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      I knew falling in love with my best friend’s brother was a bad idea, but I just couldn’t help it.

      Hunter Baylor was dreamy, wonderful, and amazing. The only problem? He was absolutely off limits because he was Mia’s brother. And well, Mia was my best friend since … well, forever.

      “Allie, are you even listening to me?” Mia asked.

      “Hmm? Yeah of course.”

      Mia crossed her arms. “Oh really? So, you agree?”

      Whoops. “Yeah, absolutely.”

      Mia threw the pastel-green pillow at my head. “You weren’t paying attention! There’s no way you’d agree with them if you heard what I said.”

      “I’m sorry, Mia. Start over.”

      “I said that my parents are letting Hunter bring a friend to our summer vacation. I don’t want one of his meathead friends ruining our fun, yanno?”

      I giggled. “I mean I’ve been coming with you guys for years. I can’t imagine how they could argue against him having someone too.”

      Mia snorted. “Please, you’re family. God, I hope he doesn’t invite Richard; he’s the worst.”

      “There’s like what … two weeks left until the trip? Why don’t you just ask?”

      “Definitely not. I’d rather die. If he thinks I don’t like his answer, he will purposely bring Richard. No. I’ll just wait to see.”

      “If you say so.”

      Mia was right. Richard was nothing like Hunter, but I supposed it could be worse. Besides, who cared who he brought if Hunter was there?

      Mia’s bedroom door flew open and banged against the wall.

      I nearly jumped off the chair.

      Mia’s brows furrowed. “Hunter! What are you doing?”

      Hunter chuckled from the other side of the doorframe. “Jumpy much?”

      “No, more like I wish you would respect my privacy. The door is shut for a reason.”

      “Relax. Mom told me to tell you two dinner is ready. Blame her for the broken privacy.”

      I stared at Hunter as he left Mia’s room and headed for the stairs. His tank hugged his body. Goosebumps erupted over my arm. I quickly rubbed them away before Mia saw. The first rule of liking your best friend’s brother was that she could never know. The second? I could never do anything about my feelings. But man did I want to.

      Mia stood and walked to the door. “You ready to eat?”

      I nodded and followed her downstairs.

      Mia’s house was like my second home. I knew every room, every corner. We would all eat dinner together in their dining room. No meals in the Baylor house were held in front of the TV, unless for some reason her parents weren’t home.

      The dining room was connected to their kitchen, but still had a wall that divided it from the rest of the family room. Their house was cozy, and personally, I loved the style Mia’s mom used to decorate the house.

      The walls to the dining room were a slate blue with a long and fabulous wooden table. The legs of the table were white, and the wood was a dark stain. The chairs were white and upholstered with gray cushions. It was simple and elegant. Or at least that was what she used to describe it to Mia’s dad after she redid it. Mia thought the whole renovation was ridiculous, but I rather liked the updates. The only other decorations in the room were large plants in the corner and a chandelier above.

      It reminded me that the purpose of the room was to connect, nothing more.

      Mrs. Baylor set the final platter onto the table. There was a large bowl of spaghetti, a pan of garlic bread, and freshly grated cheeses.

      I inhaled the delicious scent as I sat in my usual seat next to Mia and across from Hunter. Their parents sat on the ends.

      “This smells amazing, Mrs. Baylor.”

      “Oh, Allie, thank you, honey. You flatter me too much.”

      “Never. Compared to my meals at home, you know these are like four course meals.”

      Mrs. Baylor waved me off as the blush on her cheeks rose. She would never admit it, but I knew that she loved my praise about her food.

      Mia leaned closer to me. “You brown noser. Stop making me look bad with my mom. She’s going to send me home to your house and keep you if you keep going at that rate.”

      I took a sip of my water. “Maybe … maybe not.”

      Mia gasped. “That’s what you want isn’t it?”

      I giggled. “No. But when can it hurt to have your mom in a good mood.”

      Mia tilted her head. “Good point.”

      Hunter plopped into the chair across from me, as Mr. Baylor sat to my left.

      My eyes darted back to my empty plate. If I stared at him too long, those gorgeous almost-emerald eyes would suck me in. They were magical, even if Mia had almost an identical copy. Hunter’s eyes were different. The green drew me in like a current and I couldn’t get caught. Not now, not ever.

      “Let’s eat,” Mrs. Baylor said.

      Another Baylor family tradition was that each plate or bowl of food was passed around the table, starting with Mr. Baylor. He lifted the large bowl of spaghetti, scooped out what he wanted and passed it to Hunter.

      He effortlessly lifted his spaghetti onto his plate, his arm muscles rippled as he handed the bowl to his mom. Once she safely held the bowl in her hand, his eyes looked ahead, meeting mine.

      My stomach flipped.

      Out of habit, I turned to look at anything else to focus my attention. Thankfully, Mia was oblivious to any kind of awkwardness. Not only was she entranced in her phone, but I had crafted my shield delicately over time.

      I hadn’t always liked Hunter Baylor, but as he became older and left middle school, it was undeniable his boyish features became manly. His baby weight turned into muscle. Eventually, his body only chiseled more and more.

      In eighth grade, Mia had invited another girl to a sleepover to join us for her fourteenth birthday. At the time, Hunter had turned sixteen several months before. Maureen was only a school acquaintance—someone Mia had a few classes with.

      During the sleepover, Maureen had disappeared, and Mia began to search the house for her. We found Maureen sitting on Hunter’s bed, batting her eyelashes at his charm.

      Mia’s eyes bored a hole into Maureen, and she has never showed up at any event again.

      I realized then that if I wanted to maintain my friendship with Mia, I could never switch to Hunter’s side. So, I shoved the flutters, the goosebumps, and the jelly legs as far down as I could and that’s where I locked them away.

      I twirled the noodles around my fork and waited until they were perfectly set to take a bite. Spaghetti was one of the worst things to eat in front of people, especially someone you had feelings for.

      “Are we all excited to go to the beach in a couple weeks?” Mrs. Baylor asked.

      I nodded and smiled.

      “Good! This year will be fun. It’s the biggest house we’ve rented yet on the beach.”

      I poked Mia, who only shrugged.

      Mr. Baylor wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Have you settled on who to bring, Hunter?”

      Hunter who had been devouring his spaghetti, looked up. “Yeah, sure,” he said as he choked down his mouthful.

      Mrs. Baylor leaned closer. “And?”

      Mia squeezed my knee as we all waited.

      “Richard.”

      Oh man.

      “Such a nice young man,” Mrs. Baylor responded.

      Mia stifled a snort.

      I knew what she was thinking. I could practically hear the curses shouting from her mind. This was not good. Not good at all.
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      I leapt from the table when dinner was over with an excuse about getting home. I was sure that Mia had planned to complain about Richard, but honestly, I didn’t want to listen to it right then.

      The Baylor’s house wasn’t a long walk from my own. We lived in Rosewood Estates—a neighborhood close to school in Chesapeake Hills, Maryland. The neighborhood had mostly well to do homes, except at the entrance, which was where my house was located. My parents weren’t poor, but they certainly weren’t as well off as the Baylors. Mr. Baylor was a mechanical engineer, while Mrs. Baylor was an interior designer.

      Our moms had met at an HOA meeting and then again a few short months later at a birthing class. When they realized that their children would be the same age they stuck together—making our two families inextricably linked.

      My walk felt like forever as I trudged the short distance. The humidity of a July afternoon was at its worst and I was practically soaked by the time my house loomed in front of me. My hair splattered against my face from the humidity.

      Finally, I reached my yard—our red front door beckoning me inside where it was cool and dark. I pushed open the door and listened for my parents. They were both Biology professors at the local college, Rosewood, and should have been home by now.

      “Mom? Dad?” I shouted.

      “In the office, Allie!” Mom said.

      I dropped my bag on the dark laminate floors and moseyed through the hallway until I reached the last door on the left. Mom and Dad both shared an office, which had originally been a spare bedroom.

      Mom leaned over her desk poring over a book splayed out in front of her. She glanced up at the sound of my footsteps. “Hey, Allie. How was Mia’s?”

      I flopped down on the pale-green chaise lounge in the center of the room. “Good. We discussed the trip in a couple weeks and practiced for volleyball tryouts.”

      “That’s great honey. Are you hungry? I have more work to do to prepare for tomorrow’s classes, but I could order us something. Your father won’t be home for another hour or so.”

      “I’m fine. I ate at Mia’s house. Mrs. Baylor cooked spaghetti.”

      “Okay, well if you change your mind let me know,” she said without glancing up.

      I stood and leaned toward her, kissing her head gently. “Thanks, Mom. I’ll be in my room.”

      She patted my hand and kept her steady gaze trained on the book.

      How Mom and Mrs. Baylor ever managed to have anything in common enough for Mia and me to be friends was beyond me. Mom was a studious, geeky type of a person. I knew she hated the word geek, but to be honest, nothing else suited her. She could stare at a microscope slide for hours and not move an inch. If that plus her incessant need to learn everything she could didn’t make her a geek, then I didn’t know what else would make someone qualify.

      Gently, I closed the door and headed toward my bedroom—the only room upstairs. Our house was a ranch style home, with most bedrooms on the first floor, but the builder had wanted to add a loft to this design. As I got older, my parents decked it out to be my room and I loved it.

      The stairs creaked as I ascended, then I opened my white door. My room was still in a disarray from two nights ago. Mia had raided my closet, deciding on outfits I should bring to the beach. She was convinced that this year was our year for catching the eyes of boys vacationing. I couldn’t tell her that I didn’t care about random strangers, but if the outfits worked for them, maybe they would work for Hunter.

      Piece by piece, I piled the clothes onto my bed and grabbed the hangers left in the closet. As I straightened it out, images of Hunter danced around my mind.

      Some may think I was obsessed, but they just didn’t understand how amazing he was. Sure, he could be a typical brother to Mia, and I guess if I had a brother, I wouldn’t want my best friend to take his side, but it wasn’t my fault he was gifted with desirable qualities. If anyone should be to blame, it’s his parents and maybe even Mia for being my best friend and causing me to spend so much time with him.

      How could I be held responsible for an inevitable consequence of our friendship?

      I slapped my hands together in satisfaction. Now with a clean floor, I could relax. I was never one for a mess, even as a child. If I made a mess, I cleaned it up. It was who I was. Mia on the other hand couldn’t be more different. Her room consistently had an inch high layer of clothes. I had no idea how she knew what was clean or dirty, but it suited her, so I never fixed it.

      The evening summer light streamed through my window as I sat on my bed and opened my laptop. My tabs from the last time I was home were opened. One caught my eye.

      It was Richard’s social media page. Why would this page be up? I hadn’t used my laptop before we left, which made even less sense that Mia would have been looking at this. Something about the whole situation didn’t add up but getting it out of Mia would be near impossible. If there was one thing that had never changed about Mia as we got older, it was how stubborn she was. If she decided something, there was no changing her mind. If I had any hope of figuring it out, I’d have to lead her to the idea.

      I shook my head and closed the laptop. Maybe things would be more enlightening on our vacation.
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      Green blobs blurred past the window as I snuggled closer in my blanket. We officially were on hour four of our trip to the beach and I was over the car ride already. It was possible that part of my mood was due to Hunter driving his own car to the beach and missing the mandatory six hours of close confinement with us.

      Mia sat with her earbuds in, jamming out to some playlist she made right before we left. I could have asked her to share, and she would have, but the disappointment of not being around Hunter was more than I could fake now.

      So instead, I continued to watch the scenery outside the SUV window blur past me. We would stop when we got to North Carolina, but either way, the drive was boring when I couldn’t be close to Hunter without it seeming like I had ulterior motives. It may have been weird, but when I couldn’t outwardly show how I felt about him, I had to take what I could get.

      Last year, Mia and I had sat in the back row, while Hunter took over the middle row of seats. He had played card games with us and told silly jokes. He even talked to us a little about high school since it was to be our freshman year, but his absence on this ride was worse somehow.

      Mr. Baylor met my gaze in the rearview mirror. “Hanging in there, Allie? Need to stop or anything?”

      I shook my head. “I’m good. Just can’t wait to be there.”

      Mrs. Baylor laughed. “You and me both, Allie. This trip gets longer and longer every year.”

      “Absolutely.”

      She turned and smiled, then refocused out the front window.

      Mia still sat on her side of the SUV absorbed in her playlist and phone. At this point, all I could do was read my book and wait for the remaining time to pass before we stopped for gas and some basic necessities before heading to the rental house.
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      A cool hand pushed my arm. “Allie. Allie, wake up! We’re here!” Mia screamed.

      I blinked a few times trying to get my eyes to adjust before climbing out of the SUV. Mia had already run around to my side before I managed to open the door. I replaced my bookmark in my book, after having fallen asleep while reading, placed it on my seat and exited.

      The humidity and afternoon sun beamed down onto my air-conditioned face. The warmth felt good after being in a deep freeze. Mia’s parents always kept the air conditioner on high during the trip. I didn’t mind though, it was an inexplicable feeling being that cold and stepping into the sunlight, at least until I thawed out and started to sweat.

      Hunter beeped the horn on his green convertible as Richard leaned from the window. “Outer Banks baby!” Richard shouted.

      Mia glared at Richard and rolled her eyes. “God, he is so ridiculous. I hope our rooms are so far apart this year. I can’t stand him.”

      “Have you seen the house yet?” I asked.

      “Nope. Mom and Dad are keeping it all hush hush this year. I have no idea how many rooms it is or if it’s close to the water this time or not.”

      Mia’s family always rented a house for the trip. A few times we had been remarkably close to beach, while others we had to drive to the beach from the house. No matter what though, the house was always spectacular.

      “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

      Hunter parked the convertible in a spot a few rows up from the gas pumps.

      Mr. Baylor pumped gas into the SUV, while Mrs. Baylor disappeared inside.

      Mia watched Hunter and Richard with a look of disdain etched across her face.

      I had never seen her react so aggressively toward one of Hunter’s friends. With everything I knew about the profile being on my laptop and how she acted, something was up, but I couldn’t put my finger on it quite yet.

      I shut my eyes and stood with my arms outstretched soaking in the sun. Before I knew it, the week would be up, and I wanted to bask in all its glory before I had to go back to Chesapeake Hills and school.

      School wasn’t the worst thing in the world. At least I would have volleyball tryouts but still, I didn’t want to say goodbye to summer just yet, even though this trip’s purpose was to do just that.

      An elbow lodged its way into my rib cage. “Ow!” I peered at whoever had done the damage, surprised to see Hunter barely a few inches away from my face.

      “Did you break on the car ride down?” he asked.

      I squinted into his beautifully tanned face. “What? No.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “Could have fooled me. You’re standing out here by yourself with your arms out and your eyes closed. You look like you’re trying to catch snowflakes. All that’s missing is your tongue out.”

      “I’m trying to warm up and it feels nice. Mia was just here, and you’re here, so I’m not alone.”

      He chuckled. “Sure, Duncan. If you say so.” He strolled back to his convertible twisting his lanyard around his fingers as it swung in the air. His muscles flexed with each movement in a hypnotic fashion.

      I shook my head and forced my gaze down. What was I thinking? I couldn’t openly ogle at Hunter when Mia could see me. If she saw my face and traced my gaze to her brother’s butt, she would kill me.

      Mia skipped from the gas station door with a handful of packages. She tossed me a small sugary snack. “They didn’t have much, but I know you can’t resist the powdered donuts.”

      “Thanks. This is perfect, but did you happen to—”

      Mia interrupted me by tossing a Coke in my direction.

      “You are seriously the best.”

      Mia grinned. “I know.”

      We hopped back in the SUV as Mr. Baylor put the cap back on the gas tank and grabbed his receipt.

      Mia chomped down on her Takis. How she tolerated them was beyond me. I wasn’t a spicy person, but she could eat a whole bag and barely break a sweat.

      “Are we close?” I asked.

      Mia stopped midbite. “I think so. Mom didn’t really tell me much, but I swear I can almost smell the beach. So that’s something.”

      “You swore you could smell the beach when we were in Virginia.”

      “And your point? Virginia has beaches!”

      “I know, silly, but not the right ones.”

      Mr. and Mrs. Baylor hopped in the SUV and turned the key.

      “Ready ladies?” Mr. Baylor asked.

      Mia hooted and I followed suit.

      He chuckled. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      I giggled sending white powder from my lips. Soon we would be at the house and then the vacation could really start.
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      The house was bigger than any of the others I could remember. It was called Destiny. Every house was named, for what, I had no idea, but alas this was the name of ours. The siding was navy blue with white trim. A large staircase led to the second floor of the house, while the driveway had a small overhang to pull the cars under and walk in on the ground floor.

      In all, the beach house had three stories with balconies on both sides and off the bedrooms. It was more than I could have hoped for.

      Mia sighed. “This house is legendary. Let’s sneak in and steal the better room before the boys do.”

      I followed her around to the side while her parents sorted things in the back of the SUV. The boys hadn’t pulled up yet.

      A short hallway led into a large game room filled with a pool table and foosball. A small bedroom led off the main room.

      Mia peeked inside and then shook her head. “Definitely not, we’d never get any sleep being right here.”

      I agreed, but she missed my nod. She found the steps and ran up to the second floor. Off the stairs was a sitting room overlooking the pool. From this sitting room there was a bedroom with bunk beds on both sides. Both rooms looked identical with furniture and a bathroom off each room. One room was decked out in dark blues and greens, while the other was more reds and oranges like the sunset.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      “Let’s do the blue and green. This orange is a bit much.”

      I giggled and followed Mia back to the left side of the second floor and set my backpack on the one bottom bunk, while Mia placed her hat on the other bottom bunk.

      Mia flopped on the bed and spread out. “This is the life.”

      I smacked her leg. “Let’s go to the top floor, I wanna see the view.”

      We went up one more flight of stairs and had a panorama view as the kitchen was off to the right and the master bedroom was on the left. As far and as wide as we could see was sand and blue sky through the many floor to ceiling windows.

      I took a deep breath. “Wow.”

      Mia’s eyes were wide, and her jaw slackened as she stared. “Yeah. Best house ever.”

      “Mia! Allie! Come help with all the bags. You can explore later!” Mrs. Baylor shouted.

      Mia sighed and trudged down the stairs. I stared for a few more seconds until I followed her too. The sun only had a few more hours of daylight and I knew the Baylors wouldn’t be pleased to unload in the dark.

      Hunter’s green convertible pulled up next to the SUV just as we stepped down the final stair.

      I wondered what they would think of the house. Not that I could find out or pay attention to it, Mia huffed at the sight of Richard and practically stomped away. This would be a long week if she stayed prickly.

      The backseat was full of my pillow and blanket. I grabbed my suitcase from the back of the SUV and loaded my pillow and blanket on top and wheeled it up the stairs. It took four trips up and down the stairs to unpack the back of the SUV and the trailer. The next day we would go to the grocery store to stock up the house, but tonight it would be a dinner of grilled hot dogs and mac n’ cheese. The classic meal for the first night at the beach house.

      “I’m starving. Mom packed way more than normal this year.”

      “More people, more stuff?”

      Mia harrumphed. “Yeah probably. Too bad the people aren’t better. Whatever. If they think they’re dominating the four wheelers or the game room they’ve got another thing coming.”

      “Really, Mia? Since when do you play pool? And besides, we aren’t sixteen yet. We can’t really drive the four wheelers.”

      Mia cocked her eyebrow. “When has that ever stopped us? I’ll ride them if I want to ride them.”

      I raised my hands, palms out. “Whatever you say.”

      The door to the bedroom burst open, Hunter and Richard overwhelmed the space in the doorway.

      We sat up on the bunks. Mia glared at them, while Hunter’s eyes danced with orneriness.

      “This is a nice room. Who says you two get it?” Hunter asked.

      Mia crossed her arms. “Finders keepers.”

      Hunter’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that so? You really want to play it that way?”

      “It’s a room, Hunter. The on the other side of the house is the exact same. We already claimed this one.”

      “Just because you both laid on the bed, doesn’t mean you claimed it.”

      “Our stuff is already in here, just get out and go put your stuff in the other room.”

      Richard gave Hunter a wink. “We could easily move their stuff to the other room.”

      Oh crap. Richard shut up, just stay silent.

      Mia’s gaze sharpened. “Excuse me? Or you could get out of our room.”

      Hunter chuckled and patted Richard’s shoulder. “Nah, let them keep the room. I have other ideas.”

      They backed out of the doorway and shut the door.

      Mia growled once the door was fully shut. “What is it with him? He thinks he can do and say whatever he wants. He’s on vacation with my family. He needs to figure out where his place is.”

      Mia continued ranting, but I stayed silent. There was absolutely nothing I could say that would calm that fire or not make myself the target. It was better if it stayed focused on Richard. I didn’t need to be a casualty too.
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      “Dinner’s ready,” Mrs. Baylor shouted.

      My stomach grumbled. After putting away all my clothes in the drawers and setting my bed up the way I wanted, I was ravenous. I headed for the stairs, even though Mia was still in the bathroom.

      Hunter came around at the same time.

      We almost collided.

      He outstretched his hand. “You first.”

      “Thanks.” My cheeks flushed, heat crawling up my neck. Why did I blush so much around him? It didn’t mean anything that he let me go ahead. He was being a gentleman.

      Mrs. Baylor passed us plates, then let us scoop out our portions of mac n’ cheese and grab hot dogs as we pleased.

      Mr. Baylor already sat at the table, scarfing down what was probably his second hot dog from the grill.

      There was something about a grilled hot dog that just tasted so much better than any other kind.

      Mia came to my side and bumped me as she grabbed her plate. “Didn’t wait for me I see.”

      “Everyone for themselves when it comes to dinner.”

      She laughed. “Fine, but I’ll remember that next time.”

      I sneered at her playfully, then took my plate to the table.

      Mr. Baylor smiled. “All unpacked?”

      “Yep,” I said then took a bite.

      “Good. Any plans for tonight?”

      Hunter sat across from me.

      Yikes. Why did his proximity have to kick start my heart rate?

      “Probably finishing a book,” he said, then smirked.

      “No,” I said.

      Mr. Baylor chuckled. “Nothing wrong with reading.”

      “Of course not,” Hunter said.

      “For your information, I don’t read all the time.”

      Mia plopped into the chair next to me. “Yes, you do. But I still love you anyway.”

      I harrumphed. Did everyone have to make me out as a nerd too?

      Mrs. Baylor took her seat at the opposite end of the table, leaving a chair open next to Hunter. “Where’s Richard? The food will get cold.”

      “He’ll be up in a few minutes. Was on the phone.”

      I caught Mia’s eyebrow raise, before she covered her expression.

      I sunk my fork into the mac n’ cheese, then took the bite. The cheesy goodness made my heart sing. No matter how old I got, I would never shy away from mac n’ cheese and its comfort.

      Not to mention, the more I focused on my plate, the less I had to stare into Hunter’s gaze. Why did he have to sit across the table from me?

      “Well, your father and I will be going to bed early tonight after that drive. Plus, we are leaving early to get food from the grocery store. So, you kids behave tonight. Don’t get into too much trouble.”

      Hunter saluted, while Mia rolled her eyes.

      “Of course, Mrs. Baylor.”

      She smiled. “I know I can count on you, Allie.” She pointed her fork to her children. “Not sure about those two.”

      I giggled.

      “Me?” Mia asked. “Allie’s the one who’s the bad influence.”

      Hunter snorted. “Yeah right, Duncan doesn’t have a bad bone in her body.”

      Heat crawled up my cheeks. Thankfully, Richard had finally come up the stairs, cutting off Mia’s comment. I didn’t want to hear it anyway. I didn’t want the attention. It always made it harder to protect my feelings.

      Richard sat across from Mia, sending her closer to my side.

      “Mom, can Allie and I take our plates on the deck?”

      “Sure, honey,” Mrs. Baylor said.

      Mia nudged my arm, my cue to stand and follow her.

      Their voices from inside abruptly cut off as the French door shut behind me.

      Mia exhaled loudly. “So happy she said yes. I didn’t want to start the trip staring at his face.”

      “It will be hard to get away from him the whole time. I mean he is in the same house for the week.”

      She shrugged. “Look at this view. God it’s so amazing. Best house yet.”

      Sand dunes surrounded the back part of the house. It was equipped with a pool, shimmering from the remaining sunlight. Beyond the dunes was the roar of the waves, crashing over and over on the shoreline. I itched to go out and see the water.

      “Want to take a walk by the ocean tonight?”

      “Hmm. Maybe.”

      That meant probably not in Mia speak. Well, either way, I was going.

      “Is that a hot tub down there?” Mia asked.

      I looked in the direction she pointed. “Yep. And a diving board too.”

      “That could be fun.”

      I laughed. “When have you ever used either?”

      She shrugged. “I could change that this week.”

      “You could, but you won’t.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Hurry up and finish, I want to check out the pool.”

      “Do you want to go in?”

      “No, just see what we’re working with.”

      “Okay, well then I’m done.”

      She turned to stare inside at the table.

      Only Hunter remained.

      Mia stood and opened the door for me, then we headed down.

      I grabbed my flip flops and pushed the screen door open to the back patio by the pool. Several lounge chairs were placed around the edge. The hot tub was bigger than it had appeared to be from the top balcony. It could have easily fit all six of us if we decided to get in together.

      “This will do nicely,” Mia said.

      “You and I both know we will be at the beach more than at the pool.”

      “True, but still a nice one. You remember that one year where the pool’s tiles started peeling off into the bottom?”

      I laughed. “Yes! Ugh that had creeped me out.”

      “Me too.” Mia kicked off both sandals, then sat by the edge, letting her feet dangle into the water.

      I followed suit, smacking at a few bugs as they descended on us from the sunset. “So, will you walk out to the beach with me?”

      “Do you really want me to go?”

      That was her way of saying, I’ll go if I must, but I don’t really want to. “No, it’s fine. I’ll take my phone and a flashlight.”

      She nodded but shifted her attention back to her phone.

      I grabbed the flashlight from inside the door and used the back pathway to head toward the shoreline. Sand slipped between my toes and flip flops. After almost sliding down the dune, the sand evened out and I could see the waves crashing on the shoreline, the bright white illuminated from the moonlight taking over the sky.

      No one walked by that I could see, just me alone with the sound of the water rushing through my ears. This was my perfect moment. My thoughts seemed larger at the beach, and made it feel like anything could happen.

      After a few moments of letting the waves crashing lull me, I slipped my flip flops off and headed for the water. The first wave that rushed over my feet, surprised me as the warm water soothed me further. The night air dipped from its earlier heat, seeming to soak into the ocean water.

      Someone cleared their throat behind me.

      I startled and turned, shining a flashlight on them. “You decided to come—”

      Hunter’s green eyes illuminated brighter than any precious gemstone in the flashlight’s beam, which is when I realized I should move it away from his face.

      “Oh. I thought you were Mia.”

      “Just me. I’m sorry, I scared you.”

      “It’s fine.” I looked behind him, shining the light toward the beach house. “You’re out here alone?”

      “Yeah, Richard wanted to sleep.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “You came out to the shore without Mia? That’s dangerous in the dark.”

      “So did you.”

      “And?”

      “And what? I’m some defenseless girl who needs a chaperone?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      I retreated to my flip flops and plopped into the sand. I kept my gaze on Hunter’s back as he stared into the water. Of all the places on the beach, why did he have to stand at this one? This was my escape from my feelings, and I hated that the other part of me was secretly excited that we were here … alone. What did I expect to happen? I was his sister’s best friend. Some useless sophomore. This was just a convenient spot, directly in front of the house.

      I stood and slipped my feet into my flip flops. “I’m heading back. Have a good night.”

      “Duncan, wait. I didn’t mean to crash your walk and then insult you.”

      “No harm done, Hunter. I should head back anyway.”

      “I can walk with you.”

      I waved the flashlight, sending it haphazardly across his chest. “I’ll be fine. Enjoy the view.” I turned to walk back.

      I would be lucky if I could sleep picturing what could have happened on that beach. What I wished would happen. If only we were different people, and it wasn’t forbidden.
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      I woke up early the next day not wanting to waste any second down by the water and tired of fighting sleep picturing different endings for my night. If we played it right, we could have several hours at the beach before lunch, then ride the four wheelers in the afternoon before dinner. It would be the perfect day to start our vacation.

      Mia snored from the other side of the room.

      I tiptoed to the bathroom and shut the door. My bathroom bag sat on the left side of the vanity. I had to rummage around to find my moisturizer with sunscreen for my face. I wouldn’t waste time with makeup for the beach, but moisturizer with sunscreen was important if I would be outside in the sun all day. I brushed my teeth and adjusted my pajama top and athletic shorts before leaving the room. After breakfast I would get dressed for the beach. I hated sitting in a bathing suit if I was inside, it felt uncomfortable.

      The top floor of the house bubbled with breakfast smells like bacon and French toast. Mrs. Baylor of course had woken up before me and was already cooking breakfast for everyone. When I was younger, I had always waited for Mia to get up before I went to eat, but then I realized I could be waiting for hours, especially as we got older. Mia liked her sleep, and I didn’t want to starve.

      Mrs. Baylor smiled as she flipped the French toast. Another round of sizzles sparked as the raw side of the toast cooked. “Good morning, Allie. Sleep well?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Baylor, but I’m ready for the beach!”

      “I’d sure hope so. Is Mia stirring yet?”

      “Nope. It’ll take a bomb; you know how she is.”

      “That girl! She’ll sleep the day away.”

      “I’ll make sure she gets up before that. We have plans to maximize all the beach time possible.”

      “Good. She can sleep when we’re home.”

      “Exactly.”

      Mr. Baylor strolled from their master bedroom to the kitchen and kissed Mrs. Baylor on the forehead. “This smells delicious, sweetie.”

      “Oh no. You don’t get extra bacon. Your egg whites and spinach omelet is ready and keeping warm in the microwave.”

      Mr. Baylor groaned. “We’re on vacation. I can’t have bacon?”

      “Nope, you know your doctor told you no. You need to go easier on your body. All that fatty and greasy food isn’t good for someone your age.”

      Mr. Baylor crossed his arms. “Well, what are you eating?”

      “I already had oatmeal. The French toast and bacon are for the kids.”

      Mr. Baylor harrumphed and trudged to the table with his plate. “Allie, have extra bacon for me since I can’t.”

      I giggled. “You got it, Mr. Baylor.”

      The sound of feet thudding up the stairs echoed around the kitchen. Those feet were way too loud to be Mia, it could only be …

      Hunter.

      His brown hair was shaggy on the top without his styling gel, while the sides were shaved down. It was messy, but still hot.

      I gulped as he noticed the food and smiled wide. “Mom, this looks so good. I could smell it from my room.”

      “It’s ready when you’re ready for it. Is Richard up yet?”

      Hunter shook his head. “I doubt it’ll be soon. He was fidgety most of the night.”

      Mrs. Baylor frowned. “Was he uncomfortable?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t ask.” Hunter pulled the stool next to me out from under the counter and hopped up. His mouth seemed to water as he eyed the food. His gaze flitted to me.

      My cheeks warmed and I averted my gaze. I couldn’t let him know I was staring at him. It was bad enough I couldn’t resist his looks in my mind, but for anyone to know the truth would be a hundred times worse.

      “Mornin’, Duncan.”

      “Hey, Hunter.”

      Mrs. Baylor scooped the last four pieces of French toast on the plate and set it between us. She handed us our plate and then gathered syrup, butter, and honey which she placed by Mr. Baylor.

      Hunter hopped from the stool, creating a thud as his feet hit the floor. His athletic shorts swiped by my calf as he moved to the other side of the counter to pile food onto his plate. Hunter’s emerald gaze rose to meet mine. “Are we good from last night?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “Okay. Did you want to get food first? You were here before me.”

      “No, it’s fine. There’s plenty for us both.”

      He didn’t respond, but instead piled four pieces of French toast and four pieces of bacon onto his plate before dousing it in honey and butter.

      “Allie honey, help yourself. You don’t want to let it get cold,” Mrs. Baylor said.

      I walked to the other side of the counter. I had nowhere near the same appetite that Hunter did, but I couldn’t resist bacon. God how I wished Mia was awake. Without her at the table, I’d have to talk to Hunter and her parents by myself, which in and of itself wasn’t horrible, but it made it so much harder to manage my façade when I was forced to interact with him in front of others at such a close range. At least the previous night it had been dark enough to hide my reactions. In broad daylight, I could easily give myself away.

      I chose the chair at the other side of Mr. Baylor, farther away from Hunter. As soon as I sat, Mr. Baylor stood with his empty plate and took it to the kitchen. My jaw clenched.

      The buffer Mr. Baylor would have provided was now absent.

      Great, just great.

      “John! It’s time to get dressed. The kids will all be up soon, and we need to be ready to head to the beach. Don’t want to waste this lovely weather,” Mrs. Baylor shouted.

      Mr. Baylor pouted as he trudged to the bedroom. She left absolutely no room for him to sneak food.

      The sound of a fork scraping the plate brought my attention back to the table. Hunter and I now sat alone. What was the universe thinking?

      “You and Mia have any plans for today?” Hunter asked.

      I shrugged. “Go to the beach mostly, probably play volleyball to practice for tryouts.”

      “Ah. Always attached to that volleyball of yours.”

      “Have to be if I want to make the team. We aren’t freshmen anymore. We don’t get a special team that ensures we’ll make it.”

      Hunter snorted. “I’ve seen you two play and I’ve seen the other girls on the team, I think you’ll both be fine.”

      I tucked a stray brown hair behind my ear. “Well, thank you, but I still plan to practice every minute I can.”

      “Now, that I believe.” Hunter finished cutting his French toast and took a bite.

      When he looked up, I stared back at my plate. I could do this. I just had to eat, putting one bite of food in my mouth after the other. If I didn’t have a lull in eating, it wouldn’t be weird if I didn’t talk.

      “Nice pajamas,” Hunter said.

      The comment shifted my attention. I wore a T-shirt from middle school and athletic shorts. I didn’t usually think twice about my pajamas but was suddenly aware of how much smaller this shirt was. I tugged at the hem. “It’s comfy.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll say, the color isn’t even the same anymore. Didn’t that used to be like a burgundy to match school colors?”

      “Yeah, and?”

      “It’s like a pale pink.”

      “Is there a rule against how long you can wear a T-shirt?”

      “No, was just pointing out it looked well-worn.”

      I pursed my lips. I didn’t understand what his angle was. Was this small talk? I took a few more bites, as he polished off half of his food. “And what are you and Richard doing today?”

      “Boogie boarding, might try to skim board, depends on the waves.”

      That sounded about right. The Baylors had tried to get me to do the same over the years, but my talent for both never progressed, although I never really tried either.

      I shifted my fork around the plate, gathering syrup on the piece of French toast. “You never said why you had taken a walk alone last night.”

      Hunter’s gaze flitted up to meet mine. He held my gaze, until I broke it first. “Wanted to see the beach. Seemed silly to drive all that way and not see it.”

      “Yeah. I thought so too.”

      Hunter smiled, then tossed his fork on the plate, stood, and pushed in his chair. “See you later, Duncan.” He placed his dirty dishes in the sink before thudding back down the stairs.

      I sighed and focused on my breakfast. With no one to talk to, I finished my food quickly, placed my dishes on top of Hunter’s and then wrapped up two pieces of bacon in a paper towel before heading back to my room.

      No doubt, Mia would still be swaddled in her sheets, oblivious to the time.

      The door creaked as I closed it. Sure enough, Mia laid wrapped in her blankets, mouth agape, eyes closed.

      I took the bacon and waved it several times over her face. “Wake up, sleepyhead.”

      Mia shifted and then peeked open one eye. “Is that bacon I smell?”

      I giggled. “Of course. Your mom made bacon and French toast. Hurry up and go get some before it’s all gone. Then we can go outside, or I’m leaving your butt here.”

      Mia growled. “You wouldn’t.”

      I arched my eyebrow. “I wouldn’t?”

      Mia tossed the blanket to the side and snatched the bacon from my hand. “Okay, yes you would, but that’d be so rude.”

      “Well, get up. It’s vacation. No time to waste with sleeping.”

      She held up her hands in surrender. “Fine. I’m getting up.”

      I sat on my bed and popped my headphones in as I scrolled through my phone. Mia shut herself in the bathroom for a few minutes, before disappearing upstairs. I took the time to check my texts. Nothing from my parents, but I knew they’d want to know what I was up to, even if they didn’t initiate it themselves first.

      Hey, you two, getting ready for the beach soon. Miss you both.

      I hit Send and switched to my social media apps. Most were pictures of people tanning by the pool or the occasional beach picture, but what grabbed my attention was from Brittany Jennings.

      Brittany was a sophomore just like Mia and me, but she was god awful. She lived to torture me and call me names. She started playing volleyball just because I decided to tryout and what’s worse is she had a natural talent I couldn’t ever stop being jealous of.

      Instead of beach pictures or sitting by the pool looking gorgeous, Brittany wore her tightest spandex shorts and an old club volleyball jersey in a video of her spiking the volleyball using one of the many machines her parents had bought for her to practice.

      Did I mention Brittany was next level rich? Her dad had invented some dating app and it went viral so fast the money came rolling in faster than they could spend it. Brittany, of course, used it to enhance her popularity.

      I absolutely couldn’t stand her. If anyone was competition for the limited openings on the team, it would be Brittany.

      I glowered at the screen and my nostrils flared
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