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I would like to take a moment to thank all of my friends and family that have encouraged me to write over the years. Your support means the world to me. 

To my partner in crime, Mindy Marin, thank you for all that you do; not only for our company, but also for what you do for me as a friend. Love you so much! 

To our Winyan Press illustrator, Alex Marin, seriously, dude I love your art and you are pretty awesome yourself. What you have done with all the covers and illustrations has been nothing short of amazing. 

To proofreader, Amanda Rash, thank you for everything you have done for me on this writing journey. I can’t imagine doing this without you by my side. You are the best and I love you! 

To my copy editor, Leeanne Lemaster, thank you for your guidance and love, and encouragement.

To my mom, Ellen Woodard, thank you for giving me the love of reading, and 

To my daughter, Deanna, thank you for being on this crazy writing journey with me. Thank you for co-writing this with me and for writing all the poetry in this book. And of course, thank you for helping me with all the K-drama/K-Pop slang, and giggling when I did something right in the genre when I wasn’t trying to. It’s been an interesting experience getting into this world with you.

To my family and friends, thank you for all your love and support throughout the years. 

And finally, to Ed Sheeran, for providing the soundtrack to this story. I was goofing off and made an Ed playlist, which was right before the new album came out, and suddenly the rest of the words started pouring out. I knew then that he was the artist for this particular book. Once the new album came out I realized that he had written Parker and Ethan’s theme song, The Joker and the Queen. Now every time I hear it, I think of them.

This story actually came together very easily. Deanna and I spent a few months mapping it out, then she went to task doing research, and we went on to deciding the steps we needed to take for expanding the world we had created for Parker and the Spirit Guiders. This time around we tried a different strategy, Google Docs. Why we never thought of it before is beyond me, but we put everything in an organized file which made it super easy to collaborate with one another. 

The premise for this story came to Deanna and me as we were driving to a book signing. I had just finished my crime suspense story and wanted to talk about this series and what our plans were for it. We had established in Book One (Haunted Thoughts) that Parker had a very powerful gift and that she was tasked with a tremendous mission, to fight evil and destroy its presence in the world. In Book Two (Fear Within), we started setting up our world. We introduced Parker and readers to a whole group of new characters called Spirit Guiders. They were people like Parker, with gifts that helped them communicate with the spirit world, and who were also tasked with helping people and ridding the evil one encounters in real life. As Deanna and I talked, the primary question we kept asking ourselves was, where do we go from there?

In the third book we knew we needed to expand our world. There were a lot of unanswered questions in Book Two. What was the deal with Ethan? How is Parker going to close all these fissures in the world? How will she even find them? But, we also had her friends that were not Spirit Guiders. Parker wasn’t like many other heroines in a paranormal universe, she had friends who supported her. She wasn’t isolated and alone where it would be easy to just up and leave, and no one would notice or care. It was very important to Deanna and me that Parker have closure with her friends. I wanted her to be able to move into this uncertain future knowing that her friends were doing amazing things, and that they would be there for her if needed. With that in mind we decided to send Parker and her friends on a post-graduation vacation in... Miami!

I think one of the fun things about this story is that pretty much every place they go to or explore does exist in real life. I obviously took some creative license, but you can basically visit these places. The other thing I would like to mention is that in this world, COVID-19 didn’t happen. Our characters, while set in real time, don’t have the burden that COVID-19 put on people. Man, I wish I lived in that world as well, don’t you? So, while the story takes place in the present time, you won’t see masks, or things like that.

So here we go. You ready for another adventure? 
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THE SMELL OF THE SMOKE from the bonfire swirled in the air, mixing with the laughter of his friends. Going to the Island was the perfect setting for their final day at the beach before classes started next week. There weren’t as many people around the island as there normally is. It was primarily Zac and his friends, and a few girls from town that wanted to come hang out with them.

Zac was already feeling the effects of the alcohol. His muscles ached and hot beads of sweat dripped from his brow. He couldn’t believe it was still so humid, but then again, that was typical of Miami in the summer. It didn’t matter if it was twelve in the afternoon or midnight. He had to admit to himself that he would miss it when he went up North. He took a long pull from his beer, and then dropped the empty bottle into the pile near the coolers.

“I’m going to cool off in the water,” he told his friends.

“Wuss!”

Zac laughed as he flipped him off. He grabbed his towel and trotted toward the shoreline. Dropping his towel safely away from the water, he started walking into it. The cool sensation on his feet and legs instantly lowered his overheated body. He heard splashing behind him and turned to see one of the girls coming up to him. He thought her name was Emmy. She was beautiful and wearing a bikini top with a pair of those swim shorts girls like to wear.

“Can I join you in a swim?”

He chuckled and nodded. “Sure.”

“My name is Emmy.”

He grinned. “I remember.”

She blushed as he reached his hand out to her. He didn’t know her that well, but she had been eyeing him all night. He had planned to make his move once he wasn’t so sweaty, but now he wouldn’t need to. That was a pleasant turn of events. She smiled up at him before releasing his hand and diving under the water. 

“I didn’t know we were racing, but game on!”

He snorted out a laugh and dove in after her. He caught up to her quickly once he hit his stride and swam past her. The water was clear and with the moon shining brightly above him, he could see fairly well. Not the nuances of course, but enough to know where he was going. He noticed movement under the water, which broke his stride. He couldn’t tell what it was but ended up distracted when Emmy floated up in front of him. She smiled as she pulled him to the surface.

“You’re a good swimmer,” she told him, slightly embarrassed that she couldn’t keep up with him.

He chuckled. “Swim team in high school.”

“Knew there was something I liked about you.” She grinned, locking her hands behind his neck.

“Have a thing for swimmers, huh?”

“Maybe.” She grinned before placing her lips on his.

The kiss was long and sensuous, while their legs slowly moved back and forth below them, allowing their heads to remain above water. Her hand gently caressed his back as she moved closer to him. It was clear that he wanted her, and she definitely wanted him. After a few moments, she pulled away from their kiss, smiling brightly.

“That was unexpected.” He grinned.

“Do you want to go back in?” she asked, biting her lip nervously.

“We just got out here.”

“I know,” she replied, her tongue gently passed over her lips.

She grinned mischievously at him, and wrapped her legs around his waist, causing them both to topple into the water. They righted themselves, laughing as they broke the surface of the water. Before he could say anything, she kissed him again, this time deepening it immediately. There were definitely things she wanted to do ashore that they couldn’t do in the water.

“How about we go back to shore,” he said with a wink.

“The shore? Wow! That’s a really great idea,” she mocked, and then acted shocked at the suggestion. 

“Hmm, someone is being a smart ass.”

“Not me!” she replied innocently, batting her eyes.

He pulled her closer to him and kissed her passionately. He needed to make sure she knew that they weren’t going to shore to just talk. By the way she was kissing him back, he knew she was on the same page as him. She pulled away from him and rested her head on his shoulder as they continued to tread water. 

“We’re pretty far out,” she said, looking past him at the distance they were from the shore.

“How about we race?” he stated, letting her go.

“No way! You’re a swimmer; you’ll totally beat me.”

“I’ll give you a head start.”

She grinned and pecked his lips quickly before taking off. He watched as she swam toward the shoreline. He chuckled to himself as he dipped below the surface to wet his hair and body. He positioned himself to move but was stopped just as he drew in a breath of air.

“What the hell!”

He looked below the water but didn’t see anything he could be tangled in. He then felt something tighten around his ankle. There was a pull, and he was suddenly completely submerged under the water. He couldn’t see much but reached to his ankle to try and disentangle himself from whatever had him bound. He touched something, slimy, almost like seaweed. Before he was able to analyze any further, more of the seaweed like substance wrapped around him, tightening, and tightening until he finally lost consciousness.
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Hope for the future, fear for the change, mope for the unknown. The difference is clear but is it easy to be aware? Like the water, life changes, but life is about how you handle the change.
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1 Guess What
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Parker sat in her mom’s living room. Her hand rested on her dog Sunni who was lying beside her. Life over the past year had been utterly crazy for her. The summer before her senior year had brought many new people into her life. Her time with the Spirit Guiders in Colorado had solidified what she wanted to do with her life. Her mom wasn’t too happy about it, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. She was an adult now and had made her decision.

“Parker,” her mom called to her.

Parker looked up, brought out of her thoughts. “Yeah.”

“What time are you meeting the girls?”

She looked at her phone and blinked a few times. “Geez, how long have I been sitting here?” she said more to herself than her mom.

“A good thirty minutes.”

She rose from her seat and kissed her dog on the head. Sunni sat up, preparing to join her. “You know you can’t go with me today,” she reminded her. Sunni plopped back down, disappointed.

“Will you be home for dinner?”

Parker shook her head. “I don’t think so. We’re going into Atlanta to pick up stuff for the trip.”

“I still can’t believe that you girls picked Miami as your senior trip.” Sage laughed.

“Why? What’s wrong with Miami?’”

Sage shook her head. “Nothing. It’s just such a typical thing to do.”

Parker rolled her eyes and then kissed her mom on the cheek. “I’ll see ya later, Mom. Do you want anything from the city?”

“No, I’m good. Have fun.”

With that, Parker headed outside to her tried and true Nissan Altima. She was going to be trading it in in a couple of days. Her dad had actually come through with some money, so she was going to use that along with the money she had already saved and trade her Altima in for a Jeep Wrangler. She had always wanted one and thought she might as well get it since she had no idea what was in store for her with the Spirit Guiders. Besides, she would need something with four-wheel drive in Colorado.

Parker drove the short distance to her friend Amber’s house. She would be picking up her friends, Mal, Enya, and Amber there. Before Parker could put her car in park, the girls were coming out of the house. Mal was in her typical black. Parker hoped she would actually buy something with color for the trip. Amber was rocking her bohemian style, which fit her carefree personality to a tee. Enya was her practical self. She was the most level-headed of her friends.

Parker rolled down the window. “Come on, girls, let’s go, let’s go, let’s go,” she said with a laugh.

Enya slipped into the front seat while the other girls got in the back. “Someone is in a hurry,” Enya said with a smile.

“Are we going to Lenox Square?” Amber asked as Parker started to drive.

“Really?” Mal looked at her annoyed.

“What’s wrong with Lenox Square?”

“You know dang well I can’t afford anything in that mall,” she replied, crossing her arms.

Enya turned in her seat. “I thought we decided on that outlet mall just outside of the city.”

“Oh yeah, sorry, I forgot.”

Parker added, “They have a Guess store. I know you like them.”

Amber smiled happily. “That’s right, they do.”

“And remember they have that fountain that we can drop coins in that goes to the animal shelter,” Enya told her.

She bounced in her seat. “I forgot about that too.”

Mal shook her head but smiled. “And you get to help me pick out a new wardrobe for school.”

“Today is gonna be the best day!” Amber clapped her hands in excitement.

“You were serious about that?” Parker asked, looking in the rearview mirror.

Mal shrugged. “I guess. I mean, I want them to take me seriously, ya know?”

“I think it’s great,” Enya told her with a smile.

Mal had been accepted into the film program at the University of Southern California on a full scholarship. She had always dabbled in filmmaking, but after her experience with Misokinala two years ago, she realized that she needed to take life more seriously. She started recording everything, granted it was still somewhat dark in nature, but that was expected. 

“You girls sure you’re okay with me bringing my video equipment to Miami?”

“Heck yeah,” Parker stated. “What kind of future filmmaker would you be if you didn’t?”

“Who knows, maybe you can get some good shots for another little feature,” Enya added.

All the girls laughed. The last feature they had done, the one they were sure had sealed the deal on her acceptance to USC, had been crazy. They had gone to Blood Mountain and recreated the incident with Parker and the well. Initially, Parker was hesitant, but in the end, she went with it. Mal recorded several pieces to it; luckily, she had only needed to dangle in the well once.

Parker smiled. “As long as it doesn’t involve me in the pit of doom, I’m on board.”

Mal reached up and squeezed her shoulder. “It was a great shot.”

Enya laughed. “Yeah, it was.”

“Of course, my fainting was on point,” Amber chimed in.

Mal leaned back. “I just hope I can live up to the hype.”

“Hey, you got this,” Enya told her.

“You’re going to blow them all away,” Amber added with a pat on her knee.

“Just don’t forgot us little people when you make it big!” Parker said with a wink.

The girls continued to chat along the way. They talked about California and all the things that Mal would be able to do. Then switched to Enya, who was attending college locally at the University of Georgia. She wasn’t exactly sure what she wanted to do but was leaning toward teaching. Which all the girls felt she’d excel at. She sure knew how to keep them in line, as well as her younger brothers. While Amber, on the other hand, was not sure at all what she wanted to do now that they had graduated from high school. For the time being, she was content to stay at her parents’ house and see what inspired her.

“Where to first?” Parker asked as they approached the mall.

“Smoothie and then I’m open to whatever ya’ll want to do,” Mal stated decisively.

“A smoothie sounds good. It’s warm out today,” Enya agreed.

“You down for a smoothie, Amber?” Parker asked.

“Always.”

The four girls parked and headed into the outlet mall. The mall was unique in its features. It had over one hundred name brand stores, plus a food court. It was outside, but the pathways were covered, offering shade on a warm day. The food court was in the middle of the mall, so they headed there first.

“We better veer toward Guess before Amber gets twitchy,” Mal stated after taking a long drag from her smoothie.

“Well, it is literally right there,” Amber indicated with a wave of her hand.

“Come on,” Enya said, leading the way.

Amber stopped at the entrance and looked at Mal. “I want you to get one outfit from here.”

“Ah man, really?” Mal lamented. “This isn’t really my style.”

“Exactly,” she hummed as she started looking at clothes.

Amber took clothes very seriously, and shopping for someone else was like a mission to her. Parker watched as Amber flitted around the store, picking up things here or there, while the other girls meandered. She came back and set some clothes down. 

“Now, I want you to be open minded. Can you do that, Mal?”

Mal started to say something then stopped, sighing. “Yes.”

“Perfect,” Amber replied, nearly bouncing in place. “First, skirt,” she showed Mal a black skirt with perfectly positioned rips, and a studded belt. “Or pants?” she showed her a pair of faded black skinny jeans with a spiked belt and chain attached to it.

Mal grabbed the jeans. “No way are you getting me in a mini skirt.”

Amber rolled her eyes. “It’s not that short and you could wear leggings underneath it, but that’s okay.” 

She set the skirt down and showed her two tops that could have actually gone with both outfits. Both were short sleeved and midriff. Parker wasn’t sure if Mal would go for that. She never showed her stomach. One shirt was red and said ‘my way or no way’. The other was pink and said ‘you annoy me’ in a pretty, cursive font. Both had the guess symbol on the bottom of the shirt.

“Well, what do you think?” Amber asked, excited that Mal hadn’t told her no immediately.

“I...” She chuckled. “I actually like them both.”

“YES!” Amber squealed while pumping her fist.

Parker and Enya stared in shock. They had not expected that response. The reality though was that both shirts fit Mal’s no nonsense personality. Amber then turned to Parker and pulled out a white floral dress with spaghetti straps.

“This would look great on you.”

Parker took it and looked it over. It was white with small orange flowers on. It had lace at the bottom and around the cleavage. It almost looked like a nightgown, but she knew it wasn’t. She put it against her body and then looked at the size. It was a medium, what she generally wore.

“And I didn’t forget you,” she told Enya, showing her a pretty romper. “Let’s go try them on,” she stated excitedly before turning to Mal. “I want you to try on the skirt as well. I think you’ll like it.”

“Fine,” Mal responded, not convinced.

“Did you get something?” Parker asked Amber as they waited in line.

“Yep, sure did,” she showed her a multi-colored dress.

The four girls entered their rooms. Oddly enough, everything that Amber had picked out for her friends fit perfectly. The dress she gave Parker fit a little tighter than she usually wore but she had to admit, she looked great in it. The colors and style highlighted her body and skin tone perfectly and made her look older.

“Parker, you have to get that,” Enya told her when she showed the girls.

“I like it.” She stopped when Mal stepped out of the dressing room in the skirt and top Amber had picked out.

“Doesn’t she look amazing?” Amber asked excitedly.

“Yes!” Enya and Parker said in unison.

“I’m still not sure about the skirt. I don’t like my legs showing.”

“But you’ll be wearing a bathing suit at the beach which will show more than your legs?” Enya questioned.

“Well, yeah, but that’s different.”

Parker laughed. “Not really. Seriously though, you look great. You should get both those outfits.”

Mal nodded. “I think I will.” She looked at Amber. “But I’m getting leggings for the skirt.”

Amber bowed slightly. “As you wish.”

Mal laughed and pushed her aside. The girls continued their shopping spree. Mal ended up getting several more outfits at various stores while Parker and Enya kept their shopping to just three outfits each. All things they would be bringing to Miami next week. Amber on the other hand bought a completely new wardrobe just for Miami. I guess it helps having rich parents.

“I can’t wait to get to Miami,” Amber told them.

“I still can’t believe you talked us into doing a cage dive,” Mal lamented.

“It will be fun!” she insisted.

“I’m not so sure about that,” Parker added. “There could be sharks down there.”

“I sure hope so!” She smiled in return.

“I’m scared to death to do the cage diving too,” Enya stated to them all, “but we agreed we could pick one thing we wanted to do, and that we all would do it, no matter what.”

“Yeah, but going on a walking tour won’t kill me,” Mal questioned with a raised eyebrow as the girls sat at one of the tables.

Amber set her bags on an empty seat and huffed before looking at everyone. “I know it seems a bit scary, but come on, it will be a lot of fun. I promise.”

Changing the subject, Parker said, “I think we should do Enya’s thing like the first full night we’re there. What do you girls think?”

“We’re going to all be tired when we arrive on Friday, so I don’t think any of us are going to want to hit up a jazz club,” Mal said with a nod.

“Oooh, Mal, you should wear the skirt outfit to the club!” Amber told her.

“Why are you more excited that I bought a skirt than I am?”

“Because it looks amazing on you.”

“You should be one of those personal shoppers, Amber,” Parker told her. “You’d be really good at that.”

“That’s true,” she said with a laugh.

“I can’t believe this is our last month together,” Enya said, dampening the mood.

“I know,” Parker replied, taking her hand. “But we are going to make the most of it. Right?” she finished looking at each of them.

“Damn right we are,” Mal responded. 

“We have to promise to stay in touch with each other,” Amber said, reaching out for their hands. They all grabbed the hand of the girl beside them. “I know that California is crazy busy, not to mention a few time zones away.” She then glanced at Parker. “And that you will be in the middle of nowhere with limited cell service.” Finally, she looked at Enya. “And that you will be studying super hard and that even though UGA is only an hour away, you probably won’t be coming home that much.” Enya started to say something, but she shook her head. “It’s okay, really. I just... I don’t want to lose touch with you all.”

“You won’t,” Parker responded. “We’ve all been through too much together.”

“Yeah, no one will understand me better than you three,” Mal said, showing rare emotion.

“We are together forever, ladies,” Enya said with a smile. “And I will be coming home at least once a month, so we will hang, probably at Native Barista.” She winked at Parker.

“My mom would love that. You had better be careful though. She might put you to work.” Parker laughed.

“I’d work for food if I was going to be around,” Mal said with a chuckle. “I bet there aren’t coffee shops like hers around USC.”

“Probably lots of Starbucks though,” Amber joked as they let go of each other’s hands.

‘Lucky me,” Mal said, shaking her head.

“Do you girls want to eat here or go somewhere else?” Enya asked. “Because I’m getting hungry.”

“Me too,” Parker answered. “I’m okay with either.”

“There’s an Applebee’s right down the street,” Mal said with a shrug. “Let’s go there.”

“Works for me,” Parker replied.

Without any objections, the four girls grabbed their bags and headed out. After dropping everything in the trunk, they drove to the nearby restaurant and ordered their food. The girls laughed and enjoyed themselves, especially Parker, who was trying to savor every moment with her friends.

“I know this is going to sound weird,” Parker started.

“Girl, with you, everything is weird,” Mal interrupted before taking a bite of her food.

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” Parker grinned then got serious. “Every time I get close to Atlanta, I think about Brody Fisher. That’s weird, huh?”

“I don’t think it’s weird,” Amber answered first. 

“I guess I have always felt bad for him.” Mal and Enya gave her a disapproving look. “Like, I know he did something wrong.”

“He killed someone,” Enya said.

Parker nodded. “I know, and I’m not saying he should be free. But I do feel bad for him.”

“Herbert says he has been doing what you told him, not all the time, just when he’s having a bad day.”

Parker smiled. “Really?”

Amber nodded. “Yep. He told me that a few weeks ago. I meant to tell you, but I forgot with all the planning around our Miami trip. I’m sorry.”

“No, oh, man,” she couldn’t stop smiling. “That makes me feel loads better.”

“What did you tell him?” Mal asked curiously.

“The first time I just asked Herbert to tell him that Misokinala was real, and that it wasn’t his fault. After everything went down with Misokinala, I sent him a card that said I stopped him, and that he didn’t have to be scared anymore.”

“Herbert said he has that card on his wall. Sometimes he just stares at it.”

“Well that’s kind of creepy,” Enya said, making a weird face.

Amber chuckled. “I suppose, but he is in a mental institution, so I think creepy and weird is par for the course.”

“I think just knowing it was real helped him,” Parker interjected. “I know it helped me when I realized that the crap I was seeing was real and not a sign I was going crazy.”

“True,” Enya nodded. “Hey, speaking of which, you know there is no work while we are in Miami. It is just us girls having fun. No paranormal stuff while we’re on vacation.”

Parker laughed. “Trust me; I have no desire to find anything creepy in Miami. I just want to chill with my girls and eat lots of Cuban food.”

“Mmmm, I can’t wait!” Amber murmured.

The girls spent the rest of their meal talking about lighter topics. Parker was thankful that they understood her and never judged her for her gift. It meant the world to her to have them in her life. She would miss them tremendously, but for now, she wouldn’t focus on that part. She would cherish the next few weeks with them.
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Don’t fear the future, welcome the future. For the future is left unknown so it is not ineffable. Fate will guide you through, it is not unreliable.
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2 Miami Bound
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Parker had her suitcase on her bed. She was carefully gathering the outfits she would need for the trip while Sunni sat at the foot of the bed, watching her. They were going to be in Miami Beach for eight nights. She had never been on vacation for that long before. She needed at least one clubbing outfit, her bathing suit, of course, and several day outfits. They had not completely planned their trip, just four specific things. The jazz club Enya wanted. The crime tour that Mal wanted. The cage diving that Amber wanted. Parker shuddered at that one. Finally, Little Havana, which Parker had picked. Everything else they were going to wing.

“You are still packing?” Sage asked, not shocked. Her daughter was notorious for waiting until the last minute to do things.

Parker looked over her shoulder and grinned. “If I pack too soon, I’ll forget something.”

“You sure you’re good for that long of a drive?”

“Oh yeah, it’s only like eight hours,” she said as she started folding her clothes. “We can’t even check in until four o’clock.”

“I looked up that hotel you’re staying at.”

Parker glanced back at her. “Let me guess, it’s super expensive?”

Sage nodded. “Very much so.” She walked over and sat on the edge of the bed. “I feel guilty about not paying for any of it.”

Parker sighed. They had had this conversation several times already. “I tried to pay for some of it, but Amber insisted. She said it was a graduation gift from her parents and refused to take any money from any of us.” She turned back to her bag and grabbed her purse that carried her traditional medicine in it, placing it in the suitcase as well.

“Why are you bringing that?” Sage questioned.

Parker shrugged. “I don’t know. I feel safer having it with me.”

“Well, let’s hope you don’t need it.”

This made Parker laugh. It didn’t matter where she went, she seemed to always draw out the spiritual creatures in an area. This time, however, she was certain she was safe, but figured it couldn’t hurt to be cautious. Ya never know.

“I don’t think I’ll need it. At least, I better not.”

Sage grinned. “I made some breakfast burritos for you and the girls to eat on the road.”

“Thanks, Mom.” She looked at her suitcase and closed it shut. “I think I got everything.”

Sage nodded. “I should hope so. I think you packed your whole wardrobe.”

“Ha, ha. You’re so funny, Mom,” Parker said with a slight shake of her head.

“Do you need help?”

“I think I got it.”

Sage nodded and headed downstairs followed by Parker, who was carrying her toiletry bag, and a large suitcase. Parker went outside and set her things in the trunk of her new Jeep. Her hand carefully ran over the door when she shut it. She initially wanted to get the hybrid version, but that wasn’t in her price range since she wanted to pay for it outright. She ended up buying a used one with just 17,510 miles on it. She’d had it for only a few days but was already in love with it.

“Here’s your food.”

“That’s a lot of food.” Parker laughed when she placed it on the front passenger seat.

“I know you girls like to nibble, so I have the burritos and some of the muffins they like, plus some other snacks I picked up.”

Parker hugged her. “Thanks, Mom. You’re the best.”

“I’m gonna miss you,” she said, moving back from their hug. “Have an amazing trip!”

“I’m sure we will. I better go.”

“Be safe.”

“I will,” Parker replied, closing the door.

Parker picked up her friends one by one. First Mal, then Amber and then Enya. They were all ecstatic about the breakfast burritos and goodies her mom had packed. Not that it surprised her at all since her friends adored her mom’s cooking. As they settled in for the long drive, Enya looked over at her.

“I see you brought the red jacket.”

“Yep, I need it. It’s my armor.”

“We’re on vacation. You don’t need armor,” Enya replied.

“I promise I won’t wear it. I just...” Parker sighed and glanced at her. “I need to know it’s there in case I need it.”

“You won’t need it,” Amber said reassuringly from the back seat.

She nodded and smiled at Enya, who just sighed, realizing she was not going to win this discussion. The girls spent the trip talking about their plans; all were excited about the new adventures on the horizon. The time flew by. Soon they were getting close to Miami. They followed the GPS to 1 Hotel South Beach.

“Wow, this is nice,” Mal said. “How much did your parents spend on this?”

“Mal!” Enya scolded.

“I’m just saying, this is really nice.”

Amber shrugged. “I don’t know. A lot, I would imagine.”

Parker stopped in front as the valet came over. “Welcome.”

“Come on, we need to check in here,” Amber told them.

The valet waved over a bellhop who gathered their luggage and followed them inside. The hotel was beautiful. There was no way Parker could ever afford to stay somewhere like this. Amber walked up to the counter while the other girls stayed behind.

“I’m starting to rethink my wardrobe,” Parker said, only half joking.

Amber came back and handed each of them a key to the room. She wedged her lip between her teeth and then let out a breath. “Don’t be upset, but my parents got us a two-bedroom suite.” Our collective eyes widen in shock. “I told them we only needed a two-bed room, but as usual they went overboard.”

“Amber, you have to let us pay some of this
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