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Chapter 1



I cant wait to see all the guys.

You might have thought that was me talking, as I headed into the town of Kill Devil Hills, North Carolina, my destination for a two-week summer stay on the Outer Banks.

But no. It was my dad, of all people.

And its not what you might be thinking now, either. He was talking about seeing his best friends from college.

We meet up every few years on a big reunion trip with the guys, their wives, their kids, and other assorted members of their familiesdogs, parents, random cousins, nannies, you name it. I think its Dads favorite vacation, because he and his buddies play golf, sit around reminiscing, and stay up late talking every night.

Even though that occasionally gets a little boring, I like going on these trips, because Ive gotten to be friends with the guys offspring, who have sprung off like me: Heather Olsen, Adam Thompson, and Spencer Flanagan. I couldnt wait to see all of them. It had been two years since the last vacation reunion for the four of us, which was almost, but not quite, long enough to make me forget what an idiot Id made of myself the last time, when I was fifteen, Spencer was sixteen, and Id told him that I thought he was really cool and that we really clicked and that I wished we lived closer because then we couldwell, you get the gist. Embarrassing. With a capital E. Maybe three of them, in fact. EEEmbarrassing. Like an extra-wide foot that Id stuck in my mouth.

But enough about me and my slipup. I basically love these trips because we end up in cool locations like this, a place Id never seen, or even gotten close to seeing, before now.

Living in the Midwest, we dont get to the coast much. And this was even beyond the coastif thats possibleon a strip of land that was as far as you could get without becoming an island. Or maybe it was an island. What do I know? We live in fly-over land. On the plus side, we dont have earthquakes, hurricanes, or tropical storms. On the minus side, we have the occasional nearby tornado and no ocean access.

This is just beautiful, Mom said as we turned off the main four-lane road, and onto a smaller road with giant three-and four-story beach houses on each side of it. Isnt it, Emily?

Those houses are gigantic. Is that where were staying? In one of those? I asked.

Yup. Remember the pictures we checked out online? Dad asked from the front seat of our rental car. Wed flown into Norfolk, Virginia, and driven south from there.

Not really, I said. I hadnt paid all that much attention, to be honest. I was too busy finishing up my senior year, getting my college plans set, figuring out how to squeeze a two-week vacation into a summer in which I needed to make as much money as possible.


In July and August, Id be back home working at Constant Camera full-time, saving money for textbooks and anything else I might need when I got to college. Fortunately, Id received a few gifts for my graduation that would help out a lotgift cards, as well as supplies for my hopefully budding career in photography. I planned to take lots of pictures while on this vacation, and turn them into something I could give everyone at the end of the two weeksa calendar. Id left my new Mac at home because of the hassle of traveling with itMom was afraid it would get I-Jackedand Id brought my inexpensive camera instead of my digital SLR, so I wasnt working with my usual stuff. But I was still confident I could get plenty of good picturesafter all, its not necessarily always the equipment, its whether you have an eye for it or not.

We were getting close to the house number we were looking for when Dad stopped the car as two college-age-looking guys stepped out to cross the street. They had beach towels slung around their necks and bare chests with nice abs, and wore low-riding surf shorts. One of them carried a Frisbee, while another had a volleyball tucked under his arm.

I sat up in the backseat, wondering if that was Adam and Spencer. But no, upon closer inspection, one of them had short, nearly platinum-blond hair, and the others was brown, shoulder-lengthnot at all like Spencer and Adam.

Which wasnt a bad thing, because I was looking forward to seeing what guys might be around, too. And I didnt mean Dads college buddies or their sons.

While we were stopped, the guy carrying the volleyball leaned down and peered into the carI guess hed caught me staring at him. He smiled at me, then waved with a casual salute.

I smiled and waved back to him. I wanted to take a lot of pictures, so why not start now? I buzzed the window down. Hold on a second, okay? I asked. I grabbed my slim, shiny green camera from my bag, and took some quick shots as they played along, grinning and flexing their muscles, showing off a couple of tattoos.


Emily. My mother peered back at me over the front seat. What are you doing?

Capturing the local flavor, I said as a car behind us honked its horn, and the guys hustled across the street so we could get moving again. Just trying to blend in with that whole Southern hospitality thing.

Hmph, my mother said, while my dad laughed.

I turned around and looked out the back window at the guys, wondering if wed be staying anywhere close by, when Mom shrieked, Look! Theres the house!

My dad slammed on the brakes, which screeched like the sound of a hundred wailingand possibly illseals. Dad has this awful habit of calling Rent-a-Rustbucket in order to save money. Consequently, we end up driving broken-down automobiles whenever we go on vacation.

Dad backed up and turned into a small parking lot behind the tall, skinny house. I immediately recognized all the L bumper stickers and Linden College window-clings on the cars in the lot.

Look! Mom pointed at a Linden College banner that was hanging off the third-floor balcony, flapping in the breeze. There was a giant green, leafy linden tree on the dark blue banner background, and in the center, a heart-shaped leaf with a giant L in the middle.

Sometimes my dads Linden school pride got a little ridiculousfor instance, he couldnt possibly get dressed in the morning (at least on weekends and vacations) without donning some piece of Linden College apparel, and he owns about fourteen different ball caps, some faded and tattered and some brand-newbut since Id actually be going off to school there in the fall, it was kind of a nice feeling to see the banner.

Dad parked the car with a screech of the brakes and we started to climb out. I closed the door, and I swear a piece of the car fell off onto the pavement.

There was a second or two where I was dreading the inevitable hugging and screaming that went along with greeting everyone. Then the back door opened, I saw Adams dad, and the feeling was over.

Jay, you could have at least rented a decent car for once in your life, Mr. Thompson said.

Why change now? my dad replied as he clapped him on the back.

Once a cheapskate, always a cheapskate, huh, Emily? Mr. Thompson gave me a little shoulder hug.

Dont get me started, I mumbled, looking up at him with a smile.

Adam just took off on a run down the beach, Mr. Thompson said. Heather and her mom are off shopping somewhere. I know Adam is psyched to see you.

Cool. I grinned. Although I hadnt seen Adam for two years, wed always gotten along pretty wellI figured we still would. Even if we didnt stay in touch very often, wed known each other so long that it was kind of like being cousins.

Just then the door opened again and Adams stepmom and his two younger half brothers charged outside. In another minute, it was total chaos, with everyone yelling, hugging, and talking all at once.

Of course, they were talking about how middle-aged and out of shape theyd all gotten, and how many vacation days they got, and whether there was enough beer for the night. What was next? Medicare? Retirement plans?

I had to figure out where the people my actual age had hidden themselves.

As they say on Greys Anatomy: Stat.



Ten minutes later, after dumping my suitcase in my room, I stood on the giant back deck, overlooking the ocean. There were houses up and down the beach, all looking pretty similar. On one side of us there seemed to be a large, extended family, complete with lots of young kids, grandparents, and about a dozen beach balls and other water toys floating in their pool.

The house on the other side of us had beach towels lined up on the deck railing, flapping in the warm breeze, and a couple of lacrosse sticks, a random collection of Frisbees, and badminton racquets strewn on the deck, along with a cooler and some empty cans of Red Bull and bottles of sports drink. Something about it screamed young guys to me, which seemed promising, but maybe I was just being overly hopefulor naive. Maybe it was actually screaming old guys who dont recycle.

Down by the ocean, some kids were playing in the sand, building sand castles and moats, while others swam and tried to ride waves on boogie boards.

Ive made a list of top ten Outer Banks destinations. I read eight different guidebooks and compiled my own list, my mom was explaining to Mrs. Thompson when I walked over to them. Well need to go food shopping tonight, of course, and make a schedule for who cooks which night.

Oh, relax, you can do the shopping tomorrow. Things are very casual around here, Mrs. Thompson said to her. Dinners already on the grill, put your feet up. She turned to me. You should go say hi to Adam. Hes down there, in the water.


He is?

She gestured for me to join her at the edge of the deck. Hes right there. Dont you see him?

All I could see except for young kids was a man with large shoulders doing the crawl, his arms powerfully slicing through the water. That? I coughed. That person is Adam?

His stepmom nodded. Of course.

Wow. Really? I wanted to say. When I focused on him again, as he strode out of the surf, I nearly dropped my camera over the railing and into the sand. You know what? I think I will go say hi. Hi, and who are you, and what have you done with my formerly semi-wimpy friend?

I walked down the steps to the beach in disbelief. Last time Id seen Adam, his voice was squeaking, and he was on the scrawny sidea wrestler at one of the lower weights, like 145. Not anymore. He had muscular arms and shoulders, and he looked about a foot taller than he had two years ago. His curly brown hair was cut short.

You look different, I wanted to say, but that would be dumb. You look different and I sound like an idiot, so really, nothings changed.

Why was it that whenever I tried to talk to a guy, I started speaking a completely different language? Stupidese?

Emily? he asked.

I nodded, noticing that his voice was slightly deeper than I remembered it. It was sort of like hed gone into a time machine and come out in the future, whereas I felt exactly the same. Hi.

He leaned back into the surf to wet his hair. You look different, he said when he stood up.

Oh, yeah? I do? Different how? I wanted to ask, but that was potentially embarrassing. Different in the way he did? Likesexy? I waited for him to elaborate, but he didnt. Well, uh, you do, too, I said.

Right. He smiled, then picked up his towel and dried his hair. As he had the towel over his head, I took the opportunity to check him out again. Man. What a difference a couple years could make. He used to wear wire-rim glasses, but now, apparently, he had contacts, like me.

There was always this really uncomfortable moment when we first tried to talk after not having seen each other for so long.

So, how are you? I asked, patting his shoulder, and then we sort of hugged, very awkwardly, the way you hug someone without actually touching them. Sort of like the Hollywood fake-kiss.

All right, knock it off, you two! a voice said.

Funnythat didnt sound like my mother, but who else would care if I hugged a suddenly semi-hot Adam?








Chapter 2



I turned to look at who was coming toward us, but the sun was in my eyes.

You guys! Heather Olsen cried. Its me. She had on a pair of short shorts and a couple of layered tank tops. She ran up to us, and I gave her a big hug, squeezing her tightly.

Yay, youre here! I said. I havent seen you in forever.

I know. Isnt it ridiculous, considering how close we live? she replied.

I gave her another hug, because the last time wed gotten together wasnt for a vacationit was for her dads memorial service nearly a year ago. We hadnt visited much that time, but wed stayed in close touch throughout the past year with emails. Adam and Spencer hadnt come to the service, only their parents had, because they now lived pretty far awayAdam and his family lived in Oregon, while Spencers was in Vermont. Heather and I were the ones still sort of near where everyone started outMadison, Wisconsin, where theyd all moved and rented a house together after college and gone to grad school. We still lived in Madison, while Heather and her mom lived in Chicago, which was only about three hours away. Still, we were usually both so busy we didnt see each other often enough.

What are you Adam asked as Heather jumped on his back, like she wanted a piggyback ride. I wasnt sure you were coming, he said when she dropped off his back and gave him a playful shove.

Why wouldnt I? Heather stared at him, hands on her hips. No. Only kidding. I know why. But the other guys put on the major hard sell, or maybe it was a guilt trip. Anyway, Mom finally agreed. I told her I wanted to see you guys.

Im really glad you came, I told her. It wouldnt be the same, you know. Without you. I felt myself tripping over my tongue. Right, Adam?

Definitely. Adam looked up at a few pelicans flying past. It wouldnt count as a reunion.

We have traditions, I said. You know. You and Spencer make fun of me and Heather until you run out of put-downs, then you resort to practical jokes.

Me? Adam turned to me, not looking amused. No, I dont.

You do, I said.

Its a good thing Im here, because Emily couldnt possibly defend herself on her own, right? Heather said.

What? I could too defend myself, I said. I put up my fists, which arent all that impressive, actually, considering my arms have this certain resemblance to sticks. All the muscle tone Id had from ballet over the years had started to fizzle, like the deflating air mattress Id been forced to sleep on the night before at my aunt and uncles, who live close to the airport.

Yeah, but not well. Heather punched Adam lightly on the arm, which was no longer an arm but a massive bicep. She rubbed her knuckles afterward and looked up at him. Speaking of self-defense. Work out much?

Yeah. He shrugged. I just finished baseball season.

I thought they banned steroids in baseball, Heather said.

Adam laughed, looking slightly embarrassed. Shut up.

Fine. You know what? Im starved. When do we eat? I think I saw some brats on the grill.

What else is new? I asked, rolling my eyes. Cheddar or beer style?

You can take my dad out of Wisconsin, but you cant take his bratwurst away, Adam said.

Heather started to run back up the stairs to the deck, then she stopped and looked over her shoulder. Well, come on, guys, Im not going to eat by myself.

Were coming, I told her.

I forgot how she is, Adam commented as we walked over to the stairs together, me loving the feeling of digging my toes into the soft, warm sand. I mean, maybe its a good thing she hasnt changed, with everything thats happened.

How is she? I asked.

Like, um, a whirling dervish, Adam said. Those things that spin around and around.

Whirling dervish? Wow, have you been taking vocab vitamins along with your steroids? I asked.

Shut up. He gave me a playfulbut still possibly bruising, with his strengthhip check as we headed up to the deck. I dont take steroids, okay? I mean, I know guys whove done it and its disgusting. So lets not talk about that anymore, Adam said in a more serious tone.

Agreed, I said. I didnt really think that, you know. Although it had kind of crossed my mind, because I didnt understand how hed transformed himself. If hed changed that muchwhat would Spencer look like? Anyway, lets forget we ever said anything, and just eat.

Deal. Adam picked up a paper plate and started loading it with food. I followed his lead, taking some of almost everything.

Heather and I sat next to each other on the deck. We both sat cross-legged, in a sort of yoga position. Shes tinyabout five feet talland used to do gymnastics at the same level I dancedwe were both a little obsessed. Shed always been amazingly flexible, and I was, too, so we used to spend these vacations trying to out-bend each other doing splits, back bends, handstands, and anything else we could do to be pretzel-esque. Adam and Spencer had dubbed us the tumbling twinsor maybe it was the tumbling twits. I suddenly couldnt remember.

Maybe there were some things about our last get-together that Id purposely forgotten, like the look on Spencers face when Id awkwardly tried to tell him how I feltor the look of his back, rather, when he turned away, ignoring me, as if I hadnt said anything. A person can forget a lot in two years. But that? No. And if I hadnt forgotten, I worried he hadnt, either.

Maybe the Flanagans wont come, I thought, looking around at everyone else already gathered. Maybe they decided to stay home. Maybe their car broke down and theyd decided to just can it.

Oh, relax, I told myself as I bit into a cob of buttery corn. Spencer has moved on, and so have you. Youve had tons of other guys in your life since then. Sure. Theres that tech guy at the Apple storeand the guy at the Starbucks drive-through you flirted withonceandum

Adam sat down across from us. Whats wrong with chairs, anyway? You guys against chairs? Wait, I know. You have to stretch. Isnt that what you were always doing?

Before I quit gymnastics, Heather said. Actually, I just didnt see enough chairs.

When did you quit gymnastics? Adam asked, sounding genuinely surprised.

After the accident, she said. I broke a few ribs, andit hurt to breathe, never mind flip. Plus I was just ready to make some changes.

Adam nodded. Yeah. Sorry about that. I meanabout everything. Must have been really hard.

There was a long pause. I looked at Adam, then at Heather, then at my plate, wishing I could say something decent that didnt sound completely clichd.

You know what? Heather suddenly looked up at both of us and smiled. We have to go out tonight.

We do? I asked. I hadnt pictured going out and partying as being in the cards, not with the proportion of parents to us. I mean, it was something Id hoped to achieve, but only in a fantasy, which is the way most of my daring plans occur.

We do. I mean, do you really want to sit around and listen to the guys all night? First theyll talk about the place where they all lived, and who never washed the dishes, and who did, and who partied the most, and what girl they tried to date but who wasnt interested in any of them


We all laughed, but I also couldnt help but wonder if Heather was feeling a little uncomfortable listening to all the guys reminisce, when her dad wasnt around to join in anymore. As much as hearing my dads stories over and over again annoyed me, at least I still had the chance to listen to them.

I stood up to get a little more food and took a serving of Mrs. Olsens famous marshmallow Jell-O salad, which shes been making for every get-together since forever, and that Ive been eating for about as long.

When did your mom have time to make this? I asked Heather, taking a bite.

This afternoon. We got here earlier today, then went out shopping for new swimsuits, Heather explained. There are some amazing shops around here. Where were you guys when we got here? she asked Adam.

Tim and Tyler wanted to go to an amusement park. I think we went on about twelve kiddie pirate rides.

I cant believe theyre already four, I said. Seems like they were just born, you know?


Ha! Maybe to you, Adam said.

I always kind of wanted siblings, I said. Someone to take the focus off of me.

I hear you, added Heather with a nod.

There was a loud knock on the fence surrounding the pool area. Anyone here? a deep voice called through the fence.

No! everyone called back at once.

Thought so. Lets go, Spence, I heard Mr. Flanagan say.

I kind of held my breath. After Adam, I couldnt wait to see what Spencer looked like. Would he have changed that much, too? I was nervous, maybe even dreading it a little bit. What if hed changed? What if he was even more handsome than he had been at sixteen? Or, potentially worse, even more conceited?

The gate openedMrs. Flanagan was towing a large suitcase, while Spencer and his dad carried a kayak over their heads, which they leaned against the fence.

You kayaked here? asked Mr. Thompson. No wonder it took you so long.

Anything to save gas money, Mrs. Flanagan answered with a smile.

Spencer was wearing an orange UVM T-shirt and long khaki shorts. He was barefoot. I suddenly remembered how he liked to go barefoot all the time, and wondered how that worked out during the winters. I rarely saw him during the winter. Maybe he had a completely different look.

Youre here! Heather said, throwing her arms around Spencer.

Spencer stepped back with an awkward smile, escaping Heathers grasp. Hey.

Hey? Heather repeated. Is that all youre going to say?

He looked at her and lifted his eyebrows, like he was trying to think of something better to say, but he couldnt. Sorry about your dad, he said.

Thanks. Heather hugged him again. I appreciate that. She let him go and looked up at him. But I didnt mean that. There was an awkward pause. Well? Are you going to hug Emily or not?

Good question, I thought. What was the etiquette for this kind of situation? It was like Heather could see that things were awkward, but Id never told her about my dumb confession of loveor was it like?to Spencer two years ago.

He gazed at me for a second, rubbing his eyes, because clearly hed just woken up after the extremely long car trip. Emily. That you? he asked, scratching the side of his face, which looked a little stubbly. He was turning into a grown-up. He had actual stubble.

I laughed. Of course its me. Who else would it be? Hi. I punched his arm a little awkwardly, but hit it harder than I meant to, and we sort of hugged, but sort of almost toppled over at the same time.

Ouch. Youre tall, he said.

Me? No, Im the same height I used to be, I said, pulling a sticky strand of my hair off of my face.

You have something in your hair, Spencer said.

Still? I pulled at a few more hairs, then found a clump of mini-marshmallows. I could feel myself blush as I attempted to pull them out. Fortunately, I have thickish hairbut unfortunately, its black, so every speck of marshmallow showed. This wasnt exactly how Id wanted my reunion with Spencer to go.

Its the Mello Jell-O, Heather explained to him.

Spencer rubbed his forehead. The what?

My moms famous mold dessert thingy.

Your mom serves mold?

No, stupid, its a mold, as in a shape. And it has fruit and marshmallows in it

Oh, yeah. Now I remember. Well, I guess everyone has to be famous for some thing.

Heather shoved him. Are you dissing my mom?

No, just gelatin. So what happened? Did you dive into the bowl? Spencer asked me.

No, I was eating it when you showed up, and I guess I got a little flustered, and my spoon ended up in my hair. Ha-ha, I said in a deadpan tone. Its a styling product, okay?

Wellstyle away, Spencer said, surveying the deck.


Same old obnoxious Spencer, Heather muttered under her breath as Spencer left us to get a burger.

It was true that he treated us like we were little kids, even though he was only a year older than us. He usually made a big effort to remind us that he was older. Heather, Adam, and I were just so immature. We were like infants, compared to him.

The three of us sat down to finish eating dinner, and Spencer joined us. As soon as Heather tossed her paper plate into the trash can, she stood up, looked at the three of us, and said, What are you guys waiting for? Come on, lets get out of here, go out somewhere fun.

Go out? But I just got here, Spencer protested. I dont even know what room Im in, or where my stuff should go.

Well figure it out when we get back. You can unpack later. Youve got two weeks to unpack. Heather pulled Spencer to his feet and guided him toward the deck steps.

Technically, no, because Ill have to unpack in order to change my clothes, like tomorrow, Spencer said. Anyway, where are we going and whats the rush?

I dont know. Well find a place, said Heather confidently, looping her arm through his.

I interrupted the parents for a second to tell them that the four of us were going for a walk. They barely paused talking long enough to hear what I had to say. Dad mumbled, Thats great, honey, then went back to some story about sophomore year and a football game they lost by one point.

Just before I went to join Spencer, Heather, and Adam, I stopped and took a picture of the three of them as they pushed and shoved each other on the stairs. A lot of things had changed since we first became friends when we were little, but some things hadnt changed at all.

I was starting down the stairs when a Frisbee came sailing over the fence and nearly knocked me in the head. I reached up instinctively to shield my face and the Frisbee hit my hands and fell to the deck.


Little help? a guys voice called over from next door.

Oh. H-hi, I stammered as he got closer. I wasnt sure, but it looked like the same guy whod said hi to me earlier in the carthe one with the short, platinum-blond hair.

Did I see you earlier? You took my picture, he said. Old car, screechy brakesthat was you, right?

Thanks, Dad, I thought, for making such a great impression. I nodded, feeling flustered.

You find everything okay? he asked Yall looked a little lost.

Yall. Was that cute or what? We were. My dad nearly caused a wreck when he stopped and turned. I think Ive got whiplash. Of course, maybe that was from looking out the back window at you. But. Anyway. I laughed. We made it.

Cool. Well, ask us if you need to know where to go for stuff. Weve already been here a week so we know our way around.

Great. Thatd be, uh, really, uh, helpful, I told him. Especially if you decided to give me a personal tour of the town. Are you, um, here with family, too? I asked.

No, friends, he said.

That sounds fun, I replied. So, Im

Emily! my mom suddenly called over to me. Dont forget to take your sweater, hon, it might get chilly!

Ill be fine! I called back over my shoulder at my mom. I could have killed her right then. She could be so overprotective that she made me seem a lot younger than I actually was. Half the time, she acted as if I didnt know how to take care of myself.

Here. He tossed a sweatshirt over the fence. No need to run for a sweater. Just leave this on the railing here when you get back. Or return it to me tomorrow. Whatever.

Really? You sure? You dont even know me. And I dont know you, though I wouldnt mind.

Dont stress. Its yours for the night. He smiled.

Well, um, thanks. Cool. I was trying to act casual, like this was something that happened to me all the time, when in reality, Id never worn a guys clothes beforenot any guy I was interested in, anyway. Girls at school were always wearing boyfriends sweaters and letter jackets and things like that. The closest Id ever gotten was borrowing Erik Hansens stocking cap on a biology class field trip when it was ten below. Stocking caps belonging to hockey players werent exactly sexy. Smelly, yes. Thanks again. Im sure Ill be freezing and Ill be, you know, so grateful. I held up the sweatshirt. So, see you around? I paused, waiting for him to tell me his name.

No doubt. See you tomorrow!

Promise? I thought as I watched him fling the Frisbee to his friends on the other side of the deck and they all jogged down the steps to the beach. Maybe this vacation had a lot more in store for me than Id thought. Maybe instead of just taking pictures of my friends and their boyfriends, Id be in the picture, for a changewith whats his name.

Come on, Emily! Were waiting! Heather yelled to me from the town-side of the house, yanking me back to reality.
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