to take the drinks.

I grab them quickly.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome, Penelope.”

Hearing my name in her voice makes me smile.

“You remember my name?”

Hilary gives me an amused look.

“Of course I remember your name.”

“Oh.”

Of course she does.

We went to school together.

Still, my heart doesn’t seem interested in acknowledging that perfectly reasonable explanation.

I turn around before I can embarrass myself further and hurry back toward Mia.

She is already laughing.

“You’re hopeless,” she says.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re blushing.”

“It’s hot.”

“You’re wearing sunglasses. I can still see you blushing.”

I hand her the mimosa.

“Here.”

She takes it.

“I’ve had four mimosas because of you.”

“Stop whining. You love mimosas.”

“I love mimosas. I don’t love spending my afternoon watching you stare at the same woman like she’s the last bottle of water in the desert.”

I sit down. Mia takes a sip and studies me over the rim of her glass.

“So when are you going to ask her out?”

I stare at the pool.

“Soon.”

“You’ve had three hours.”

“I’ve been gathering courage.”

“For three years?”

“It’s a complicated process.”

Mia laughs. I pull my sunglasses off and wipe the condensation from them.

“Just give me ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes for what?”

“To work up the courage.”

Mia looks at me incredulously.

“You’re actually going to do it?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve said that before.”

“This time is different.”

“Why?”

I glance toward the juice bar. Hilary is talking to another guest. She laughs at something they say. My stomach twists.

“Because she likes me.”

Mia smiles.

“Okay, Penelope. Go get your girl.”

I finish my mimosa. Then I sit there for another five minutes. Mia watches me. I finish the rest. She watches me. I take a deep breath. She continues watching me.

“Are you coming?” I ask.

“Where?”

“I don’t know. Moral support.”

Mia grins.

“Nope.”

“Traitor.”

“You’re asking her out yourself.”

I groan but stand. My palms are sweaty by the time I reach the juice bar. Hilary notices me almost immediately.

She quirks an eyebrow.

“You want more drinks?”

“No.”

She waits.

I take a breath.

“I actually... I wanted...”

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Every word I’ve ever known has disappeared. Hilary’s lips twitch.

“You wanted...?”

“So I’ve been wondering...”

“Yes?”

I stare at her. My brain panics.

“Do you like risotto?”

Hilary frowns.

“Risotto?”

“Yes.”

She looks genuinely confused.

“Yes, I like risotto.”

“Good.”

“Why?”

“There’s this restaurant in the city.”

“Okay.”

“It has really good risotto.”

“I see.”

I nod. My heart is pounding so hard I can hear it.

“And I was wondering if... maybe... you would want to go there with me.”

Hilary’s expression changes. The confusion disappears. Realisation dawns across her face.

“You’re asking me out?”

I feel my cheeks burning.

“Yes.”

For a second, she just looks at me.

Then she smiles.

“I’d love to.”

Relief crashes over me so suddenly that I almost laugh.

“Really?”

“Really.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow night?”

“Tomorrow?”

“If you’re free.”

“I am.”

“Good.”

“Perfect.”

We’re both smiling now.

“I’ll text you the details,” I say. “I still have your number.”

“Good.”

She picks up a napkin and writes something down.

“I haven’t changed it.”

She slides the napkin toward me. I look at the number even though I already have it saved in my phone.

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

I stand there for another awkward second.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Penelope.”

I walk away. I make it approximately ten steps before I start grinning like an idiot. Mia is waiting for me beneath the umbrella.

“Well?”

I drop into the lounge chair beside her.

“I did it.”

“You did?”

“I did.”

She throws both hands into the air.

“Finally!”

I cover my face with my hands.

“Oh my God.”

“That took you, like, three years.”

“Shut up.”

“You asked her out using risotto.”

“I panicked!”

Mia starts laughing so hard she nearly spills her drink.

“I can’t believe that worked.”

“Neither can I.”

I peek through my fingers toward the juice bar. Hilary is looking at me. And when our eyes meet, she smiles. I smile back.

Maybe this is finally happening. After three years of secretly wanting her, I might actually be going on a date with Hilary Gold.

And all it took was a purple bikini, four mimosas, and a completely unnecessary conversation about risotto.
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