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L O R I

lowly, I sink deeper into the scorching hot water. Prickles of

painful heat creep up my thighs. I resist saying it’s too hot

for me because I’m determined to be a risk taker this summer. Maybe

by starting with small steps like igniting my skin in a hot spring tub I

can work up to the big one: ditching my virginity.

Across from me, my new friend Annika is already belly deep in the

water. “You are such a wimp,” she says with a giggle.

I smile at her through the soft twilight, but it feels like a grimace.

“Not fair. You grew up doing stuff like this. They don’t exactly have

geothermal activity in downtown Berkley.”

“You get used to it.” She settles deeper into the metal tub on the

wide gravel bar alongside Penny Creek. Thirty feet away from where

we’re soaking, the roaring, frigid river rushes over pale cobbles. The

round tub or “teacup” as Annika calls it was supposedly built by her

dad when he started the family’s raft guiding business decades ago.

I sink to my waist, gasping as the hot needles burn my bare belly.

Initially, I turned down her invitation to soak because I imagined a

bunch of naked strangers staring at me, or rather my chest. But she

was quick to assure me the teacup only fit four people, and nobody
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goes in naked anymore. “The hippies that settled this place all grew

up,” she told me.

The water creeps to the bottom edge of my bikini top. My

boyfriend’s—no, scratch that—ex-boyfriend’s mom once told me

“girls like me” shouldn’t wear a bikini. That it “did things” to boys.

As if I don’t already know that.

Case in point—Hans Frey, the lanky blond tennis instructor at

Camp Osprey who mutters “nice tits” every time I pass, practically

drooling.

“So, your first week working at Camp Osprey,” Annika raises an

eyebrow, “impressions?”

“I love the kids,” I say to banish Hans’ hungry gaze from my mind

as the water burns over my painfully erect nipples. “Their little minds

are like sponges,” I add, clenching my teeth at the searing heat.

“You’re so patient with them,” Annika is looking up at the sky

where stars are poking out of the dusk. “I totally lost my shit with

Frankie today.”

“Well, she was being a little turd. A temper tantrum? For not

getting a second cookie? She’s ten.”

Annika laughs softly. I’ve only known her a week, but it feels like

longer after being her wingman at the nature camp for kids with

learning challenges, one I applied to last minute when my original

plans for the summer fell through. Even though I’ve never been to

central Idaho, slept in a rickety cabin, or peed in an outhouse.

I’m all about the new experiences this summer. That and getting as

far away from Berkley as possible.

“Any news about your car?” Annika asks.

My used Volvo, which my parents helped me buy last year, limped

the last fifty miles to camp after its twelve-hour journey from Califor‐

nia, leaving a trail of white smoke from the tailpipe.

“Yep. Blown head gasket.”

She wrinkles her nose. “That sucks. What are you going to do?”

“I’m not sure yet.” I can use my bike to get around, plus Annika

keeps offering me rides, so I have time to think over my options. “A

new engine costs three grand. I’m not sure it’s worth it.”
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“Three grand?” Annika cringes. “Let me ask around, okay? I’m sure

I get it done for you for way less than that.”

“Really?” I practically squeal. “That would be awesome.”

The murmur of voices approaching rises above the river’s rushing

current.

“Looks like we’ll have company,” Annika sighs as two guys dressed

in t-shirts and board shorts step down from the road above and

scramble down the bank. One of them is carrying a six pack of beer.

Quickly, I slip into the water to cover my balloons. The sudden

rush of heat explodes in my face and I bite my lip to keep from

gasping.

“They give you a break from diaper duty?” one of them calls out to

Annika as they remove their flip flops and tug off their shirts.

“Screw you,” Annika groans. She turns to me. “My brother and his

charming sidekick,” she says in a low tone, rolling her eyes.

The guys step barefoot down the slope to the gravel bar. When her

brother gets to the side of the tub our eyes finally meet. My heart

hiccups. He’s handsome in that devilish way which makes my already

heated blood sizzle, with a sculpted chest and strong, defined arms.

It’s as if he knows I’ve just checked him out because he gives me a

little wink, then in one smooth motion, he puts two hands on the

wooden platform surrounding the edge of the teacup and vaults over

the edge. His plunge into the tub creates a small tsunami that pulses

up to my chin then crashes onto the rocks below.

Gulp.

“Lori, this is Caleb, my brother,” Annika nods at Mr. Hot Stuff,

then turns to the other guy, who is just as cut, with straight red hair

compared to Caleb’s sandy-blond, half-wild curls. “This is Grady.”

Grady hops up backwards to the tub’s edge, then swings around

and lowers his legs into the water. “Ladies,” he says with a nod before

slipping into the tub.

Caleb leans back and releases a satisfied groan that sends a jolt

through my core. I try not to stare at his chiseled jaw and mischievous

blue eyes. Am I panting?

“Rough day on the water?” Annika asks them. From our many
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conversations over the past week, I’ve learned that most of her family

members work as raft guides during the summer months.

Grady leans out and grabs one of the beers from the six pack he

brought, then offers it to me and Annika. I shake my head—I’m only

eighteen. Even though I’ve vowed to be that reckless girl who says yes

to everything, I’m not ready to break all the rules just yet, especially

one that could get me fired, or worse, cause me to lose my scholarship

to Stanford.

Annika declines too, but I get the feeling she’s being cautious for

my benefit. With an older brother, I’m sure she’s had a drink before.

Grady shrugs and cracks the lid. “You wanna tell it? Or should I?”

he says to Caleb.

Caleb grins, making his blue eyes flash. “Teddy flipped a boat.”

Annika gasps. “No!”

Both guys chuckle, then Caleb must catch the look of confusion

I’m wearing because he says, “The river’s really high right now, so

there’s lots of water running. Normally, we wouldn’t let a rookie

guide have his own boat this early in the season, but we were short

today, so…” He pauses to sip from his beer.

“There’s a giant hole river center,” Grady explains as he settles

deeper into the water. “It’s after Split Rock rapids. The current pushes

right into it, so you have to backstroke hard.”

“He didn’t make it,” Annika interrupts, her eyes narrowing.

Grady chuckles. “I was ahead, but I happened to look back in time

to see the front of his boat shoot straight up.” His palm leaps

skyward.

“Everyone was okay, right?” Annika asks.

“Yeah,” Caleb says with a shrug. “In fact, I heard they gave him a fat

tip, the prick. I was the one who rescued his swimmers.”

“At least it was hot today.” My face is practically glowing with the

heat from the water, which feels hotter now. I’m hoping they get out

first because I’m not about to show myself.

Caleb tips his beer can at me. “That’s what saved us. If it had been

one of those windy, cool days like we had last week, forget it.”

“We can’t afford any bad reviews,” Annika says, suddenly serious.
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“Relax,” Caleb says with a subtle roll of his eyes, though his shoul‐

ders don’t look relaxed.

He breaks the tension by turning his blue eyes to me. “Where you

from, Lori?”

“Uh, Berkley,” I chastise my tongue for the stutter. Be bold. Be

adventurous.

“That’s a long way from home,” he says, his eyes twinkling. “Why

trek all the way to Penny Creek? Surely you could be doing something

much more exciting.”

I ignore what this does to my stomach. I’m not about to spill my

sordid story here—now … or ever. “I wanted an adventure.”

His eyebrows arch, like I’ve just given him some kind of invitation.

Gulp.

“And I like teaching these kinds of kids.” This is a bit of a lie—I

came here with no experience besides sailing for most of my life and

having two stepbrothers, but I’ve since found I enjoy the challenge of

teaching kids with learning disabilities. Especially a skill like sailing.

He nods. “Better you than me.” He knocks back the last of his beer.

“Thank God we don’t take kids under the age of eight. Too fussy.”

I silently vow to not be anyone Caleb Morgan would deem “fussy.”

“We’re running Rogue Canyon tomorrow,” Caleb adds. “Me,

Grady, and Jules. We could use two more. It’s running at twelve thou‐

sand CFS. It’s perfect. You guys want to join us?”

Tomorrow is my one day off between camp sessions, my only day

to do laundry, read, and take a shower I don’t have to rush through.

But I’m the “yes” girl this summer. “Sounds like an adventure.”

“That’s pretty much a guarantee.” Grady crosses his arms.

Annika’s face tightens like she’s anxious. A silent look passes

between her and Caleb.

“He wouldn’t want Rogue Canyon to be off limits just because of

what happened,” Caleb says to her.

“You’re right.” Annika’s face says something different.

I try to read between the lines, but Annika gives me a look which

says, Are you in?

I shrug my answer.
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Annika points a finger at her brother. “No flipping us this time.”

The boys give us both a smug look. “That was a total accident.”

“Oh sure, it had nothing to do with seeing that chick you invited in

a wet t-shirt.”

Caleb shrugs and a sly grin takes over his face. “She loved it.”

Annika gives a huff. “I’ll bet.”

She glances at me. “Rogue is a little...” She forces down a tight

swallow. “Wild.”

I hide my grimace by chewing on my lip. Hopefully this adventure

doesn’t require any special rafting skill because I have none. But I can

fake it with the best of them.

I risk a glance at Caleb. His gaze is asking me: Do you like it wild?

“Who-ee I’m hot,” Annika says. “Ready for a jump in the river?” she

asks me.

My already red face explodes. “What?” I choke out.

Annika frowns, like I’m slow or something. “It’s the best part. You

get all hot and then you jump in the cold river to cool off.”

“Oh,” I say as I realize that I’m about to get out of the tub in front

of the guys, that they’ll see me.

Annika rises from the tub and swings her legs over the side, step‐

ping on a big cobble against the tub to step down to the gravel bar.

The hot flush in my cheeks rises to my hair follicles. “You guys

going in?” I ask hopefully. Don’t be a freak.

“I’m not quite hot enough yet,” Caleb raises his eyebrow.

I look away and try to gather my courage.

“Go ahead. You’ll love it, Adventure Girl,” Caleb says with a lift of

his chiseled jaw.

“Okay,” I say with a heartiness I don’t feel, then quickly stand and

flip my legs over the edge of the tub then drop over the side. My feet

land painfully between two large cobbles, but I bite back my cry. I

wait for the snicker or the rude comment, but it doesn’t come.

Ahead of me, Annika is hurrying across the gravel bar, her arms

extended for balance. Then she wades into the creek and suddenly

disappears into a deep eddy pool. She comes up shrieking. I follow,
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wincing as my slippery feet slide into the grooves between the rocks,

then plunge in.

The frigid cold makes me gasp, but Caleb was right—I do love it. I

glance over my shoulder at the metal tub where he’s watching me

from the edge with a hunger in his eyes, like he can read all my

secrets.

If only he wasn’t my new bestie’s older brother, because Caleb

Morgan would make a perfect first-time fling.
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C A L E B

ll forward!” I call from the bow of the raft as I sweep us into

the current with my paddle. The roar of the river intensifies

as we enter the ribbon of white-green water and pick up speed.

My ragtag crew digs in, stroking forward on either side of the raft,

Grady and Annika on the right pontoon, long-time raft guide, Jules,

and the new girl, Lori, on the left. We put her behind Jules so she can

follow her lead, and it’s a good thing because it’s obvious she’s never

paddled a day in her life.

She’s also the only one without a wetsuit top. I scolded Annika for

this—she should have known better, but Annika said her spare didn’t

fit Lori. This sounds like bullshit because as far as I can tell, Lori’s no

bigger than my sister. Our outfitting shop is too far away from the put

in for Rogue Canyon, so Lori will just have to shiver a little. I vow to

keep an eye on her. People can still get hypothermia, even in the

summer.

Lori’s spirited “sounds like an adventure” from last night keeps

looping through my brain. Easy cowboy. As Annika’s friend, I need to

keep my distance. However, my cock didn’t get that memo because

I’ve been sporting a semi since I saw her this morning in short shorts,

her eager eyes bright. She even looks cute in a life jacket.
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I still can’t figure out why she bolted out of the teacup last night, as

if in a hurry to get away from me. It doesn’t make sense because,

damn. Those lean legs and the way her long, honey-brown hair

whipped around her slender shoulders stirred me right the fuck

awake.

Maybe she’s just shy. I release a groan, but thankfully, nobody

hears it over the sound of the river.

Spray from the wave train hits my face and arms, but it’s too chilly

at this late hour to be refreshing. Instead, it only heightens my aware‐

ness, that sense of being truly alive. A shiver of excitement pricks my

skin into goose flesh. It’s the first time we’ve been in Rogue Canyon

since what happened last spring—thirteen months ago.

My oldest brother, Pete, looked at me like I was crazy when I told

him I was running this today. Last night, I saw Annika debating too,

though I knew she’d come. That’s one thing about my little sis. She

never backs down from a challenge.

The wave train dumps us into a wide, shallow section that even at

this flooding water level is riddled with a minefield of boulders. The

raft jostles beneath us as we bump over them. The splashy water

popping up from the current mists our legs and arms.

“All forward!” I call as we round a wide bend and enter the wave

train that will dump us into our first rapid: Sourdough Creek, a Class

III that ends with a giant wave. I grin. Everyone’s about to get wet.

Grady gives me a brilliant smile before stroking forward with the

crew. The mineral smells of the water roaring all around me hit my

senses. I practically chew on it, relishing the way it connects me to

this place. Though now, since the accident, it’s almost too much.

I lean back hard on my paddle to steer us around a giant hole in

the center of the river, then swing us left to rejoin the main current.

“Hard forward, hard forward!” I call out, needing a burst of speed

to avoid the next obstacle, a sleeper rock barely visible at this water

level. If we hit it, we’ll grind to a stop and the current will spin us, and

I’m not about to send us backwards into the drop.

The crew reaches and pulls through the current, and we scrape

by the giant pillow of water rushing over the hidden rock. I
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straighten us out and we drop into the rolling wave train, each wave

bigger than the last, until the final wave. The bow tips down into the

trough. My stomach bottoms out while a burst of elation rushes

through me. Above the bow, the final wave looms like a giant green

tongue.

Someone screams as—crash!—the wave explodes over the bow. My

crew momentarily disappears in the mess of white water as the boat

punches through it. I draw hard with my paddle to make sure the

wave doesn’t flip us, and then I’m shaking my wet head like a dog and

belting a feral cry into the evening air.

Annika glances back at me. She’s soaked but from the way her eyes

are glinting, she’s thrilled.

“You okay?” I ask Lori.

She looks back at me with water dripping down her face and her

arms peppered with goose flesh. Then she smiles. It’s a tentative, shy

kind of smile, and fuck if it doesn’t make my engine purr.

“High five everyone,” I call out.

Obediently, my crew raises their paddles. We tap blades in a salute

above our heads, then it’s time to paddle again because this is the part

of the river that gets exciting.

We pass through a short, splashy rapid, then round another bend.

The next two rapids are bigger, the last one with a giant house-sized

rock smack dab in the middle of a powerful wave train. If we hit

Rogue Rock, the current will pin the boat against it, and we’ll all be

swimming. If we pass by too close, the hole on the other side will suck

us into a dangerous hydraulic.

“Left side, three strokes!” I call out, executing a firm sweep of my

paddle to keep us away from the bank that’s undercut by the swift

current. Jules and Lori stroke, their arm muscles straining, and we

squeak by the edge.

“Strainer!” Grady calls in alarm.

I spot the giant logjam piled up middle-right. Adrenaline floods

my muscles as I stand to get a better look at the pattern of water,

searching for a way around it. Fuck, it’s going to be tight.

“Back paddle, back paddle!” I bark the order as I sit back down and
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tuck my toes beneath the pontoon to anchor me while all four paddles

jump to action.

I strain against the current to steer us to river left. “Okay, hard

left!” I call out.

As if he can read my mind, Grady jumps to the left side and digs in

behind Lori. She startles and when she glances back, I see fear in her

eyes.

I move to the right corner of the stern and Annika leans out, both

of us counterbalancing Grady’s weight. It’s risky but the alternative is

the boat getting sucked under the logjam.

The river roars in my ears, blocking out my heaving breaths. If I

lose a boat, or fuck … if anyone here gets hurt … not only will my

brothers kill me, I’ll probably never get to drive a boat again.

“Hard left!” I call out again because we’re too close. The current is

too strong. I should have scouted the river this morning. But we

haven’t had a strainer on this stretch in years. It must have been that

big windstorm we had back in February. It probably blew down these

big trees, sent them downstream until they piled up here, resisting the

twelve thousand cubic feet of water slamming into it every second.

The left side crew is pulling with all their might while I’m

cranking hard against the current to steer us to safety. Stray branches

from the downed trees brush against the bow. I sweep my rudder.

Annika drops to the floor to avoid getting speared by a stray branch.

“Dig!” I cry to my crew.

The raft lurches forward as a surge of current lifts us. We scrape

past the downed logs but the danger’s not over yet as there’s a

powerful sucker hole waiting on the other side.

“All forward!” I order, sliding to the center of the stern.

Grady jumps back to the right and all four of my crew slams their

paddles into the water.

The raft tips dangerously to the right but our speed carries us, and

we sneak by the turbulent, frothy-green hole.

“Fuck that was close,” Grady mutters, eyeing me.

I huff a relieved breath. “Yeah,” I say. “Do you think we should

scout the rest?”
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He frowns. “Where? There’s no place to pull out.”

He’s right—there are a few gravel bars where we could rest, but the

canyon narrows here so we can’t hike ahead to scout for more

surprises. We’re committed.

Annika turns back. “Maybe that one trapped all the wood coming

down.”

I nod, hoping it’s true. “Everyone good?” I ask.

Lori hasn’t looked at me yet, so call her name.

She nods—still not looking at me. Is she scared? Fuck. I hope I

haven’t frightened her off of river running for life.

The next rapid goes smoothly, though we do get another dousing.

A niggling worry is growing in my chest. I’ve been a raft guide for

four years, starting when I was sixteen, so I know the warning signs of

when a client’s fun tickets start to run out. It doesn’t happen often,

thank goodness, but sometimes people get panicked.

Just don’t cry, I beg Lori silently. I get all tongue-tied when

girls cry.

The final rapid takes all of our power, and every ounce of my

focus. I call out orders like a drill sergeant and heave and draw on my

paddle. Wave upon wave crashes over us, hitting my crew full-on in

the face and filling the boat. The final wave slaps my visor off my head

and leaves me gasping for air.

Grady belts a rumbling war cry. Jules and Annika join in as I angle

us toward the take-out, a broad gravel bar of smooth gray cobbles.

The bow glides over them, and Grady hops out to hold us steady

while the others exit the boat. I watch Lori but Annika and Jules close

in on her.

Grady and I pull the boat further onto the rocky beach.

“That w-was awesome,” a voice says as I drop the boat and lift the

cooler from the center.

I spin to see Lori watching me, lips blue, her skin turned to goose

flesh.

“Glad you enjoyed it,” I say as a warm glow heats my insides.

There’s a little bit of hero worship which comes with this job some‐

times. I’m not going to deny I don’t enjoy it. It’s a nice change of pace
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from my usual role as the Morgan family fuckup. At least boating and

customer satisfaction I can do well.

But I’m worried. Lori’s not just shivering, she’s convulsing.

“Did you bring any extra clothes?” I ask, setting down the cooler so

the rest of the crew can help themselves. Grady has brought out the

dry bag containing whatever each of us packed to wear after the run,

and the group stands on the sunbaked cobbles trading their life

jackets and wetsuit tops for warm layers and jackets.

She watches everyone change with obvious envy. “Um, I b-b-

brought a t-shirt,” she says.

“Here, take this,” I say, and offer her my fleece coat.

“No, I’ll be f-f-fine,” she says. Her eyes sparkle. They’re a color I’ve

never seen before, a rich brown flecked with gold. As a kid, I used to

go prospecting with my dad, and the tiny flecks catching the sunlight

in my pan look exactly like what I see in her eyes.

I give her my once-over frown. “I’ve got extras in the rig,” I say,

and tip my head in the direction of the Suburban that’s parked just

beyond the bank. “Come on.”

I catch Grady’s attention. His eyes fill with concern when he sees

Lori, then he nods at me with acknowledgement. We plan to build a

fire eventually, make an evening of it, but with Lori needing warmth,

I’m sure he’ll hurry to get the fire going.

As I lead Lori from the group, I notice Annika’s snuck a beer. She’s

also broken out the batch of her peanut butter cookies. My stomach

rumbles.

“Was this your first time?” I ask as Lori and I make our way across

the gravel bar.

Her head snaps up. “What?”

“Rafting,” I add, confused by her reaction.

“Oh, y-yeah.” She scowls at the cobbles, as if they require her ulti‐

mate focus.

“You’re a natural,” I say.

She stumbles and I’m quick to steady her.

Her skin is cold. Fuck. If I don’t get her warm, this could get seri‐

ous. “Okay?” I ask.
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She nods, her suddenly serious gaze darting away.

The cobbles turn to sand and we climb the short rise to the grassy

bank. As the sound of the river fades, her chattering breaths make me

hurry my pace. After crossing the sandy turnaround to the rusty

Suburban, I yank open the back doors and reach for the Tupperware

tub containing emergency supplies. I sift through the contents,

looking for something suitable.

“Here,” I say, handing her a black fleece pullover and a pair of

shamrock-green fleece pants sewn by my mom back when she used to

do things like that. The pants will be way too big for her, but it’s crit‐

ical we get her dry.

“It’s best to take off anything wet,” I say, hoping the edge in my

voice doesn’t spook her.

She nods, a little frown line above her eyes tightening. “Um, w-

would you…”

“Oh, sorry,” I say, kicking myself for forgetting my manners. “I’ll

wait on the side of the rig.”

“Th-thanks,” she says while her entire body shivers.

I step around to the side and cross my arms to wait for her. “So,

are you liking Camp Osprey?” I ask to distract her.

“Um…can you help me?” she calls out in a meek voice.

I hurry around the open back doors to find her shaking fingers

fumbling with tight clips on her life jacket.

“Of course,” I say, and hurry to unclip them and finish the last of

the zipper.

She gives me a grateful smile, but it fades, and her face is once

again drawn and pale.

“Here,” I say, fighting my rising panic. “Let me help, okay? We need

to get you warm.”

A hint of color rises up her neck, but she nods eagerly. I pull off

her wet t-shirt to reveal a black bikini top.

I battle the awkward pause by turning my back. “Let me know if

you, uh…”

“Just, can you…” she huffs between shivery breaths. “…loosen…”
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I spin around to see she’s turned her back to me while clutching

her front. I get the feeling that she’s terrified of revealing herself. A

sudden sense of protectiveness floods through me. Damn. I don’t even

know this girl. Why am I feeling this way?

“How about this,” I say. “Let’s put the shirt on, and then you can do

one of those presto-change-o moves you girls are so good at. Then I’ll

loosen the knots and you can slip your suit off.”

She gives a little laugh. “Okay.”

We get the shirt on and I pull it down her sides. She tugs out her

long, wet hair and drapes it over her shoulder.

I struggle with the tight knot at her neck, then finally get it loose. I

realize I have to go up the back of her shirt to loosen the tie around

her middle.

I groan inwardly. I should have asked Annika to come up here.

But I’m trained in river rescue and wilderness first aid. I’m just

doing my job. Lori needs to get warm, and fast.

However, I realize the power difference in this situation and how

intimidating this could be for her. I vow to maintain my professional

demeanor and not creep her out.

Easier said than done because even though Lori’s been drenched

by river water, standing this close to her as I reach up the back of the

fleece shirt, I catch a hint of what must be her scent. Maybe it’s her

shampoo or maybe her skin just naturally smells like peaches. Either

way, it smells really fucking good.

My fingers fumble with the knots. Why the hell did she tie these so

tight? She’s now shivering so bad she’s braced against the door, her

fingers practically blue.

I get the knot loose and withdraw my hands, trying not to notice

how soft her skin feels, then turn my back so she can finish undress‐

ing. Please don’t ask me to help with your shorts.

“You good?” I ask, banishing the image of sliding those same shorts

down her supple thighs.

“Yeah,” she says in a shaky voice.

I step around to the side of the rig to wait, relieved. When was the
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last time I stood next to a woman and hope I didn’t have to undress

her?

I’ve had two weeks to kick off my summer slutting spell as a guide,

but so far, it hasn’t happened. Grady’s been giving me shit about it. I

just need to pick a girl and get on with it and my old mojo will

thunder to life, but something feels different this year. It could be

because of the accident, or finally freeing myself from Delaney, aka

the biggest mistake of my life.

I shake my head to clear the confusing emotions piling up in there.

The best solution is to drown myself in pussy. Someone fun and

looking for a good time, who I can pleasure until dawn, and then slip

from her bed without a backwards glance.

“Okay,” Lori says, walking around the rig’s back doors.

“Feel better?” I ask, doing my best to ignore the way her tits fill out

the shirt. I definitely don’t notice the way her erect nipples make little

peaks.

The pants are another story. She swims in them, but it only makes

her look more adorable.

“Yeah, thanks.” She’s still shivering, but at least now that she’s out

of her wet things, her body heat will produce warmth instead of

wasting it on drying out wet clothes.

A thin column of smoke rises from down on the gravel bar. “Now

we’ll stoke your engine with some of Annika’s cookies. And Grady’s

building a fire.”

Her eyes cloud. “You don’t have to do all of that for me.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” I scoff. “I want to make sure you have a good

time.”

“I am,” she says quickly. That toughness flashes in her eyes again,

like she’s determined, though to experience what, I don’t know.

“Even though I got you wet?” I ask, then have to hold in a curse.

Fuck! Why did I say that?

But the comment sails over her head, which of course makes me

curious. I get she’s shy, but she’s definitely attractive, and as far as I

can tell, a sweet kid.
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But maybe nobody’s ever talked to her like that.

Fuck.

“Okay, Adventure Girl, to the bonfire with you,” I joke to cover the

sudden tightness in my shorts.
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nnika and Jules swarm me when I return to the river. A

growing fire cracks and pops in a ring made of pale gray

cobbles, tended by Grady, his cheeks red from blowing on the flames.

The river sounds blend with the soft swish of the trees stirring in the

breeze and the call of what I’m fairly sure is a wren, though I’ll have to

reference my bird book later to be sure.

“I should have made you bring more clothes,” Annika says, winc‐

ing. “My fault. Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I say.

“Have a cookie,” Jules says, passing me one. “Soo good.”

“You’re not allergic to nuts, are you?” Annika says warily.

I shake my head and take a bite. It’s heaven. Buttery and dense and

packed with yummy peanut flavor.

“Beer?” Jules asks, raising her eyebrow. “Or I have a thermos of tea,

if you’d rather.”

“Tea, please,” I’m not much of a drinker. Most of my “nerd herd”

friends back home are the same way. I’ve been drunk exactly once, on

prom night, with my two best friends, which was totally justified

given what happened.

Though it numbed the pain, the next day my broken heart felt like
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it had been run over by a bus and my head alternately sloshed and

pounded. But I dusted myself off, adjusted my summer plans, and

now I’m here, ready to make some changes.

The heat from the fire warms my legs and bare feet.

The guys buzz around, gathering wood, building up the fire.

Jules helps them carry the boat up to the trailer.

Annika sneaks a glance at them as they disappear up the bank. “Are

you really okay?” she asks with a concerned gaze.

“Absolutely,” I reply as a sudden shiver breaks loose.

“I could kill Caleb,” she says in a huff. “Though I should have

known better too. I should have scouted.”

“It’s fine,” I say. “Really. I liked it.”

She sneaks another glance to where the others are up on the bank

loading the boat onto the trailer. “It could have gotten ugly.”

“I’m just glad your brother had these extra clothes,” I say.

She raises an eyebrow. “He didn’t ask you to strip naked, did he?”

“No,” I say as a hot blush sears my cheeks.

I think she’s about to say something more when the crew returns,

joking and laughing. Caleb has a guitar slung around his shoulder.

It takes a while for me to fully stop shivering. I catch Caleb

watching me, as if he’s worried about me, but I’m fine. It’s not like I

haven’t been cold before. And I wouldn’t want the group to cut this

night short because of me.

Caleb and Grady unpack hot dogs and potatoes wrapped in foil

that they tuck into the coals. Soon we’re roasting hot dogs on sticks

over the fire, with conversation and laughter and Caleb’s guitar

playing mixing between us.

Above, the stars start to emerge, sparkling out from the darkening

sky that’s completely unpolluted by city lights. On my first evening at

Camp Osprey, I stopped to stare, completely mesmerized. In down‐

town Berkley, I’m lucky if I get to see the Big Dipper. But here, I can

see at least a dozen constellations—Cassiopeia, Orien, even Ursa

minor. I’m eager for August and the Perseid meteor shower. Here, it’ll

be spectacular.

I’m nibbling my second hot dog right off the stick when Caleb
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returns from gathering driftwood. He squats next to me and adds

several medium-sized logs to the fire.

“Is it hard to find dry wood this early in the season?” I ask.

He glances to me, his strong features lit by the firelight. “Nah. You

just have to know where to look.”

“How long have you been rafting?”

He whips out a bandana from his pocket and wads it up like a hot

pad, then flips each of the potatoes baking in the coals. “Since I was

three years old.”

I watch him curiously.

“My parents started White Cloud Rafting over twenty years ago.”

He eases back to join me on the large driftwood log I’m using as a

chair. “It’s what we do every summer.”

I swallow my bite of charred hot dog, which for some reason tastes

incredible. “What do you do when it’s not summer?”

“Now? College.”

I get the feeling he’s being evasive, though I don’t know why. I

don’t even know him.

“It must get cold here in the winter,” I say, trying to lure him back

to my original question. Not only is Penny Creek at five thousand

feet, it’s surrounded by mountains—the granite spires and glacier-

carved valleys of the Sawtooths to the east and the bulky, formidable

White Cloud Mountains to the west. To the northeast is the remote

Selway-Bitterroot Range.

“Last January it got down to fifty below.”

“Whoa!” I gasp. “Do you even go outside?”

“Hell yeah,” he says with a grin. “You just have to bundle up.”

I picture him dressed like the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. To cover

my giggle, I take another bite of my hot dog. Even though I’m no

longer cold, another shiver jolts through me.

Caleb sees it. “Here,” he says, unzipping his down jacket and

handing it over.

I wave him off. “I’m okay.”

But his look is firm, unwavering. “Nope. You’re putting this on.”

I give him a scowl, but I take the coat and slide it on. Not only is it
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warm inside, it’s imprinted with a scent uniquely his—river rock and

sweet Ponderosa and something spicy, like pepper.

“Thank you,” I say. At least my fingers have warmed up enough to

work the zipper. I swim in his coat made for a broad-chested,

muscular guy, but it’s like I’ve just donned my own personal heater

because my torso heats up in seconds. Though maybe it’s not the

coat.

Since our conversation at the Teacup last night, I’ve been replaying

the way his teasing eyes watched me and the way his fit, taut body

moved so easily, confidently. Another shiver races over my skin, but

thankfully Caleb doesn’t notice.

I cannot develop a case of the hots for Annika’s brother. That’s just

wrong.

“What about you?” he asks, stirring the coals with the blunt end of

a length of driftwood before picking up his guitar again. “When

summer’s over, I mean.”

“College.” For some reason, I withhold the details about my accep‐

tance into Stanford. Maybe I don’t want to kill the buzz of attention

this river God is bestowing on me. After all, I’m New Experiences

Girl, not Nerd Girl, this summer.

His fingers stroke a series of chords I recognize. “What are you

going to study?”

“Not sure yet,” I reply, then cringe at the lie. I absolutely know

what I’m going to study—biology. Though whether I’m going with

genetics or more of an ecology path I’m not yet certain. Definitely not

microbiology. I don’t want to spend my life looking into a micro‐

scope, no matter how fascinating viruses are.

“How about you?”

His eyes tighten, but it’s gone before I can fully register it, replaced

by a sly grin. “Not sure yet.”

I wonder what year he is—sophomore, junior? He should know his

path of study by now. “Music?” I ask because he’s good.

He laughs. “No, I just play for fun.”

“Are you at Boise State, like Annika?” Annika already shared her

plan to study business.
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“Yep,” he says. “I can’t wait to haze her this fall,” he adds with a wild

gleam in his eye.

“You have older brothers, too, right? Where are they? Maybe I’m

curious about his family because I only have stepsiblings, both of

them much younger than me, so I pretty much grew up as an only

child. As a kid, I always wished for a sister. It might have made some

of what I endured more bearable.

“My oldest brother, Peter, will start his second year of medical

school this fall, at the University of Washington.” The fire pops,

sending out a shower of tiny sparks that make both of us jump back‐

ward, but the embers die on the cobbles. “Wyatt’s at Oregon State.

He’s in training, so won’t be here this summer.”

“Training for what?” I ask.

He studies his fingers on the strings for a moment. “The

Olympics,” he replies, then plays several chords. “He’s a swimmer.

Distance.”

“Wow, is he going to make the team?”

“Looks like it.”

I sit back, impressed. A doctor and an Olympic swimmer.

A burst of laughter sounds from across the campfire. My gaze

finds Annika’s, who is looking at both of us curiously, but then she’s

back to debating something with Grady. Both of them are smiling like

they’re enjoying the exchange.

“Is there something going on between them?” I blurt before I can

stop myself.

“Grady and Nika?” Caleb frowns at his fingers as he switches

chords. “Besides the fact that Grady’s my best friend…” He strums

softly. “We have a rule guides can’t date each other.”

I shoot Annika the same curious look she gave me earlier but she’s

quick to turn away. “Annika isn’t a raft guide.”

His eyes go dead serious. “Might as well be.” He picks up his guitar

again.

My curiosity is pegged, but I don’t push. Maybe Annika will tell

me more about it later.

Caleb sets his guitar down and uses his bandana again to roll the
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potatoes out of the fire, then peels one open and squeezes the ends

together. It splits open in a burst of white steam.

My mouth starts watering.

Caleb repeats the potato-splitting maneuver then sets both on his

bandana between us.

“Does the same rule go for your clients?” I ask. This might be the

boldest thing I’ve ever said to a guy. Maybe it’s the promise of sharing

fire-roasted potatoes on a wilderness river twenty miles from the

nearest town, or the feel of his coat wrapped around me, like a shield.

He gives a wry chuckle. “You’re somethin’ else, you know that?”

I shove the tip of my empty stick into the base of the fire, where

the coals glow red-hot. I chicken out from the snarky comment

perched on my tongue. “How so?”

He pauses from playing, as if sizing me up. “You got spunk, that’s

all I’m sayin’.”

I try to read if this is a compliment or a carefully disguised put

down. “I had a lot of fun tonight,” I say.

“Uh, your stick’s on fire,” he says.

“What?” I yelp, then yank on my stick.

“Whoa!” Caleb shouts as a flaming torch flies at our faces.

He gently returns my stick to the fire. “Just leave it there,” he

coaxes, suppressing a laugh. The rest of it catches fire in a burst of

yellow flame.

“You got a lot to learn, don’t you, city girl?” he teases, his brow

knitting with amusement.

My face flushes with heat. If you only knew. “Maybe…you could

teach me,” I reply as my heart lodges into my throat.

His eyebrows shoot up. “Game on.” His grin takes on a mischie‐

vous twist. “Where should we start?
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hoa, I didn’t expect that from her, holy fuck.

Is she blushing? I’m used to girls in my boat

fawning over me, flirting shamelessly. I’ve even had two of them fight

over me.

This feels different. Lori’s sweet, and tougher than she looks, and

seems genuinely interested in talking with me. But watching her

nibble on that hot dog made it impossible not to imagine other things

I’d like her to do with her mouth.

Thankfully, she takes the conversation in a direction that brings

me back from these fantasies.

“How did you know how to get us past that logjam?” she asks.

From across the bonfire, I sense the weight of someone’s gaze. I

glance into Annika’s watchful eyes and give her a “What?” expression

in return. Lori and I are just talking.

However, she’s right—as my sister’s friend, Lori is off limits.

I play a few chords to recalibrate my brain though the idea of

kissing Lori senseless won’t quit.

“Experience,” I say. “I’ve been running rivers my whole life.” I

pause my playing to create a demonstration with my hands, showing

her how the current works against obstacles. To my surprise, she nods
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along, asking pointed questions about flow dynamics, like she’s some

kind of physics genius.

“So why would the raft get sucked under?”

I shake my head. It’s hard to convey how powerful water can be.

“Think of the kind of pressure at the bottom of the sea that crumples

submarines. That’s what we’re dealing with.”

Her eyes have widened. “Have you ever gone under a logjam?”

My gut lurches. Why did we end up at this story, of all the possible

stories? “No, but I’ve lost a raft before.”

“Did you end up swimming?”

I suppress a shiver. That fateful spring day my dad and two older

brothers got into serious trouble, but like usual, my dad laughed it off.

“If you hit a strainer, you never, ever want to end up swimming.” I

shuffle my feet. “The only way to survive it is to climb on top of the

logs, either hope for rescue or try to get onto the bank.”

She cringes. “What did you do?”

“We got onto the strainer and it ate the raft for lunch.”

“Did that happen here?” she asks.

I nod. “Different spot though.”

“Were you scared today?” she asks.

“No,” I scoff, though this isn’t entirely true. But I don’t tell her that

the edge of fear is what makes this game so fun. For all the many

falling outs with my dad, at least he understood this one.

Too bad it was this same game of risk that got him killed.

“Good,” she says, her features relaxing.

“Were you?” I ask.

“No,” she says quickly.

“C’mon, tell me the truth,” I say, knocking her shoulder softly with

mine.

Her face turns scarlet. “Okay, maybe a little.”

That she’s just shared this with me feels big somehow, but I play it

down. “There’s several runnable creeks around here. When the

water’s high like this, we usually try to pack in a bunch of day trips in

between guiding. You’re welcome anytime.”

She practically glows. “Thank you.”
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From the corner of my eye, I notice the others packing up and

realize it’s gotten late.

Lori notices too and groans, a low sound that vibrates through me.

“I guess we should go,” she says, but it’s wistful, as if she wishes she

could stay. “Annika and I will have ten new campers tomorrow.”

“Better you than me,” I say, shaking my head.

We both rise, and I stretch before I sling my guitar over my shoul‐

der. “I’m terrible with kids.”

“How is that possible when you have so many siblings?”

“It’s because of my big family that I’m not good with kids. I know

how evil they can be.”

She laughs, and it’s a sound so pure and light that my stomach does

a loop around my spleen. I’m used to girls giggling and acting all

googly around me, but this laugh isn’t like that. It’s genuine, true.

Grady spreads the coals of the fire then uses the bail bucket

doubling as his seat to douse it with river water. In an instant, a plume

of smoke rises into the air and we’re plunged into blackness.

Next to me, Lori gasps in surprise. I almost don’t hear it. That

protective side of me jumps to life again. I reach for her hand, then

wonder what the fuck I’m doing.

Before I can pull away, her small, smooth hand squeezes back.

We fall in behind the others. She’s unsteady on the cobbles, but

doesn’t really need my help, though I tell myself I’m still holding her

hand to make sure she doesn’t fall.

At the rig, we all pile in, Grady up front with me while the girls

pile onto the bench behind us.

Grady flips the radio on, and we roll the windows down as I drive

up the long, sandy road, bumping over rocks and washboards until

we’re back to the highway. Grady’s telling me a story about last week’s

pickup soccer game I missed because I was busy getting the gear

ready for the season, but my mind is replaying my conversation with

Lori.

Back at our outfitting post at the edge of town, everyone pitches in

to store the raft and gear. Then Jules walks to her car, and Grady goes

to his truck to wait for me while I lock up.
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“Thanks again for a great time,” Lori says before heading toward

Annika’s hand-me-down Hyundai that thank fuck is no longer

mine.

“You’re welcome,” I say for what feels like the tenth time.

“I’ll get your clothes back to you tomorrow,” she says.

I wave her off. “Just give them to Annika. She’ll get them to me.”

“I’ll get what to you?” Annika says, joining us after saying goodbye

to Jules, who drives off with a wave. Grady starts his truck.

“My stuff,” I say, nodding at Lori.

Her eyes narrow at me, but to Lori she says, “No problem.”

I say goodnight and turn away, but two steps later, Annika’s right

behind me.

“I see what you’re doing,” she says, practically hissing in my ear.

I turn to face her. “What are you talking about?”

“She’s not going to be one of your conquests, okay? I like her. She’s

nice. If you nail and bail, who do you think she’s going to blame?”

Annika’s fierce eyes flare in the darkness. “Me,” she adds, pointing at

her chest, “and this summer will suck.”

“We were just talking,” I say, annoyance lacing my voice. I love my

sister’s fire, but I’m not taking orders from her.

Annika’s jaw tightens. “Don’t, okay? Find some other fuck buddy.”

“Hey!” I growl, keeping my voice low. “Who says I’m looking for a

fuck buddy?”

She just shakes her head.

I watch her walk away, then turn and climb into Grady’s truck,

still fuming.

Grady waits until the girls have driven off before leaving the

empty parking lot.

“What’d you do to piss off Annika this time?”

I brace a sandaled foot against the dash. “She thinks I’m trying to

get into Lori’s pants.”

Ahead of us, Annika’s little white car follows the winding curves of

the canyon.

“Aren’t you?” Grady asks, raising an eyebrow.

I groan. “We were just talking.”
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He scoffs. “She’s seriously hot. Did you see the size of her tits?” His

cheeks puff with a loud sigh.

Is that why she couldn’t fit into Annika’s top? “Yeah, I guess.”

Grady gives me a look. “You guess? I don’t think I’ve ever seen

anything so perfect in my entire life, dude.”

Yeah, I noticed her fantastic curves and her long, lean legs, but her

sparkling brown eyes and her laugh are what come to mind now, and

the way she listens. I’m not used to that. I’m not used to girls wanting

anything from me but a good lay.

For a time, I thought Delany might be different, but I couldn’t have

been more wrong. Annika’s accusation still stings a little. Why does

nobody think me capable of being a good guy?

“Lori’s really smart,” I say, resting my arm on the windowsill.

Ahead of us, Annika’s car hugs a long curve in the road, her headlights

illuminating the sharp drop to the river below and the steep cliffs

rising up to the right.

“She could be an astrophysicist and it wouldn’t matter.”

“Do you even know what an astrophysicist does?” I raise my

eyebrows.

“Fuck no,” he replies. “My point is this: you like her, she seems to

like you—”

“She does?”

Her hand felt so soft in mine, but there must be something wrong

with me because hand holding is the wrong move. I should have

kissed her, or insisted I take her home. Grady would have hitched or

shacked up in the outfitting office. We’re tight like that.

“Dude, are we back in eighth grade?” he scolds.

He’s right. I’m acting like a moron.

“So, go get laid and we can get on with our summer.”

To avoid explaining what’s in my head right now, I shoot him a

pointed stare. “What about you and Annika tonight?”

Grady gives me a look like a wet cat. “Come on, man. We’re

friends.”

“Good.” I love him like a brother, but knowing what I do about his

heartbreaking ways, I would never let him get involved with Annika.
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Plus, White Cloud does not need any drama this summer. My

brothers and I have our hands full.

“That strainer scared the shit out of me today,” he says as the

canyon widens to the broad river valley between the Sawtooths and

the White Clouds.

“Scared me too,” I answer.

Grady is probably the only person I can tell this to. He’s been my

best friend since fourth grade and even if I tried to hide my feelings

from him, he’d see right through me. Nobody can read me like him,

except maybe my mom, but it’s been a long time since she’s tried.

We pass a cluster of cabins, then the entrance to Sutter Ranch, a

hoity-toity resort I’ve been snuck into more than once.

For some reason, this makes me wonder where Lori sleeps at

Camp Osprey. Does she have her own cabin, or does she share it with

the kids?

“Did they ever find…” Grady gives me a sideways glance, then

refocuses on the road.

“Yeah,” I say with difficulty. Even with Grady, I still have a hard

time talking about the accident. I sure as hell can’t tell him about the

fight my dad and I had the morning he decided to run Rogue Falls

alone and never came back.

“Your family doing okay?”

We reach our cross street and Grady turns right, away from the

river. We pass a series of businesses—the grocery store, fly-fishing

shop, Sourdough Gil’s, Penny Creek’s oldest bar.

By “family” he means my three youngest siblings still living at

home, and the way my mom is struggling to cope on her own. But I

can’t tell him about how the spark has gone out of my mom’s eyes

now that Dad’s gone, how she’s drifting further and further away

from us. I know I should feel more empathy or whatever—she lost her

sidekick in this crazy life they built—but it’s complicated.

“Yeah,” I reply, trying to keep my tone light. I’ll check in with my

mom tomorrow.

“Well, if you guys need anything,” he says as we pull up in front of

our simple one-story rental cabin.
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“Thanks.” We both hop out of the truck. His door squeaks shut,

cutting through the silence like an alarm.

We walk to the door and enter the living room. Grady tosses his

keys on the kitchen counter and stretches.

“You feel like hanging out?” He yawns.

“Nah,” I reply. “We got a full day tomorrow.”

He grins. “Right. Our job is so demanding. Donuts and coffee at ten

a.m. and clock out by four, with several phone numbers in hand.”

I roll my eyes. “Slut.”

“Night, dude.” He saunters off to his room.

I collapse onto my bed and blink at the ceiling with only one

thought in my mind—Lori. Annika’s accusation burns through my

gut. She’s right. I need to find someone else.

My cock protests. I grab my shaft and force alternate images into

my mind. The threesome video I watched last week. The girl at the

diner in Boise with the perky tits. A longtime fantasy involving my

seriously hot English comp teacher and her solid, wooden desk.

But Lori’s, “maybe you could show me” comment persists, and

soon I’m coming into my hand with the image of Lori’s soft lips

wrapped tight around me.
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week later, instead of joining Caleb and Annika on another

river trip on my day off, I spend it recovering from nineteen

bee stings after a nature walk went wrong the day before. This is a

major blow because I’ve been thinking about Caleb nonstop since the

Rogue Canyon trip. Every day, I replay our little interlude at the back

of the Suburban. That and the feel of his calloused hand in mine.

Every time I think about it, shivers race over my skin.

Fortunately, only a few campers got stung by the bees, meaning I

must have been the one who stepped on the nest. How was I supposed

to know not to step off the trail at that spot?

Luckily, Annika was in the back of the line, but she took one look

at my rapidly swelling face and started barking orders to get me to the

clinic.

Though my reaction wasn’t life threatening, the doctor suggested I

lay low for a day and not overexert myself.

“You sure you can’t come?” Annika says from the edge of our cabin

door before heading out to join her brother and the others.

My whole body throbs. Even the places that didn’t get stung burn.

And my face is still swollen, making my eyes look sunken, like one of

those Cabbage Patch dolls.

31



DAKOTA DAVIES

“No, I’m going to take another oatmeal bath, drink a gallon of

water, and read my book.”

She gives me a concerned glance. “I’ll bring you some cookies,

okay?” On every day off, she disappears, returning with goodies she

makes at home. She says she does it for her younger siblings, but she

must make extra for me. Last week it was those peanut butter cookies

and her “squaw bread” she used to make sandwiches. I wonder what

she’ll bring today.

“Say hi to Grady and Caleb for me,” I say.

She cocks her head. I haven’t told her I have the hots for her

brother, but I wonder if she can read my mind.

If she could see the reckless fantasies playing there, our friendship

would fizzle like a doused firecracker.

I suppress a groan.

“Don’t worry, you’ll get to see them on the Third of July party,” she

says, sliding her backpack onto her back. “Then there’s the carnival on

the Fourth.”

On the third of July, White Cloud Rafting throws a huge party.

Then, on the Fourth, the town of Penny Creek has a parade, a 5K race,

a carnival, the whole small-town shebang. We get an extra day off

camp duties, too, so I’ll be able to fully enjoy the festivities, fireworks,

and what’s likely to be a late night.

I imagine Caleb and I making it a late night. What would his lips

taste like?

“Text me if you need anything,” Annika adds, bringing me back to

reality—the one I need to stay in by keeping my distance from Caleb

Morgan.

The staff bathroom is in the main lodge, on the second floor. Most

of us don’t bother visiting it. We use the common bathrooms at off

hours, like late at night or early in the morning. But the staff bath‐

room has the only bathtub. I lock the door and run the water—luke‐

warm, otherwise it’ll irritate the stings—and add the oatmeal bath

packet recommended by the pharmacist.

I stack my towel and clean clothes then check the lock one more
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time before I undress in the chilly room. When I peel off my sports

bra, I wince. There’s a new welt from the band, near my armpit. It

must have happened on the nature walk. The welt burns in the water

for a moment, then settles to a dull throb. My stings also subside.

After my half-hour soak during which I read my WWII spy novel, I

start to feel normal again.

I put my book down and wash my hair, then arch my back to rinse.

My breasts react to the cold air, my nipples tightening painfully.

Shea loved my boobs, so much so I started to like them, too.

Almost. Or at least I started to understand how good they could feel.

When we made out, I would get so turned on I’d be gasping for

breath. If only I hadn’t been so shy about taking the next step. I should

have explored more. I should have touched him. Told him what I

liked. So what if I didn’t love him? You don’t have to love someone to

have sex. People do it all the time.

I get the feeling Caleb fits into this category, and immediately, my

mind swoons. Those gray-blue eyes of his, gah! Mischievous, playful,

but also stern when he’s serious. And don’t get me started on his body.

Tingles spread over my skin and my thighs give a little jolt,

pressing together.

Sometimes, after Shea took me home, I would lie in my bed and

touch myself, then feel frustrated afterwards. Would a guy ever figure

out how to get me there?

I look around the wood-paneled staff bathroom and wonder how

naughty I’d feel doing that in here. I giggle. No way, not here.

I force my attention back to my book, but the story takes a tanta‐

lizing turn when the spy takes our heroine to bed. It’s one of the

reasons I love this author, because beside a thrilling plot, there’s

always a few short, über hot sex scenes. My heart races as I read

through the juicy parts, imagining what it might be like to be touched

and pleasured like my heroine.

Would Caleb kiss me like that? Would I scream his name or is that

just a fantasy?

A shudder passes through me.
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I put the book down and close my eyes. My breasts are aching, the

nipples jutting from the water like periscopes. Unable to stop myself, I

caress each one, swirling, then gently pinching. Between my legs,

desire thunders to life, so powerful it aches.

Maybe if I take care of myself, I can get Caleb out of my mind.

I’m so going to hell for this, I think as I dip my fingers into my folds.

I lose myself in the sensations, driven on by some kind of crazy

need, until my hips are rocking and I’m clenching my lips shut to

contain my cries.

When it’s over I blink up at the ceiling and wait for my heartbeat

to calm. I suppress another giggle. Yep, headed for hell in a handbasket.

But as I climb out of the tub and the water drips down my body, I

imagine Caleb’s hands skimming down my sides. What would his lips

feel like on my skin?

So much for getting him out of my mind.

After dressing and packing my things plus giving the bathroom a

quick sprucing, I unlock the door and step into the breezy hallway.

My still-wet hair is wrapped up in a towel—I’ll blow it dry in the

camper’s bathroom, so I don’t monopolize this one.

I peer both ways down the hallway to make sure the coast is clear,

though I shouldn’t have to worry about Hans—I saw him leave camp

this morning—then take the path past the flagpole to the lake edge. A

breeze skims the surface of the water, and I inhale its mineral scent

mixed with the forest while following the dirt path toward the girls’

cabins.

The sudden sound of footsteps approaching makes me spin.

I’m expecting Hans, but instead, it’s Caleb sprinting toward me.

“Oh, good,” he says, sounding breathless. “I was hoping that was

you.”

My face heats to nuclear because ten minutes ago I was imagining

his lips wrapped around my nipple.

Thank God he’s not a mind reader.

“I heard about the bees,” he says, looking concerned.

Of course I’m standing here in a pair of sweatpants and a faded
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long-sleeved t-shirt, my hair in a towel and my face puffy while he

looks drop-dead gorgeous in two-day scruff, a t-shirt that seems to

outline every edge of muscle, and his tanned limbs with that golden

man-fur I’m longing to touch.

He doesn’t seem disturbed by my mute reaction because he adds, “I

brought you this,” and holds out a small tub of what looks like lip

gloss.

Curious, I pluck it from his hands.

“It’s witch hazel,” he says. “Family recipe.”

“You made this?” I ask, trying to reconcile hot raft guide with

natural plant alchemist.

He shakes his head. “My mom does.” A pained look passes through

his eyes, but it’s gone before I can make sense of it. “Put it on the

stings. Annika said they were ground bees, right? This’ll help.”

I’m momentarily blown away by this. “You came out here to give

me this?”

He grins, and my heart flutters up my throat.

“Thank you,” I say.

“Annika should have remembered,” he says gruffly.

“Sorry I can’t come today,” I say, then hold in my gasp. Holy moly

did I really just say that?

He shoves his hands in his short’s pockets while his eyes flash with

a spark of mischief.

Oh my stars. Does he know how dangerous he looks right now?

“You can come another time,” he says, then gives me a wink.

The ground beneath me must tilt because I’m hopelessly tumbling

into space.

“Yeah,” I manage.

“You’ll be at the Third of July party on Wednesday, right?” he asks.

I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

“Well, I better get going. I got two runs this morning, then it’s play

time.”

“Have fun,” I say, finally finding my voice. I clasp the tub he

brought me. “And thanks.”
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“Feel better,” he replies with a soft smile, then turns and trots off.

I shamelessly drink in his cute backside and wild curls while my

heart hammers inside my chest. Was that little comment purposeful,

or is he teasing me?

I groan out loud. Waiting a week to find out is going to be torture.
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ormally, we’d have the Third of July party at my family’s

house, but Annika, Peter, and I agree that’s not a good

idea this year. Instead, we set up at my place because it’s at the edge of

town and there’s a huge backyard. Pete offered to host, but he’s such a

neat freak I know he’ll spend the night nagging me to clean up after

everyone, and where’s the fun in that?

I’m talking with two extremely cute blondes I invited after our

afternoon float when Grady parts the crowd and lasers in on me.

“We’re gonna run out of beer,” he says in my ear.

Reluctantly, I excuse myself from the conversation and lead him to

the garage, where I’ve stockpiled enough alcohol to choke a herd of

goats.

“Oh,” he says. “Sorry, I didn’t see you had a separate stash.”

“Dude, I always have a separate stash.” I help him carry a couple of

cases back through the house.

“Your sister and that girl she brought on the Rogue just showed

up,” Grady says.

My pulse jumps.

“I think she was looking for you.”

“I better hide Annika’s keys,” I say to make it sound like I don’t care
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that Lori’s here. I don’t really need to watch over Annika, though I do

feel responsible for her, especially with my dad gone and my older

brothers doing their own thing.

Grady leads through the back door. “If you don’t get laid tonight,

I’m calling 9-1-1.”

I blow him a flat tire.

He raises his eyebrows. “What? It’s totally justified as an emer‐

gency. You’ve been broody and sullen all week.”

I ignore his jab. Broody? What the hell. “I was well on my way

when you interrupted me.”

“In your dreams,” he says as we make it through the house to the

noisy backyard. “You were just warming them up for me.”

I unpack my case into the ice tub on the edge of the back porch

while he tucks the cans from his into the neighboring cooler.

“You ever had two?” he asks under his breath.

I pluck the last cold beer from the ice tub and crack it. “Not yet.”

Grady starts to reply but my focus locks on a woman standing

across the yard, wearing a simple blue dress with sandals. It’s Lori, her

frame partially turned so I get her in profile.

She’s talking with Annika, my brother Peter, and a woman I don’t

know—probably Peter’s date—and tucks a strand of her long hair behind

her ear. A little glint of silver dangles there. She laughs and though I can’t

hear it from across the crowded space, the way her cheeks glow and her

soft, pink lips open releases a flock of dragonflies in my stomach.

I realize Grady’s still talking and snap back to the conversation.

“Godspeed,” he says, then gives me a fist bump.

I grunt my reply and follow him into the backyard with the fizz

and pop of fireworks from neighboring yards rising above the steady

hum of conversation and laughter.

It takes me longer than I like to reach Lori. This party might as

well be a reunion, and some of these friends I haven’t seen or talked to

much since I returned home almost a month ago.

“Having a good time?” I ask when I finally get to Lori.

Lori whips around, her brown eyes locking with mine.
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“There you are,” Annika says.

Peter introduces me to his friend, but as soon as that’s taken care

of, he makes some excuse about being hungry and slips into the

crowd.

“I heard you kayaked Silver Creek today,” Annika says, her eyes

narrowing.

I shrug. “Yeah, so? It was awesome.”

She gives me a “come on” kind of look. “I hope you didn’t run it

alone.”

I return her scolding gaze. Even I wouldn’t paddle a class five

creek solo.

“How are the stings?” I ask Lori.

“Better, thank you. That stuff you brought me really helped.”

“What stuff?” Annika asks warily.

“Witch hazel, right?” Lori asks me.

I nod and take a pull from my beer. Fuck, she looks good—rosy

cheeks, tanned skin, and a sleeveless dress that hugs her curves just

right. I wonder what kind of panties she’s wearing, then quickly shut

that train of thought down.

Off. Limits. I coax a slow breath through my nose.

“Caleb brought me some,” Lori adds.

Annika side-eyes me. “Did he now?”

Time to skedaddle. “Well, have fun tonight,” I say, then step away

from Annika’s calculating glare.

But an hour later when I head back inside to wash my hands after

helping slice up a watermelon, she follows me.

Annoyed, I give her my “What now?” look.

“Hey, so I need to talk to you,” she says.

“I haven’t touched her,” I say, lifting the faucet handle with my

wrist. Cold water splashes over my hands.

Her eyes fill with confusion. “It’s about mom.”

Great, just what I need tonight. “Is she okay?”

Annika scowls. “Why haven’t you been there to see for yourself?”

Because I can’t stand it, I want to say.
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I shut off the faucet and reach for a paper towel. “Okay, okay,” I say

with a sigh. “What?”

“I think we need to do something,” she says, leaning her hip against

the side of the sink. “The house was trashed. I had to clean for an hour

before I started baking.”

“So? It’s always a mess. Having seven kids will do that to a place.”

Instead of taking my bait, her face tightens. “I’m worried about

them.”

By “them” I know she means our three youngest siblings. Dylan is

fourteen and the twins are twelve.

I toss the paper towel into the trash and cross my arms. “What do

you want to do?”

She looks troubled. “I don’t know. I talked to Pete about it.”

“Fuck, why? He’s been such a prick since...”

Her face pales.

“Sorry,” I grit out. “But Mom’s got it hard enough without Pete’s

righteous attitude coming down on her.”

“I think she needs help.”

“She’ll figure it out,” I say. “The rest of us have.”

A group of guests flood through the house, heading for the front

door. “The cross-country team is streaking!” someone calls.

Lori’s being carried along in the crowd like driftwood in a river. I

leave Annika standing in my kitchen and hurry to grab my Lumber‐

jack bedroll from my room, then catch up with the crowd.

“I didn’t know you were such a voyeur,” I tease Lori when I catch

up to her.

“I didn’t either,” she replies, her face lighting up when she sees me.

“Want a better view?” I ask and take her hand. To hell with Annika

and her worries, I’m turning this night around this instant.

“Okay,” Lori replies.

I tug her from the center of the crowd now standing outside the

rickety fence bordering my front yard to the side of the house with

the giant tree.

Lori stands at the base, looking up. “Uh, I’m not exactly dressed for

tree climbing.”
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“Come on, Adventure Girl,” I tease, and put the bedroll down so I

can lace my fingers together to make a step.

Her uncertain expression fades, replaced by determination. She

grabs my shoulder with one hand and braces the other against the

tree, then places her foot in my hands. As she steps up, her body floats

by me and I get a hint of her scent, like peaches ripened in the sun.

Quickly, she disappears into the branches, which is a good thing,

or I’d be tempted to start nibbling her thighs.

I toe off my sandals and sling the bedroll across one shoulder, then

jump up to the lowest branch. Bracing my bare feet against the trunk,

I lunge for a higher branch, then continue monkey-style to the higher

branches.

“I’m not getting how this is a better view,” Lori says, looking up

into the crown of the tree.

“So impatient,” I tease. “Follow me.” I inch out on one of the

branches until I’m over the edge of the roof.

“Is this safe?” Lori asks behind me.

I’m buzzed just enough to be dangerous. “It’s all about trust, Lori,”

I reply. I step down to the gritty roof tiles, then use the branch as a

handrail to walk up the roof and make room for her. “Do you

trust me?”

From near the trunk of the tree, her uncertain gaze follows my

every move. “Should I?”

I raise an eyebrow.

“Come on,” I encourage, holding out my hand.

She inhales a big breath, which stretches her dress across her tits.

I warn the sudden tingle in my dick to cool it. I’m just trying to

make sure she has a good time. Then I’ll go back to the blondes.

I shake my head because it’s instantly clear I’m not interested in

them. Lori’s the only girl I want to be with tonight.

Not good.

Lori has to crawl down the branch on her knees, the sight of which

brings on a burst of fantasies that mainlines hot blood to my dick,

then she eases one foot at a time to the edge of the roof.

She reaches for my hand and I grab it, pulling her up. To my
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surprise, she hugs me, her rapid heartbeat thumping against my chest.

But then she pushes back, looking embarrassed.

Fuck.

“There’s a place to sit at the top,” I manage. I adjust the bedroll

then tug on her hand.

We climb to the apex. There’s an open, flat platform on top, so I

spread out the sleeping bag flannel-side up and sit with my legs

dangling over the edge. Lori copies me, her body nestled close to

mine.

“Wow,” she says. “Do you come up here a lot?” she asks, trying to

sound relaxed but I hear the edge in it.

I’m guessing she missed the discarded blunts from when Grady

and I come up here to blow off steam. Sometimes we even sleep up

here. “Now and then.”

“They’re coming!” she says, looking up the road.

Sure enough, a group of about a dozen cross-country members are

running buck naked down the middle of the street—mostly guys but a

couple of gals too.

The crowd of partygoers in front of my house goes wild, cheering

and hollering.

Next to me, Lori’s shoulders curls inward. “Jeez, I could never do

that.”

“What? Run naked?”

“Yeah,” she says, looking almost pained. “I used to run cross coun‐

try. I loved it.”

“What made you quit?”

She shrugs but I easily read it as a cover up. “Just moved on, I

guess.”

The team passes my house and continues down the hill toward the

main road, their white butt cheeks flashing in the dusky light.

Just then a rocket soars into the air above us and explodes in a

burst of color. Two more fire off with a boom-hiss. I follow the line of

gray smoke into the sky and watch each one explode.

“Wow!” Lori says.

42



FALLING FOR MY FLING

“Just wait until tomorrow,” I say. “We’ve stockpiled a half ton of

explosives.”

She frowns in disbelief. “That’s a thousand pounds.”

Not that this is a sign that she’s some genius or anything, but her

knowing this fact off the top of her head tells me something

about her.

The crowd in front of my house shuffles back inside, but Lori and

I don’t move. More fireworks pop and fizzle from all corners of our

little town. It really is an awesome view up here, with the Sawtooths

carving their jagged outline against the darkening sky to the west and

our little town sprawled below us. It’s even more special because Lori

is up here with me. I’ve never brought a girl up here before. Why

tonight? Why her?

“You going to the carnival tomorrow?” I ask.

“Annika invited me, yeah.” She grins. “I heard I’ll have the opportu‐

nity to dunk you in the dunk tank.”

“Would you like that?” I ask, the energy inside me surging to life.

She tilts her head in a way that makes her silver earrings flash with

light. It’s so sexy I have to hold in my groan.

“Maybe I would,” she says, her eyes sparkling.

“There’s a pie eating contest too. You up for a challenge?” I say,

practically vibrating off the roof because pie and eating combined with

her scent and the way her body warms the space between us is putting

all kinds of dirty thoughts in my head.

“Sounds messy,” she says. The spark in her eyes is still there, but

there’s something else there, too, something serious, like I’m looking

into the depths of a churning hole, the kind I may never get out of.

“It can be,” I reply as the sparks zip between us. “If you do it right.”

Her breath catches, and suddenly, I don’t care about the conse‐

quences.

I need to kiss this girl.

Now.
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close my eyes as our lips meet. My swirling thoughts spin

into a frenzy, making me feel off center which is not a

good thing considering where we’re sitting.

Caleb kisses me softly, his lips locking with mine, tugging a little

on my lower lip. My blood heats and surges through my bloodstream.

He caresses the side of my face and down my neck where his

calloused fingers brush the place behind my ear.

I shiver, though I’m not cold.

A loud boom startles me, followed by a bright explosion of light

overhead.

Caleb pulls back and smiles. We both look up at the sky, where the

last of the trailing golden sparks fade to pale gray smoke.

I lean into him again, practically begging him to kiss me. This

time, his tongue flicks between my lips. I let him inside, and soon our

tongues are dancing while my pulse thumps hard against my temples.

He caresses the section of my bare thigh just above my knee, his

touch sending little earthquakes through me. I force myself not to

startle or do anything that might give away how new this all is.

Slowly, so slowly, he caresses higher and higher until he’s just
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under the edge of my dress. My legs are pressed firmly together, but

not because I don’t want him to touch me. I do. I’m just…what if it all

goes wrong, like before?

Another loud boom detonates from somewhere close by, but I’m

lost in his kisses, his scent, like river rocks drying in the sun mixed

with woodsy spice, and the sound of our lips feasting on each other.

It’s the sexiest kissing I’ve ever experienced. Time seems to bend and

arc in new ways, speeding up, slowing down. At some point, I realize

it’s dark, the gravel road below lit by the glow from inside his house.

“Maybe we should get off this roof,” Caleb says, resting his fore‐

head against mine. He’s breathing fast, too.

“Right,” I say, holding back my disappointment. It’s dark and

private up here, though it’s hardly comfortable enough for anything

besides kissing.

His expression shifts to something almost pained. He runs his

fingers through his hair. “You okay with this?” he asks quietly.

“What? Kissing you?” I ask. “Yes,” I add, my voice surprisingly firm.

His lips tighten. “Okay. Good.”

“Are you worried about Annika?” I ask him.

He scoffs.

“She warned me about you,” I say. But she didn’t need to. I’ve had

Caleb pegged from the minute I met him.

He twitches his lips. “I’ll bet she did.”

“She said you’re not boyfriend material.”

He crosses his arms and gazes at me. “Well, I hope this doesn’t

come as a surprise, but she’s right.”

“Good, because I’m not girlfriend material.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “Are you saying what I think you’re

saying?”

My heart skips a beat. “Maybe,” I say at the last minute, then bite

my lip. “I mean yes. I … just want to have fun this summer.”

Hunger flashes through his eyes. He leans in to kiss me again, and

this time, there’s an urgency behind it, like before he was holding back

but now it’s go time.
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“But promise me it won’t be weird,” I say, stopping him before our

lips touch.

His lips twitch in disapproval. “You mean, like, after?”

My stomach flips because we’ve gone from talking about kissing to

talking about it, like this is so casual. It’s not, but Caleb doesn’t have to

know that. Right?

“Yeah,” I say. “We won’t be able to not run into each other. And I

liked rafting. I’d like to do it again.”

He kisses me. “You’re welcome in my boat anytime.”

I lean back. “So, we’re good?”

In one long stroke, he caresses all the way up to my hip, his thumb

tracing the edge of my underwear. “More than good,” he says.

His eyes flash with that hunger again.

Gulp.

He scoots backwards, taking me with him so that we’re centered

on the blanket. There must be too much blood in action right now

because my head spins a little with this sudden shift.

Another firework explodes from somewhere far off. But I don’t

flinch. Instead, I look into eyes that have gone serious. I do one final

check to make sure my heart is tucked safely away so I can enjoy this

night, then lean in, reaching up to caress the top of his shoulder. He’s

firm and perfect. I’m feeling so incredibly lucky I’m here with Caleb, a

bona fide river God.

We kiss, and the blood in my veins starts to sizzle all over again.

Caleb caresses up my thigh, and I force my muscles to relax so I can

savor the sensation of his calloused fingertips on my skin. I reach

under his t-shirt and caress him.

Wow. He’s solid and wonderfully warm. I glide up his chest,

brushing past one small, erect nipple. He makes a sound in the back of

his throat, a sound that makes my innermost place clench.

He reaches behind his head and grabs a fistful of t-shirt, then

yanks the whole thing off, giving me the freedom to touch him every‐

where. As we kiss, our tongues lashing and swirling, I continue to

caress his chest, my fingers exploring the taut muscles, his smooth

skin.
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My dress is now bunched in the seam of my lap while he strokes

my thighs, softly, up and down. Then, he tugs the fabric up, gently

easing it from under me, then expertly lifting it over my head. I’m

now completely exposed in just my bra and undies.

I brace myself for some kind of comment, like Shea’s Oh my God,

you’re big, followed by a lustful squeeze the first time we fully made

out. But Caleb leans back in for a kiss—a tender one, as if he knows

these struggles. He strokes down my arm, which gives me a violent

case of goose bumps.

“Come here, doll,” he murmurs, and urges me to lay down. Flat on

my back, with the bright stars twinkling above us, my mind starts to

empty. Caleb kisses me while his fingers explore, starting with my

shoulder, then down my arm, then up and down my thigh. I squirm a

little because he’s missed all my tingly places. Is he doing it on

purpose to get me even more excited?

He pulls back, wearing a salacious grin, then dives in to kiss the

crook of my shoulder. A zing of energy explodes everywhere. My

already tight stomach muscles twist.

He kisses down the top of my chest, sliding the edge of my bra

strap to kiss beneath it.

My breathing quickens. I caress his shoulder as he lowers further,

his wet lips making my skin jump like it’s a live thing, with a mind of

its own. If it had a voice it would be saying kiss me, lick me, bite me.

Maybe he can hear this secret language because he brushes his lips

over my now-aching nipple. I try to hold in my gasp, but it escapes

through my teeth. Caleb caresses my other breast while continuing

with his mouth on the first, wrapping his lips around me, then

grazing with his teeth.

“I want to touch you,” he says, moving back to the other breast.

“Yes,” I breathe, arching my back when he slides his hand there to

unclasp the bra.

The kind I wear has four rows of tight hooks in the back, but I

shouldn’t have worried because in one deft flick, Caleb releases them

and slides the bra from my arms.

An ache electrifies my breasts now that there’s nothing between
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us. I’m still arching to him when he lowers his lips, his hands coming

under to cradle and caress my skin while his tongue flicks and swirls.

My fingers grip clumps of the flannel as he sucks me inside his mouth,

his tongue caressing in a way that makes my toes curl.

Oh. My. God.

Within minutes I’m squirming and panting. He lavishes each

breast with such focus, his fingers and tongue stroking, teasing, tast‐

ing. Hot blood is thumping painfully between my legs now, but the

ache to feel Caleb is so intense I have to bite my lip to keep from

begging him to touch me.

I’ve only dated two guys in my life, and though we fooled around

some, I’m no expert, but neither of them turned me on even half as

much as this. I’m like a rocket, engines gearing up for liftoff.

Caleb gently squeezes my breasts together, alternating licks

between each one, a soft groan rumbling from the back of his throat.

He kisses the underside of one, and I flinch because he’s found the

welt.

Caleb leans back to inspect my skin. “Ouch,” he says with a

concerned gaze.

“It’s nothing,” I say quickly, reaching down to caress his shoulder.

His eyes darken. “Doesn’t look like nothing. What’s it from?”

I shrug it off. “My anatomy,” I reply.

He gives me a confused look, but instead of dwelling on something

so very unsexy, I roll on top of his chest.

His eyes go wide for an instant, and then he’s pulling my face to his

for a kiss.

“Fuck, you feel good,” he groans, shifting my frame slightly so that

my thighs fit inside the V made by his. The firm ridge of his erection

presses against my pelvis, but the base of him presses into the exact

spot where I’m pulsing.

He’s hard. Unyielding.

I shudder. Back home, only two of my nerd herd friends have

done it: Hannah and Charlie. Hannah’s steady is in college, so they

did it on like their second date. She said her first time sucked. She

was nervous and he was really excited, but since then it’s gotten
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better. Charlie told me it hurt so bad she had to stop, and the guy got

pissed.

Caleb caresses down my bare back to the edge of my panties. His

fingers slip underneath, and he strokes over my butt. Startled, I press

my hips into his. He strokes me in circles, his thumb dragging slowly

around and around. Then he cups me softly and tugs me against him.

He groans as the ridge in his shorts grinds into my hip.

He urges my chest up. My heavy breasts swing free. He grasps me

gently and draws one and then the other into his mouth. The pressure

of his hard shaft against where I’m throbbing coupled with his slip‐

pery, sensual tongue starts a fire in my belly. I start to grind against

him in little pulses, urged on by the way he’s rolling against me.

This must send some kind of signal because he rolls me to my back

and quickly unzips his shorts, then he’s naked and kissing down my

body. I start to shiver again but he doesn’t seem to notice.

He tugs my underwear off. I force the tension out of my thighs. I’m

so turned on right now there’s no way this is going to hurt.

“Mmm, you want this, don’t you?” Caleb says as he comes back

and parts my thighs. He gives me a glance with those smoldering eyes

but I’m blushing so hard I can’t speak.

“Let me make you come,” he says.

I pinch my lips shut to counter my shock. “Oh, um, that’s okay,” I

manage. Shea could never get me there, and I’m not about to lay here

all night watching Caleb get frustrated.

He gives me a curious look.

“Really,” I say to close the subject. “I want you … the other way.”

He chuckles, and I get a look at his cock. It’s like a mini version of

him, thick and long.

Freaking heck, this is it. It’s finally happening.

He kisses up my body, slowly, lingering at my breasts until I’m

practically begging him to stop because it’s so intense. He reaches

down and caresses my folds, gently. Everything is slippery and full

and pulsing and incredible.

“You sure I can’t take you there first?” he asks, poised above my

breasts.
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I nod. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

His eyes cloud. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I reply quickly. “It just … feels so good.”

He grins, then urges my thighs apart and kneels between them. He

pulls a condom from his shorts pocket and rolls it on.

I try not to stare—he’s much bigger than Shea. Like a lot.

Then, he kisses up my belly and grips himself, guiding the tip to

my center.

I force a breath through my nose and concentrate on all the sensa‐

tions of this moment: our fast breaths, the bright stars, the soft flan‐

nel, his smooth skin, my hot, needy blood.

Slowly, he pushes inside, creating a delicious fullness that takes me

by complete surprise. He arches out slightly and then in again. This

time, I feel a pinch of discomfort.

Caleb groans. “Fuck, you’re tight.”

I get scared he’s going to realize what that means and shift my

hips. He glides deeper.

Caleb arches down to kiss me, a deep, firm kiss that makes all

rational thought leave my mind.

His next stroke fills me completely. I gasp because though it’s not

painful, it’s … intense.

“I’ve been thinking about this since that night on the river,” he says

in a gruff voice, his hips rolling firmly against mine.

My world is spinning like a kaleidoscope, but I manage, “Me too.”

He groans, leaning down to suck on the crook of my shoulder.

“This isn’t going to be enough for me,” he says, moving faster. “Stay

with me tonight,” he adds.

Inside me, everything is heating, pulsing. There’s a tingle

happening at the base of my core. It’s thrilling, intoxicating.

“God you feel so fucking good,” he groans, and arches his spine to

reach my breasts.

I gasp as he kisses me there—it’s almost too much.

“I want you to come,” he says, his voice rough and needy.

“Oh, don’t worry about me,” I say in a rush.
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“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” he asks, looking up from

between my breasts. “This isn’t a solo flight.”

“Really, it’s okay,” I say.

“Fuck,” he groans, clenching his eyes shut, as if in pain. He comes

up to kiss me as his hips arch faster, his body pressing firmly into

mine. Everything feels so good, and maybe if I had more time, with

his lips tugging at my breasts the way they just were, something might

happen. But I’m too shy to ask. He’s obviously ready and I’m not

about to hold him back.

With a grunt he arches into me firmly once, twice, then again,

hard. It’s so sexy and primal that a pulse of desire coils inside my core.

As his face clenches tight in pleasure I get a sudden craving. I want

that again.

Caleb rests his body on top mine while our chests rise and fall

together. The steady weight of him feels so good. He’s so strong and

warm, but his kindness and desire to make me feel good too is just as

reassuring.

“That was so unfair,” he groans.

With a huff he slides out of me, kissing his way down before flip‐

ping over to sit. He slides off the condom, disposing of it in a bandana

he pulls from the pocket of his shorts.

My body pulses with a soft heat. Inside, I’m tingly, yet empty. It’s a

strange feeling to have.

“You’re not gonna pull that on me later tonight,” he says, eyeing me

shrewdly.

“Pull what?” I ask, baffled.

“Whatever you did that made me come like a freaking fifteen-year-

old,” he says, exasperated. He lowers back down next to me and props

his head on his elbow.

“I didn’t do anything,” I protest.

He wags his finger, chiding me. “Just for that you’re going to come

at least twice next time.”

A tense shiver runs through me. “Oh,” is the only word I can

muster.
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But he’s focusing on where he’s caressing up and down my body.

“You’re so freaking perfect.”

Heat creeps up my neck and I want to protest—I’m so far from

perfect.

A series of snapping, loud pops erupts from somewhere close by,

which seems to break him from his trance. “Maybe we should get

back,” he says.

He hands me my clothes and we dress in silence. “But I meant

what I said,” he says, pulling me to stand. “You’ll stay?”
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’m sure I’m glowing like a goddamn roman candle as we re-

enter the party, but I try to keep my cool. Though Lori and

I naturally separate—Annika grabs her to play a game of cornhole and

the beer tubs need more ice—I don’t take my eyes off her.

Damn.

My high from our rooftop fuck slowly fades, but my limbs retain a

zippy spark, like I could do a back handspring.

This isn’t going to be enough for me echoes through my head. Even

though it came out a total surprise, I meant it.

Lori’s soft skin bathed in starlight plays over and over in my mind.

That and the way she reacted to my touch. I groan and thankfully,

nobody hears me. She totally blind sided me with that whole I’m not

girlfriend material thing. Direct and to the point. I love it.

I’m kicking myself for not insisting I make her come first though.

And then to not get her there? I grimace. Pleasing a girl is one thing

Caleb Morgan does not fuck up. Later, she’s going to come for me, all

right, at least twice, even if it takes me all goddamn night.

After tending to ice bucket duty, I join my circle of friends, but my

eyes fix on Lori. I imagine all the ways I want to touch her, taste her.

From where she’s playing with Annika, her laughter rises above the
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din of conversation and the muted zips and pops of fireworks. I’d like

to hear that laugh again, but just for me.

A little voice in the back of my brain is flashing a warning sign, but

I ignore it.

The party’s winding down and I’m inside taking a leak when I

remember the love glove wadded up in my bandana. When I hurry to

dispose of it, a red stain stops me in my tracks.

Like some scientist, I straighten and peer at it in the light. Why is

there blood? Fuck, did I hurt her?

I search through everything that happened, replay every moment.

Was I too drunk to notice something like that? I shake my head. I

wasn’t drunk.

I grimace at my reflection. This is totally not cool. I may be a

fuckup in a lot of areas of my life, but this is not one of them. I don’t

hurt girls. In fact, I would say that I give way more than I get, and

that’s the way I like it. Gives me something to hold onto.

What gets me even worse is that if I was hurting her, why didn’t

she say anything? And why would she agree to stay if she thought I

might do it again?

I brace my hands on the counter. Think, you bastard.

In a flash, it all makes sense.

After washing up and tossing my bandana in the laundry pile, I

march out to the party. By now, only a handful of people remain so I

instantly spot Lori sitting around the fire pit.

Her eyes grow wide when I approach. Probably because I’m practi‐

cally breathing fire.

“Can I talk to you?” I ask, barely containing my frustration.

“Okay,” she says, and rises from the bench she’s sharing with

Annika, who gives me a suspicious look.

I lead Lori inside but there’s two people I can’t identify making

out on the couch, so I keep walking until we’re standing on the

street.

I wheel on her. “So tonight,” I begin, giving the roof of my house

where we were naked only hours ago a quick glance. “Were you … a

virgin?”
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Her eyes widen, then she chews her lip and looks away. Finally, she

nods.

I rub the back of my neck. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Her shoulders lift and drop in a one-second shrug, her gaze

focused on the ground.

I huff a giant sigh.

“I didn’t want it to be a big deal,” she finally says.

I try to reel in my emotions. “But it is a big deal.”

“See?” she says, her head snapping up. “I was right. Would you have

slept with me if I’d told you?”

I frown. “Yeah. But I would have done things differently.”

She crosses her arms. “Like what?”

I grab onto her arm and it’s all I can do not to shake her.

“Everything.”

Heat flashes in her eyes.

I need to stay mad at this girl. I don’t like being lied to. It reminds

me too much of Delaney and the shit show she made of my life.

“I’m sorry,” she says, looking pained. She hugs herself and gazes up

at the stars, as if yearning to escape there.

“It was supposed to happen at prom,” she says. “I…had everything

ready.”

A handful of the partygoers exit my house.

I nod up the gravel road. “Let’s go for a walk,” I say because this

sounds like a story. “There’s a playground up there. We’ll have it to

ourselves.”

Lori falls in next to me and we climb the gradual rise, the gravel

crunching under our feet. We reach the top of the hill, which faces the

broad plain that leads up to the mountains, but it’s so dark they’re a

jagged, black cutout against the bright stars.

“Halfway through the night, I found my date making out with the

girl whose phone number every guy’s got on speed dial.”

I sigh, but I don’t think Lori hears it. “Jeez, Lori. That sucks.”

We reach the edge of the playground, the swing set glinting in the

muted glow from a streetlight. I step onto the cool grass, which wets

my exposed toes.
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“Were you guys serious?” I ask. I’m still pissed, but my protective

side is pegged. I would definitely enjoy kicking this guy’s ass.

We each sit on a swing. “Yeah. Four months.”

“I’m sorry, Lori, that’s shitty.”

“The ironic thing?” she says with a bitter edge to her tone, “He was

with someone else because he was tired of waiting.”

I’m reading her loud and clear now, and it sucks, what happened.

“So, I was your revenge fuck?”

She spins to me, her eyes wide with shock, but then she sees my

grin. “Wait, are you teasing me?”

I shrug. “Maybe. Would you like me to?”

Conflicting emotions battle for dominance on her face. Then, she

bites her lip, and it’s all I can do not to pull her into my arms and

kiss her.

“I just wish you’d told me,” I say, tugging on a pinch of her dress.

She rocks back and forth on her swing, pivoting on her heels.

“You’re right.”

“Did I hurt you?” I ask, bracing myself for her reply.

“No,” she says, her eyes wide with surprise.

A breath of relief empties my lungs. “Okay, good.”

“It’s sweet that you care,” she says.

I scoff. “Of course, I care.” I raise an eyebrow. “I’m a regular softie.”

She smiles. “Totally didn’t expect that.”

I tap my fist into my chest and gasp like she’s wounded me. “A guy

can’t win these days,” I groan. “If I’m nice, girls think I’m a limp dick.

If I come on strong, I’m a possessive asshole.”

“Why not just be yourself, and let the cards fall where they may?”

she says, lifting an eyebrow.

I give her a look. “Speaking from experience, Adventure Girl?”

She glances away—ha! Busted.

“You wanna tell me about that?” I ask.

“Tell you about what?” she replies, looking away.

“Don’t get me wrong, that thing your forehead does when you

decide to do something is fucking adorable.”

“What little thing my eyebrow does?” she asks, her eyes flashing.
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I laugh, then point at where her brow is pointed like Captain

Spock’s. “There.”

“Ugh,” she groans in frustration.

I reach for her hand. “Sorry to tease you.”

“Is it really?” she asks, softly.

“Is it what?”

“Adorable.”

I grab her face and kiss her, a soft, tender kiss that ignites my

blood. “Yes,” I say. “Now tell me what you’re so goddamn determined

about.”

She smiles, and I release her.

“Maybe when that happened with Shea—”

“Whoa, this prick’s name is Shea?” I can barely get the name out

before I crack up.

“Yes,” she groans.

“Okay, okay, sorry, continue,” I say quickly but I’ve leapt ahead to

an image of what this dorky bastard must look like and how good that

first punch would feel.

“I decided that I was being too careful. I was holding myself back

from experiencing things.” She gives me a warning look. “Not just in

the sex department.”

“There’s a department?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “God, is sex all you ever think about?”

“No.”

Her nostrils flare as if to challenge me.

“It’s true!” I protest. “Sometimes I think about music. Or hockey.”

“Hockey?”

I shrug. “Yeah. We all play, my brothers, even Annika. My parents

always wanted enough kids to make a hockey team.”

“But aren’t there seven of you?” she says, all rapid-fire, like we’re

having a debate.

“Number six turned out to be twins,” I reply just as fast.

“Wow, seven kids,” she says, and I watch her think this through. “I

thought living with my two stepbrothers was a lot. What was it like in

the bathroom in the mornings?”
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“Busy. Now let’s go back to what you said about experiencing

things.” I suck in a breath because that slide show of what I want to do

to her has taken over my brain.

She narrows her eyes, like she can read my thoughts. “This

summer, I told myself I wasn’t going to say no to stuff.” She gives a

shrug. “In school, I worked really hard, and while I’m proud of my

accomplishments, after what happened with Shea, it feels like I sacri‐

ficed something.”

“Maybe I can help with that,” I say, tracing up her thigh. So many

things I could show you, rattles through my mind.

She squeezes her lips together, trying to hold back a smile. “You

already did.”

“Take your own advice, though,” I add, still stroking her thigh,

slowly, with just one finger. Her supple skin and the way she trembles

fills me with a piercing ache. “And be yourself.”

“But I am,” she says, a slow grin lighting up her face. “I feel like I’m

discovering things I didn’t know I liked.”

“Like sex on the roof with a hot raft guide?”

“Cocky much?” she asks, her musical laugh ringing into the

night.

I cross my arms. “Nothin’ wrong with being confident.”

She rolls her eyes. “More like working with kids. Rafting.” She

extends her hands, as if to take in the sky. “This. I’ve never spent so

much time outside.”

“Cities are nice too,” he says.

She peers at me. “Don’t you miss this place like crazy when you’re

away?”

“No,” I reply. “It’s so fucking small here.” Then I reach a little

deeper. “But yeah, I do miss it a little.” I gaze up at the stars. “I miss

these mountains,” I add.

“I think I’m going to miss all of this after the summer’s over.”

“Then come back next year,” I say as a warning bell blares again

from the back of my brain because this sounds like I’m asking her to,

and I’m not.

She seems to give this matter some thought, but then her expres‐
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sion shifts. She looks away so I see her pretty face in profile, a silver

earring dangling from her lickable ear.

“You’re right, though, I did like being up there with you,” she says.

We share a look, and fuck if her eyes don’t smolder. It makes me

want to sling her over my shoulder and carry her to my room.

“You want another go up there? I was thinking you might like my

bed better, but…”

Her laughter makes her eyes fill with a sweet sparkle. She presses

her lips together, as if she can’t quite say what she wants, then that

determined look is back. “The bed, please.”

The way she says please speaks directly to my dick. I shift position

to try to relieve some of the pressure, but it only throbs harder.

“Whatever you need, doll.” I lift her chin, so our eyes connect. “But

this time you’re coming first.”

She pauses as an anxious look takes over her face. “Good luck with

that…”

I lift an eyebrow. “You’ve never had an orgasm?”

An embarrassed flush reddens her cheeks. Fuck is it hot.

“Not with someone, I haven’t.”

I get the meaning behind her subtext. “But you’ve taken care of

yourself,” I say to confirm.

She giggles.

“Come on, tell me,” I urge.

Her flush reaches all the way to her temples. “Okay,” she says.

“Yeah, I have.”

“You’re going to show me that,” I say, my voice like a growl.

She looks at me like I’ve grown a set of horns. “Yeah, right.”

I palm her warm, nimble thigh and pull her to me. “I’m dying to

make you come.” I picture her head thrown back in ecstasy while her

hips urge me on, and suddenly, it’s all I can think about.

“Wow,” she says, her voice this breathy little gasp that adds gaso‐

line to the flames.

“Come on,” I say, pulling her to her feet.

We walk back hand in hand with only the intermittent fizz and

pop of fireworks to break the silence. Eagerness rushes through my
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veins and I take a moment to savor it, to let it fill me with anticipa‐

tion. I like this girl, I like her determination, her laugh, and obviously,

the feel of her naked skin on mine.

Is this why I haven’t taken any girls to bed yet this summer?

Because I was holding out for her? I tell myself I was just gun shy after

Delaney.

Outside my house, I pull Lori to a stop. “I get why you didn’t tell

me, but I need you to promise me something,” I say, brushing the side

of her face with my thumb.

She looks at me curiously.

“Don’t hide shit from me again.”

Her eyes fill with remorse. “I promise I won’t.”

I grasp her shoulders. “You can tell me anything, okay?”

She nods. “Okay.”

I give her a kiss, and the space between us glows hot. Finally, I

break away and there’s that moment when her dark lashes are still

resting against her cheeks and her face is calm, like she’s momentarily

lost in the sensations. I file this look away so I can enjoy it again later.

I kiss along the curve of her jaw to her ear. “Let’s go inside,” I say

softly, “so we can start this night all over again.”
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nside, my trashed house is dark, silent. Murmurs filter

through the walls from the direction of Grady’s room, but

it could be him snoring, which he totally does even though he

denies it.

Once we’re safely in my cramped room, I take Lori’s face in my

hands and kiss her, my lips locking onto hers.

She holds onto my waist, her fingers tentative, and I remember

how new this all must be to her. Take it slow, I tell myself even while

my need to touch her, taste her, is burning through me like wildfire.

Gently, I part her lips with my tongue, and she responds with a

soft flick of hers against mine. I caress down her shoulders and arms

to her waist, where her fast breaths expand her sides into my hands.

“Can I take this off?” I ask, eyeing her dress.

She nods, and I reach back for the zipper, peeling it down her

back, the fabric fluttering down her arms. I slide it off and it falls to

the floor in a soft heap. I take another mental picture of this exact

moment—her body, the yearning look in her eyes.

I step closer, kissing her again while my hands slide over the silky

fabric of her bra to her small, hard peaks.

She gasps into my mouth, her fingers tightening on my waist.
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Our tongues lash and swirl, lips smacking, tasting, and I get lost in

the sensation of touching her and listening to her soft, panting

breaths.

This time, I don’t ask. I don’t need to—she’s telling me with her

body what she wants, and I get a surge of confidence because this is

what it’s supposed to feel like, this way of being in tune with her,

understanding her needs. I unsnap her bra, managing what feels like

an unreasonable number of hooks, and slide it from her frame.

She sucks in a breath as I cup each breast. I moan at the lush, ripe

feel of her, and brush my thumbs over her peaks. I kiss her neck and

stroke her in little circles. She quickly hardens beneath my touch.

“My God,” she says, a desperate hitch in her voice.

Just you wait, I think. I lick behind her ear, and her hips jolt

into me.

I shuffle her toward the bed, then yank off my shirt. When I scoop

her into my arms, she gives a little yelp, her eyes wide with shock. I

climb onto the bed, jostling her. She gives another shriek and grabs

my shoulder.

“I got you,” I say to reassure her.

Her eyes lock on mine as I lay her down and kiss her again.

One would think that after coming inside her once already I’d be

able to think straight, but her soft skin and the sounds she’s making as

I take one soft breast into my mouth makes that nearly impossible.

I wish I could punch the bastard who broke her heart like that.

Instead, I’ll make this good for her. I realize I like her more than I

should. It’s not that I’ve never had a girl stay over, but it’s always them

asking, not me.

There’s something about this girl that’s drawing me in. Maybe

she’s just so … normal compared to Delaney or the messed-up world

that is my family right now. Or maybe she’s a distraction, something

to numb the pain of this last year. Right now, I don’t care.

As long as I get to hear her come.

I kiss the other breast while kneading the first, rolling her peak

between my fingers. Her hips press into me, as if begging for contact.

I grin but keep it to myself. I love how quickly she’s heating up. I
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fantasize about getting her close then making her wait for it—but I’m

not going to torture her.

At least not tonight.

I suck on her perfect tits until she’s writhing and gasping, then kiss

slowly down her belly, using plenty of tongue. Her skin tastes like

summer and smells like sweetgrass. I kiss her belly button and dip my

fingers beneath the hem of her panties. She gives a little jolt.

“You okay?” I ask, glancing up her body.

“Yeah,” she replies on an inhale.

“This is going to feel so good,” I say, kissing to the top edge of her

panties. “But if it’s too intense, you tell me, okay?”

She nods. “Okay.”

Slowly, I peel down her underwear—simple cotton with a little

bow that for some reason makes me hard as a fucking rock—exposing

her soft curls. I kiss her there, inhaling the clean scent of her arousal.

Her hips release a little tremble.

Fuck is this hot, and I haven’t even touched her yet. Tasted her yet.

“No one’s ever done this for you?” I ask.

“Done what?”

I dip a finger between her folds.

Her hips tense.

Sweet heaven, she’s wet. I can’t stand it another minute and slide

her panties further down her thighs, then flick my tongue between

her hot folds.

She yelps a little cry, her hips bucking.

I chuckle. “That,” I say.

She gazes down at me, her eyes wide, but there’s a yearning there,

too. “No,” she says.

I grin. “Lay back, doll, so I can make you feel good.”

A nervous look races through her eyes. “What if I can’t…”

An ache crashes down on me that she’s nervous about this. Who

put thoughts like this in her head? “You let me worry about that,” I say,

tugging her panties the rest of the way off.

I urge her thighs apart and kiss my way up while stroking her with

just my fingers.
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Lori’s breaths come sharp and fast. Finally, I can sense her antici‐

pation, and caress her with my tongue. She bucks again. I reach up

and spread my palms over her hip bones, wanting to feel every twitch

of her muscles, every roll of her belly.

I’ve been with a few girls who’ve admitted that their ex never went

down on them, or tried, but never seemed to enjoy it. It makes no

sense to me because tasting a woman and having her come on my

tongue is one of life’s sweetest pleasures. I may not ever be capable of

love, but to be trusted like this is an honor. I intend to savor every

minute of it.

“You taste so fucking good,” I moan, gliding up and down.

Lori doesn’t answer, and I hope it means she’s floating on a cloud

of lust right now. I explore, tuning into her reactions when I swirl

around her clit or move in certain ways with my mouth, learning

what turns her crank. Her fingers grip my shoulders, her breath in

little gasps.

That’s it, I think. Give in to what you want. Let me take you there.

Her hips start to rock, the muscles tensing, like she’s drawing

everything in.

I move in time with her, focusing my attention on her clit which

has become swollen and hard, needy. I suck it into my mouth and

release it, using just the edge of my teeth.

She inhales sharply and her fingers dig into my shoulders.

Oh, baby, here we go.

I continue sucking and grazing and using my tongue against her

folds.

She breathes faster until she’s gasping, every muscle in her body

coiling.

I lick her harder, then nibble her clit just so.

Her hips go wild against me while her cries erupt from somewhere

deep inside her. I move with her, gliding and tasting, milking her plea‐

sure for every last drop.

Suddenly, she bucks away from me and gulps a full, shaky breath.

I kiss to the top of her thigh and rest my head there while she
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trembles. Sometime during this dance, she’s grabbed hold of my hand

and is still holding on tight, our fingers woven together.

I bring it to my lips and kiss the back of her hand, listening to our

breathing.

But I don’t rest long. Doing that to her has driven home just how

bad I want her again. So, I kiss up her body, trying to take my time but

my blood is practically jet fuel.

“I think you enjoyed that,” I say, gently kissing each breast but

staying away from her nipples which I know will be too sensitive

right now. Later, though, I have big plans.

She gives a little giggle.

I lay next to her, propping myself up on an elbow. My free hand

roams her body, savoring her now-moistened skin and perfect curves.

“Wow,” she says, then giggles again. “What the heck did you do

down there? I’ve never felt anything like that. Ever.”

“I’m not revealing my secrets,” I say with a mock-serious frown. I

lean over for a soft kiss. “Gotta keep you coming back for more.”

Her pleased expression drives a spear of satisfaction straight into

my soul.

Her eyes turn serious. “What’s that like for you?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Fucking incredible, why?”

She shrugs. “Just curious.”

I caress down her arm. “Hearing what I do to you is a major

turn on.”

She glances down to where my cock is straining against my shorts.

“Apparently so,” she says.

She bites her lip and gives me a look that’s part curiosity, part

desire. “Can I?” she asks, her voice tentative.

Amused, I roll to my back and tug my shorts and boxers off.

“Knock yourself out.”

She pushes to a sitting position, her hair falling over her shoulder,

and reaches out to touch me.

I close my eyes and savor her silky skin on mine, the contact

sending sparks through me.
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Her fingers wrap around my shaft and stroke, slowly, her grip

tightening around my head. “Like this?”

I groan.

She moves faster, her full breasts swaying slightly. My precum

coats her fingers, making everything slick and hot.

I stroke over her nipple. It quickly hardens. Her face tightens in

pleasure. I push up on one elbow so I can pull her face to me for a

kiss. Parting her lips with my tongue, my mind starts to empty,

reducing down to the taste of her tongue and my cock in her grip.

But I know my limits, and pull back, savoring once more the way

her long lashes look against her freckled cheeks.

I grab a condom from my side table drawer and peel the wrapper

open. “I want you on top this time,” I say, rolling it on. “So I can touch

you.”

Her eyes still.

But I don’t let her think about it for long, and shift her body so

she’s straddling my thighs, my cock pressing on her folds.

She looks unsure, almost vulnerable above me, so I draw her down

to me and kiss her, stroking her back. Her breasts brush against my

chest and I groan in satisfaction. She feels so good against me, soft

and plush. I urge her shoulders back and draw one breast into my

mouth, swirling and flicking with my tongue.

Lori tenses, her mouth open in a soft O. My hips start to move

against hers, my cock gliding along her folds in little pulses. I continue

sucking and teasing and rocking until we’re both gasping and

grinding and I know she’s ready.

I grasp the base of my shaft, then lock onto her center.

She tenses.

“Deep breath, doll,” I say as our eyes connect. “I promise I won’t

hurt you.”

She obeys with a slow inhale, then nods—her determined expres‐

sion taking over her face again.

Unable to hold back a second longer, I slowly inch inside.

The look on her face—surprise mixed with lust, need—imprints on

my brain. So fucking good.
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She’s so wet and ready I slide all the way in. “Come here, beautiful,”

I say, and pull her to me for a kiss.

Our lips crash together, tugging and teasing, our tongues lashing. I

grip her ass, pulling her onto me that last little bit.

She inhales a soft gasp.

“Fuck, you feel so good,” I groan. I was right about needing her

again. It’s even better this time.

“You feel good too,” she says, kissing me.

This, of course, is music to my ears. “I want you to come this time,

okay?” I say, catching her eye.

“I want to,” she says.

“You will,” I reply, guiding her hips to rock. “Even if it takes us all

night.”

“Oh wow,” she says.

I push her up again to nibble on her breasts. She’s eager for this,

resting her hands on my shoulders and arching her back.

I sink and rise inside her tight softness, her body welcoming me. I

tell myself to hold on, but she feels so good I’m afraid I won’t last. I

focus on sucking and tasting each breast, squeezing and caressing

until I’m pinching, sliding my teeth against her nipple.

After what I did to her with my mouth, I know what she needs,

and reach down with my thumb to swirl her clit—gently at first.

Her hips give a little tremble, her thighs squeezing around me.

I arch faster, our bodies finding a rhythm. Her breaths move faster,

louder, and her eyes are closed. But I need more control.

“Sit up and touch yourself for me,” I say, pulling off her nipple.

She blinks her eyes open. “What?”

I sit up with her so she’s fully upright and give her a reassuring

kiss. Then I take her hands and place them on her breasts, my fingers

on top of hers.

That blush blooms up her chest. “I … can’t,” she says, tugging her

hands away.

“Come on, Adventure Girl, do this for me.”

“For you?” she asks, a skeptical look on her face.

I chuckle and lay back so I can get a full view. “Yeah, for me.”
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“Why?”

“Because it’s crazy hot,” I say, and caress her swollen clit.

She inhales a sharp breath, her face tightening with desire.

I place her hands on her again. “Show me,” I growl.

Her expression tells me her mind and fingers are having a little

war. Her mind wants to suppress what it thinks is naughty, but her

desire is in charge of her fingers. Slowly, she feathers her hands over

her nipples.

I grip her hips and rock her firmly. “Good girl,” I praise.

Her lashes flutter closed against her flushed cheeks. I move us

faster, arching deep into her. A shudder pulses through her and she

squeezes me.

“Fuck,” I groan. “Yes, like that.”

She squeezes me again.

I suck in a breath. Jesus, this girl.

A look of desperation pinches her face. I move us faster, taking

one hand off her hip to stroke her with my thumb.

She’s pinching herself harder; getting lost in her need. Fuck if it

isn’t a turn-on, watching her let go like this, watching her learn to

trust her desires, trust me.

She so aroused right now that everything is slick and hot and the

sounds our bodies are making blend with our breaths to make a

playlist I’d like on repeat.

Her walls squeeze me tighter. An anguished look crosses her face.

She’s so close. She just needs to let it come, let it consume her.

I pinch her clit while she tugs at her nipples and suddenly, her

mouth opens in pleasure. “I’m coming, oh my God,” she pants, her

head dropping back, and her mouth opens, releasing a series of soft

cries. Her fingers fly to my wrists while her walls tighten around me

with her release.

Her soft, pale breasts swing as we rock, and I cradle them firmly,

rising up to suck and bite.

Lori yelps, her hips grinding against me. She cries out again,

louder, her climax exploding. I arch into her harder, faster, my mind

narrowing to nothing.
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Lori shudders into me but I don’t stop, my own release like a

runaway train. I grab her hips again and thrust, filling every inch of

her. With a groan, I come, pumping hard into her until I’m empty and

spent.

Lori collapses on top of me, her chest heaving into mine, our moist

bodies touching everywhere.

Lazily, I caress her skin as the details of the room start to return.

“See?” I say, giving her now-salty shoulder a wet kiss. “Worth the

do-over.”

She nuzzles closer. Though I can’t see her face, I feel her smile

against my collarbone.

Then reality sets in. I wanted her to stay, but what happens

tomorrow when we’re supposed to say goodbye?
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fter Caleb makes good on his promise and I climax again, his

head between my thighs, Caleb falls asleep almost instantly,

his arm wrapped across me twitching, but I just lay there blinking at

the ceiling.

Come on, Adventure Girl, do this for me.

A shudder shakes my limbs. Adventure Girl.

Am I that girl? I certainly was tonight.

It’s weird being in someone else’s bed. Shea and I made out in his

room plenty of times, but he always took me home. I could probably

call Annika, ask her to come get me, but I have a feeling it’ll start some

kind of family feud.

I tell myself that it’s fine. Just … weird. But what’s going to happen

in the morning? Will he take one look at me and wonder what the hell

I’m still doing here?

As if to mark my point, a door creaks open somewhere in the

house, followed by low murmurs, then footsteps pass outside Caleb’s

door. A moment later, the front door shuts.

Does Caleb expect me to leave like Grady’s companion? Is there

some hookup etiquette I should have studied before agreeing to stay

with Caleb?
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I WAKE to pale light sneaking in under the blinds. Caleb’s body is

curved against my back like a spoon, with his arm around my waist.

It’s incredibly sweet, how he wants me close, even in sleep.

After slipping from his embrace, I put on my clothes, but the room

is chilly, giving my skin goose bumps. From the back of a chair, I grab

a thick, plaid flannel shirt and slide it on, wrapping myself up. It

smells like Caleb: river mist and pepper. I stand there reliving his

kisses and the way he felt moving inside me for a long moment before

forcing my feet to move.

Rounding the corner to the kitchen, I stifle a gasp. Did the party‐

goers really consume this much alcohol last night? Empty bottles and

cans are everywhere. The trash can is overflowing. The counters are

coated with something that looks sticky even from this distance.

I start with collecting all of the recyclables, trying not to wake

anyone, and fill two garbage bags. Then, I collect all the garbage and

half-eaten food and add it to the trash bin against the side of the

house. When I’m outside, a faint pop sounds from somewhere and I

grin in wonder that somewhere, the party’s still in full swing.

Will I ever think of fireworks without Caleb again? Without

remembering this incredible night?

Back in the kitchen, I start on the countertops, then tackle the

sink. I’m sweeping the floor when Caleb steps into the room, looking

half-asleep and sexy as hell.

“Sorry, did I wake you?” I say.

He shakes his head. “You did not have to clean my house.”

“I was awake.”

He steps closer, concern edging his eyes. “So. You okay?”

A tickle weaves through my belly. Am I? “Yeah.”

He steps close enough to touch me. “Sore?”

I try to stifle my blush, but it heats my neck anyway. “A little.”

He beams like he’s won some kind of prize.

I can’t help but smile.

“I know the perfect remedy,” he says, pulling me into his arms. His

• • •
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body feels warm and soft and his scent is comforting and already

familiar.

“I’ll bet,” I reply, curling into him.

He kisses me then steps back for a giant yawn, and coupled with

the way he’s shirtless, wearing only a pair of faded jeans, the tingle in

my belly turns molten.

“Hey, so, Grady and I are gonna ride Sunbeam Valley today, before

the carnival.” His eyes turn hopeful. “You wanna go?”

“Ride, as in bike?” I ask.

“Dirt bike. You can ride on the back of mine.”

I’ve never been dirt biking and though I’m not opposed to trying

it, I’m not crazy about the idea of being the third wheel. “Maybe

another time?” I say. “I … need to wash my hair.”

He chuckles at my joke, then walks slowly toward me, his eyes

smoldering. “Maybe you should let me do that.”

I raise an eyebrow. “It’s an extremely complicated process. There’s

the shampoo, then the conditioner. Brushing it too. There’s a fine

balance between being firm and gentle.”

“Ah,” he says, stepping close enough so his heat radiates through

me. “I think we found that balance last night,” he adds, brushing a lock

of hair over my shoulder and planting a soft kiss right below my ear.

My body reacts instantly—thighs clenching, breath hitching.

Oh boy did we.

He steps back, watching me with a kind, knowing look. “I’m happy

to take you home, if that’s what you want.”

“I think that’s best,” I say, heaving a breath to calm the sudden

throbbing in my blood.

“Have you been to the Growly Bear Bakery yet?” he says with a

twinkle in his eyes.

I shake my head. “Why would I need to with Annika always

bringing me treats?”

He chuckles. “Annika doesn’t make bear claws, or good coffee.”

My stomach rumbles.

“I’ll just grab a shirt,” he says, and disappears down the hallway.

Why is he taking me to breakfast?
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Moments later we’re leaving his front door, his hand reaching for

mine. It’s still early, with dew coating the grass. To my surprise, he

leads me to a motorcycle parked on the other side of a black truck.

“Is this yours?” I ask, then bite my lip because…duh.

He chuckles. “Yeah, it’s mine.” He lets go of my hand and straddles

the bike.

“I’ve never been on a motorcycle,” I say, still standing there.

“It’s easy. Just hold on tight and do what I do. If I lean, you lean. If I

slow down, try not to slam into me.”

He hands me a helmet, tucks into his, then he starts the bike and

backs it up so we’re facing the street.

A little thrill shoots through me as I climb on the back, tucking in

the hem of my dress so I don’t flash half the town as we ride. The

position makes my soreness intensify, but in a good way—a reminder

of my courage and the incredible way he made me feel. I wrap my

arms around him and savor the way our bodies seem to fit just right.

Caleb accelerates onto the road, turning right, toward the center

of town. A few turns later, we’re pulling up in front of a handsome log

house, the honey-colored wood glossy in the sunshine. It’s barely

eight o’clock and the place is buzzing. Hikers, mostly, with their zip-

off nylon pants, trekking poles, and hiking boots, but there’s also a

few old guys who look like fishermen here to top up their thermoses

before heading out for the morning.

Caleb parks in front, we leave our helmets with the bike, and climb

the weathered plank steps to an order window.

Caleb nods to several people—a waiter and one of the old dudes.

One waitress—stick-thin with long, blonde hair—seems to frown at

me, and I wonder what I’ve done.

“You want to eat outside?” Caleb asks, running a hand through his

bedhead hair. “Or we can go inside, order in there,” he adds, pointing

to where a line of people extends onto the porch from an open door.

“Outside,” I say. It’s sweet that he’s being so thoughtful.

He steps up to the window and chats with the woman, who

proceeds to ask him questions about the guiding business and if he’s

ready for the Fourth of July carnival.
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I’m impressed by his patience, answering each question thought‐

fully. I get the feeling this is part of everyday life in a small town, espe‐

cially with his big family.

“Your ma doin okay? I haven’t seen her around much,” the woman

asks.

Caleb’s face tightens. It’s so quick I almost miss it.

“She’s all right, thanks.”

“Well, tell her I’m keeping her in my prayers. Now, what can I get

you two?” she asks.

Moments later, I’m wrapping my fingers around a thick ceramic

mug of steaming hot coffee and shuffling to a table on the side of the

bakery, tucked beneath a fabric canopy.

“Sorry, Claudia’s always chatty.”

“It’s okay,” I say quickly, adding cream to my coffee.

Caleb adds honey to his.

The comment about his mom is stuck in my mind, but I’m not sure

if I, the slumber party guest, have the right to pry. “In a town of only a

few thousand people, it’s probably impossible for everyone not to

know your business,” I say, stirring my coffee.

“You got that right,” he says with a sigh.

The waitress who glared at me arrives with our bear claws on two

mismatched plates, her clogs clomping on the wooden planks.

Caleb seems startled to see her.

“Hey, Del,” he says in a voice I’ve never heard from him, strained

and tense. “I didn’t know you were working here.”

“Why would you?” she answers in a huff, then plunks our plates on

the table and stomps off.

Caleb looks worn out. “Sorry,” he says weakly.

“Old flame?” I tease, pulling off a corner of the pastry.

He lifts his coffee cup to his lips, eyeing me across the top. “No

flame, just … a mistake.”

“Did something happen?” I ask, nibbling a bite. It’s heaven—thick

and buttery and loaded with almondy sweetness.

I expect some kind of cocky reply, something to make light of this
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girl’s reaction, but his eyes are dark. “We grew up together.” He chews

a bite of his bear claw, then slurps a sip of coffee.

“She turned up at Boise State this year. Transferred in.” He shakes

his head. “She always had a crush on me, growing up. I knew getting

together with her was a bad idea, but…”

“Hey, it’s not my business. You don’t have to explain.”

His face is troubled. “No, it’s okay. I think I was just really missing

home, you know? But I had to break it off. She’s sort of nuts.”

I cringe. “That must have been hard.”

“You have no idea.” He takes another bite. “I wouldn’t have brought

you if I knew she was working here.”

“It’s fine,” I say, surprised that he cares so much. I mean, I’m just a

fling, right?

“I love this place,” he says, looking around with a wistful gleam in

his eye. “I grew up coming here. It’s home.”

“I love that you shared it with me,” I say, wanting to touch him but

not sure PDA is a good idea here. “Thank you.”

His eyes brighten. “You’re welcome.”

After lingering on our breakfast where he entertains me with stories

from his childhood—family outings, how he fell in love with music, and

how he and Grady became friends—he drives us to the highway, then up

the gravel road to camp. I feel a little bit like royalty pulling up outside the

entrance on my motorcycle chariot, and this sensation only strengthens

when he parks the bike and dismounts in order to kiss me goodbye.

“You’ll be at the carnival later, right?” he asks, after pulling back

from a kiss that makes my thighs clench.

I nod, shy from how easily my body reacts to him. This is

supposed to end, right? We had our little fling, and now we’ll go back

to being what we were. Only I’m not sure what that is, except a lead

up to this.

“I’m going to warm up my pitching arm so I can get you wet,” I say.

I’ve never flirted like this with a boy. It’s intoxicating.

His gaze sears me with a dagger of heat. “That’s my job.”

I can’t contain my giggle and slap my hand over my mouth.
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He tugs on my waist, making me sway toward him. “You have a

very dirty mind, Adventure Girl.”

“No, I really don’t!” I protest.

He grins at me. “I think maybe you do. I think I bring it out in

you.”

“Maybe,” I say, trying to hide my smile.

He kisses me again, and this time it’s longer, deeper. His lips are so

soft and warm, and I drift lazily along on a gentle current.

“See you later,” he says after stepping back.

Still trying to catch my breath, I stand and watch him drive down

the gravel road, unprepared for the ache in my heart when he dips out

of sight.
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he camp is practically deserted, so I take a long shower

without worrying about using up the hot water. I check my

phone for a text from Annika, but there’s nothing.

We exchanged a glance last night as she left without me, but we

haven’t talked.

My belly flips with a sense of dread.

I shoot her a text: Mornin, sunshine
I wait on pins and needles for what feels like ages but is probably

only five minutes.

Annika: Morning. You okay?
I sink onto my bunk. She knows. Are we still friends?

Me: Yeah. I’m fine.
This morning, riding on the back of Caleb’s bike, I felt like a queen.

Now, knowing that I’ve damaged my friendship with her, I’m feeling

more and more like an evil stepsister.

I type and erase five messages before I settle on: Are we still going to
the carnival?

Annika: Yeah. I’ll pick you up. 20 minutes?
I give her a thumbs up, then hurry to brush out my long hair and
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get dressed, anxiety flooding my body. I’ve betrayed my best friend.

Will she forgive me?

When it’s time, I tuck into my flip flops, then hurry across camp to

the parking area. The dust trail from Annika’s car rises up from the

road below. I can practically time her arrival to the second.

“Thanks for coming to get me,” I say when I jump into her

little car.

Her brows knit together in worry as she scrutinizes me with a

pained look. “Without giving me details…was he an asshole?”

“No!” I protest.

“My phone practically blew up last night. Everyone’s wondering

what the heck is going on.”

My eyes widen. I hadn’t counted on starting a scandal. Is this just

small-town dynamics or there something particular about Caleb?

“Wait, before you say anything, have a cookie,” Annika says,

pointing to the small glass jar filled with a stack of half a dozen peanut

butter cookies.

I take one out and bite into it, the rich flavor returning me to that

evening in Rogue Canyon and where my feelings for Caleb went off

the rails.

“Yum,” I say.

“My brother’s a one and done kind of guy,” Annika says. “But

somehow you stayed all night.”

“He asked me to.”

Her eyes narrow. “Interesting.” She breaks off the corner of a

cookie and chews it slowly. “But then what?”

“We agreed to stay friends.” At least, that’s what I think happened.

She studies me, and I cringe. “Do you hate me? I didn’t mean for

things to happen. They just kind of…did.”

“Whatever you do, don’t fall in love with him,” she says.

A bite of cookie gets stuck in my throat. “What?” I gasp. “I’m not…

who says…”

She crosses her arms. “He’s a wrecking ball, okay? Just trust me.

Get out now before he hurts you.”

I set the rest of my cookie down and release a slow sigh. “He
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won’t,” I reply with certainty. No way am I falling for Caleb or anyone

else this summer.

Annika gives me a long look, then starts the car.

“There was a girl named Del at the Growly Bear Bakery,” I say as

and we drive down the road.

“He took you to the Bear?” she asks, looking even more surprised

than before.

“Yeah, why?”

Her lips twitch. “Just … never mind … how did Del react?”

I watch Annika for a moment, not sure I should be prying like this.

“Angry.”

“She’s totally psycho.” Annika sighs but it’s more like a groan. “He

was such an idiot to sleep with her.”

My gut lurches with an emotion that takes me by surprise: jeal‐

ousy. Ugh. I’m in trouble. “He said that he was missing home,” I

explain.

A sad look captures her face. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense.” The

car rolls over the wooden bridge. The clear river below cascades over

pale cobbles, bringing its mineral scent into the car. “I only heard

about it later. Small towns, you know? I just wish she’d leave him

alone.”

“What do you mean?”

“She practically stalked him. Transferring to State so she could be

at the same school.”

“Were they dating?”

“No.”

“Yikes. That’s creepy.”

“Our moms are friends, used to be really close.” She takes a big

breath. “So, we kind of grew up together—Delaney and Ian, her

brother.”

I gaze at the distant mountains, hazy and purple under the

summer sun. “It must be so hard when everyone knows your business.

How do you stand it?”

She shrugs. “It can be good, too. People really come together. Like

when my dad died last year, they were like one big extended family.”
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“I’m sorry, Annika,” I say, wincing. A bunch of questions get solved

all at once: Caleb feeling homesick, Claudia’s comment about

their mom.

“Thanks,” she says, her eyes pinched at the edges.

I want to ask how he died, but I feel like I’ve intruded enough.

Annika turns left onto the highway. “So, big decisions,” she says as

she accelerates. “Pie eating, dunk tank, water balloon toss, cake walk,

or pitching contest.”

Thankful for the transition, I roll up my window slightly to reduce

the amount of hair blowing in my face. “Which cookie did you enter

into the baking contest?

“My molasses crinkles and Cowboy Heaven.”

“You have to win,” I say. Her cowboy cookies are aptly named—

crispy on the outside and soft in the center and loaded with peanutty

goodness.

Annika just shrugs. “There’s also a high school baseball game and

square dancing.”

“Square dancing? People still do that?”

“Heck yeah, they teach it in P.E. all through middle school.”

I laugh out loud. “That’s fantastic. I’d love to see it.”

“Careful, some old timer will probably ask you to dance.”

“That actually sounds really sweet.”

“Oh, and don’t forget the carnival too. Nothing crazy. Ferris wheel,

the Zipper, ring toss, stuff for the little kids.”

Normally, I’m not much of a ride person, but the “yes” plan is

working for me, so why turn it off now? “I’ll do whatever you want.”

“Okay,” Annika says, brightening, as if I’ve just given her a gift.

“Oh, and I’m buying your tickets,” I say.

“What? You don’t have to do that,” she says with a look of shock.

“I want to,” I say. “You’ve done a lot for me.” Has she forgiven me?

The even bigger question is am I going to be able to keep away from

Caleb?

“Giving you rides when I’m already going to the same place isn’t a

big deal,” she argues.

“Think of it as payment for these,” I say, nodding at the cookies.
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“If you put it that way, all right,” she replies, turning off the

highway at Penny Creek.

“By the way, my friend Sam’s older brother can fix your car.” She

eyes me. “Nine hundred bucks.”

“Wow, really?” I say. “That would be awesome.”

“Cool,” she says. “I’ll let him know. You’ll have to get it towed to his

shop.”

Annika and I walk from where she parks on a side street into

town. We join the many other people heading the same way, as if

we’re all ants returning to the nest. Along the way, Annika introduces

me to about a dozen people, and when we meet up with a few of her

friends, some of which I met the night before, they pull me into their

group like we’ve known each other for years.

We watch the floats pass—two marching bands, classic cars, the

mayor, and an old, wooden ore train pulled by a dozen huge horses.

The biggest surprise is the two hockey players roller blading behind it

to scoop poop off the streets: Caleb and Grady, dressed in sports

jerseys and shorts.

The moment our eyes connect, my stomach drops into my knees.

Caleb grins, his whole face lighting up. Butterflies fill my chest and

my skin prickles.

He swoops by scooping a pile of poop into his giant snow shovel,

then swoops over to where another teammate mans a trash bin on

wheels.

Caleb circles back, coming to a hard stop right in front of me. His

brow is damp with sweat and his curls are loose and wild. I relive

their silky texture gliding between my fingers while we kissed. A low

ache starts thumping between my thighs.

“Having fun?” he asks with a grin.

“Yeah,” I say, practically breathless.

“I’m in the dunk tank at three,” he says with a wink, then skates off,

his powerful muscles making the work look easy, graceful.

The looks I’m getting from Annika and her friends makes me

blush. “What?” I say. “I promised to play. It’s for a good cause,” I add

because who wouldn’t want to support the volunteer fire department?
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Annika scrutinizes me with a pained stare, then grabs my hand.

“Promise me you’ll be careful.”

“I will,” I say in a rush.

Then the Homecoming King and Queen arrive on a majestic float

—kids Annika and her friends obviously know, so they all blow kisses

and exchange frantic waves with the Queen.

Meanwhile I’m watching Caleb skate down the road after the

horses, his body gliding over the pavement with ease. But across the

street, tucked into the crowd but easily visible because of her glare, is

a woman I recognize: Del. She looks away before I have time to react,

instead turning her attention to Caleb.

BY THREE O’CLOCK, my cheeks feel sunburned and my feet ache but it’s

the most carefree I’ve felt since my family vacationed at a theme park

when I was in eighth grade. Annika and I have eaten cotton candy,

been soaked by water balloons, ridden the Ferris wheel, and driven

bumper cars.

“Can we visit the dunk tank?” I ask.

She draws in a deep breath, not looking at me. “Yes. You’re not the

only one who wants to punish Caleb.”

My gut flips. How long will Annika stay mad at Caleb?

When we arrive, Caleb is climbing onto the little seat inside the

cage. His gaze roams the crowd. Once again, I get a shiver down my

spine when our eyes meet.

Grady’s first in line but misses his first pitch.

“That’s all you got, asshole?” Caleb cries.

Grady winds up again but the ball goes high.

“Ha!” Caleb says. “Last try. Bet you ten bucks you miss again.”

“You’re so going down, Morgan,” Grady calls. “How about

twenty?”

“You’re on,” Caleb says, then shifts in his seat, his eyes on Grady.

“C’mon, Grady,” Annika cries with a whistle of

encouragement.
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Grady gives her a steely look. I swear Annika blushes. Maybe I’m

not the only one playing with fire this summer.

Grady winds up and throws. The ball hits the mark and Caleb falls

into the water with a giant splash. He comes up hooting, then swims

to the ladder and tosses his head to clear the hair from his eyes. His

completely wet t-shirt outlines his sculpted chest and arms. I have the

sudden urge to run my fingers over his chest, or maybe peel off the

shirt and lick him.

A shudder passes through me, but I fight it. What the heck is

wrong with me? Annika’s warning blares in my mind. She’s right. I

need to end this, before it’s too late.

“Just wait until your turn,” Caleb says to Grady with a laugh. “You

are so going down.”

“Bring it, butt munch,” Grady replies. He steps closer and the two

trade a stream of insults. Grady flips him the bird and trots off.

I step up and offer my donation to the attendant, a shirtless man

dressed in red suspenders and firefighter pants. He and Annika say

hello while I take my first ball and approach the line.

“Whatcha got, sweetheart?” he taunts.

I give him the stink eye.

He raises his eyebrows, and it’s the sexiest look I’ve ever seen.

I’m not a ball sports person. As a kid, I never played catch. In P.E., I

was the one with my hands over my eyes when they threw me the ball.

My real dad is a research scientist with little interest in sports besides

his road bike. My stepdad is more of a sports guy, but we’re not

chummy enough for him to teach me to throw.

So, it’s no surprise that my first attempt flies up and over the cage.

“Try a little lower next time,” he teases.

“Thanks,” I reply, trying to hold back my grin.

I try to wind up like I saw Grady doing, but this one flies too far to

the left, hitting the outside corner of the tank.

“Hey, you don’t have to go easy on me,” Caleb says. “I’m a good

swimmer.”

“Shut up, Caleb!” Annika says.

But he just laughs.
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Annika steps close and takes the ball from my hands. “When you

pull back, keep the ball closer to your shoulder, and stand sideways.”

“Hey, that’s cheating!” Caleb calls out.

I shift my position this time and try to do as Annika says. The ball

gets closer this time but still misses.

“Can she have one more turn?” Annika says to the attendant.

There are a few people waiting behind us.

“Please?” she asks them, her voice firm. “She really needs this.”

My belly flutters. She really wants me to punish him, but how can

I? There’s no reason to. Caleb gave me everything I wanted last night.

More, even. It’s me we should be punishing, for jumping in without

thinking.

“That’s not fair,” Caleb shouts. He runs a hand through his wet

hair.

“She’ll make it worth your while,” Annika says to the attendant,

then urges me to cough up more money.

I fish out a twenty. “How’s this?” I ask.

The attendant grins. The people behind me give a collected cheer.

I stuff the bill into the cash box, then step up to the mark painted

on the grass again.

My first throw flies wide to the right, but I’m getting the feel for

it now.

“Didn’t your dad teach you to throw?” Caleb jeers.

“My dad taught me calculus.”

“How’s that working out?”

I double over with laughter while Annika warns him off.

I throw my second ball. It soars toward the target but misses by an

inch. Closer….

“Okay, now I know what we’re doing on your next day off,” Caleb

says.

“Oh yeah?” I ask, though I’m too busy trying to channel Babe Ruth.

Though did Babe Ruth even pitch? Or was he only good at hitting?

I pick up my final ball.

He hooks his finger at me, beckoning me closer. “Pitching prac‐

tice,” he says under his breath when I near the edge of the cage.
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“What if I don’t want to?” I ask.

“Come on, Adventure Girl,” he says with a smile as bright as

the sun.

“Baseball isn’t an adventure,” I reply.

“Everything with me is an adventure,” he replies.

He might as well have thrown a ball at my stomach because it

lurches inward—bullseye.

“If you miss, you have to say yes,” he adds.

I resist the urge to check if Annika is paying attention because I

know she is. How am I going to keep her friendship and follow

Caleb’s intoxicating lead?

“And if I don’t miss?” I ask, poised with the ball in my grip.

His eyes sparkle. My heart flutters with delight that he’s getting so

much enjoyment out of this. “Then you get to teach me something.”

“Like what?”

“I’m sure an idea will come to you.”

I bite down on the smile threatening to blow my composure. Such

a dirty mind, is on the tip of my tongue. Takes one to know one, he might

reply.

I return to the line and spin to face him. After a hard exhale to

clear the ridiculous thoughts spinning through my mind, I throw my

ball. This time, I manage to put more power behind it. The sounds of

the carnival fade as the ball soars through the air.
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lam.

I drop into the cold pool. I come up with a splash and

tread water for a moment so I can wipe my eyes.

“Sorry,” Lori says. Her fingers wrap around the metal cage as she

peers at me.

“Nice shot,” I say, and reach for the ladder. I’m still thinking about

that look on her face when I offered that she could teach me

something.

I groan. What I wouldn’t give to know what went through her

mind.

Even though riding dirt bikes with Grady this morning helped

clear my head, the minute we returned, so did she. The ten minutes I

spent in my room getting dressed was near torture because her scent

still lingered, bringing back her soft breaths in my ear and her limbs

wrapped around mine.

I just want to have fun this summer.

Why do things have to end so soon between us? Why can’t we just

see where it goes, knowing it will naturally end when summer’s over?

“Is it cold?” Lori asks, looking concerned.

“Nah,” I give her a wink. “Meet me later?”
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Lori’s eyes brighten. “Where?”

“I have an insatiable craving for pie,” I say.

Her face blushes crimson. “Uh,” she stammers.

“The pie-eating contest. It’s at five o’clock.”

“Right,” she says.

“I’ll meet you.”

Annika grabs Lori’s hand and whisks her away, but not before

sending me a warning look. Shit. She knows. Though I knew she’d

figure it out eventually. But I’m not doing anything wrong. Lori just

wants to have fun this summer. So do I. Why not have fun together?

Several of my so-called friends stop by to drench me, plus half the

town seems to want to join in. I tell myself it’s because they want to

support the fire department, not to punish me for my many mistakes.

Grady gets his turn in the tank, and I proceed to empty my wallet

to punish him. Then we join up with a handful of others and roam the

carnival. We play a couple of games, have a bone-jarring round of

bumper cars, and eat several loaded hot dogs.

My gaze sweeps the crowd constantly, looking for Lori.

“Congrats,” Grady says under his breath as we watch one of our

friends play a shooting game.

“For what?” I reply.

“Getting back in the game,” he says. “Last night?” He makes a

mildly obscene hip thrust.

I cross my arms. “Whatever.”

“Were you two on the roof?”

“Dude, are you spying on me? That’s sick.”

“No, someone told me they saw you two necking up there.”

I shrug. There are no quicker tongues than in a small town. It’s

why I can’t wait to leave it for good.

“You’ve been looking for her all night. Are you guys a thing?”

“Is that a technical term?”

Grady rolls his eyes. “It’s just not like you. I’m wondering if you’re

getting soft on me.”

I suppress the surge of anger. My friend doesn’t mean to piss me

off. “I like her. We’re just hanging out, that’s all.”
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“Whatever you say, man.”

At five, I peel off and head for the pie eating contest. It’s in the

large tent with all the crafts, so I have to pass quilts and collections of

wool and hand-carved furniture before I get to the food section.

Not surprisingly, Annika’s cookies have won some kind of prize.

She’s been winning these things since she was twelve. At least she

stopped entering her baby orphan animals—the one-eared rabbit, the

spring lamb, the litter of kittens. Though she still adopts plenty.

“Hey Caleb,” a voice says from behind me. My skin prickles as I

spin around.

“Delaney,” I say. “Enjoying the carnival?”

She shrugs. “Our pig got second place.”

“Congrats,” I say.

“Saw you in the dunk tank.”

I’m surprised she didn’t jump at the chance to take her shot. Or get

her brother to do it. “Yeah, for the fire department.”

“You should wear your firefighter uniform for me some time,” she

says, her eyes flashing.

“Uh, no, Del, we’re not together, remember?”

Her face twists like she’s just sucked on a lemon, then she looks

away. “I know, but we could be.”

For the thousandth time, I curse the moment of weakness at that

party. It had been a shitty spring semester and our team had just lost

the playoffs. She looked different that night, confident, wearing a

sleeveless top that revealed a patch of smooth belly. When it was over

and I took her home, I’d never felt more like a complete ass, made

worse by the look on her face when I told her it hadn’t meant

anything other than what it was.

I cross my arms. “No.”

“That girl doesn’t know you, not like I do.”

I take a second to process what she’s getting at. “Maybe I like it

that way.”

She purses her lips. It pains me that they are lips I once kissed.

They’re thin and pale, not like Lori’s. Lori’s bottom lip is plump,

perfect for gliding my teeth against.
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“I bet I can get you to change your mind,” she says in that needy

voice that makes me cringe. It’s the crazy voice she used sometimes

when we were kids being forced to play together while our moms

drank instant coffee upstairs, oblivious.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” I say before spinning away.

At the far end of the booth stands a long table lined with pies. Lori

is waiting in line and I sidle up behind her. She’s gathered her hair

into a ponytail, revealing the smooth curve of her neck.

Lori senses me close and glances over her shoulder. Instantly, her

eyes sparkle with delight.

Damn, it feels good to have someone look at me like that.

“That’s cutting,” she protests, raising an eyebrow.

A heat wave flashes through me at her sass, making my fingertips

throb to touch her. “You were saving my place,” I reply.

She shakes her head, grinning.

It takes everything I have not to wrap my arms around her. “So, it

is weird?” I ask her, my lips so close to the back of her ear I could

close the gap and lick it.

She turns, which makes her ponytail swish. Instant fantasies of

what I could do with that ponytail flare to life in my mind.

“Is what weird?” she asks.

“This,” I say. “Hanging out like this.”

Her face tightens. “No. But Annika knows.”

“I figured.”

“She told me to break it off,” she says, her voice strained.

I fiery zip of energy pulses through me. “Is that what you want?”

She crosses her arms and inhales a breath. “No, but...”

“So, next Thursday,” I say because the fair isn’t the place for this

conversation. “Pitching practice.”

Her troubled eyes turn curious. “But you lost the bet.”

My cock twitches. Fuck am I going to have fun with this girl.

“I’ll make you a deal,” I whisper softly into her ear. “I’ll give you

some pointers, and then you can give me some.”

A pink blush races up her neck and she turns away, making her

ponytail swish again.
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The attendant takes our donations, and we file down the long

table. I’m near the middle, with Lori on my left and a scrawny kid of

about eight on my right.

Lori sizes up her pie, then mine. “No fair, mine is bigger.”

“You’ll just have to eat faster.”

She rolls her eyes. In one quick twist, she creates a knot out of her

ponytail. I hadn’t pegged her as competitive, and I like it.

Next to each pie is a scrap of fabric, and I snatch hers up. “Want

me to tie your hands for you?”

Her lips part, as if she’s about to protest. Then she spots the scrap

of fabric by my pie. “Then I won’t get to tie yours,” she says with a

nervous smile.

“We’ll save that for another time,” I say, and step behind her.

She crosses her wrists and I carefully wrap the tie around them.

We’re standing so close, almost touching. My cock is beginning to

throb. She shifts, as if she can feel my heat.

“Too tight?” I ask, finishing my knot. I’ve never tied a girl up

before. What can I say? I’m a simple guy with simple needs. But the

way we’re both practically panting right now is giving me all kinds of

ideas.

Lori shakes her head.

The mom of the kid next to me helps me with my tie. I thank her

but silently wish it were Lori’s slender, soft fingers brushing over my

skin. The mom wishes us all luck and steps behind the rope, camera in

hand.

“Ready?” Lori asks as we step forward to our pies.

“Yeah,” I say, thankful that the waist-high table is hiding what tying

her wrists did to my dick.

The announcer goes over the rules, reminding us that we have

three minutes, while the crowd behind the rope watches, many with

their cameras or phones poised.

“Go!” the announcer calls.

I pounce on my pie, which is made of whipped cream and some

kind of fruit filling. Apple maybe.

Out of the corner of my eye, Lori gulps the pie and licks her lips.
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She smiles because she’s caught me looking but doesn’t glance

my way.

“One minute!” the announcer calls.

I return to my pie, scooping filling into my mouth. It’s sweet and

thick but does nothing to satisfy my craving for an entirely different

kind of pie. If I don’t taste her again soon, I’m going to lose my

fucking mind.

“Time!” the announcer calls.

All heads bob up from the table. I blink through the cream coating

my face and eyelashes at Lori.

The lower half of her face is coated with white cream, like a Santa

Claus beard. She’s managed to get a smear on her left temple that

extends into her hair.

Her eyes are wide and she’s breathing slightly faster than I think is

justified for a pie eating contest. She licks her lips and watching her

little pink tongue dart about brings on a vision of her on her knees,

taking me inside her soft mouth.

To my surprise, the kid to my right has completely cleaned his pie

dish. When the announcer pins the blue ribbon on him, he beams and

his mom races over to hug him, whipped cream mess and all.

“Let me untie you,” I say, shrugging out of the knot holding my

wrists.

Obediently, Lori turns her back and I whip off the tie but pocket

the fabric.

We both grab the offered paper towels and wipe our faces, but I

still feel sticky.

“You missed a spot,” I say, pointing to the smear on her temple.

“So did you,” she says, grinning. She swipes a spot on my neck.

They’ve set up a temporary sink on the side and I nod at it. We

wait for our turn, standing close.

“What flavor was your pie?” she asks.

“Apple,” I say.

She nods. “Cherry,” she says before I can ask.

Energy zaps between our bodies like volts of electricity. I can’t

explain what I’m feeling, I only know I can’t turn it off.
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At the sink, we take turns wiping each other’s faces. Her touch is

tender, and it makes me wonder what it would be like to be cared

for like that, to be the object of someone’s kindness. Someone like

Lori.

I give her a wet willy and she splashes some of the water in the

sink at me. I return the splash and soon we’re both soaked and the

announcer races over to kick us out.

I grab Lori’s hand and pull her from the tent.

“Oh my God, we’re so bad!” she shrieks as we run, though there’s

no one chasing us.

“So bad,” I say, heading for the stables.

“Where are we going?” she asks.

Instead of answering her, I pull her inside the barn and kiss her

against the wall. From deeper inside the space comes the soft rustling

sound of horses moving in their stalls. I briefly wonder if we’re alone,

then decide I don’t care.

“Caleb, shouldn’t we…” she says, her voice soft and fast.

“Yes, we should,” I finish for her, and kiss her again.

She pushes me back, her eyes troubled. “What about Annika?”

“What about her?”

“She told me not to fall for you,” Lori says.

A surge of anger at Annika flows through me, hot and prickly. But

Annika’s got a point. I can’t have Lori thinking this could be anything

more than spending time together for the summer.

“We can keep things casual, right?” I say.

Her eyes flash with surprise. “Right,” she says, nodding as if I’ve

said something profound.

She leans to me, kissing me hungrily. Her lips taste of sweet cream

and summer and I can’t get enough of her soft little tongue dancing

with mine.

I press into her, the thick base of my cock grinding against her soft

center. Unable to stand it any longer, I tug her into an empty stall and

frame her face with my arms pressing into the slats.

I lean down to kiss the slope of her neck. “I need to taste you.”

“In here?” she says. There’s fear in her voice, but her body is
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melting to my touch. Being naughty is new to her, but I’m pretty sure

she likes it.

“Yeah, here,” I say, kissing her mouth again.

A wild look races across her face. “What if someone comes?”

“Like you?” I tease.

“Oh wow,” she says, then gasps when I suck her skin into my

mouth.

I pull out the tie and lift her arms above her head.

Her eyes go wide, but I give her a reassuring grin as I secure her

hands to one of the slats.

Jesus she’s sexy as fuck like this with her eyes blazing and her chest

arched up to me. I kiss her again, our bodies pressing close together,

the heat from her skin igniting mine.

She gives a little moan.

I skim down her body, taking a nip of each breast as I go.

She gasps, her body releasing a tight shudder.

I sink to my knees and unbutton her shorts. While kissing her

smooth belly, I tug everything down.

Drawn in by the raw scent of her arousal, I bury my face in her

folds, my tongue sliding deep between her thighs.

Lori sucks in a soft cry, her hips bucking.

I press her thighs into the stall and taste her everywhere. She’s raw

and sweet and lush.

“Fuck you’re wet,” I groan, and lick her again, this time swirling

around the tiny hood of her clit.

Lori’s breaths are ragged, accelerating. I suck and tease, gliding up

and down.

Her hips start to rock against me. I press her thighs apart, but her

shorts only stretch between them another inch. It’s all I need.

I slide two fingers inside her, thrusting with her body’s rhythm.

Lori exhales a trembling sigh.

I glance up at her face to see her mouth open in desperation and

her eyes softly closed.

I swirl her clit and drive inside her tight heat with my fingers.

When I release her with the edges of my teeth, Lori’s hips go wild.
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I attack her pussy, thrusting and nibbling like a man possessed.

Her face clenches and her lips pinch shut, muffling her cries until

she’s arching hard against my mouth.

I feel like doing a victory dance, like I’ve just hit a Grand Slam.

Lori’s thighs shudder and she bucks away from me.

I kiss her thigh and reach up to stroke her warm belly that’s quiv‐

ering with aftershocks.

Rising, I pull up her shorts, then reach up and untie her. She falls

into my arms, her panting breaths hot against my neck.

I hold her tight as energy surges through me. Holy freaking hell.

“That was the craziest thing I’ve ever done,” she says.

“It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever done,” I say. We kiss, the blood

pounding in my temples.

“I want…” she says, then stops as a look of trepidation comes over

her face.

I raise my eyebrow while my cock pulses against her thigh.

“…to do that to you,” she finishes, her shy expression replaced by

that look of resolve. “But I don’t… I’ve never…” She swallows. “Will

you show me?”

Fuck, this girl.

I lift her chin and gaze into her innocent brown eyes. “Get on your

knees, doll.”
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he hay scratches my knees, but I’m so turned on by this I

could be perched on a bed of nails and it wouldn’t matter. I

caress the stiff length of him through his shorts and he groans.

I plant soft kisses along the top of his waistband, tasting his firm,

warm skin. He loosens my bun, so my ponytail falls free, then caresses

the side of my head, combing back stray hairs.

My fingers shake a little as I unbutton him and pull the zipper

down. His shorts fall to the floor and I slide his boxers down his waist.

His erection springs free and I have to stifle my gasp. Even though I’ve

touched him and had him inside me, the idea of putting my mouth on

him still makes me nervous. He’s not exactly small and I have no idea

what I’m doing. But I want to this. I want to make him feel good the

way he did for me.

Caleb’s words echo in my mind. We can keep things casual, right?

Right. I’ll just close off that place in my heart that’s opening for

him. Close it off and give in to the yearning to let him show me

everything.

His skin is smooth everywhere, but especially so here. I grasp it

right in the middle. His scent is a mix of musk and man and it calls to
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me like some kind of siren song. A bead of liquid appears on the tip of

him. I can’t help it—I lick it.

Caleb hisses, his thighs shuddering.

The rush that comes from knowing I can do this to him washes

through me. I risk a glance and see his eyes blazing with hunger.

“You okay?” he asks, his thumb caressing my forehead.

I smile my reply, then close my eyes and I wrap my lips around the

tip of him. He’s warm and tastes a little salty.

Caleb exhales a tight breath.

I glide over the tip of him, inhaling his scent, tasting his skin.

“Can you take more?” he asks, his voice almost desperate.

I glide lower.

“Fuck,” he groans.

I glide up and down, completely consumed by his needs. I take him

a little deeper, trying to relax my throat.

“Yes. Like that,” he says. “Now suck me with your tongue.”

Oh, right. His tongue had been what sent me into outer space, so

of course the same would feel good to him.

I grip the base of him and start to swirl as I glide. He starts rocking

against me in little thrusts. He reaches down to show me how to

stroke him up and down while my mouth moves. My world narrows

to managing all of these tasks at once.

Caleb takes his hand away and caresses my temple, then slides into

my hair.

He thrusts a little deeper, hitting the back of my throat. I gag and

quickly pull off of him.

“Shit, sorry,” he says.

I go from a cough to laughing. “It’s okay,” I say.

“It just feels so good,” he says, lifting my face to look at him.

“It feels good to me too.”

His eyes brighten. “I’ll try to be gentler.”

“Don’t,” I say, giving him my warrior look.

He raises an eyebrow. “This is your first and I don’t want to scare

you.”

“I’m not fragile,” I say. “I won’t break.”
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A hungry look passes through his eyes. “Is that a challenge?”

I take him into my mouth.

Caleb gives a long groan. I refocus on the feel and taste of him and

tuning in to his rhythm. He starts to urge me faster, so I close my eyes

and give in to the sensations.

“Fuck, I’m gonna come,” he growls, his fingers wrapped in my

ponytail.

Even though I brace myself for it, the jet of warmth that hits the

back of my throat takes me by surprise. It’s thick and salty-sweet. I’ve

heard all the debates about spit or swallow but there’s no way to spit

anything out from this angle and I don’t want to. It’s not something I

would ever choose to consume but in this moment, it’s sort of hot. He

holds me there as the last of his pulses fade, then releases me with a

shudder that shakes his entire frame.

I come off of him and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.

He pulls me to my feet and tugs up his clothes, then grabs me in a

tight embrace. Both of us are still breathing hard, our rapid hearts

thudding against each other.

“You’re a quick learner,” he says into my ear, rocking me side to

side.

I start to laugh. I’ve been called this before, but always in a

classroom.

He laughs too and we stay there for another long minute.

A shadow darkens the barn door and seconds later, a horse is

being led inside.

Caleb pulls me to the corner of the stall, and we peek through

the slats as a man walks his horse down the length of the barn. As

he ushers the horse inside a stall, I quickly finish zipping and

buttoning up my shorts. Caleb grabs my hand, and we hurry

through the door.

Outside in the soft evening light, all the colors seem more vibrant.

I’m giddy with what we just got away with, and how easy everything

is with Caleb.

In the distance, the sound of the square-dancing announcer echoes

across the meadow.
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Caleb checks his watch and groans. “I hate to do this, but it’s

almost time for my shift.”

“What shift?”

“At the first aid tent. I gotta take over for Pete at six thirty.”

“That’s okay,” I say, “I’m supposed to meet Annika.”

“Pete and I are in charge of the fireworks tonight,” he says,

swinging my hand. “So, I won’t see you.” He looks crushed by this.

“Supposedly we’re having pitching lessons next Thursday,” I say.

“I can’t wait that long,” he says, looking pained.

My heart hums because this is the sweetest thing a guy has ever

said to me.

“How about this?” he says, snapping his fingers. “I’ll sneak into the

camp tomorrow night. Surprise you.”

I scratch a sharp itch on my knee. “Just don’t surprise my campers.

The last thing I need is to give them nightmares.”

He gives me a confident grin. “I’ll be very careful.”

He stops me at the edge of the main tent. His playful expression

turns serious.

I can’t help but brace myself. Is this when he’s going to tell me we

should go back to the friend zone?

“Are you … looking to see other guys?” he asks, his face contorting

with discomfort.

Truthfully, I hadn’t given it much thought. I’m no sex kitten, that’s

for sure. “Why are you asking?”

“Just … if you wanna sow your wild oats, that’s cool,” he says,

though his pinched expression reveals his effort to make this sound

casual. “But I don’t think I could stand it.”

“Wild oats?” I say with a laugh to cover the realization I’m in

serious trouble. I don’t want to go back to being just friends. “Maybe

we could just sow our wild oats with each other.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Are you talking dirty to me?”

I laugh. “Just so I’m clear, we’re going to not see other people, and

we’re going to hang out but not get serious.”

He nods, his eyes brightening. “Exactly. When summer ends, we

end.”
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A warning bell is sounding from the back of my brain, but I reason

that summer is half over already. After today, we both go back to our

jobs. Our days off don’t always line up. So, it’s not like we’ll have a ton

of time to spend together.

What’s the harm in a little casual fun? I’ve never done something

like this before. It sounds risky and thrilling. My only worry is

Annika, but maybe if I show her that I’m capable of guarding my

heart, she’ll stop fretting.

“Okay,” I say.

He steps close for a long kiss. “What we did in there was fucking

hot as hell,” he says when he pulls back.

“Um, yeah,” I say as the blush works up my chest.

“Promise me we can do that again very soon.”

“How soon?” I ask, lifting an eyebrow.

He gives me a warning look. “Now you’ve done it,” he groans. “I

get to sit at the first aid tent for the next three hours thinking about

you.”

He’ll be thinking about me? “Oh.”

He kisses me again, his tongue flicking gently against mine. I can

still taste myself, a salty-lemony flavor that starts to make my

blood hot.

“Okay,” I say suddenly, stepping back. “You gotta go, and I need a

cold shower.”

He grins. “I like that I can turn you on like that.”

That makes two of us.

He gives me one last kiss. “See you soon,” he says, then dashes off.

I watch his fit body become a blur in the crowd, then spin, trying

to get my bearings. Annika said she’d be at the food tent for the judg‐

ing, so I head in that direction. The movement delivers a fiery itch

from my knees. I go to scratch them when I notice that my skin is

bright red and splotchy. My palms are too.

“Oh my God,” I gasp, fighting the sudden urge to itch everywhere.

It seems to be spreading. How can I stop it?

“Holy cow, girl, what happened to you?” Annika says when I

find her.
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“I’m … not sure,” I say. The need to itch is driving me insane.

“Your face looks swollen,” she says in alarm. “Should I call 9-1-1?”

she asks, looking around, as if for advice.

“No,” I protest. “I’m fine. Just … itchy.”

“But if it spreads to your throat then it might swell and close up.

I’ve been trained to treat anaphylaxis,” she says gravely. “We better get

you to the first aid tent. They have epinephrine.”

“But what about your contest?” I ask.

“I’ll come back for my ribbon later.”

“Oh, you won, that’s so awesome!”

“Yeah,” she says as she practically drags me out of the tent.

The more we walk, the itchier and hotter I feel. By the time we

step up to the first aid tent, I’m fantasizing about climbing into a

bucket of ice.

Caleb and his brother Peter seem to be locked into an argument—

both faces are red and tight.

“…stupid thing to do,” Peter says.

“Fuck off,” Caleb groans.

“Excuse me,” Annika interrupts.

Both heads snap in my direction.

Caleb’s eyes go wide when he sees me, and then he’s rushing

my way.
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hit, what happened?” I say, my gaze flicking from Annika to

Lori’s.

“It started after…” Lori starts, but then pauses, probably because

there are three pairs of eyes staring at her.

“Let’s get her inside,” Peter commands.

I hate him taking charge like this. Ever since Dad died, he’s

become Captain Asshole. But he’s the future doctor. I’m just an EMT.

All of us usher Lori to one of the exam tables set up at the back of

the small tent. The volunteer fire department’s ambulance is parked in

the grass outside in case we need it.

Peter runs through the patient assessment drill. Yes, she can

breathe okay, no, she didn’t get stung, no, this has never happened to

her before. He dons a pair of gloves and uses his stethoscope to listen

to her heart, then he inspects the hives on her legs, which in the space

of five minutes have almost doubled in size.

“Where on your body did you first notice it?” I ask.

Peter may be in charge but I’m not just going to stand here.

“On my knees.”

Lori’s gaze locks with mine and the realization hits. The hay in the

barn.
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Pete’s eyes scrunch together in curiosity. “Interesting. Run me

through your recent activities.”

Lori’s face blanches.

“She needs Benadryl, like now, Pete,” I say.

“I want to get to the bottom of this,” he says, turning to me. “What

was she doing on her knees?”

“It’s from hay.” I give Lori a reassuring look. “Right?” I ask her.

“Didn’t you tell me you went to the petting zoo?”

“Oh yeah,” Lori says, the alarm in her eyes quickly softening to

relief. “I got on my knees to … pet some goats.”

Pete glances from me to Lori.

Next to me, Annika releases a hard breath. I glare at her, but she

gives it right back.

“And you’ve never been near hay before?” Pete asks.

Lori shakes her head.

Jeez, she looks miserable. I feel terrible.

“Never been in a barn before,” she replies. “To a petting zoo, I

mean.” Her face flushes pink but I think I’m the only one who notices.

Peter pulls off his gloves. “I don’t think you need epinephrine, but

an antihistamine should help calm your reaction.”

I open the first aid box and punch out two little pink pills from the

foil package and grab a bottle of water.

Lori drops the pills onto her tongue and takes a long gulp from the

bottle.

Peter glances at his watch. “Keep her here for observation. Watch

for any changes in her airway.”

“I’m not a total moron,” I say, my jaw tight.

He gives a snort. “See you at nine. Page me if you get more

patients.”

“I’m perfectly capable, Pete.” I try to keep my voice calm, but

there’s no mistaking the edge in it.

“I wish you’d start showing it,” he mutters, so low only I can

hear it.

Once he leaves, Annika gives us both a hard stare.

“Look, it’s not going to take long for people to put this together.
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Pete’s oblivious but the rest of the town isn’t.” She huffs a giant sigh.

“The barn? For real?”

Lori looks at her hands.

“So what if people know,” I say with a shrug. “We’re just having

fun.”

She lifts an eyebrow. “If this blows up, it’ll be bad for the business,

and we can’t have that right now. You know that.”

“This has nothing to do with the business!” I say.

Annika gives me a look. “Plus, Lori doesn’t need her name dragged

through the mud.”

“So, I’m the mud? Gee, thanks.”

Her eyes soften. “I care about both of you, okay? I don’t want to

have to be the one to pick up the pieces when this whole thing

blows up.”

“What thing?” I ask.

“Whatever shenanigans you two are pulling.” She puts her hands

on her hips.

“We have a solid agreement,” I say, crossing my arms.

Lori’s head snaps up.

“We’re just hanging out for the summer, and when it ends, we’ll go

back to being friends.”

Annika’s left eyebrow arches up. “Seriously?”

“What? We’re good with it, right Lori?”

Lori’s gaze flicks from Annika to me. “Yeah. Just for the summer.”

Annika shakes her head. “You both are out of your mind.” She

gives Lori a long look. “You sure about this?” she asks.

Lori gives a nod.

Annika sighs, then scrutinizes both of us with a hard look. “Don’t

come crying to me when it goes south. I want no part of it.”

Like I would do such a thing. “Fuck, Annika, we know what we’re

doing.”

“No, you don’t,” she says, “but I love you both, so I guess I’m going

to have to live with it.”

She spins on her toes and marches out of the tent.

I slump next to her on the bed. “I’ll bet you didn’t know that
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getting hives would provide a front row seat to the Morgan Family

Feud show.”

“It’s pretty fascinating, actually,” she says. “I don’t have any siblings

to fight with.”

“Ha,” I say. “Want a few of mine? I’d be happy to offload Pete right

now.” The minute I say it, I regret it. We’re blood, and that’s all that

anchors me anymore. “Actually, no, that’s not true. I just wish he’d

stop trying to be my dad.”

“Annika told me he passed away. I’m sorry, Caleb.”

“Thanks,” I say.

A long silence stretches between us.

“I wonder if Pete feels like he needs to take over,” Lori finally says.

“But he doesn’t,” I protest, my hackles springing to life.

“But he must feel some kind of responsibility, as the oldest?”

I shrug. “He’s always been so focused. Like he couldn’t wait to

leave all of us behind.”

“Maybe he’s just driven.”

“Yeah, both him and Wyatt are.” I’m not sure why I say this. I

hadn’t meant to go any deeper into my nutty family’s dynamics.

“The swimmer,” Lori says.

“Growing up, he and Pete were tight, almost like twins.”

She frowns. “Were?”

Crap. I hadn’t meant to open that box. “We’re all still really close,

but it’s different now that some of us are out of the house.” This is as

close as I can go to the truth without my thoughts swirling off kilter.

She nods, but I can tell my answer didn’t satisfy her. I can’t explain

what happened between Wyatt and Pete. It’s too confusing.

“You and Annika seem really close,” she says.

A tight feeling grips my stomach. “Yeah, we’re only two years

apart, so it’s always been that way,” I say.

“I wish I had a sister,” she says.

I smile. “Fifty percent of the time, she drives me crazy. But a

hundred percent of the time, I can’t imagine my life without her.”

“You say the sweetest things,” she says, resting her head on my

shoulder.

104



FALLING FOR MY FLING

I slide my arm over her shoulders in a soft embrace. “Despite all of

our differences, I love my family.”

“You’re lucky.”

“It doesn’t mean I want to hang around here for the rest of my life

though.”

She questions me with her eyes. “Sounds like you have big plans.”

“Not big, really, just…mine.”

“What do you mean?”

I inhale a deep breath. “Growing up with so many people in such a

small space, nothing is ever really yours. I never had my own room.

Everything I had was handed down: my clothes, shoes, lunchbox, my

bike, skates. And we were all funneled to do the same things, have the

same goals. Things like working at White Cloud. Playing hockey.

Going to college.”

“But you like those things, right?”

“Yeah, most of them.” My math professor’s dark glare flashes

through my mind. Despite studying every day for almost two hours, I

failed every test. And then there’s English, a class I should have aced

but again, our final grade is test-based, and I bombed all three of

them.

“I’m done being told what to do. I’m ready to make my own

choices.”

“Any idea what that’ll look like?” she asks, nuzzling closer.

“I’m … thinking of quitting school,” I say.

She gives me a concerned glance. “Wow, why?”

“It’s expensive. And I don’t really know what I want to do.”

“You don’t like your classes?”

“Some of them. I like science and doing the experiments. I took an

art class. I liked the metalwork we did.”

“So, you like working with your hands,” she says. “You seem to

like taking care of people,” she adds. “Are you interested in

medicine?”

I shake my head. “No, that’s Pete’s thing.”

She scoffs. “It could be your thing too. The field of medicine is

huge.”
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“Being a doctor is too serious. And there’s way too much school

for that.”

“Hmm, well, you could do something like a Physician’s Assistant. I

think that’s only a year of school.”

“I was thinking of just working as an EMT for a while.” I’m struck

by how easy it is to talk to her. She’s not judging me like so many

people feel compelled to do.

“That’s a great idea,” she says.

“And playing a lot of music.”

“Ooo, a rock star,” she teases, leaning into me.

“Speaking of rock stars,” I say, turning so I can see her better. “How

are you feeling?”

“It still itches, but it’s not as bad,” she says.

The hives on her arms and neck look more pink than red now, but

the ones on her knees are red and weepy. “I’m so sorry, Lori,” I say,

wincing.

She shrugs. “It’s fine.”

“I hate that I did this to you.”

She glances at me, surprised. “I was the one on my knees.”

I relive her mouth sliding down my cock, then shake my head to

clear it. “Goddamn.”

“What?”

“If you don’t quit it, I’m going to have to break my doctor-patient

privilege.”

She giggles. “I might like that.”

“Cut it out!” I say, knocking her with my shoulder.

“I don’t want to,” she says. “It’s way too fun, watching you get

excited.”

I lean over and give her a soft kiss—nothing too crazy—I know

she doesn’t feel good. “I think maybe it’s time I kick you out of this

tent.”

“Didn’t you take some sort of oath? Sickness and health and all

that?”

“That’s a wedding vow, dude,” I say with a laugh. “The Hippocratic

oath is to ‘do no further harm’.”
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She giggles again. “I think it would cause me further harm to walk

around drugged.”

“It’s only an antihistamine, not valium.”

“Okay, okay,” she says, and slips to her feet. Her hand flies out and

grabs me as she sways a little.

“Whoa there.”

She releases a slow breath. “Maybe I should head home.”

“Sometimes that medicine can make people tired.”

“I think it has more to with a certain someone keeping me up very

late last night,” she says, giving me a look that could melt steel.

I reach up to brush back a stray lock of hair. “I’m not going to

apologize.”

She covers her mouth to yawn again and it’s adorable watching

her face scrunch up and her nose crinkle. “I wasn’t asking you to,” she

finally says.

Our eyes connect. I wipe the little bit of moisture leaking from her

eyes with my thumbs, savoring the way she softens to my touch.

“I’ll text Pete to cover me here so I can take you to camp.”

She scratches at her wrist. “You don’t have to do that,” she says. “I

can probably find a ride.”

This night is going to be hellaciously uncomfortable for her and I

hate being helpless. “Nonsense. I’m taking you.”

Her eyes fill with gratitude. “Okay. Thank you.”

I text Pete but don’t bother waiting for him to arrive. I don’t need

any more of his attitude tonight.

I call Annika to ask if I can borrow her car—I’m not going to tax

Lori’s balance with a ride on my bike. She tells me where in the field

she parked it.

“Thanks for taking care of her,” she says.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I reply.

Lori and I walk through the dry meadow and sage, our hands

clasped.

“What about your plans for the future?” I ask. “You gonna set the

world on fire?”

She gives me a sarcastic sneer. “No.”
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“C’mon, smart girl like you—”

“What makes you think I’m smart?” she asks.

Her voice has a bite to it I’ve never heard. I watch her out of the

corner of my eye, curious. “Hmmm, it may have been that crack about

learning calculus, or that you knew how many pounds were in a half

ton.”

She scoffs. “Everyone knows that fact.”

I raise my eyebrows. “You’re wrong there.”

“I’m good at math, okay?”

“Why are you so defensive about it? If I were good at math, I’d be

shouting it from the rooftops.”

“I highly doubt that.”

“You obviously haven’t met my math teacher.”

She gives me a look but I’m quick to laugh it off.

“I’m going to study biology,” she finally says.

“Cool, like animals?”

“Maybe,” she says. “The other night, I thought I heard wolves

howling.”

“They’re one of the last wild packs in the lower forty-eight,” I say

with a touch of pride.

“That’s awesome.” She gazes wistfully at the distant mountains,

then shrugs. “I might go into pathogen research like my dad.”

“Wow, like cures for cancer and stuff?”

“Yeah.”

We walk the length of cars to the end of the row where Annika

parked.

“Why aren’t we taking your bike?” she asks.

“This is safer.”

She gives me a look I can’t read—it’s serious and soft at the same

time. But I’m only doing what any normal person would do.

It hits me that I care about her. A lot.

I try to reel back my feelings, but they insist on filling my head

with all kinds of nonsense.

Fuck.

We climb into Annika’s car and I wait until she’s buckled before I
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start the engine. I lower the windows and cruise down the gravel

road. Once we’re up to speed on highway, the valley’s cool river air

filtering into the car bathes my senses. We pass through town, then I

turn up the road to the camp, crossing the river that’s wide and

shallow here. I can’t hear the water over the sound of the engine, but

it flows through me all the same.

I park the car outside the split rail fence bordering the camp and

step out of the car.

“You don’t have to walk me all the way to my cabin,” she says,

releasing another yawn. “I’m fine.”

“As your doctor, I have to make sure you’re safe.”

She laughs. “Okay, but just so we’re clear, the messy side of the

cabin is your sister’s.”

“Like you need to tell me. I grew up with her, remember?”

I take her hand and she leads me down a narrow dirt road. “Is

anyone here right now? I’m not sure you being alone is a good idea.”

“The camp owner and director live here, so they’re around.”

“Well, if you feel any worse, call me, okay?” I say, swinging her

hand. “I’ll be faster than 9-1-1 tonight.”

“Okay,” she says.

We pass a bunch of camp buildings then turn right on a trail,

which leads us through a grove of Aspen trees to a small wood cabin

identical to several others we’ve passed.

“Thank you for the escort,” she says sleepily as we step inside the

simple one-room space set up with two single beds and two dressers.

“Man, that stuff is really knocking me out,” she adds then slumps

onto the edge of her bed.

I help her out of her shoes and pull back the covers. Her comforter

is a periwinkle blue and the sheets have trains on them.

“What’s with the trains? I thought girls liked flowers and stuff.”

She frowns, then catches on when she sees the sheets. “Oh, they’re

my little brother’s. The sheets from my bed at home are too big.”

I picture Lori sitting cross-legged on the floor with a younger boy

who looks at her with admiration while they build a wooden train

track. It taps a place inside me, creating a longing I don’t understand.
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I push the image away.

“You want to get undressed?” I ask.

She gives me a look.

“Hey, get your mind out of the gutter,” I tease. “I wasn’t trying to

put the moves on you.”

“Why not?” she asks, wiggling her eyebrows at me.

I grip the sides of her face and give her a firm kiss. “Because you’re

sick, now get in bed.”

“So bossy,” she sighs.

My cock twitches. “I think you like me that way.”

A sly smile lights up her face.

“Actually, I think I need to take off my shorts. They’re really

uncomfortable.” She rolls to her back and I help her slide them off. I

definitely don’t stare at her pale pink underwear and the way it

frames her perfect thighs.

“And my bra.” She winces. “I think it’s making it worse.”

She reaches under her t-shirt to unhook the back, revealing a

patch of welted skin.

“Jeez, Lori,” I say, squinting at the angry patch of red skin beneath

where the band of her bra hugged her body. “I’m so sorry.”

I vow to never set foot in a barn again. Even after she’s gone. That

thought takes me out at the knees. I gulp a tight breath.

What the hell am I doing, pining for some kind of future with her?

We both agreed: once summer’s over, that’s it.

“I’m all right,” Lori says easily. The hooks break free and she slides

the bra off from under her t-shirt. She quickly folds it up with her

shorts and sets the bundle on the floor.

She practically falls into bed and I pull the covers up.

“Thank you,” she says.

I caress her silky hair. “You’re welcome.” I plant a soft kiss on her

forehead. “Annika should be here pretty soon, but if you need

anything, call me.”

She yawns again. “You are so sweet.”

I flash Lori a smile, then stand. It’s surprisingly difficult to turn

away from her. I want to stay and make sure she’s okay, but I can’t,
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not with the fireworks to set off and my shift in the first aid tent. No

need to give the townsfolk of Penny Creek any more reasons to be

disappointed in me.

Lori’s eyes close and her breaths deepen. I watch her for a moment

longer, then force my feet to move toward the door.

I drive down the long hill, taking in the view of the river, the town,

and the backdrop of the Sawtooths dark and sharp against the dusky

sky. At the bridge, I stop and get out to watch the water rush by and

drink in the cold mineral mist, but it doesn’t help shake the feeling

that I’m caught in a dangerous current, heading for the falls.
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double check all the tie-downs on the Opti sailboats one

last time before walking down the dock, the strengthening

afternoon wind whipping stray hairs from my braid that bat my face.

Our program director came to tell me that we’re going to have a

storm. Sure enough, as I step onto solid ground, the first fat raindrop

hits my face.

My phone chirps from my back pocket. My stomach drops.

“Hey mom,” I say. I’ve been meaning to call her back about my car,

but, well…the Fourth of July kind of took all of my attention.

“I just have a minute before my next meeting,” she says in a rushed

tone. “Jeff and I have been talking about the Volvo.”

I grimace. Why does Jeff have to weigh in on everything? “My

friend Annika’s older brother can fix it,” I say, triumphant for solving

this problem myself. “Nine hundred dollars.”

“Is he certified?”

I slip my free hand around my middle. “I don’t know. But Annika

says he can fix it.”

“Let me talk to Jeff about it.”

I huff a sigh.

“How’s camp?” she asks.
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I blink in surprise. She was against my left turn to come to Idaho.

In the end, my dad talked her down from making me stay in Berkeley.

“It’s great.”

“I hope you haven’t been too distracted to study,” she says in that

warning tone.

My gut tightens. Distracted? Or having fun for once? I wish I

could tell my mom about Caleb. I wish we had that kind of relation‐

ship. But somewhere along the way I stopped sharing things like that

with her.

“Of course,” I say, making a mental note to review my plus-que-

parfait tense in my free time tonight. If I want to test into French 201

at Stanford next semester, I can’t slack off.

“Gotta run, sweetie, love you,” she says.

A text buzzes my phone as I say goodbye.

Caleb. My skin tingles.

Despite his threat to come visit me at night, we haven’t seen each

other since he tucked me into bed after the fair. I’ve had a staff meet‐

ing, he had to repair several boats, I had a sick camper and needed to

stay with her, he pulled an all-nighter fighting a fire.

Caleb: Ready to play ball tomorrow?
Me: Can’t we make out instead? We only have five more weeks
He’s texted me every night—some of our banter getting downright

steamy. It’s thrilling and sexy, but I still don’t know what we’re doing,

exactly. Yes, we’ve made our little pact but I’m starting to feel a little

out of control.

He keeps teasing me about our “deadline”—using it as an excuse to

break any rule that stands in our way of spending time together.

Caleb: Making out is def on the agenda
A shiver races through me. Where are you taking me?
Caleb: I was thinking we’d start with a trip to the moon. Then maybe

we’ll get you to Saturn.
Me: Saturn is 1.2 billion miles away
Caleb: And I’m going to enjoy every minute of that flight
I pause mid-step on my way up to the mess hall to laugh out loud.

He’s relentless.
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Caleb: Pick you up at noon
I send him a thumbs up and slide my phone into my pocket just in

time to fall in with my campers, led by Annika who is bringing them

from their afternoon at the craft shack.

Annika and the kids settle in at our table while I continue on for

the pitchers of water waiting for us at a side table. After the episode in

the first aid tent, she acted frosty toward me all the next day but it

ended by dinnertime, when she grabbed me in a huge hug and gushed

that she couldn’t stay mad at me any longer. “I’ll never forgive Caleb if

he hurts you, though,” she added, her eyes moist.

At the table with the waters, I scoop up two by the handles, then

nearly crash into Hans who is right behind me. His gaze zeroes in on

my chest.

“Nice tits,” he says as he passes.

I stride past him, my teeth clenched, wishing for the millionth time

I had been born with a different body. Girls with small boobs don’t

know how good they have it.

Despite trying to avoid Hans, he seems to be finding me more

often. He’s harmless, but it’s annoying. As I set the pitchers down, my

gaze sweeps the room. Sure enough, Hans is watching, a haughty look

in his eyes.

“Is that creep messing with you again?” Annika asks as she pours

water for herself then passes it on. I haven’t told her what Hans says

to me, but she knows something’s up.

“Nah,” I don’t want to draw any more attention to him or his

words. They hurt enough the first time.

I go back for the platters of food, and once everything is in place,

we sing a short grace and dig in. Conversation and the clatter of plates

and silverware fill the giant room. My kiddos are messy eaters. Half of

them have food allergies or sensory issues but the cooks here do a

fantastic job of taking care of them. I was blown away by how good a

gluten-free cinnamon roll could taste, or that enjoying lasagna

without copious amounts of cheese was even possible.

After dinner, when it’s our turn, my group lines up at the dish

window with our plates.
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“Skinny dipping tonight,” Annika says under her breath. “Camp

tradition. Every anniversary.”

“Have fun,” I say.

She raises her eyebrows. “You can’t miss it. If you try to skip, they

throw you in.”

“Who comes after me? The skinny dipping police?”

“Usually a group of the guys,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Which I

personally wouldn’t mind if it was Jessie,” she adds, her gaze sliding to

over my shoulder. Carefully I look to where a tall, dark-haired guy is

talking to one of his campers. I’ve talked to him a few times, he’s quiet

but seems to love the kids, and I hear he looks hot on a horse.

“Maybe you can arrange that,” I say, wiggling my eyebrows.

She twitches her lips. “He wants nothing to do with me,” she says

on a sigh.

“You should invite Grady,” I tease.

She gives me her flat-tire huff. “We’re just really good friends.”

“Mmmhmm.”

“So,” she says, ignoring my rub. “There’ll be a signal, and we’re all

supposed to come down to the dock and jump in, then we have a big

bonfire.”

“Naked?” I ask, picturing all twenty or so of us in the buff,

warming our buns.

“No, silly,” she says, shaking her head.

Hours later, after the campers are sound asleep and I’m waiting for

this “signal,” Caleb texts me.

Caleb: Skinny dipping, huh? Is that even safe?
Me: Why wouldn’t it be? All of us can swim
Caleb: Because they’ll all be so stunned by your hotness they’ll drown
I suppress a giggle. Yeah right.
Caleb: Seriously. I don’t like other guys seeing you naked
I roll my eyes at the message. Why is he acting possessive? We’re

just bed buddies, right? After this summer, we’re going our separate

ways.

Me: It’ll be dark
Caleb: Exactly. Just be careful, okay?
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Footsteps thump toward our cabin, then there’s a tap on my

window.

I send Caleb a thumbs up and throw back my covers. Annika is

already on her feet. We both slide on our flip flops and grab our

towels.

Outside the cabin, we break into a trot. Other counselors appear

from the various trails, joining us. Banter and laughter bounce

between the group. It starts to feel ridiculous—why is this exciting?

But then we’re thundering down the dock in a long line. The end the

dock is clogged with people frantically disrobing. I step over piles of

discarded clothes to a bare patch of wood. After checking no one is

watching me, I slide out of my shorts and lift my shirt up, then undo

my bra and tug down my undies, making a small pile of everything

next to my towel, then hop over the side.

Splashes mix with jeers and laughter as the water comes alive with

bodies thrashing.

Someone does a cannonball and I scrunch my eyes shut.

“Brr!” someone yells.

“Pussy!” someone calls back. More laughter and splashing.

“Okay, I’m getting out,” a female voice says.

I breaststroke toward the ladder, making sure to give other swim‐

mers space. I spot Annika, already on the dock, her slender profile

outlined by the weak glow of light coming from the camp grounds.

“You heard about the lake monster, right?” a guy in front of me

says to the girl next to him.

“Shut up,” she says.

I feel a tug on my toe and yelp.

Hans surfaces. “Gotcha!”

“Quit it!” I say, and swim away from him.

When it’s my turn on the ladder, I make sure Hans isn’t behind me,

then climb quickly. The mountain air gives my wet skin goose bumps.

Thankfully, everyone is focused on drying off and dressing, so I hurry

over to my pile and grab my towel. I dry off and jump into my under‐

wear, then my bra.

I hear a soft groan nearby and glance to my left.
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Hans is standing ten feet away, watching me.

I turn my back and finish pulling up my straps, then tug on my

shorts and t-shirt. When I whip around and grab my towel, he’s still

watching, his eyes hungry.

Exasperated, I shove my feet into my flip flops and hurry down the

dock.

On the shore, a pair of counselors are building a fire, the wood

crackling and popping, filling the air with the scent of burning pine.

“You okay?” Annika asks after I arrive at her side, breathless.

“Yeah,” I say, trying to shake off the feeling that I’ve been violated.

No big deal, I tell myself. He’s just a perv.

In between jokes and laughter, I talk in a group with Annika and

some of the other female counselors, most of whom she knows from

working here for the last several summers or from town. They’re a

lively bunch that likes to gossip. When Annika goes to use the

restroom, one of the girls gives me a look.

“But you’re the real talk of the town,” she says to me. I try to

remember her name. Emma? Emily?

“Me?” I squeak.

“Caleb Morgan’s never had a girlfriend,” she says, lifting her

eyebrows. “What makes you so special?”

Her voice is playful; I don’t think she means any harm. “I’m not

special,” I say. “And I’m not his girlfriend.”

The other girls jeer.

“I hear he’s really good in bed,” a redhead named Lindsay sighs.

Thank goodness it’s dark because they would certainly see my

blush.

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” another girl says.

“A girl can dream, right?” Lindsay says, turning to me. “I’ve only

had a crush on him since eighth grade.”

Across the fire, I catch Hans watching me. With a silent groan, I

look away.

“Crush on who?” Annika says as she returns to the group.

“Your hot brother,” Lindsay says.

“Ha!” Annika says. “You mean the same one who used to fart in my
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face then laugh about it? The same brother who used to make his

teachers cry?”

The girls laugh, but my curiosity is peaked. “Why’d he make them

cry?”

“Because he was a little punk. He’d smell weakness and eat them

alive.”

The conversation shifts to everyone’s plans for their day off

tomorrow. While they list their activities, my mind drifts. Where is

Caleb taking me? After being apart from him for five days, I feel ready

to burst from all the emotions that have built up. My core feels wound

into a tight knot and butterflies roam my belly every time I think

about kissing him.

“What are you baking tomorrow?” one of the girls asks Annika.

Annika’s face tightens. “I’m actually taking a break so I can take my

sisters to a movie. Then to Twin Falls for some shopping.”

“That’s nice of you,” Lindsay says.

Annika shrugs. “They need more than cookies right now.”

I try to get the deeper meaning behind this, but Annika changes

the subject. When the talk returns to gossip, I decide it’s time for bed,

and make my goodbyes.

I’m halfway to my cabin when footsteps approach from behind me.

The hairs on the back of my neck prickle the instant I hear his voice.

“Lori,” he says.

I spin around to see Hans standing on the path, watching me with

that strange look.

“Why are you avoiding me?” he asks.

I cross my arms. “Because you’re a creep.”

His shoulders tense.

“Leave me alone, Hans,” I say, and turn to go, but he grabs my arm.

I shake free of him and take a step back. That prickle on the back

of my neck shivers down my spine. I realize that I’m all alone, in the

dark. He could overpower me in a flash.

My eyes lock with his and I send him every ounce of aggressive

energy I have.

“Girls like you always play hard to get.”
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Adrenaline is pouring into my bloodstream, making my skin fizzle

and my limbs feel supercharged, like I could jump into a tree or run

like a cheetah.

“You don’t know anything about me, Hans.”

He smiles, but it’s cold. “I saw the way you looked at me on the

dock.”

I hug myself tighter. “You mean the look that said, ‘fuck off’?”

His jaw tightens in a grimace. “You’ll come around.”

I shake my head. “Quit bothering me, or I’m telling the camp

director.”

“Whatever,” he huffs, and shuffles back to the bonfire.

Feeling rattled, I storm off to my cabin, but the whole way I’m

convinced he’s behind me. After I climb into bed, I lay awake,

listening to the sounds of my slumbering campers in the adjoining

room.

Girls like you.

I roll to my side, my heavy breasts shifting awkwardly. When I was

younger, I slept with a bra on because it was more comfortable, plus

nobody ever told me to take it off. Then I went to overnight camp in

ninth grade and learned that’s not what you do.

I know I shouldn’t let Hans’ comment bother me. Just because I

have big boobs means, what, I’m easy? That I’m some kind of horn‐

dog? Ugh.

Caleb hasn’t commented on my body in any way other than to tell

me how much he likes it. When I’m with him, I forget about being

different. He makes me feel so incredibly good. There’s no room for

anything else. I wish I can bottle that up somehow, like a magic

potion, so I can feel like that always.

I reach for my phone and check the time. Eleven twenty. Maybe

it’s not too late.

Me: Are you awake?
He texts back right away. How was the skinny dip?
I chew on my lip for a moment, then decide not to tell him about

Hans. Something tells me it’ll only bring trouble.

Me: Cold
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Caleb: Too bad I can’t warm you up
A current of electricity zooms through my bloodstream.

Me: Maybe you can
Caleb: Yeah?
I grin at the screen. What are you wearing?
Caleb: Nothing. You?
Me: PJs
Caleb: Like a nightie? Please say yes
I suppress a laugh. No, it’s a t-shirt and a pair of boxers
Caleb: Who’s boxers???
I laugh. He’s so cute when he’s jealous.

Me: Mine. I bought them for sleeping
Caleb: Underwear yes/no. Please say no
Me: No
Caleb: Are you wet?
I practically squeal in surprise. ???
Caleb: Check
I bite my lip. Should I be doing this—here? I glance at the phone,

debating. Finally, I decide there’s no harm, and slide my hand under

my boxers, past my soft curls.

Yes
Caleb: Imagine my tongue licking you slowly
I gasp in surprise. Am I really doing this? But my fingers are

already moving. I part my legs slightly, delving my slick folds with my

fingers. Yes, I think as Caleb’s words urge me on.

Caleb: Do you know how hard I am right now?
Me: I wish I was there to help you with that
Caleb: That makes two of us. I’ll just have to imagine your sweet

mouth instead
Me: Skip the part where I gag
This makes me giggle and I have to put the phone down to cover

my mouth.

Caleb: Stop helping
I didn’t think I would actually get there just from texting him, but

the little fire sparked to life in my belly is growing fast.
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Me: I’d like to do a better job next time
Caleb: You did great but if you want to practice, I won’t complain
Me: I’ve never heard you complain about anything. Why start now?
Caleb: Exactly
My fingers are moving faster, swirling up and around where I’m

tingling. An ache is building there, driving me on.

Caleb: I have plans for you tomorrow. First, I’m going to taste you
A shudder passes through me. Oh wow. This is getting intense. If

anyone ever read these texts I would die. I will definitely delete the

thread later, just in case.

Caleb: Then I’m going to tease your needy little clit until you scream
That does it. I drop the phone as my fingers take over, swirling and

pinching until my hips buck. I have to clamp my lips shut to hold back

my cries.

Panting, I open my eyes and blink at the dark room.

Caleb: You still with me?
Me: That was amazing
Caleb: You came? Good girl
I grin like I’m his star student. Your turn
Caleb: Give me five seconds
Me: Really?
Caleb: I’ve been practicing
I laugh then remember I need to be quiet and clap my hand over

my mouth.

Me: When?
Caleb: Every night after we talk. Sometimes in the morning
My eyes go wide.

Caleb: It’s your fault. I can’t help it
The comment from girl at the campfire returns to my mind.

Me: What’s so special about me?
Caleb: You smell like peaches
I give the phone a look. Peaches? I expected him to say some‐

thing dirty, like “your hot wet pussy” or something equally

outrageous.

Caleb: The way you touched yourself
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I raise an eyebrow as those moments unspool in my brain. My

blood is starting to thump into my belly again.

Caleb: The way you come
Me: Are you trying to turn me on again?
Caleb: Is it working?
Me: Yes
Caleb: Coming
The surprise of how intimate this is hits me like a shock wave. I

wait for what feels like the longest minute of my life until finally I see

the little dots dance.

Caleb: You’re amazing
Me: How? I didn’t do anything
Caleb: I disagree
Another giggle breaks free. I check the time—it’s now well past

midnight.

Me: I wish I was there with you
Caleb: Soon, doll. Rest up, you’re going to need it
We say goodnight and I set my phone down. A little while later,

Annika comes in and settles quickly into her bed, then it’s quiet again.

I lay there listening to the water lapping the shore and the breeze

sifting through the pine boughs, my mind and my heart playing tug

of war.

My brain reminds me not to fall for Caleb, that we agreed to just

have fun, but my heart is shaking her fists at me, angry for the strain

I’m putting her through.

With a groan, I realize she’s right to be pissed off, because despite

my best efforts, I’m totally falling for my fling.
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o, not like that,” I say, flopping my wrist forward in an

exaggerated example of what her wimpy little shotput

throw looked like.

She scowls in the cutest way possible. “That wasn’t how I did it.”

“Was too,” I tease with a chuckle while walking back to her, the

meadow grass snapping at my ankles. Behind her and through the tall

stand of trees, the deep blue of Red Fin Lake sparkles under the hot

sun. I loved surprising Lori with this—a boat ride across the lake to

what feels like our own private slice of wilderness.

I stand behind her and rotate her shoulders sideways, then draw

back her arm. She fights me controlling her body like this, but finally

quits resisting. I heave a tight breath through my nose. I’ve been

holding back all day, not wanting to spook her with my eagerness. We

have all day, so I’m trying to savor it.

After our sexting went prime time last night, I barely slept because

my bed felt empty without her. I laid there with her taste on my

tongue, her soft cries in my ear, and the feel of her skin on mine. How

am I supposed to keep things casual when I think about her nonstop?

I get her arm poised, elbow up, hand close to her ear. Her peach-

like scent filters up through my senses.
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“When you throw, think about using your hips more,” I say to keep

my mind in the game.

“My hips?”

“Yeah, all that power from your core can be put to use when you

rotate forward.”

She seems to think about this, and though I can’t see her face, I

picture her frowny look of concentration. “Okay,” she says.

I step back and wait. She takes a deep breath, then throws. The ball

goes high and lands twenty feet away.

“Better!” I say to encourage her because we’ve been at this for half

an hour and I can tell she’s getting frustrated.

“Ow,” she says.

“What’s wrong?”

She rubs a place above her right breast. “Nothing.”

“Maybe it’s time for a break,” I say.

“No, I want to get this,” she says with that look of fire in her eyes.

“We can totally keep practicing, but how about on the way back?

There’s something I really want to show you.”

“Does it involve being naked?”

I chuckle. “Do you want it to?”

She raises an eyebrow with a “seriously?” look.

I take her face in my hands and kiss her. “If you’re good,” I say after

I break away.

“I’ll be very good,” she says, her breaths quickening.

I slide on the backpack and grab her hand.

“We can leave the boat here?” she asks.

I glance at the motorboat I borrowed from a buddy working at the

marina this summer, anchored in the lake’s shallows.

“Yeah, nobody’s gonna steal it or anything. This isn’t the big

city.”

“Right,” she says.

We walk up a forest-lined trail paralleling a rushing creek, the dry

sand crunching beneath our shoes. Birds call from their hidden

perches, barely audible above the flowing water. The trail winds away

from the creek and up a series of switchbacks. When we reach the top,
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Lori’s barely breathing hard and I wonder what she does to stay in

shape.

“How did you even find out about Camp Osprey?” I ask.

“Google search,” she says.

“Seriously?” I turn back but she’s focused on the trail.

“My summer plans sort of fell through, so…”

“What were you supposed to be doing?”

“An internship at a biotech firm.”

“Forgive me for this, but I think coming to Penny Creek sounds

like a lot more fun.”

She shrugs. “It would have been cool to work with all of those

scientists. To feel like I’m contributing to something.”

“Just think what you’re contributing to at Camp Osprey. You’re

influencing kids’ lives. That’s just as important as working for some

lab.”

“Maybe,” she says.

“So, what happened?” I ask, bracing myself because I can sense this

isn’t easy.

“Shea’s dad is the lead scientist on the project I’d be working on.”

She stops and I turn around to see her crouched down, inspecting a

tufty red flower—Indian Paintbrush. “Shea was going to be working

there too.”

“Ugh,” I say, resting my hands on my hips. “That sucks.”

She stands, and glances at me with a soft look in her eye. “Yeah, at

the time it did, but now, I’m glad.” She looks around. “It’s so beautiful

here. And I met Annika. I met you.”

My heart does a little jig inside my chest.

“I’ll probably be behind when I start in the fall, but right now, I

sort of don’t care.”

I file this comment away for later, but right now the bait she just

threw me is irresistible. “Why don’t you care?”

She steps closer. “Because I’m spending time with you.”

I pull her into my arms and kiss her softly, tasting her perfect lips,

gliding my tongue against hers. We stand there in the middle of the

trail under the hot sun while the grasshoppers snap in the weeds and
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the breeze filters through the pines until my blood is thundering like a

creek in spring flood.

“I forgot to ask you,” I say after we break away to breathe. “What

you’re going to show me.”

She grins. “We’ll need an open space, and for it to be dark.”

“Does this involve being naked?”

“Optional,” she says in a noncommittal tone.

I run my hands down her arms and kiss her again. “How about on

the boat tonight?”

“That would be perfect, but don’t we have to get the boat back

before the marina closes?”

I shrug. “Nate knows I’m good for it,” I say, making a mental note

to text him, so he doesn’t send a search party. I’ll also owe him more

than a six pack for risking his job. But spending time with Lori is

totally worth it.

“I didn’t bring any extra clothes, and what about food?”

“Hey, did you forget who you’re dealing with?” I ask, giving her

ribs a playful poke. “I have everything you need.”

She lurches away from me, giggling. “I’ll never doubt you again.”

I purse my lips. “Glad we got that straightened out.”

We start walking again.

“Your brother Pete seems pretty intense,” she says after we climb a

short rocky section of the trail.

My shoulders hike up before I can stop them. “Yes,” I say.

“What kind of medicine is he going to specialize in?”

“Anesthesiology.”

“Oh wow,” she says.

“It suits his personality perfectly,” I say, barely holding back the

bite in my voice. “He’s a total control freak.”

“Has he always been that way?” she asks.

“Yeah.” I glance at her. “I have a theory as to why, actually.” The

trail flattens out as it enters the hanging valley. Up here, the air is cool

and fresh, like the snowfields on the peaks above us are blowing us icy

kisses.

“Our parents led a pretty crazy life together. They were basically
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hippies. My dad built their first house by hand. My mom grew a giant

garden and had cows and let people pay for milk and veggies with

bartering. Pete didn’t go to school until third grade, when Annika was

born.”

“You guys didn’t go to school?” Lori gasps.

The trail widens enough that we can walk side by side. I get a

glimpse of the creek through the trees. Up here, it runs clear as gin

over slabs of speckled granite.

I shrug. “We just ran around the woods all day like savages. Then

the school board found out and made my parents send us.”

“What that must have been like…” she says, shaking her head.

“I hated going, but Pete and Wyatt thrived.”

“Did Pete resent your parents for keeping him from that life?”

I think about this for a moment, but the answer is too complicated.

“At around that same time, my parents sort of grew up, I guess. My

dad built up White Cloud Rafting into a business instead of just a

collection of patched-up rafts and a rusty shuttle bus. We moved to

town.”

“What was that like for you?”

“I was only six, but I remember missing our woods.”

“But you still had rafting, right?”

A pang of grief taps my heart. “Yeah.”

“That sounds like a good compromise,” Lori says, looking thought‐

ful. “You had your life in town, and then as a family, you had river

time.”

I never really thought about it that way. It’s a good theory, but it

doesn’t quite stack up like that.

Her eyes soften with kindness. “You must miss him so much.”

The wounded part of my heart throbs. “Yeah.” I don’t trust myself

to say more. Lori doesn’t need to know about the last time I saw my

dad alive and how hard it is to live with what we said to each other.

Through a gap in the trees, I spot my secret place and tug Lori

through the brush, my pulse quickening.

“Whoa, where are we going?” Lori protests behind me.

“You’ll see,” I reply. We have to hop over a few boulders, and then
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we’re stepping down on a broad slab of glacier-polished granite. Clear

water cascades down a steep section choked with smooth granite

rocks and an old snag jammed between them to a deep pool. The edge

of the pool drops over the edge of the slab.

“Wow!” Lori cries, her smile flashbulb bright. “It’s gorgeous!”

I set the pack down on a dry section of the slab and start removing

my shoes and socks, then pull off my shirt. I climb up the stair-step of

boulders to the one perched over the pool.

“What are you doing?” Lori calls, watching me with disbelief.

Below me, the shiny flecks of mica and quartz in the bottom of the

pool shimmer like gems under the sun’s glare. I leap from the rock

and fall through the cool air, tucking in my arms. The icy water hits

my feet then engulfs me in frigid cold.

I surface shaking the hair from my eyes and let the current take me

to the edge of the pool where I walk up the ramp created by the

granite slab.

Lori’s eyes are like saucers. “You’re crazy.”

“You’re next,” I say, then shake my head like a dog.

Lori shrieks and when I straighten, her shirt and face are dotted

with my spray.

“No way,” she says, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind.

“Come on, it’ll feel so good.”

“Can’t I just wade in?”

I shrug. “You can, but where’s the adventure in that?”

She narrows her eyes at me. “I’m not risking my life for an

adventure.”

“Aw, come on, it’s not that dangerous. And you know you’ll regret

it if you don’t do it.”

Her shoulders slump.

I secretly love that I know this about her.

“Fine,” she says.

I watch her strip down to her bikini, the same black one she wore

the first night I met her in the teacup and the day we ran Rogue

Canyon. Why does she only own one bikini? Every girl I’ve ever been

with owns half a dozen or more. From the clothes she wears to how
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she talks about her life in Berkeley, I sense that her family’s at least

somewhat well off, meaning that it’s not a money thing.

Once she’s piled her clothes neatly on top of her shoes, she strides

over to the jumble of rocks and climbs, nimble as a fox, up to the top.

She peers over the edge. It’s maybe a fifteen-foot drop. No biggie.

“Don’t think about it,” I call up to her.

Her sharp gaze flashes to me.

“Keep your arms in,” I add. Otherwise, the slap burn is a bitch.

“Promise I won’t die,” she says over the sound of the rushing water.

I cup my mouth and shout, “I know water rescue and CPR. You’re

in excellent hands.”

Her grin turns sly and she shakes her head.

For a moment, I think she’s going to retreat, but then her chest and

shoulders rise in what I imagine is a breath for bravery, and then she

jumps.

Her hair flies out and her arms hug her sides. With a sploosh she

disappears into the pool.

I’m already on my feet, wading in quickly.

She surfaces with a gasp, her eyes wide.

I dive in and come up to hug her.

“I need to do that again,” she says.

I laugh, then kiss her until her teeth give a little chatter. “You want

to warm up first?”

She shakes her head. “One more, and I will.”

“Okay,” I say, and we wade to the edge of the pool and she hurries

ahead of me, scampering up the rocks again, giving me a view of her

perfect ass. I give her a playful slap and she yelps.

We get to the top. I’m getting so turned on by her that not even the

cold water can douse the raging heat in my blood.

“Ladies first,” I say, motioning with my hand.

But she’s already got that look in her eyes that says she’s going. She

gives a little yelp as she goes over this time. I lean out and watch her

land. She surfaces with a soft “woo” from the cold. I wait until she’s

drifted to the edge of the pool, then jump.

We collapse side by side on the granite slab. I shade my eyes into
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the sun’s intense glare and wait for my breaths to calm before I take

her hand and squeeze it.

“Thank you for bringing me here,” she says.

“Glad you like it.” The heat from the sun both soothes and revives

me. I let my arm drop to my side.

“How often do you get up here?”

“A couple of times a summer, if I’m lucky,” I say. “Boating keeps me

busy, plus there’s too much snow this far up until late July, so it’s a

short window.”

Her body stiffens next to me. Is she thinking about our short

window?

Suddenly, I can’t stand the thought of wasting another minute of

this day not buried in her pussy.
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girl could definitely get used to this, I think as the details of the

forest slowly return.

Caleb sighs under me while his touch feathers up and down my

bare back. I know I should move but my bones are mush. Is this how

sex is supposed to be? Or is it just that Caleb is so good at it?

Slowly, he rolls me to my side on the blanket, slipping out of me.

We kiss, his lips gentle and soft. He caresses up and down my side,

then over my hip, his fingers making slow circles.

“You better stop that or I’m going to have to attack you,” I say as

my skin comes alive with tingles.

His eyes light up. “Yes, please.”

I laugh and he rolls to his feet, then pulls me up so we can rinse off

in the water. On the way he grabs something from his backpack. It’s a

pair of swim goggles.

“Time for a workout?” I tease.

He shakes his head, but his grin is contagious. “Come here,” he

says, wading in waist deep.

I follow, the cold water quenching my hot flesh. He hands me the

goggles and says, “look right there.” He points to a location near the

top of the pool, below where the water from above cascades into it.
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I watch him curiously but his playful eyes tell me he won’t say

another word until I do what he says.

After slipping on the goggles and fitting them tight around my

eyes, I wade deeper then take a breath and plunge face first into the

water.

The sounds of the forest disappear, replaced by the river’s low

roar. I look around, wondering what I’m supposed to see. There are

rocks, bubbles, sand…whoa.

Ahead and below me near the bottom of the pool are a handful of

very large fish.

I burst to the surface. “Oh my God!” I say. “Have they been there

the whole time?”

Caleb chuckles. “Don’t be scared of ‘em.”

I scowl at him, but he’s foggy through the goggles. “I’m not …

scared… I just wish I’d known they were there. We’re not bothering

them, are we?”

He shakes his head. “They’ve swam eight hundred miles from the

ocean, all the way to here. Up waterfalls, past giant dams, dodging fish

nets and predators. You think two harmless humans are going to

bother them now?”

I dive back in and kick against the current so I can get closer this

time. They have red bodies and greenish heads. Their big, powerful

tails move languidly in the current.

I come up for a breath. “Do you want a turn?” I ask, letting the

current sweep me to him.

He shakes his head. “Nah, I’ve seen ‘em plenty.”

I go back for one more look. I’ve studied the life cycle of salmon

and could rattle off facts about how salmon lay their eggs, how they

navigate by smell to their birth stream, how they are a necessary link

in the life of the forest, but to see real fish, in their natural environ‐

ment is something completely different. The only thing that could top

this is if we watched a bear come down to the creek and snag one for

lunch.

“That is so cool!” I say after I come back to the surface.
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Caleb beams. “Glad you liked our nature show today. Stay tuned

for tomorrow when we watch salamanders mating.”

I fake punch him in the arm. “You’re so full of it.”

“Ha! So much for my secret.”

We wade out of the water. He hands me his t-shirt to dry off. “Not

that I am eager to get out of here but if you want to practice your pitching

down in the meadow before it gets dark, then we might want to mosey.”

I slip on my bikini bottoms, then reach for my top.

“Need any help with that?” he asks.

I give him a look.

He comes up behind me and kisses the crook of my shoulder,

cupping both of my breasts. I sigh into his body.

“I wish we didn’t have to go,” he says.

“I don’t think my knees can take any more abuse from this hard

rock,” I tease.

“Why do you have to talk like that?” he groans.

I slip the bikini halter top over my neck.

“The only way I’m letting you put this on is if I get to take it off

later with my teeth.”

I laugh. “Your teeth?”

“Do you know how hard it is not to want to gobble you up?” he

replies, nipping the edge of my ear before helping me tie the second

set of straps.

“Tighter,” I say.

“Say that again,” he moans.

I shake my head. “Will you stop?”

“Nope,” he replies, then cinches my straps tighter. “Why so tight,

anyway?”

“So, I don’t fall out of it,” I say.

“Why is that a bad thing?” he whispers, then kisses the back of my

neck.

I let him linger as my blood sizzles, then spin around. He’s still

naked, his rapidly stiffening erection jutting out from his smooth hips.

Now it’s my turn to moan.
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“This is all your fault,” he says, waggling his finger at me. “I can’t

keep this thing under control when I’m near you.”

“Sorry,” I say with a laugh.

His left eyebrow arches up. “Are you really?”

I shake my head and continue dressing. Minutes later we’ve

packed up the snacks and water bottle he brought and put on our

socks and shoes. At the edge of the creek, I turn back for one last look,

tucking every sweet memory into a special place inside my heart.

Back in the meadow, we practice throwing softballs until my arm

gives out, then wade into the lake towards the boat. The hard crystals

of white sand prick my soft bare feet as I shuffle slowly through water

so clear, it’s like a swimming pool. Caleb’s seasoned feet are of course

made of steel, so he gets to the boat first. He reaches down for me and

even though there’s a small ladder, he lifts me into the boat with one

arm like Hercules.

He pulls me into his arms for a tight hug, then a kiss, then reels in

the anchor and sets it on the back deck.

We motor slowly away from the shore and while he concentrates

ahead, I look back, taking in the woods and the creek emptying into

the lake, the jagged peaks, some still with pockets of snow, rising

above it all as we get farther from the shore. Then Caleb accelerates,

and I look away to keep the hair from whipping into my face.

Halfway back down the lake, we find an empty, forested cove.

Caleb drops the anchor again and we munch on sandwiches and

Annika’s cookies. Caleb tells me stories about rafting, about the trips

he and his family used to take when he was younger. His voice

becomes edged with sadness when he talks about his dad, but I just

listen. I love imagining him as a wide-eyed kid.

An evening breeze cools the lake air and dusk falls. Stars pop out

of the darkening sky one by one.

“You ready for me to show you my something?” I ask when it’s

dark enough. From Caleb’s backpack, I tug out the blanket.

“Anything involving you and a blanket has to be good,” he says,

following me to the bow of the boat where I unfurl the blanket and lay

down.
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Caleb joins me, settling close enough so his body warms my skin.

I search the sky until I find it. There’re almost too many stars, all so

bright. I’ve only seen this star once, on a field trip last year. “That’s

Sagittarius,” I say, pointing at a bright star and adding in other notable

landmark stars until he sees it.

“Now, see the stars below and to the side? They form a teapot.” I

pull out my phone and open the stargazing app, then point it at the

sky so he knows what to look for.

Caleb peers at my screen, then at the sky.

“And the Milky Way is the steam coming out of the spout.” I lower

my phone and wait.

“Oh!” Caleb finally shouts. “I see it!”

I laugh at his childlike glee. I point to a reddish star below the

teapot. “Now follow the curve of Scorpius’s tail down…” I arc my

finger, tracing the arch of the scorpion’s back to its wide head.

“There’s three bright stars, two are pincers, the other is its head. “

“Hmm,” he says. I glance over to see him squinting, his face rapt in

concentration.

I walk him through the stars again, starting with the tail.

“Oh, there it is,” he finally says, then reaches for my hand.

“Early astronomers claimed Scorpius is chasing Orion, but we

can’t see him right now.”

“I bet he’s bending Cassiopeia over the Southern Cross,” Caleb

says, sneaking a kiss.

I give his shoulder a shove.

“It’s crazy that I’ve lived here my whole life and never really looked

for these.”

I cringe. “It’s pretty geeky.”

“What’s wrong with geeky?”

“It’s not very sexy.”

“Stars are very sexy,” he replies, rolling closer to kiss me. I kiss him

back, caressing the side of his face.

“Just wait until August,” I say when he breaks away to kiss down

my neck.

“What’s happening in August?” he asks.
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“The Perseid meteor shower.” A thrill races through me but I’m not

sure if it’s because of the idea I’ll finally get to see a meteor streak

across the sky or because he’s nibbling behind my ear. “Sometimes

there’s hundreds of them per hour.”

“So, we’ll have to stay up really late under the stars to see them?”

he asks, using the edge of his teeth on my ear.

Tingles shoot through me. “The later the better,” I manage.

“Where’s Saturn?” he asks, pulling up my t-shirt to kiss my bare

belly.

I squint at the sky. “There,” I say, pointing at the bright white star

above Sagittarius.

After giving the sky a glance, he squints at me with a sexy, dirty

look that floods my body with heat. I pull him to me for a kiss, but he

breaks away and tugs down my shorts.

He kisses down my belly. “Ready for your flight?”

BY THE TIME we return the boat to the silent marina, it’s almost one in

the morning. Caleb ties up the boat and I help him secure the cover,

then he replaces the key inside a locked cabinet he jimmies open with

a tool on his Swiss Army knife.

“Are you going to get in trouble?” I whisper as we walk down the

dock, the planks thudding under our feet.

“Nah,” he says, and leans to kiss the side of my head.

We step onto the sandy path edging the small log cabin-style

resort set back from the lake. Through the sparse pine trees, quaint

log cabins are just visible from the soft glow made by the porch lights.

Compared to earlier, when the lake shore was packed with families

enjoying the beach, water, and paddleboats and kayaks, it’s quiet

enough to hear the soft waves lapping the shore.

At his motorcycle, I sling the pack onto my back and slip on the

helmet while Caleb starts the engine. I climb on and grip him tight as

he slowly accelerates down the dirt road. Once we reach the highway,

he turns south toward Penny Creek. The cool wind works its way into

every crevice of the coat I’m borrowing from Caleb and chills my bare
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legs. I hold on tight and brace myself for the thrill—Caleb likes to

drive fast. It still scares me a little.

Just like what we’re doing scares me. The more time I spend with

him, the harder it is to resist my feelings.

We pass the first few buildings of Penny Creek, a motel, a river

outfitter shop, and Caleb slows to turn into town when a siren cuts

the silence. In the bike’s mirror, a cop car is bearing down on us fast,

lights flashing.

Caleb decelerates and pulls to the shoulder. Behind us, the cop

pulls over.

After parking the bike, Caleb tugs off his helmet. “Well, this’ll be

fun,” he mutters.

The cop saunters our way, his eyes narrowing on Caleb.
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thought I heard you’d left town for good this time,” Officer

Bill Tucker says.

“Aw, but then you’d miss me too much,” I reply. Out of the corner

of my eye, Lori’s watching me curiously.

Bill’s eyes flash, but he does a good job of hiding it. “You been

drinking?”

“No,” I say. “I’m not stupid.”

Bill gives a silent guffaw that jolts his little paunch upward. “You’re

entitled to your opinion,” he grunts.

“To what do we owe the pleasure, Bill?”

“It’s Officer Tucker,” Bill snaps.

I hold in my grin of satisfaction for tapping my favorite nerve.

“License and registration, please,” Bill says. He nods at Lori. “You

too.”

Lori’s eyes widen. “I don’t have mine with me.”

Bill gives her a loaded look. “Then I’ll need your name and

address.”

Lori looks at me, confused, but stammers her information while

Bill jots it down in a small pad.

I open my wallet and secretly cringe. The edge of my fake ID is
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visible. In an effort to hide it, I whip my real ID from the clear pocket

and hand it up.

He beckons for more. “Let’s have that other one.”

I conjure up my poker face. “What other one?”

“Falsifying your identity is a federal offense,” he says in that low

growl he thinks scares me. “Give it up and I won’t tow your bike and

toss your ass in jail.”

Well, when you put it that way… I slide the fake ID from the sleeve.

He snatches them both and shuffles back to his squad car. Fuck!

That fake ID cost me a hundred bucks. It was a good one, too.

Lori whispers, “He doesn’t seem to like you very much.”

“Just wait,” I say.

Sure enough, Bill steps out a while later holding a tablet. He hands

me back my legal license, then thrusts the tablet in my direction.

“I did you a favor with that ID,” he says.

“Oh, so now I owe you something? Is that how this works?”

“Just sign, you little shit,” he says.

I scan the text, but like I can read the tiny words. Finally, I see the

infraction that he used to ruin my night: failure to use my turn signal.

I spread my arms wide. “Seriously? There’s not a single car on the

road.”

He shifts his big feet in the gravel. “It’s still the law.”

Why do I get the feeling he’s been waiting for me all night?

“Whatever,” I mutter, wondering where I’m going to come up with

an extra hundred and sixty-six dollars. Let alone I’m now back to

being underage until my birthday in three months.

Reluctantly, I sign on the black line.

“How’s your mom doing?” Bill asks when I return the tablet.

My insides flush with ice water. “Stay the fuck away from my

mom.”

Bill’s expression darkens. “Look who’s getting protective now,” he

says with a chuckle, but then his arrogant glare is back.

He steps closer but I stand my ground.

“Your daddy should have given you a kick in the ass a long time

ago,” he says.
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Every nerve ending is firing. I strain to hold it back. “Is that the

real reason for the stop, Bill?” I cross my arms. “You’re signing up for

the job?”

“Wouldn’t do you a lick a good now,” he says. “You’re a fuckup and

always will be.”

Bill spins away, tipping his hat at Lori as he does. “Ma’am,” he says

to her in parting, then returns to his car. Moments later, he starts the

engine and drives off, pelting my ankles with gravel bits.

I watch him go, forcing my fists to relax.

“Well, that was … intense,” Lori says when we’re once again alone

with the river sounds.

“Yeah,” I say, then release a giant sigh.

We drive to my place. Slowly. I try to push the bogus traffic stop

from my mind, but I’m too rattled.

“I’m guessing you have a history with that guy,” Lori says after I

park the bike.

“About as long as my arm,” I reply, storing our helmets.

“What’s he got against you?”

“It’s a really long story,” I say with a sigh. We enter my house and I

lead her to my bedroom.

“I’m a good listener,” she says, plopping down next to me on the

edge of my bed.

I flop backwards. “It started when I was eight years old. I was…” I

pause to run my hands through my hair “…kind of obsessed with fire.”

Lori lays down, propping herself up on her elbow, her eyes fixed

on me. “I’m sure plenty of kids play with fire.”

I shrug. “He and my dad never got along, either,” I say. “It’s one of

the few things we could agree on.”

“Will you tell me about him?” she asks in a kind voice.

I stare at the ceiling. My last conversation with my dad flickers in

my mind. Every day his face fades a little more, but I can still hear his

disappointed tone as clear as day. It blends with the roar of the river,

making the two forever entwined.

“He was a dreamer, believed first and foremost in freedom,” I say

as my heart tightens. “Being able to do what he wanted. Live his way.
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He loved a good time, too,” I add, unable to hold back my grin. “He

and my mom used to have these raging parties.”

“That sounds a little wild. What was that like for you and your

siblings?”

I pinch my lips together, combing my memories. “Heck, it was all

we knew. Sometimes it was fun. My parents have some very inter‐

esting friends. It wasn’t as good for some of us, though, like Pete and

Wyatt. Especially when they got older. They’d complain that it was

too loud, that they needed to study or had a meet or whatever.”

“What about for you?”

I shrug. “One of my parents’ friends gave me dope when I was

twelve. At the time I thought that was pretty cool.”

Her eyes cloud. “But you were so young.”

“I know,” I reply. “I’m not proud of it now, but as a rowdy kid I was

all in.”

“Did your parents find out?”

A laugh rumbles out of me. “Are you kidding? They were higher

than kites.”

“Were you and your dad close?”

A little pulse of hurt flares inside me. I don’t usually talk about my

dad. Grady knows most of it, but I’ve never shared any of this with a

girl. “Sometimes we would be. We both love the river. We both love

music. But there were plenty of things we didn’t agree on.”

“Like?”

“School,” I say with a hard sigh. If only he’d listened to me. I’m not

good at school and never will be, so why should I waste my time?

“And all the shit I pulled.”

“What about your mom?” she asks, her warm palm resting on my

chest. “When the officer mentioned her, it got to you.”

I inhale a long breath. “He’s just messing with me.” I’m not about to

go into Penny Creek’s darkest secret with her.

I roll her to me and shift us up to the pillows.

“Your turn,” I say to change the subject.

She eyes me curiously.

“What’s your dad like?” I stroke her arm. “Besides a calculus whiz.”
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Her gaze warms. “The best way to describe him is like an absent-

minded professor,” she says with a smile. “He’s a brilliant scientist but

he’s always losing his keys. Sometimes he’s so focused that he’ll forget

to eat.”

“You mentioned stepbrothers. When did your parents split?”

“When I was ten,” she says, looking pensive.

“Did you live with your mom?”

“I lived with both. My dad bought a house close to my mom, so I

could go back and forth.”

“So, they’re friends?”

“Sort of?” she replies, seeming to think for a moment. “Cordial

might be a better word.”

“What about your ma?”

Her expression shifts but it’s so quick I almost miss it. “I love my

mom.”

“Not what I asked,” I reply.

Lori’s gaze flicks up to meet mine. “She had cancer a few years

ago.” A soft sigh leaves her lips. “She’s okay, but it was kind of rough.”

“I’ll bet.” I pull her to my chest and rub her back, wondering about

the rest of the story. “Is your stepdad a good guy?”

“Yeah,” she says simply.

Why do I feel like I’ve hit a wall? I decide to let it go. I don’t need

to know everything about her, just like she doesn’t need to know

everything about me. In a few weeks we’ll be saying goodbye.

I ignore the pang of emotion tugging at my insides by combing

back her long, silky hair.

“You never said where you’re going to college.”

She inhales a long breath that presses her soft breasts into my

chest. My pulse starts to tap into my belly. I need to touch her again.

Soon.

“Stanford,” she replies.

My hand pauses from stroking her hair. Stanford? How smart is

this girl?

“I wanted an Ivy League,” she says, sounding disappointed.

“Why?”
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She shrugs. “My dad went to Harvard.”

I shift so I can see her face. “Not that I know anything about it, but

I’ve had kids from Harvard and those fancy schools in my boat

before.” I level her with a look. “I gotta say I’m not impressed. A bunch

of spoiled brats, mostly.”

She rolls her eyes. “I’m sure they aren’t all like that.”

“I don’t know… Those schools are a different world. Kids with

money and privilege like you’ve never seen.” I stroke over the curve of

her shoulder. “College is hard enough. It should at least be fun.”

“You’re probably right. And Harvard is really far away from my

family.”

“Stanford is still a really great school,” I say.

She tucks into me again. “Yeah. I’m excited.”

“I’ve thought about moving to California,” I say, then wish I’d

thought this through a little more.

“Really?” she says.

Does she sound happy?

“I thought Boise would be far enough away from here, big enough

to lose myself in and not worry about having to uphold the Morgan

family name all the time.” Delaney with that smirk on her face the day

she “bumped into me” comes rushing back. With a frustrated breath, I

push her away.

“Where would you go?” Lori asks, tucking her body closer to me.

Fully clothed, and she’s still turning me on. After everything we’ve

done today, you’d think I’d be satisfied.

Not even close.

And tomorrow, I’m going to have to be apart from her for another

six days. Just the thought of it is eating me alive.

“Central Coast maybe, or San Diego,” I reply.

“Both are awesome. San Diego is really crowded though.”

I wonder if I might like crowded, for once. “Water’s warmer.”

“True. Are you going to learn to surf?”

“Maybe,” I say with a laugh.

“What about your friends here? Your family?”

Annika’s warning blares in my ear. Then there’s Bill’s threat. Is
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what my dad hinted at that day true, or is Bill just being his usual

asshole self?

“They’d get over it,” I say. “And it wouldn’t be forever.” Though I’m

not sure this is true.

“So, you’d come back?” she asks, sliding her top leg over mine. The

way her hips are pressing into my side is making it hard to think.

“I don’t know. I might just fall in love and stay.”

She lifts her chin off my chest and our eyes lock.

I can almost hear the question she wants to ask: fall in love

with who?

LATER, when she’s naked and falling asleep against my chest, I race

ahead to three weeks from now when I’ll have to say goodbye to her.

But maybe it’ll be temporary. What if I did move to California, just

to see what it’s like? A buddy I used to run rivers with works at a

small manufacturing plant outside of San Diego that makes fiberglass

boats. Maybe he’d put in a good word for me. But that’s still a long

way from Stanford and the Bay Area.

Shit, why am I even thinking of that? Lori and I agreed that this

was a summer thing. She’ll get on with her life, and I’ll be free to take

mine wherever I want it to go.

I settle in, savoring her warm skin on mine and her soft breaths

warming the crook of my neck.

But when I finally close my eyes, Lori and I are walking along a

stormy beach, hand in hand.
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’m walking to pick up my campers from their final activity

for the day when my phone rings. Eagerly, I slide it from

my back pocket but it’s not Caleb.

“Hey mom,” I say, turning away from the lakeshore on a worn dirt

path. We’ve had zero rain for two weeks I can practically feel the

ground gasping for moisture.

“Hi sweetie,” she says. “So, Jeff and I think it’s best to sell your car. I

realize you are fond of it, but we don’t know anything about this

backyard mechanic. What if you break down?”

My shoulders tighten. “If I sell it, how will I get home?”

“We’ve bought you a flight, but you’ll need to get to Boise.”

They did this without asking me? Of course, they did. So typical.

“When?”

“August eighteenth.”

I grimace. That’s the day after camp ends. Annika told me that all

the White Cloud guides run a day trip on the rowdy South Fork then

have a huge party down at the river park, right on the gravel bar. If I

sell my car, I can hitch a ride to Boise with her when she leaves for

Boise State the day after.

Or Caleb if he goes back.
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I blink and am on the back of Caleb’s bike, flying down a lonely

highway.

I decide to drop the argument about my car for now and focus on

the more important one. “Can I change the flight?”

“Why?”

That I even have to ask for this irks me. But I’ve never been partic‐

ularly good at confronting my mom. Especially since she got sick and

I faced the possibility of losing her.

“Just wondering,” I say. “I’ve made some really good friends here. I

might want to spend an extra day to say—” my voice catches

“—goodbye.”

How am I going to say goodbye to Caleb?

“Sweetie, I’m glad you have had a fun summer, but you’ll make so

many new friends at school.”

I frown, reading between the lines. She’s basically telling me to

ditch my new friends because my new ones at Stanford will be better

—smarter, richer. That old Girl Scout song about making new friends

but keeping the old rings through my mind. One is silver and the other

gold.

“I’d really like to stay. There’s a big party and everyone goes.”

“Is there a boy involved?”

A shock wave of heat ripples through me. “What?”

“You just seem awfully insistent about this.”

Heat crawls up the back of my neck. “Yeah, I’ve…been sort of

seeing someone.”

Every moment I’m not busy with sailing or camp duties, I’m

dreaming of him—his touch, his kisses, and the things he does to me.

A pulse of heat washes through me and I have to fight back the

craving to text him to come get me, consequences be damned.

Caleb hasn’t brought up his idea to move to California since that

night we got pulled over by the scary cop. I don’t want to be the one

to encourage him to drop out of college, but what if it came true and

he ended up living only a few hours’ drive away from me?

There’s also the possibility that even if he does move, he’ll want his
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freedom. Why wouldn’t he? He’s been tied to me long enough. In

southern California he would have no shortage of company.

My mom’s rant about a fresh start and to be careful comes to and

end with, “Well, just don’t get too attached. You don’t want to go to

college tied down.”

Oh. That’s how she sees it. Tied down. Why can’t she just trust me

to figure this out on my own?

I walk in silence up the path, blinking away the hurt.

“Let me see about changing your ticket,” she adds in that “I’m in

charge” voice that’s almost funny now that I’m about to leave for

college.

“I’ll pay the change fee,” I say.

“We’ll see, okay?”

I end the call just as Annika arrives from the ropes course. The two

of us perch outside the chain link fence while our campers scamper

around, picking up all the balls. I tune out Hans’ voice barking orders

over all the giggling, trying to push my churning thoughts about my

mom from my mind. I only have a few weeks left of summer. I’m not

going to let her ruin it.

“Man, it’s hot,” Annika says. “I could go with a dip during free time.

You game?”

“Definitely. I’ve already been in twice today, but I’ll go again.”

“Next year I’ll sign up to teach sailing.”

“Do you know how?”

“No, but whatever. It’s pretty basic, right?”

I laugh. “I could teach you.”

“Are you coming back next year?” she asks, looking hopeful.

“Not sure,” I say.

“Please,” she begs. “It won’t be the same without you.”

I’m so torn. Next summer, I really should intern for a lab or a

biotech firm. If I want to get into graduate school, I need to plan ahead.

“I’ll think about it.”

“Are you and Caleb breaking things off?” she asks after a long

pause.
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I swallow. “Yeah,” I say in a tense voice.

Her gaze softens. “I know I said I wanted no part of it, but … if you

need me, I’m here.”

My emotions crowd into my heart. Despite every wall I put up to

protect her, she’s already hurting. How have I let this happen?

“Thanks,” I say.

Our campers file out of the tennis courts with red cheeks and

sweaty foreheads. I manage to usher them down the path before Hans

can get near me. Since that night when I told him off, he’s stayed

away, but I swear I can feel him watching.

“Oh no!” Rebbie, one of my campers says, stopping in her tracks.

“My water bottle!”

“I’m sure it’ll be there tomorrow, or Hans will bring it to dinner,” I

say in a soothing voice.

Her eyes go wide. “What if someone takes it? I bought it at Disney‐

land with my own money.”

Rebbie is one of my “sensitive” campers, and I suspect she’ll fret

about this water bottle for the rest of the afternoon and night. Plus,

since she used her own money it taps a place of understanding

inside me.

“I’ll run back and get it for you, okay?” I say, eyeing Annika, who

nods.

Relief floods Rebbie’s eyes. “You will? Thank you!”

I spin and jog back up the hill, then let myself in to the courts.

“Just grabbing this,” I call out to Hans, who is half inside the

storage shed behind the courts, stowing equipment.

After hurrying across the court and scooping up the clear blue

water bottle decorated with Disney princesses, I spin to go but run

right into Hans.

“Oh, hey,” I say, stepping back.

He’s wearing a satisfied smirk. “I heard you the other night,” he

says, crossing his arms.

“Heard me how?” I ask, eyeing the exit only ten feet away.

“In the staff bathroom?” he says, raising an eyebrow.

I give him a look. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
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His face scrunches up and he makes little fake whimpers.

My heart jerks to a stop. Two nights ago, I took a bath in the staff

bathroom because I thought it would help soothe a pulled muscle in

my shoulder. Of course, Caleb took that moment to text me and it

didn’t take long for our banter to heat me up. Never in a million years

would I have thought such filthy words would make me so hot.

“You were listening?” I ask as my face floods with heat.

“Hey, I just happened to be walking by.” His eyes narrow. “Don’t

worry, I won’t tell anyone.”

I step back but there’s only the cold metal fencing. My heart

pounds into my chest. I doubt the staff manual specifies that giving

yourself an orgasm in the bathtub is off limits, but if something like

this ever got out, I would die of mortification.

“Tell anyone what?” I’m sure I made no sound. How on earth did

Hans know what I was doing? Is there a hidden camera in the bath‐

room? A peephole?

My face catches fire. Please no.

He leans in closer. “If you need it that bad, all you have to do is

ask.”

I try to twist away but he pins me to the fence, his crazy eyes fixing

on me.

I buck him with my hips and try to wriggle free. He grabs my

breasts and kisses me. I try to scream, but it’s muffled by his mouth.

Squirming and shoving, I manage to work my hands between us and

heave his chest back.

He comes off my lips with a wild look in his eyes. “See, I knew

you’d like it,” he says, gazing down at my erect nipples.

I spin away and manage to duck under his arms.

“Lori?” Annika’s voice calls from the doorway, then sees me. She

must read the expression on my face because her eyes flash with fury.

“What the hell did you do to her?” Annika says, marching at Hans.

“Nothing she didn’t ask for.” He jerks his chin in my direction.

“Isn’t that right?”

I grab Annika’s hand and try to pull her to the door. “Let’s just go.”

Annika gives me a confused glance. Her hand is trembling.
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“Come on,” I add, practically dragging her out of the court.

We get halfway down the path when I start shaking.

“What happened?” Annika asks.

But I can’t answer her.

Here I was, enjoying the thrill of exploring this new side of me,

only to have it shoved in my face by a bully.

“He touched you, didn’t he?” Annika says, her breaths fast as she

tries to keep up. “We have to tell the camp director. He can’t get away

with something like this.”

“Just…forget it, okay?” Me telling the camp director means

everyone will know.

“Are you embarrassed?” she says in a kind voice. “Because this is

his fault, okay? You did nothing wrong.”

I wipe my eyes which have started to blur. “I was in the bathtub

upstairs and Caleb and I were sexting, and I…”

Her eyes go wide.

“You mean you were buttering your muffin in the staff bathroom?”

I cross my arms. I try to laugh but it gets stuck. “It’s your stupid

brother. He turns me into a sex maniac.”

“Easy, girl, I don’t need to know any more,” she says, putting her

hand up. Then, she shoots me a pinched look. “You need to tell him

about this.”

The idea of having to reveal what happened makes me sick, and I

break into a run. I don’t know where I’m going but I need to get away

from here.

“Lori!” Annika calls out, but her voice is fading.

I’m moving so fast the colors of the forest become a blur. I take

one of the trail forks that leads to the craft shack, then I’m passing the

archery range. My head pounds as I run, feet thumping the

compressed dirt. I run until I can finally breathe again, but when I

stop, I realize I have no idea where I am.
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he took off this afternoon and hasn’t come back,” Annika

says into the phone, her voice panicked.

“What do you mean, took off?” I say, closing up the boat shed at

White Cloud HQ, then hurry toward my bike.

“Something upset her earlier. I thought maybe she just needed

some time alone, but she missed dinner.”

It’ll be dark in an hour. “Is anyone at the camp looking for her?”

“No,” Annika says. “That’s not what she needs right now.”

“What the hell happened today?”

“Just come, please?”

My fingers tighten around the phone. “I’m on my way.”

The drive to Camp Osprey takes twenty minutes, but I get stuck

behind a semi-truck full of livestock going thirty miles an hour. I try

to sneak around him but there’s too many curves.

Going too fast for the loose gravel at the turnoff to the camp, I

nearly dump the bike. Carefully, I accelerate, crossing the bridge, and

climbing the gentle rise to the wide parking area. Annika is waiting

under the archway, her eyes pinched with worry.

“Take me to where you last saw her,” I say as we turn into the camp

at a trot.
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We follow the series of trails I remember from the night I brought

her home. Down at the lake, a huge bonfire rages, surrounded by a

ring of campers. Someone is playing the guitar and kid’s voices mix

with the crack and pop of the fire, filling the night.

We keep going, passing a series of cabins, then Lori and Annika’s.

Annika stops and points into the nearly dark woods, her breaths

heaving. “There,” she says.

“Why’d she run?” I ask, giving her a sharp glance.

Annika shakes her head. “I’ll let her tell you,” she says. “I can cover

for her a little longer, but then I’m going to have to say something.”

“I’ll find her,” I say, and continue.

I keep to the trail, which hugs the lake. When I was a kid, we used

to skate up here in the winter, but I wouldn’t say I know these woods.

Or how to track a person. I try to put myself in her shoes, running

scared. Where would I go?

And what the fuck happened to her today?

The trail forks and I search the ground for any sign that Lori has

been here, but the dirt is too dry for footprints. Across the lake, the

bonfire’s light flickers, reflecting off the glassy black water. I gaze up

at the sky and the mass of bright stars.

Stars.

Of course. I know where she is.

I take the right fork, my blood surging with purpose. “Lori!” I

call out.

There’s no answer, but I keep going, climbing a hill to the clearing.

Just visible in the purple shadows is the ropes course.

“Lori?” I call out, searching the dark with a slow scan.

A small sound comes from up high somewhere. I glance up, trying

to locate the source.

The gate in the fence surrounding the course is locked, but I’m

over it in seconds. The cleared grounds feel empty and hushed.

“Lori,” I say again.

“Caleb?” a voice says. This time, I locate it—she’s in the tower.

A sigh of relief rattles from my chest.

“I’m coming up,” I say, and start climbing the ladder.
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I reach the top, which opens to a square floor inside a small,

roofed structure. The open doorway leads to a hanging bridge made

of narrow wooden planks. Across the bridge is a platform where

kids queue up for the zipline. She’s sitting there with her knees

drawn up.

I hurry across the uneven bridge, the hinges in the wood

squeaking in protest, then squat down and wait for her to look at me.

“I didn’t mean to be gone so long,” she says when she finally does.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

She gives me a long look, then nods.

I slide in next to her and pull her into a sideways hug. With her

body tight against me, I lean us back against the center pole in the

middle of the platform and gaze up.

While I’m desperate to know what’s spooked her so badly, I’m

satisfied just having her in my arms. “What’s on the stargazing menu

tonight?” I ask.

Her posture relaxes against me. “The Perseid Meteor Shower, of

course.”

I rub her shoulder as we gaze upwards, the stars a brilliant pattern

of light. In the distance, soft waves lap the shore.

“It’s a nice spot to watch.”

A bright burst of light streaks across the sky. Then another.

“It’s starting,” she says.

I kiss her hair and wait.

She draws a sharp breath, then pulls her knees tighter into her

chest. “I’m worried that everyone’s going to know.”

A cold tingle works its way through me. If someone hurt her,

they’re going to pay for it. “I’m sure that’s scary,” I say, because I know

this firsthand. “But I’m right here, Lori.”

“For a few more weeks, yeah.”

I grimace. “Just because summer’s ending doesn’t mean I don’t care

about you.”

“I care about you too, even though I tried not to.”

Her words echo through me.

She reaches up to swat at her eyes.
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“Hey,” I say softly, and pull her sideways into my lap. “It’s going to

be okay.”

She slumps against me, her head tucking against my neck.

I caress her back in soothing strokes. More meteors streak across

the sky, popping and fading so fast one blink and I’d miss them.

That’s what this summer has felt like. A blink. I inhale a hard

breath. Fuck, I want more time with her.

“You don’t have to tell me what happened,” I say. “But promise me

you’ll tell someone, okay?”

Low on the horizon, a big burst of light arcs then fades, followed

by two smaller ones. It’s peaceful and pretty and I know that for the

rest of my life, looking at the stars will remind me of her.

“There’s this counselor named Hans,” she says.

My breath freezes in my chest. This sounds bad.

“He’s been bugging me all summer.”

I stroke down her arm. “Bugging you how?”

She takes a deep breath. “Saying ‘nice tits’ every time he gets

near me.”

I grit my teeth. Very soon I’m going to find this fuckwit and teach

him a lesson, but it can wait. “Shit, Lori, I’m sorry.”

She shrugs. “I thought he was harmless, but today he…sort of

cornered me.”

I shift so I can see her face. “Did he hurt you?”

Her eyes tighten. “No…I got away.”

My blood boils.

“Caleb,” she warns. “I’m okay. Really. He scared me but he didn’t do

any damage.”

I cradle her face in my hands and stare into her eyes. “I’m going to

fix this, okay?”

Her expression tightens. “That’s why I didn’t want to tell you. I

don’t want to cause any drama. Camp ends in two weeks. I’ll just

avoid him.”

I shake my head. “No way. Lori, we can’t let him get away with

this. What if he tries it again?” A sobering thought rises to the surface,

and I swallow hard. “What if he hurts a camper?”
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Her eyes clench shut. “I didn’t even think about that,” she says,

then sighs heavily.

I kiss her forehead, hoping to calm her even though my blood is

burning through me like acid. Whoever this Hans kid is, he’s going to

regret ever coming to Penny Creek.

“We need to tell the camp director,” I say.

Her face pinches into a tight grimace. “Then everyone will

know.”

“Yeah, they’ll know Hans is a creep.”

“If only I wasn’t so…”

“Hey,” I bark. Her eyes pop open. “This isn’t your fault,” I add.

“I wish my body was different.”

“Why?” I say in alarm. “You’re perfect.”

She scoffs. “Hardly.”

“Well, you’re perfect to me.”

She looks at me like I mean something. “You are the sweetest guy

I’ve ever met; you know that?”

Could I get that in writing? So I can share it with my brothers? I shrug

my lips. “It’s true.” I want to tell her more, but somehow, the words

stick in my throat.

“When I’m with you, I sort of forget I’m different. It’s like you

don’t notice.”

“Oh, I notice,” I say with a grin, and give her shoulder a squeeze.

She smiles, but it fades, and I kiss the side of her head, forcing the

rage building behind my fists to be patient. I’m bothered by how she’s

so hard on herself. How can I fix it?

“Do you like the way I touch you?” I ask, cupping her cheek so

she’ll look at me.

She licks her lips, then looks away. “Yes…maybe too much.”

I scoff. “How is that even possible?” I mean it as a joke but her eyes

tighten. “Whoa, talk to me,” I quickly add.

“I think Hans knew what I was doing in the staff bathroom.”

“You mean when we were texting?”

She exhales hard. “Maybe we shouldn’t do that anymore.”

I pull her sideways into my lap, wrapping my arms around her.
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“Don’t feel ashamed for making yourself feel good, for enjoying the

things we do together.”

Her fingers fiddle with the hem of my t-shirt. “It’s wrong that I like

it so much. It makes me…sort of crazy.”

I can’t help but chuckle. “I’m failing to see the logic here.”

She laughs too, then settles her head into the crook of my neck.

“Of course you’d say that.”

I rub her back. “There’s nothing wrong with what we’re doing.”

“You’re sure?”

I stroke her arm. “Yep.”

“I wish there was a way to keep guys from saying stuff to me.”

Like me never leaving your side? If that’s what it takes…

“I’m sorry you’ve had such a rough time,” I say, “I wish I could

make it easier.” I caress down her arm. “But I love that part of you. I

love how good I can make you feel.”

She gives me a tense look. “I love it too.”

Something shifts inside me—followed by a flip of my stomach, like

it just did a back dive off my liver. I gaze into her gorgeous face as my

emotions swirl inside me.

I don’t want to say goodbye to this girl. Not now. Not ever.

But summer is ending. How am I going to get through this in one

piece? My heart thrashes inside my chest. This wasn’t supposed to

happen. Me, falling for a girl? Not part of the plan.

But here I am, and it’s all about to end.

Another meteor streaks across the sky. Fuck, I’m so screwed.

“Thanks for being here,” she says.

Anytime, I want to say, but don’t because it’s a lie. I could never in a

million years give her what she needs.

I stroke her hair and kiss her softly. “You’re welcome.”

“Come on,” I say, rolling us both to our feet.

She inhales a long breath. “Okay,” she says, and takes my hand.

Her eyes sharpen with determination—that look I’ve fallen so hard

for. As we climb down and walk slowly through the darkness toward

the camp, a powerful emotion rises inside me, creating a yearning I’ve

never felt.
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On the way back, we stop at her cabin to let Annika know Lori’s

back. Then Lori rejoins me outside. Annika peeks out from the door‐

way, the worry in her face gone.

Thank you, her eyes say.

I give her a nod, then take Lori’s hand and lead her toward the

main buildings. Lori gives her statement to the camp caretaker and

his wife, who promise to handle the situation, staring with dismissing

Hans tomorrow.

Instead of walking Lori back to her cabin, I lead her to the camp’s

exit.

“Where are we going?”

“My place,” I say.

She tries to resist, so I stop and wrap my arms around her. “You

belong with me tonight, doll. I’ll bring you back tomorrow in time for

breakfast.”

She relaxes into my shoulder. “Caleb,” she whispers.

Above us, another star explodes, then dies. I close my eyes and

make a wish, even though I know it’s foolish. When I open them, Lori

is gazing at me with a tenderness that detonates deep inside my heart.

As I lead her to my bike and we saddle up, that yearning mixed

with a sense of protectiveness expands inside me, pressing painfully

against my chest and sending hot prickles down my spine.

We ride down the camp road, Lori’s arms hugged tight around my

waist. I know what this feeling is. It’s the thing men move mountains

for, write poems for, kill for.

But I don’t deserve to love her and never will. I’ll have to be strong

and set her free at the end of the summer, even if it kills me.
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he next morning, I drive Lori back to camp and walk her to

the mess hall where she meets up with her group. After

giving Lori’s hand a quick squeeze before letting her go, Annika and I

share another quick look over the heads of their campers.

Is she okay? her eyes ask.

I give Annika a nod and after she acknowledges it, turn away.

As I pass under the camp’s welcome arch, movement in the

parking area catches my attention. A tall, blonde guy is loading a

duffel bag into the trunk of a sedan.

Hot blood explodes behind my eyes. “Are you Hans?” I ask,

hurrying over.

He jumps back, his angry gaze darting from side to side, as if

expecting more of me to emerge from the woods. “Yeah, who are

you?”

I answer with a fist to his jaw. Pain erupts in my knuckles but it’s

gone in a flash, replaced by a satisfaction that thrums deep in my soul.

Hans stumbles backwards but I’m not done.

Fear takes over his eyes just as I swing again. It’s so fast he hardly

has time to move. I connect with his temple and he howls. The fucker

doesn’t even try to fight back. He tries to run.
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I grab him and in one motion, wrench his arm behind his back and

shove him against the back of a beat-up SUV.

“You so much as look at her again and I’ll break every bone in your

body,” I say as white-hot fury drives me on.

“Is this about Lori?” he says, breathing hard.

I shove his arm up higher and he sucks in a painful breath.

“Look, I swear to God I didn’t know she had a boyfriend, okay?” he

says between clenched teeth.

“Where the fuck did you learn your manners, asshole?” I say

through clenched teeth as the word boyfriend rattles through me. “It

shouldn’t matter if she’s with someone or not. You don’t hurt girls like

that.”

He’s breathing in panicky gulps now because I’m this close to

breaking something and he knows it.

“I didn’t mean to hurt her, I swear!” he says.

I slam his face into the back window.

“Ow!” he says. Blood trickles from his nose.

“You better hope I never see your face in Penny Creek again,” I say

in his ear.

He breathes a hard sigh into the dusty glass. “I’m sorry. I

really am.”

I glare at him, but his fight is gone. I shove off Hans and he hurries

into the driver’s side of the car, then starts the engine and backs out of

his parking spot. Without looking at me, he drives past and turns

down the long hill to the highway.

I watch him go, my adrenaline slowly ebbing from my

bloodstream.

Boyfriend? Fuck. It’s not like that. So why is it bothering me so

much?

I walk slowly to my bike, my head swirling. To make matters

worse, when I get to my bike, a text from Delaney lights up my phone.

I gotta talk to you about something
I huff a giant sigh and stare at the distant Sawtooth mountains,

willing them to shine some wisdom my way.

Delaney is a problem I need to solve once and for all. I need to
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make her see that we’ll never be together, that I wasn’t thinking prop‐

erly that night, and that she needs to move on.

But none of that is right for a text.

I’ll stop by the Bear later, I type.

What time?
With a groan, I tuck my phone into my jeans and get on my bike

and drive to my family’s place in Cold Springs. I promised Annika I’d

stop by weeks ago, but I haven’t been able to get myself to follow

through until now. Guilt washes over me as I drive. Annika’s been

coming every week to check on things. Why can’t I be more like her?

On the short stint on the highway, I open up the throttle. Cool

river-heavy air blasts my bare arms and neck while the copper-

colored canyon walls welcome me. My thoughts return to Lori and

last night, how I held her in my arms until she fell asleep. I stayed

awake, replaying everything she told me. I hate that she’s so hard on

herself. Though I love that determination of hers, I’m starting to

wonder if it might be hurting her. Who is she trying to prove herself

to? Not me, I don’t think. Then who? And why?

I turn up Cold Springs Road, entering a narrow valley that hugs a

long curve, the slope rising steeply to the left. To my right is Cold

Springs Creek, rushing over gray stones.

I drive to the house I grew up in, coasting to a stop next to my

mom’s weathered, white Suburban.

With a heavy sigh, I dismount and shuffle up the wide steps to the

porch and let myself in through the screen door. Once inside, memo‐

ries flood my mind. My dad fixing a broken wheel on a pair of roller

skates, us as a family eating at the big farmhouse table my dad built,

my mom’s playful smile, and laughter. Even though we had our differ‐

ences, we at least had that.

Annika’s right. The place is a mess. Couch cushions tossed here

and there, a chair that’s been used as a scratching post for Annika’s

many adopted cats, uneven stacks of library books covering the coffee

table and spilling onto the floor, pine shavings in the corner where a

wood pile should be.
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One of Annika’s cats trots in and curls around my ankles, purring

softly.

“What’s up, little rascal?” I ask, scooping him up.

He nuzzles under my chin and I scratch him between his shoulder

blades. I wonder what else Annika’s adopted recently. Our flock of

hens in our backyard coop is full of other people’s aging birds. She

says just because they stop laying doesn’t justify murdering them to

make room for new ones.

The kitten and I face the kitchen. It gets worse in here. The coun‐

ters are grimy, there’s unwashed pots on the stove. And it stinks. The

linoleum flooring is peeling in the corners and I’m sure the sink still

leaks. After finding some kibble for the kitten, I roll up my sleeves. I

decide to start with the trash and lift the bag from the container.

Inside, glass bottles clank together.

My teeth clench. Can’t she see what she’s doing?

When I return from the trash bin outside, one of the twins—

Vonnie—stands at the edge of the kitchen, rubbing her eyes. When

she sees me, her face lights up.

“Caleb!” she gasps and runs into my arms.

I give her a gentle squeeze. “You’re up early.”

She grins. “I’m babysitting today.”

“Good for you,” I reply. Yvonne is the youngest of the twins by two

minutes and has always been baby crazy. She still plays with her baby

dolls—she’s built an entire nursery for them in her room: crib,

changing table, highchair. Annika is worried about it but I’m not.

She’s going to be a great mom someday.

“Is everyone else home?”

“Dylan’s probably at practice,” she says, squinting at the clock.

“At this hour?”

She gives me a look. “He practically lives at the rink.” She grabs the

carton of eggs from the fridge. “Mom and Leah are still asleep.”

She surveys the kitchen, as if seeing it for the first time. “Yikes. It’s

a mess in here.”

“Who cooked last night?”
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“Dylan,” Vonnie says, whipping her wavy hair into a loose braid.

“Pasta. It’s the only thing he knows how to cook.”

“Leah on K.P. duty?”

Vonnie wrinkles her nose. “Supposed to be. She’s been such a bitch

lately.”

“Watch the language, little lady,” I say, only half-joking. She’s

twelve, after all.

Vonnie shrugs. “Just because she has to be in summer school

doesn’t mean she should take it out on us.”

I had no idea Leah was in summer school. I’m surprised—she’s as

smart as a whip. But she’s always been a tough nut to crack, and this

year has been tough on them. Through that lens, it’s easy to see that

things like school lose their meaning. Who is helping her get through

it? Annika? What’s going to happen when she leaves this fall?

“I’ll pitch in,” I say, moving through the big kitchen to the laundry

room. I ignore the giant mound of clothes on the floor and grab a rag

from the cupboard over the dryer.

I fill one of the kitchen sinks with soapy warm water while Vonnie

makes a fried egg. As I’m scrubbing countertops, she groans. “Great,

the bread’s moldy again.”

I peek over her shoulder into the barren fridge. Vonnie swings the

half-consumed remains of a bag of bread into the trash.

“Do you guys need me to grocery shop?” I ask, my voice tight.

Vonnie doesn’t meet my eyes. “No, it’s fine.”

I rinse a section of countertop then move to the fridge, wiping

down the handle, then opening each door. I stare at the barren glass

shelves as a pit of remorse grows inside me. But it quickly turns to

anger. After giving the shelves a quick wipe, I shut the doors.

Vonnie is eating her fried egg standing up, her willowy frame

braced against the edge of the counter.

“How’s Mom been?” I ask, even though I don’t want the answer.

Vonnie shrugs. “She sleeps a lot.”

“Are you guys doing okay?” I ask, unable to reel in my frustration.

She looks at me, puzzled. “Yeah, why?”

“Just making sure,” I reply even though I want to call bullshit. If
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this house is a ship, it’s going under. But what am I supposed to do

about it?

More anger surges through me, but I push it back. It’s not fair to

be angry at my dad for dying.

“I gotta run,” she says, and rinses her plate, then puts it in the dish‐

washer, which I see is crowded with food-encrusted plates and

silverware.

When she turns back to me, her eyes are strained. “Promise you’ll

come again? Before you leave?”

I nod. “Promise.”

Her eyes clear. “Cool.” She slips from the kitchen and hurries out

the front door. A minute later, her bike tires crunch over the sandy

driveway.

I turn back to my task, using the work to quiet my thoughts. But

there’s too many fragments dancing around up there to find any sort

of peace. The work feels good though. I’m no neat freak like Pete, but

I do appreciate things in their place.

I make a quick run to the grocery store for staples like bread, milk,

butter, pasta and sauce, a few frozen pizzas, and a treat I know they’ll

all appreciate, ice cream sandwiches. After I unpack the groceries, I

decide to run a load of laundry before I have to leave for my after‐

noon float trip, a group of families all celebrating someone’s fiftieth

birthday.

“Caleb,” a soft voice calls from behind me when I’m stuffing

clothes into the washing machine.

I spin to see my mom, her short hair flattened and greasy and her

gray-blue eyes distant.

“Hey, Mom,” I say, swallowing the sudden lump in my throat.

She chews her lip. “I … didn’t expect you.”

I suppress the emotions rising inside me. “I thought I’d stop by,

help out.”

“You don’t have to do that,” she says with a raspy edge in her voice.

Is she smoking again?

It’s surreal to be in a position of worrying about my mother’s

marijuana intake. She never tried to stop me from experimenting, just
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cautioned me to stay in control, not to drive drunk or high, and to

never, ever do heroin. That was basically the gist of our “say no to

drugs” talk. Clearly, she is not in control. But am I supposed to try to

get her to stop?

Annika’s warning blares: Peter thinks she needs help.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been around much,” I say.

“You’re busy,” she says, crossing her arms. “You and Pete are

running the business. It’s a lot of work.”

Pete handles all the booking and payment stuff, so I just have to

manage the guides, meaning it’s really not that difficult, or time

consuming. “Yeah,” I lie, and turn back to start the washing machine.

When I return to the kitchen, my mom’s opening a vial of pills.

I bite back my anger. “What are those for?”

She fills a glass of water, then tosses back two small, tan capsules.

“They’re herbal,” she replies easily.

I’ll bet.

“My stomach’s been a little upset,” she adds.

I try to conjure up a dose of compassion, but the well is dry.

“Why is Leah in summer school?” I ask while adding soap to the

dishwasher.

Her eyes glaze over. “Because she cut class.”

Even though I changed Leah’s diapers and took her and Vonnie to

the playground, we’ve never been super close. She’s always been an

introvert. Though I can’t remember what grade she and Vonnie are in,

even I know that it’s too young of an age to be skipping school.

“Where did she go?”

My mom braces against the sink, her back to me. “I’m … not sure.

She said the library.”

Fuck. A mom who doesn’t know where her kid is? Her kid who’s

clearly in trouble? “Maybe you should pay a little more attention.”

She flicks her wounded gaze my way. “I’m doing my best, okay?”

I scoff. “How is this your best?” I ask, opening up my hands to

indicate the filthy house I walked into this morning.

“You try running this house on your own,” she mutters.
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I hold back my retort. This conversation is starting to make me

feel like shit, and neither of us need a fight.

“I hear you’re thinking about quitting school,” she says.

My guard goes up. “Who told you that?”

“Annika.” She swallows. “Your dad—”

“Save it,” I interrupt, flashing my palm for emphasis.

She glares at me. “Fine. Do what you want. You always have.”

I huff a sigh. “See you,” I say, and stride out of the room. When I

reach the door, out of the corner of my eye I catch her profile, her

head lowered and her hands gripping the edge of counter.

I drive home fuming. When I get there, Grady’s already left for the

outfitting shop. I call Annika while doing a quick change into my

river clothes.

“Why the hell was Leah cutting school?” I ask.

“Jeez, good morning to you too,” she says brusquely.

“Sorry, I was just at the house,” I say, releasing a tight breath.

Annika sighs. “Leah would only say that she hated it.”

I can relate to this. “Did she say why?”

“No. Was she there?”

“Vonnie said she was asleep.”

“But did you actually check?”

I frown. “No.”

Annika sighs. “Okay.”

“Why? Where else would she be?”

I wait through a long pause that eats at my skin like a swarm of

fire ants.

“She’s … been staying at this friend’s. I told her she had to come

home.”

I relax a notch. Staying at a friend’s house sounds like a win.

Maybe this friend will adopt her.

“Sorry, I didn’t check.”

“It’s okay. I’ll be there tomorrow.”

On my way to White Cloud HQ, I stop at Growly Bear, expecting

when I climb the steps to see Del delivering plates of breakfast to the
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busy tables. When I don’t, I walk inside. A rich, cinnamon-sweet

cloud mixed with brewing coffee envelops me. I sigh in contentment.

“Hey Caleb,” the girl at the counter says when I approach. Though

we went to high school together, her name escapes me.

“Hey,” I say. “Is Del around?”

Her small lips curl into a frown. “Called in sick today,” she says.

“Can I get you anything?”

I’m already late, so decide against it, even though my stomach

protests. “No, thanks,” I say, then make my way past the line of

patrons to the door. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to go to Del’s house.

Too many memories. I decide I’ll have to make time, but not

tomorrow—I’m spending every minute of it with Lori.

When I arrive at our outfitting post, Grady and Pete are already

there, loading boats and gear.

“You’re late,” Pete says.

“Sorry,” I mutter.

His eyes shift. “Everything okay?”

The hard knot behind my heart twists. “No.”

A dark expression takes over his face. “What’s up?”

“It’s Mom,” I say, then regret it. I don’t want to have this conversa‐

tion with him. I should have it with Annika.

“Is she—”

“High? Yeah,” I say.

Pete winces. “Shit.”

“She needs to get a grip. It’s been over a year.”

“I’ll talk to her again.”

“Did you know Leah’s in summer school?”

He nods. “She basically flunked fifth grade.”

“How is that even possible?” I ask. “Even I passed fifth grade.”

His face is pained. “She’s bright, the teachers say. Just wouldn’t do

the work.”

“What about the year before? Was she okay then?” Maybe my dad’s

death is to blame for all of this. Though Vonnie seems to be doing

fine.

“I don’t know.” He crosses his arms. “Did you see Vonnie?”
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“Yeah, she had a babysitting thing.”

“Did she look okay?”

A wave of panic washes through me. “She looked fine, why?”

“She had strep throat. I … took her to the doctor last week. She’d

been … sick for a while.”

I close my eyes as this final blow makes the problem that is my

family burst to life in living color.

“I think Mom needs help,” Pete says.

“Good luck getting her to admit it,” I grit out. “She stood there and

downed some kind of pill right in front of me. Said it was for stomach

pain.”

Pete shuffles his feet, his eyes pained. “I’ll see who prescribed it.

Have a talk with them.”

“She said it’s herbal, so good luck. And even if you get him or her

to stop, she’ll just find someone else.” Not that I’d know anything

about that trick.

“Yeah,” he says, and rubs the back of his neck. “If only…” He

grimaces.

“What?” I ask.

Three cars pull into the parking lot one after another. Our guests

for the day.

He shakes his head. “Forget it. We’ve got a river to run.”

But throughout the afternoon, as I play the part of charming raft

guide for the happy families celebrating, my mind grows heavy with

the many worries building inside me.

Pete’s unfinished comment rattles through my thoughts. If only

what?

If only Dad hadn’t died?

If only my mom was stronger?

If only Dylan and the twins were older? I mean, they are old

enough to do their own laundry and cook for themselves and stay in

school.

The reason they’re not is because Mom’s not there.

So, when we all leave, who is going to care for them?
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aleb’s waiting for me after the last bus clears the turnaround,

perched on the edge of the field against his bike and wearing

that look that makes me melt. This is our last day off together before

the end of camp and I’m going to enjoy every minute, though behind

my anticipation is a heavy dread, creeping in like a damp, thick fog.

I’ve already packed a small backpack, so hurry across the parking

lot to where he’s parked in the shade. After a quick kiss, he hands me a

helmet, tugs his on, and soon we’re coasting down the road, the dust

from the buses curling around us.

The dried hillsides, now a soft brown and yellow after a full

summer of sun, blur as I accelerate north. I hug Caleb tightly, his

warmth washing through me.

After a drive up the canyon, Caleb turns carefully up a long gravel

road that parallels Yankee Fork, one of Penny Creek’s tributaries. The

valley opens, flanked by broad, bald hills. The road bumps over wash‐

boards and holes, then dead ends at a preserved ghost town.

We explore the ancient buildings, holding hands and sneaking

kisses. The incident with Hans is still rattling around in my heart, but

it’s easy to push it away when I’m with Caleb. He’s even got me

sexting again. Though I am staying away from the staff bathroom.
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At the end of our tour, we buy ice cream cones at the little

souvenir shop. Moose Tracks for Caleb, strawberry for me.

“Is this dinner?” I ask as we saunter outside to the small back

porch toward a table in the shade. The weathered wooden boards

creak under our feet.

“Why not?” he replies, leaning over to steal a lick of my ice cream.

Instead of protesting, I steal a lick of his, and we both laugh.

The nearby creek rushes through a tunnel of green grass and wild‐

flowers. We sit side by side, with our backs resting against the picnic

table. Mist rising from the creek’s riffles cools my cheeks.

“So,” he says, pausing to take a lick of his ice cream. “I got the

job.”

I suck on the top of my scoop, then lick my lips. The flavor is the

perfect combination of creamy and sweet, with big chunks of straw‐

berries. “The one in San Diego?”

He licks around the base of his cone. “I could start September

first.”

The edge of my ice cream starts to melt down to my hand so I’m

quick to swipe it up with my lips, then swallow. “Are you going to

take it?”

He squints at some point past my head. “Not sure yet.” He takes a

bite and slurps it down. “After camp ends, you’re staying for the big

party, right?”

“Yes,” I reply. “I changed my flight,” I say, though I had very little to

do with it. Staying an extra day was the consolation prize to my mom

and Jeff selling my car to Sam’s brother for $300.

He seems to relax. “Good,” he says. “If I take the job, I could offer

you a ride to Boise.”

“On your bike?”

“Yeah, you look good back there.”

I give him a playful shove. “I’m not sure my hip flexors would

enjoy a three-hour ride on your bike.”

“I would make it up to them,” he says, raising an eyebrow.

A flock of hummingbirds zooms through my belly as I imagine all

the ways he could make good on that promise.
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“Then I’d continue to San Diego from there,” he says, nibbling the

edge of his cone.

“Sounds like you’ve decided,” I say.

He releases a soft sigh. “My dad’s voice keeps blaring in my ear.”

“Was he pushing you to stay in school?”

“Since I was fourteen.” He sits back and crosses his ankles. “Which

is weird because he dropped out.”

I pluck a bite of strawberry from my scoop with my teeth and

savor the sweetness on my tongue. “Maybe he wanted something

better for you.”

“I’m sure he did, but there’s more than one way to get there.”

“Did you ever tell him that?”

Caleb finishes his cone and wipes his mouth with a napkin, then

crumples it up and shoots it into the wastebasket. “Many times,” he

says with another hard sigh.

I lick into the crater of my cone, then bite the edge. “Now that he’s

gone, does that make it easier or harder to decide?”

“Harder. If I quit, I feel like I’m letting him down even more. I

know it’s a weird way of thinking, but I can’t help it.”

“What does your mom think?”

He gives a derisive huff. “My mom’s got more than enough going

on than to worry about me.”

From his tone, I get the sense there’s more happening with his

family than he’s comfortable talking about. Annika hasn’t shared

much with me, but I can read between the lines. Something’s trou‐

bling them.

“Do you feel pressured by your brothers?”

“Hell yeah,” he says. “But they both flew through school. I’ve

always felt like I’m slamming my head against a brick wall.” Before I

can ask more about this, he continues, “It’s sort of funny, actually.

Even though Wyatt and Pete aren’t close, they both send me the same

message.”

“Not close? How can that be?”

His shrug jostles my cheek. “It’s a long story.”

I take the last bite of my cone and lick my lips, then wipe my
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mouth and throw away my napkin. “I’m a good listener,” I say when I

return to his side on the picnic bench.

He leans close to kiss me. I savor his soft lips and warmth, the way

his gentle tongue slides and swirls with mine to make my breath

quicken and my blood pound.

“I wish I could help you decide,” I say when we pause for a breath.

I hold onto the precious sensory details—his scent, the sound of

the rushing creek, the scent of green grass, and his firm body’s

warmth.

If he’s deciding to move to San Diego, that’s only a seven-hour

drive from Stanford. But we agreed to break things off, and he must

want it that way. Otherwise, why hasn’t he said something?

He kisses me again, his lips hungry. His touch feathers down my

arm, sending hot blood whooshing past my ears. I get lost in his lips as

our kiss deepens, as if I’m drifting along on a dreamy cloud. His

tongue flicks against mine—an invitation—and I swirl against it,

tasting him while my skin erupts with warmth.

When he breaks away, his eyes are blazing. “Ready to get out of

here?”

Even though my heart is screaming at me to pull back, to shut

everything down, I can’t. We have a matter of days left, and I’m not

going to ruin them with a conversation that won’t how this ends.

I hold Caleb tight all the way back to his cabin, my desire growing

with every curve and straightaway. It’s dusk when we arrive, the

purple-and-white mountains fading into the twilight.

Caleb takes my backpack in one hand and my palm in the other,

then leans in to kiss me. I drink in the hint of chocolate on his lips and

the heat his body is radiating into mine.

He leads me into the house. Once inside his room, he kisses me

slowly, tenderly. I push away Hans and his aggressive touch. Though

we haven’t talked about what he did, Caleb seems to be able to read

me. That night he took me back here instead of to my cabin, he just

held me and caressed me and told me how brave I was. That he was

proud of me for standing up for myself. I’ve never felt so safe, or

treasured.
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It’s as if Caleb can read my swirling thoughts because he pulls

back. “We don’t have to do this if you’re not ready,” he says.

“I’ve been ready since you picked me up,” I say, already breathless.

He caresses down my shoulders and arms. “That’s my adventure

girl,” he says in my ear, kissing the place that makes tingles erupt

down my spine.

I grip his waist as he kisses me there, swirling with the tip of his

tongue before sucking just a little bit with his lips.

I shiver, my hands gripping him tight. My nipples harden against

his chest. He tucks his hands under my t-shirt and caresses my belly

with gentle strokes. As he gets higher and higher, memories from

Hans touch grow stronger, but so does my need.

“You okay?” Caleb asks.

I nod. He comes back to kiss me, his tongue flicking gently while

his hands caress slowly upwards. His palms slide his palms over my

nipples. I shudder.

Caleb whispers soft praises as he strokes me, his fingers swirling in

sensual, caresses that make my core tremble. He carefully pulls off my

shirt then kisses along the edge of the fabric. I grab onto his waist to

steady myself.

He shuffles me to the bed. He tugs off his t-shirt and pulls me close

again for a kiss. His tongue slides next to mine and circles, our lips

locked tight. Blood is starting to pump hard into my temples, hot and

tingly. He slides my straps down my arms and kisses the slope of my

breast, teasing the fabric lower and lower, and it’s so sensual and

tender that the last of my fears melt away.

The fabric peels over my peak and Caleb sucks it into his mouth. I

gasp and clench his waist. He moves to the other breast, this time

swirling his tongue around me. The bra clasp comes undone and he

cups both sides, gently caressing and licking, sucking until I’m grip‐

ping him so tight I’m probably hurting him, but he only gives a

groan.

He caresses up my thigh to underneath the hem of my shorts. I’m

so tingly and achy that when he passes his fingertips along the elastic

of my panties, I give a little whimper.
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Caleb teases with his tongue while his fingers caress over my

panties.

“I want you to come on my finger,” he says, sliding beneath the

fabric to where I’m wet and quivery.

“Yes,” I say, my voice desperate. Though I’ve never been able to

before, I’m already so hot and needy that I wonder if I’m finally ready

to do this.

“Good girl,” he praises, flicking his tongue over my nipple while

his fingers delve my folds. The V between his fingers glides over my

clit and I shudder.

He gently widens my thighs, then returns to stroking and swirling

with his fingers. All rational thought abandons me and I’m frozen

there, my toes curling into the carpet and my hands gripping his

waist.

He teases my breasts with his mouth, using just the edge of his

teeth.

I start to rock my hips in time with his caresses. His touch feels

deliciously good and I’m desperate for more.

“I know what you need, baby,” he says in a low growl.

“You do,” I gasp as the pleasure builds, filling me with pure need.

“Oh God, you do!” I say as my climax rises, expands. I move against

his fingers, urging him on. He circles harder. I clench my eyes shut. He

gives my nipple a gentle bite and the release explodes so fast I don’t

have time to prepare. I cry out as a burst of sweet, bright joy sends me

soaring.

When I come down, hips quivering, Caleb pulls me into his arms,

whispering praises in my ear and squeezing me tight.

An aftershock trembles through me, but it comes from a place

deep inside. How can he read me so well, inside and out? How am I

going to survive saying goodbye after everything we’ve shared?

“That was beautiful, thank you,” he says.

I laugh. “I should be the one thanking you.”

His glassy blue eyes still, and his lips purse as if he’s going to say

something, but then he plants a soft kiss on my lips. “You can thank

me later,” he says, and tugs my shorts to the floor.
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o, if you’re not twenty-one,” I ask after the details of his

room slide back into focus. “When’s your birthday?”

He leads me to the bathroom and turns on the shower. “December

twenty-first,” he replies.

“That’s the first day of winter,” I say, taking his hand and stepping

into the hot water.

He follows me inside and slides the glass door shut. “It’s also super

close to Christmas,” he says with a sigh.

“Is that bad?” I step under the water and rinse my long hair.

He shrugs. “Just one more thing I can’t do right.”

I move so he can get a turn under the water. “What are you talking

about?”

“It’s nothing,” he says, closing his eyes and ducking under the

water. When he comes out, he brushes his wet hair from his forehead.

“Forget it.”

“No, really, please tell me.” I step closer and he pulls me against

him. We stand with the water cascading down between our bodies,

making a small pool where our bellies join.

He kisses me softly, then sighs. “It’s a birthday nobody has time

for. It’s so close to Christmas. Everyone’s busy, preoccupied.”
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“But why is that your fault?”

He shrugs again. “According to my dad, most things are, why not

add this to the list?”

“Ouch,” I say.

He caresses up and down my spine in lazy strokes.

“How’s that feel now that he’s gone?” I ask.

He steps back and grabs the soap, then lathers up and rinses, the

soapy water raining down.

“Sorry, I don’t mean to pry,” I say when he blinks his eyes open.

He lathers up shampoo and comes behind me to scrub it into my

hair. “We had a fight the day he died.”

Empathy for what he’s endured rises through me. What a terrible

thing to experience.

He scrubs my hair in gentle strokes. “I didn’t want him to go that

day. I told him the river was too high.”

I pause; the tension feels so thick I’m afraid the sound of my

breathing will spook him.

“We … were supposed to go together, but I told him I wouldn’t.”

“And he went anyway?” I ask.

He steps back so I can rinse. I close my eyes as his fingers weave

through my hair.

“He shouldn’t have gone,” he says, his voice firm. “You never go

boating alone. When I said it was too dangerous, he should have

listened to me.”

I open my eyes and gaze into his troubled face. “That must be

really hard.”

“It’s par for the course,” he says. “Nobody listens to me. Why

should this be any different?”

“Why don’t they listen? You’re so good at everything.”

He huffs a long sigh. “The point is, in his eyes, I could never do

anything right. So of course, he blows me off when I say it’s too

dangerous.” His jaw tightens. “Me? Saying it’s too dangerous? Usually

I’m the rabid squirrel of the group.”

“He didn’t take you seriously. He didn’t trust you.” I know just how

this one feels. Losing the battle with my mom and Jeff about my car
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still stings. After handing over the keys to Sam’s brother, I cried all the

way back to camp.

Caleb shakes his head, then releases a huge sigh. “My brothers

blame me.”

“What?” I gasp. “That’s not fair. You tried to stop him, right?”

He gives his head a little shake. “Doesn’t matter. They think I

should have tried harder. That I should have gone with him.”

“But then you’d be dead, too,” I say as a chill tightens my skin.

“Maybe,” he replies. “Or maybe I could have saved him.”

“That’s awful,” I say, heartsick.

“Anyways,” he says, and adds conditioner to my hair.

“No, wait … we’re not done,” I say as he rinses me under the water.

When he’s done, his jaw is flexed and his stormy eyes are set. “I am.

It’s not worth wasting any more time on this.”

Caleb rinses one last time then shuts off the water.

“So, you’re just going to shoulder that burden? That you caused

your dad’s death?”

He helps me out of the tub and wraps us both in towels.

It’s not right for him to think like this. “Caleb, that’s so wrong!

Sounds like he was hellbent on going that day. That he didn’t listen to

you is his fault, not yours.”

A painful tightness grips his face. “He’s still gone.”

“But you can’t take the blame for that,” I say, caressing the side of

his face.

“Rationally, yeah, I get that,” he says. “It’s just tough to let go. He

was so hard on me for so long.”

I gaze into his eyes, hoping the tenderness I feel for him right now

is enough to push back his hurt. At least for now.

“You had good times with him, too, right?” I ask.

His troubled look softens. “Yeah. We both loved the river. There’s

some good memories there.”

“He loved you,” I say. “Maybe it was flawed, but it sounds like he

did.”

“Yeah,” he replies, but it sounds sad. He kisses me again, his lips

gentle. I caress down his strong arm to his waist.
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He grips me in a firm hug, and sighs against me. “You’re so good to

me,” he says. “When I’m with you, it’s like all that stuff falls away.”

My heart thumps high in my chest, echoing into my ears. “You’re

good to me, too,” I say. I so badly want to tell him my feelings, but I

can’t. In a week, he’s going to California to claim his freedom. Soon,

I’ll be a memory.

He kisses the side of my neck, sending a jolt of desire through me.

“Let me show you just how good,” he says in that sexy voice that

makes me purr.

ON THE WAY back to camp, we stop by the Growly Bear Bakery.

Claudia, the woman at the window, smiles when she sees us.

“Your usual?” she asks me.

Though this is only my fourth visit, she knows my order. “Yes,

please.”

“I think I’ll have the egg special. I’m feeling hungry this morning,”

Caleb says, swiveling his shoulders in a mini stretch.

“I’ll bet,” Claudia says with a twinkle in her eye.

My blush races so fast up my cheeks I have to turn away. Caleb

chuckles softly. He pays and grabs the number Claudia hands him.

“You getting ready for the big party?” she asks Caleb while handing

over his change.

“There’s still a week, we’ll get there,” Caleb replies.

A sudden need for oxygen makes me dizzy. Seven days until I have

to say goodbye.

“You aren’t going to miss it, are you?” she asks me.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I reply.

Caleb squeezes my hand and tugs me to a table in the shade.

“Does anything happen in this town without everyone knowing

about it?” I ask as a waiter brings us two steaming mugs of coffee.

“Nope,” he says, adding honey to his cup. “But Claudia’s a sweet‐

heart. A little nosy, but hey, small towns...”

“At least she’s stopped asking me about my rash,” I say with a

giggle.
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“You were the town’s hottest topic there for a few weeks.”

“I’ve never had so many people offer me remedies,” I reply, stirring

in cream from a tiny pitcher. Real cream—I’m going to miss this place.

A pang of dread tugs at my insides. I’m going to miss a lot of things.

He chuckles. When he lifts his coffee, his gaze sweeps the room.

I look behind me, but only see bakery patrons enjoying their

breakfast.

“Sorry,” he says with a sigh.

“Is it that girl, Del?” I ask, stirring my coffee again even though I

don’t need to.

“She keeps texting me,” he says. “Says she wants to talk.”

I stifle the twinge of worry with a sip of my coffee. “What does she

want?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’m going to have to go out to her house.”

“Is that bad?”

A conflicted look takes over his face. “I used to spend time there as

a kid. We built forts and climbed trees and rode bikes … that kind of

thing.”

I warm my hands around my coffee cup.

“So, to go there to discuss whatever she needs to get off her chest,

after what happened this spring … it just brings up weird feelings.”

“It’s really good of you not to just blow her off,” I say.

He rubs the back of his neck. “It’s not that I don’t care about her,”

he says. “I mean, our families are friends. Have been forever.”

“Do you think she still wants to be with you?”

“Maybe?” he replies softly, staring into his coffee. “I never really

know with her.”

I raise my eyebrow. “Want me to talk some sense into her?”

He looks up sharply, his eyes lighting up with mischief. “Very

funny.”

“You beat up Hans, didn’t you?” I ask. It was the hottest rumor

around camp and I didn’t doubt it for a second.

His gaze locks with mine. “I’d do anything to keep you safe.”

Though I’m not a fan of violence as a means to solve a problem,

that he feels so strongly about this touches me deeply. But before I can
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try to express this, our breakfast arrives, and we both dig in. I realize

how hungry I am. The first buttery bite of bear claw melts on my

tongue. I groan in ecstasy.

He fires me a look. “You are going to have to keep that under

control.”

“You gonna make me?” I say, licking frosting off the tip of my

finger.

His eyes lock on mine. “You are in such big trouble.”

My mind goes to the many forms of trouble he’s referring to. He

must be thinking of them too because he gives me a playful smirk.

Before we head back to camp, I breeze through the crowded café

to use the restroom. Behind a counter, the brightly lit kitchen is a hive

of activity. A mixer hums, two women with long white aprons move

back and forth, talking a mile a minute. I turn left down a narrow

hallway lined with wainscoting and floral wallpaper. I must fail to

watch where I’m going because I bump into someone.

“Sorry!” I gasp, stepping back.

The skinny young woman I ran into glares at me, then her freckled

face hardens. “Enjoyed yourself this summer?”

“Uh, what?” I say just as I recognize her—it’s Delaney.

There’s something about her eyes that’s not right. They’re blue, but

pale, sickly almost. As she watches me, they widen. “Oh God, you’re in

love with him, aren’t you?”

“Of course not,” I reply, them have to bite my lip to fight back the

pang of hurt boring through me. Liar, liar, liar.

Delaney huffs in disbelief. “Just so you know, he’ll never love you

back.”

The despair I’ve been keeping inside rises to the back of my throat.

I feel suddenly sick. “I’m sorry that what happened between you two

was hard,” I say after forcing down a swallow. Maybe if I try to reason

with her, she’ll leave Caleb alone.

She laughs bitterly. “He may never be mine, but I have a hold on

him you never will.”

With that, she slips by me.

I lean my back against the wall and release a shuddering breath at
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the ceiling and replay what just happened. It takes me only a minute

to realize that though Del might be crazy, she’s right.

Caleb will never love me back.

He’s planning to move to California, but hasn’t invited me to stay

in his life.

Next week, he’ll drop me off at the airport, and that’ll be the end. I

can’t blame him—this is what we agreed to. He’s kept his end of the

pact. I’m the one who’s broken it.

Stupid, stupid me.

When I walk out to meet him in the parking lot, he’s chatting with

a guy on a mountain bike, so thankfully doesn’t see my face. I slide the

helmet on and Caleb says goodbye to his friend, who pedals off. Caleb

puts his helmet on and starts the bike and we glide down the rocky

road to the highway, my trembling hands gripping his waist.

During the drive I close my eyes and walk through every last

sensation. The river rock scent of his skin, the feel of his strong body

maneuvering the motorcycle, the hum of the engine blending with the

rattle of my shattering heart.

By the time we arrive at camp, my cheeks are wet inside my

helmet. I have to say goodbye now, before I fall any harder.

Caleb parks at the edge of the lot, under a cottonwood tree. When

I tug off the helmet, Caleb’s eyes darken.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

I set the helmet down and shake my head. “We have to stop this,”

I say.

Caleb strokes down my arms, his eyes full of questions. “Stop

what, doll?”

My heart thrashes inside my chest. “Us.”

“Summer doesn’t end for another week though,” he says.

I shake my head. “Exactly.”

He blinks at me in confusion. “This isn’t making any sense. Did

something happen?” He glances around, as if the threat is just over his

shoulder.

“It’s been happening for weeks.” I gulp a steadying breath and gaze

into his handsome face. “I love you.”
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His body stills. Then, he closes his eyes, grimacing.

It’s exactly what I expected but it still hurts. “I broke the rules. I

didn’t mean for it to happen, but it did.” I force the warble from my

voice. “I’m sorry.”

His eyes blink open, that crystalline blue a storm of emotions I

can’t read. “I’m sorry too.”

I touch his face one last time, my fingers trembling. “I know.”

Before I can cry again, I pick up my bag and hurry into camp.
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stand frozen, watching her walk away. Anger surges into

the places that just moments ago were full of hope and a

sense of peace. I don’t know what the fuck just happened, but my

scorched heart begs me to chase after her.

But I can’t.

I was reckless to believe this could work. I slam all the doors to my

emotions, one by one, shoving the memories back—memories that’ll

crush me if I let them stick around.

I’ll just have to figure out how to live with a broken heart. It won’t

be the first time, though this feels different. Probably because I did

this to myself.

I drive in a daze to White Cloud HQ. Grady and the other guides

are already loading boats, so on autopilot I join in. Our group shows

up—a mix of families and friends vying for one more summer adven‐

ture. They don life vests and climb into our bus, then we caravan to

the put in on the South Fork.

I’m too busy keeping the group happy to do much thinking, but

my arms feel leaden and my usual joy that comes from river time isn’t

there. It’s like the light has gone out of the sky.

After the morning float, we regroup and guide another trip. I do it
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all with my mind a scattered mess and my tips suffer, but I don’t give a

fuck.

That night, I let Grady talk me into going out, but the bar is too

loud, and the happy chatter chafes against my skin, as if I’m too raw

for such things.

“What’s eating you?” Grady asks when I pay for my beer and stand

to go.

“Nothing,” I say, and turn for the door.

The rest of the week passes in much the same fashion. We run our

last trip on each of the rivers. Grady tries to get me to run the Rogue

one last time, but I turn him down and he goes with Jules and Mark

instead. We close up White Cloud for the season, giving the boats a

final inspection and deep cleaning, scrubbing the wetsuit tops and

booties and hanging them to dry on the clothesline one final time,

hanging all the paddles from their pegs, and locking the sheds.

Annika’s been texting me about the end of the season bash. I know

she’s going to eat me alive once she gets me alone but I have nothing

to say in my defense.

Lori was right to walk away. I’m not capable of loving Lori the way

she deserves. She’s got her big dreams to follow, while I’ll be checking

out San Diego.

Grady and I head down to the river the afternoon of the party to

set up. We gather armloads of driftwood and pile it up next to a fire

ring we make from giant cobbles.

“Missed you on the Rogue yesterday,” Grady says as we pile up

small sticks in the sandy center.

“No you didn’t,” I say.

“I think we should blow out that sweeper with dynamite,” he says.

I glare at him. “Uh, that’d put us in jail.”

“It’d make it safer,” he says.

I light the tiny twigs with my lighter. The wood is so dry a flame

leaps to life, crackling and popping.

“We can’t force the river to change.”

He rocks back on his heels and grabs a handful of bigger twigs.

“You break up with Lori?”
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I watch the flames dance, the warmth building against my cheeks.

“Actually, she did it.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Is that why you’ve been a dick all week?”

Anger flares inside me, but Grady is my best friend so it’s easy to

push away.

“What happened?” he asks, adding more sticks. The fire snaps,

sending out tiny sparks.

I shrug. “Summer’s ending.”

Grady tilts his head. “So?”

“So she’s going back to California and off to college.”

He shakes his head. “Look, if anyone understands your fucked up

mindset, it’s me.”

I sigh. It’s easy to forget sometimes that Grady was raised by a

series of foster parents, some good, some not.

“But if a woman looked at me the way Lori looks at you, I’d never

let her go.”

A car door slams from the river’s edge above, signaling the arrival

of the rest of White Cloud’s crew.

“Will she be here tonight?” Grady asks, adding two larger logs onto

the fire.

I stand and cross my arms. “I think so.”

Grady rises, his face solemn. “Tell me you really want her out of

your life, and I’ll shut up.”

Above us at the turnaround, Jules, Pete, and the other guides

unload party supplies from backseats and trunks and carry them to

the trail leading down to the gravel bar.

“I don’t know what I’m feeling,” I admit, looking away. “It’s like…

she’s a part of me.” The terror that I’ll never see her again crashes

through me. “Like she’s here,” I say, gripping the section of t-shirt over

my heart.

Grady grins. “Congratulations, asshole,” he says. “You’re in love.”

Hearing this sends a shock wave rattling through me.

At that point, Jules, Pete, and the others arrive. I help bring down

the keg and we finish setting up the tables and bowls of snacks. Before
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I can take any more time to process what Grady said, half the town is

here.

Between filling keg cups and feeding the bonfire, I keep watch for

Lori.

Finally, she arrives, glued to Annika’s side. When our eyes meet,

my chest tightens. I’m sorry, I want to say.

She turns away and follows Annika to the keg. More people arrive and

night falls. I talk with old friends, rehash old stories from the season with

the other guides, but my insides are in knots. Even a beer doesn’t help. I’m

on edge and my brain is like scrambled eggs. Everything is too loud or too

bright. I need to talk to Lori, explain. Maybe then she’ll understand.

I spend the rest of the night drifting from group to group but

avoiding getting close to Lori. Our eyes occasionally meet but I look

away.

When I’m adding the last of the wood to the fire, Grady appears

with another load in his arms. “What the fuck are you still doing

standing here?” he says with a warning glance.

“Save it, okay?” I mutter, and storm off.

But when the crowd thins and it’s just a handful of us left,

including Lori, Annika, Pete, and Jules, I start to panic.

I poke the fire with my tender, squinting into the flames. When I

set the stick down and stand, Lori’s next to me.

“Hey,” I say. My fingers tingle with the need to touch her. Instead, I

shove them into my jeans pockets.

“Hi,” she replies.

We watch the fire crackle. Grady and Annika are in some kind of

heated argument. Something about her panties. I’m going to have to

investigate later, but from the looks of Annika’s red face, she’s doing

just fine on her own.

“Do you need a ride to Boise tomorrow?” I ask.

She gives me a puzzled glance. “No, Annika said she’d take me.”

I nod. Across the fire, Annika must hear her name because she

gives me a sharp glare. I know she’s pissed at me, but what the hell am

I supposed to do?
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“How’d the end of camp go?” I ask.

“Fine,” she says. “I’m going to miss it.”

“Excited to get back home, though, I bet.”

Her lips tighten. “Good luck in California,” she says, not meeting

my eyes.

My heart cracks and a searing pain rips me open. “Lori,” I start to

say, but swinging red lights from the clearing above the river catch

my eye.

From my peripheral vision, Pete is striding toward the lights. I

catch Lori’s worried glance, then hurry after my brother. Why the hell

are the police here? We’re not breaking any laws, and we always pick

up our trash.

“What did you do now?” Pete hisses under his breath.

“I tee-peed his house,” I say.

“Tell me you’re kidding,” Pete says as we climb to the level as the

cruiser.

“Nice entrance,” I say to Officer Bill Tucker, who stands next to his

car with his thumbs tucked into his sizable tool belt. I wonder if it

compensates for his puny dick. “Go ahead and light up the entire

canyon.”

“One of you boys needs to come with me,” Bill says to us, seem‐

ingly unfazed by my sass. “And talk some sense into her.”

In the back of Bill’s cruiser, a girl with an oval face stares into the

night with defiant eyes—eyes like my father’s. My heart stops.

It’s my sister, Leah.

Annika arrives and gasps when she sees Leah. “What happened?”

Annika steps toward the car, but Bill stops her with his hand.

“She was shoplifting at the Food and Deli.”

“No,” she breathes.

Pete exhales a hard breath and puts his hands on his hips.

I just stare at my sister, my gut churning. It’s a Friday night. What

the hell is Leah doing out so late, shoplifting at a convenience store?

Where are Vonnie and Dylan? Where’s Mom?

“Which one of you?” Bill asks, his cold eyes shifting from me to

Pete.

186



FALLING FOR MY FLING

“I’ll do it,” Pete says.

“We’ll all go,” I say.

Both Pete and Annika give me a surprised glance.

“What?” I say. “She’s my sister too.” I glance at the few people

remaining around the bonfire. Laughter and conversation mix with

the rush of water and crackle of burning wood. “I’ll ask Grady to hold

down the fort.”

“I’ll get Lori,” Annika says while Pete climbs into White Cloud’s

Suburban.

My stomach twists into a knot as I follow Annika down the lip of

the riverbank and hurry to where Grady is stirring the coals of the

fire. From the clearing, Pete’s Suburban follows the cruiser, sand

crunching under their wheels.

Annika hurries to where Lori is talking in the circle of remaining

guides.

Grady lifts his chin to the riverbank. “Everything okay?”

My mind is on spin cycle, so all I can manage is, “I gotta take care

of something, you good here?”

Annika and Lori hurry up the bank, then climb into Annika’s car.

From over the hood, Lori’s eyes connect with mine.

Grady gives me a fist bump, but his eyes are troubled. “No

problem.”

“Thanks,” I say, then race up to the clearing.

When I get to the police station, Lori is leaning on the hood of

Annika’s car.

I wish I had something to say to her, but I need to get inside. Once

I enter the glass doors, Peter’s voice thunders from inside one of the

rooms. From past experience, I know what that little room feels like,

and how yelling only makes the walls feel tighter.

Before I can bust down the door and stop Pete from making the

situation worse, he storms out, with Annika and Leah in tow. Bill

saunters out behind them and closes the door.

“We’re going home,” Pete says as he passes. “Family meeting

tomorrow night.”

Annika’s eyes are red and swollen. Leah doesn’t look at me.
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“We’ll see you for community service tomorrow morning bright

and early,” Bill says to Leah, his eyes narrowing.

Leah’s mouth hardens into a thin line, but she continues toward

the door.

“Could you…let Lori crash at your place tonight?” Annika says to

me. “We were going to stay at our house with Vonnie and Leah,

but…”

“Of course,” I say.

“Promise me you’ll leave her alone.”

“She’s the one who—” I stop because I don’t want to duke it out

with my sister in the police station.

Annika’s eyes burn a hole through my chest, then she brushes past

me without saying another word.

“You want to pay the fine?” Bill says to me as Annika exits the

building. “Or are you going to contest the charges?”

I sigh and approach Bill’s desk. “Well, did she do it?”

“Zach caught her red-handed.”

I stuff my hands into my pockets. “How much?”

“Two hundred and fifty. And that’s only because Zach went easy

on her.”

I raise my eyebrows. “What’d she take?”

“Nail polish and cough syrup,” he says in disgust, settling behind

his large desk, which is devoid of any personal effects plus it’s so neat

it’s hard to imagine him even working there.

I slide out my wallet—a new one that does a much better job

hiding my newest fake ID—and pull out the end of season bonus Pete

handed out today.

Bill’s eyebrows arch. “You always travel with so much cash?”

I shake my head. So typical. He’s tried to bust me for dealing

before. As if I would do something so shitty. “Roofies sold well today,”

I say to bait the fucker.

“You want to spend a little time in the tank tonight?” Bill grits out.

“That can be arranged.”

I count out two hundred and fifty dollars and tap it down on his

desk.
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Bill leans back in his chair to study me. “It’s good Pete was here

tonight. I suggest you let him handle this.”

I press my lips together to hold back my retort. It’s no surprise he’s

favoring Pete. Everyone always does. Him or Wyatt. “Yeah, because

yelling fixes everything,” I manage.

Outside the station, I inhale a giant breath of cool, night air. Lori

stands under the glow of the building’s exterior lights, her arms

crossed.

“I’m sorry about all of this,” I say, walking closer.

“Is she going to be okay?”

“Who? Leah?” I rub my chin, which is scruffy from two days of not

shaving. “Yeah. She’s tougher than all of us.”

Lori nods.

“You okay with this arrangement?” I say, peering at her. “I’m sure

we could get a room for you in a hotel.”

She shakes her head. “Annika said she’d pick me up in the

morning.”

I walk toward my bike and wait for her to join me. There’s a

million things I want to say, but none of them will fix this.

I take my time with the drive, savoring the feel of her warmth

flowing into my body, her arms around my waist. Crisp, clean air

brushes past my bare arms, a hint of fall on its breath.

At my house I let Lori inside and hurry to my room. I pull off the

sheets to change them.

“Caleb, you don’t have to,” Lori says from the doorway, her thumb‐

nail hinged in her teeth.

I glance at her slender silhouette, wishing I had a camera to

capture the soft lighting and the way her hair cascades over her shoul‐

der. Her eyes have a strained look that ripples through me each time I

look at her, so I stop.

“Yeah, I do,” I say, knowing I’ll change them again when she leaves

so I won’t have to sleep wrapped in her scent.

I tuck in the corners and straighten the comforter. “I’ll put fresh

towels out,” I add, ducking into the bathroom.

But everywhere I look, I see her. She’s wrapped in a towel, her hair
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wet. She’s under the water while I rinse her hair. She’s laughing with

me as we brush our teeth. She’s kissing me as I lift her onto the

counter and slide inside her.

“Caleb,” she whispers from behind me.

I glance up from where I’m braced against the counter and catch

her reflection.

“I can’t be the man you need, Lori,” I say.

She steps closer. “I don’t need any more than you,” she says.

Hot pain erupts behind my heart and I reach out to caress her face.

She places her hand on top of mine and closes her eyes. “Why does

this have to be the end of us?”

Unable to stop myself, I reach up and caress the other side of her

face, then hold her there. “Because you want what I can’t give.”

“Give me this,” she says, opening her eyes.

My skin prickles. “It won’t change tomorrow.”

The edges of her eyes tighten. “I know.”
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he warning bells erupt in the back of my brain but the heat

and yearning surging through me make them easy to

ignore. I lean down to kiss her, tasting her soft, plush lips. I brush the

stray hairs from her face and caress her slender neck. The space

between us turns molten. Her hands slide under my t-shirt, her touch

urging me on. I tug off her shirt and stroke down her back. Her

fingertips feather up my chest, brushing past my nipples. I release a

low groan. Just her touch does this to me.

I kiss her while caressing her shoulders and down her arms to her

sides, where everything is smooth and warm. Lori releases a shud‐

dering sigh. I unsnap her bra and slide it from her shoulders, then

come back to stroke over her hardening nipples. She sucks a breath

through her teeth. I lower my mouth and wrap my lips around one,

tugging gently before swirling with my tongue.

Her grip on my waist tightens. I lavish each of her breasts with all

the attention they deserve, teasing with soft strokes of my tongue,

circling with my fingertips. She arches to me, her breaths quickening.

Her tits feel fantastic cupped in my hands—warm and lush—ripe, like

a peach. I love making her feel this good—especially because of what

happened and of what she shared about her past. It makes pleasuring
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her more meaningful, like we’re sharing a secret. Has she ever been

that vulnerable with anyone? Something tells me no. I want to know

more of those fears—all of them. I want to know every part of her.

But after tonight, all chance of that happening will vanish.

I lift her to me and walk to the edge of the bed, then lay her down.

I tug off my shirt then kiss my way up her inner thigh, caressing her

warm, taut skin. I pop the button of her shorts and pull everything

down. Her lithe body extends across my bed, her hair like the mane of

a lioness and her eyes like diamonds.

From a place deep inside me, something shifts.

Congratulations, asshole. You’re in love.

Hopelessly.

I kiss her belly, her hip.

I urge her thighs apart and kiss my way down, caressing with little

strokes of my thumb as I go, moving closer and closer to her heat.

“Caleb,” Lori whimpers, her body quivering.

That word sends a pulse of heat to my dick. She doesn’t even know

she’s doing it. That’s how fucking sexy she is.

I spread her thighs further. She’s so tense I have to coax them, but

she lets me. Her hands are braced on the comforter. I leave them there

for now.

I wrap my lips around her plush folds and suck gently, then glide

my tongue up and down. Easy strokes at first, left side, then right,

then circle her clit. From our many times together in this room, I’ve

learned exactly what she needs. I could make her come in two

minutes, but I want to make this last. I lick with the flat of my tongue,

then the tip, teasing, swirling. She releases a shuddering breath. I play

with her clit a little more, sucking gently.

Her knees give a tiny quiver. I caress the smooth patch of skin on

her inner thigh with my calloused thumb—that contrast between her

silkiness and my roughness stoking my engine. Makes me want to flip

her over and drive hard inside her.

But if this is going to be the last time, I’m going to make it count.

I caress her folds, coating my fingers with her arousal while

gliding with my tongue. Slowly, I drive one finger inside her. Her
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tight heat clenches around me. Fuck I could come just from touching

her like this.

She sighs a soft moan.

I thrust and caress until she’s ready, then add another finger. Even

after everything I’ve done to her, she’s still so fucking tight.

Her grip on the comforter tightens and she arches her hips to me. I

go slowly until she’s trembling and gasping.

“You ready to come for me, baby?” I ask.

Her face tightens and her eyes shine golden in the low light. “Yes,”

she gasps.

An intense need crashes through me. I curl my fingers in just the

right place as I graze my teeth past her clit. She rocks with my thrusts.

I suck harder, plunge deeper, moving with her, anticipating her

release.

She comes in a series of soft cries as we move together in sweet

harmony. All of my emotions get blasted away. In this moment, every‐

thing is perfect and good.

Little aftershocks shake her frame as I kiss up her body and wrap

her in a tight embrace, my cheek against her warm belly. Our fast

breaths fill my quiet room.

I kiss my way up, pausing to gently lick each breast, enjoying the

way she shudders, then settle in next to her. I gaze down at her beau‐

tiful face, so open and trusting. Her electric eyes are edged with the

same sadness slowly fracturing my heart. I comb back her hair, then

lean down to kiss her. Our lips tangle and tug and I savor the taste of

her skin—warm and supple and soft. I could get lost in these kisses

and the way her tongue dances and flicks against mine. We go on kiss‐

ing, her hands caressing my chest, until my blood is surging thick in

my temples and my skin is on fire.

She caresses down my chest, her soft fingers stroking me gently,

sending sparks over my skin. Her fingers undo my button and slide

down the zipper. She slides her hand inside my boxers. I break away

to gulp a breath because I’m going to explode if I don’t get my wits

about me.

She grips my cock, which right now might as well be made of steel.
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Her eyes bore into mine as she strokes me up and down. I pull her to

me for another kiss and our mouths crash together, devouring and

sucking, reckless.

She breaks away to kiss down my chest. I shudder at the sensation

of her soft lips on my skin, her tongue flicking over my nipples. At my

waist, she kisses along the top of my jeans, sending me into overdrive,

then tugs at the sides. I help her slide them off.

With no hesitation, she grips me and glides her lips around

my tip.

I suck in a breath. Fuck, it’s good.

She takes me deeper. My head presses into the bed. Her hot mouth

feels like silk, and the way she’s gripping the base of me so tight makes

it even more intense.

I comb through her hair and drink in the sight of her lips wrapped

tight around me. Jesus, I’m going to come if I keep watching but I

can’t look away. She glides up and down, tightening her mouth over

my crown each time. Does she know this drives me fucking wild? Or

is it because her mouth can barely take me?

“Fuck, Lori,” I say as my balls start to tingle. “You want me to come

in that pretty mouth of yours?”

She hums her reply.

I start to rock in little pulses in time with her thrusts. She pumps

me in tandem with her mouth, making everything feel tight and hot.

Her firm lips on my head feel like a dance with danger. Any harder

would be painful, any softer and I’d go fucking insane.

I can’t take it any longer, and slide from her lips. I grab a condom

from my drawer and place it in her palm.

Our eyes connect in the darkness. Gone is her sadness, replaced

with pure desire. Just this makes the heartache I’m going to feel later

worth it. She’s so brave and strong to share this with me, and my love

for her burrows even deeper into my soul. She’s here with me tonight,

knowing it’ll be the last, knowing how much it’s going to fucking

hurt.

She tears the package open. I give my aching dick a firm stroke as I

watch her concentrate. She’s so fucking gorgeous perched there with
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her lower lip pinched in her teeth. I could come in my hand in two

seconds.

She carefully rolls the rubber down my shaft, then looks up at me

with those eyes.

A surge of emotion rises through me like a flood. I love her, but I

can’t have her. I need her, but will never be able to give her what she

deserves.

I rise up and kiss her, stroking the side of her face. Then shift so

I’m behind her. I caress her breasts and kiss the crook of her shoulder,

behind her ear. She shivers but I kiss away her goosebumps. I lift her

arms up so she grabs onto my neck, pulling our bodies closer. Her

chest arches to me as I stroke and caress her perfect tits, as if she

wants me closer. My cock pulses against her ass. I reach down and

tuck it between her thighs.

“Oh,” she gasps as my shaft glides between her slick folds.

I caress down to her nub and stroke her slowly, her nectar coating

my fingers. Her breathing quickens. Touching her like this while my

cock pulses against her warmth has me crazy with need.

“Caleb,” she pleads, turning to kiss me, her tongue lashing and

swirling with mine.

I fold her forward and kiss down her spine. She lands on her hands

with her legs slightly parted, her heart-shaped pussy pink and needy.

I kiss down the slope of her ass, my lips eager to taste this part of

her, the smooth curve and delectable skin. My fingers caress her inner

thigh, inching closer to her folds. I suck on her flesh and stroke with

my fingers, then kiss lower. I urge her shoulders down and she

complies, exposing everything to me.

From behind she’s just as perfect. I urge her thighs wider and take

her into my mouth.

Lori gasps, lowering her head to the sheets.

I wrap my lips around her and suck gently at first, softly while my

fingers glide and tease. I love how good I can make her feel, and that

she trusts me to do this means the world to me. Like we’re walking

through a secret door to a place only we share.

I grip her ass and glide my tongue inside her. She arches to me, her
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core tensing. I fuck her with my tongue until I feel her quiver, then

kiss up the back of her thighs and settle my hips between them.

I grasp my shaft and glide against her hot folds while cradling her

waist with my other hand. My cock pulses as I lock onto her opening.

She releases a trembling breath.

“It’s more intense like this but so good,” I say, forcing myself to

pause in order to read her. “It is okay?”

She turns back with a look that melts through every layer of my

heart right into its tender core, a place I’ve never revealed to anyone.

I lean over her, my body covering hers like a blanket. I kiss her

while my cock throbs between her folds, eager to be inside her but

only if this is what she wants.

“Please,” she says, her voice desperate. “Intense is exactly what I

want.”

A shiver zips over my skin. I kiss down her spine, then grasp the

base of my shaft and lock onto her opening.

“Deep breath, baby.”

She complies.

“Good girl,” I praise, and slowly drive inside.

I clench my eyes shut as she takes me. Fucking hell, she feels good

like this. Tighter. Plus, the incredible view is mainlining hot blood

straight to my cock, making me even harder.

But I’m not coming until she does.

I stroke back and drive again, deeper this time.

She releases a desperate sigh. Around my dick, she gives a little

pulse.

“That’s it,” I say, and thrust again. She takes me all the way in this

time. I pause there, throbbing deep inside her, savoring this one

moment of complete and total perfection. I want to be buried inside

her like this every night. A ghost of a thought whispers through my

mind but I shove it away.

No. This night is the end.

I grip Lori’s waist and drive slow and firm, lighting up every nerve

ending. Thank God for the condom or there’s no way I could last.

I thrust again and she gasps, her fingers clenching the sheets.
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I caress down to her soft curls and swirl where she needs me.

“Oh,” she says. “Mmm.”

I drive in slow pulses while I stroke her. She arches her back and

lowers her shoulders, trying to get me closer. The air feels charged,

electric, like my skin is about to burst into flames.

“Caleb,” she gasps.

Her tight heat grips me. I grit my teeth to keep from losing

control. “Yeah, doll?”

“Don’t stop,” she says, her voice high and desperate.

I stroke and thrust, listening to her body. Her fists tighten into

the sheets and she’s breathing fast. I swirl and pinch her clit as I

thrust, moving with her in a steady rhythm until everything clenches

tight and she gulps a desperate breath, bracing with her knees as I

drive.

She comes, the heart of her pulsing hard around me, her cries

filling the room. I arch into her until her thighs tremble and she

releases a shuddering sigh.

I grip her hips and glide back slowly, needing to feel every inch of

her wrapped around me.

She lowers her head to the sheets, as if in surrender.

But I’m the one who’s surrendering. I’m hers, and there will never

be anyone else who will make me feel this way. I’m more alive when

I’m with her, more myself. She’s made me feel valued and whole for

the first time in my life.

And I’m about to lose her.

I arch my hips and tug her close. Everything sharpens—the

shadows in the room, her fast breaths, the soft curve of her ass

pressing into my thighs, her wet heat griping me tight. It’s almost too

good, this feeling of being so connected to her, of knowing what she

needs and the way she gives herself to me in return.

After holding back all night, I’m on the edge in minutes and come

in a shock of sweetness that explodes inside me, shattering everything

loose so that I’m weightless, floating in a billion little pieces.

When I come down, panting, my cock still pulsing, I fold over her.

Our damp skin melts together, connecting us even more completely.
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My heart hammers against her spine. I rest there for a long moment,

my emotions exploding inside me.

I roll us gently to our sides. Our bodies are still joined—I’m not

willing to leave her just yet—and kiss the back of her ear. She

shudders.

I love you, blares from deep inside me, but I shut it down with a

soft kiss behind her ear.

Her eyes flutter closed and her face tightens. A tear breaks loose

from under her lashes.

I wipe it away and brace myself for the dawn.

198



I

2 6

L O R I

wake in the darkness, with pale moonlight shining through

Caleb’s blinds. Carefully I slide from beneath the covers

and gather my clothes, then slip from the room.

Behind the front door, I tug on my clothes, hurrying because

there’s no way I can face Caleb. He’s made it clear how this will end,

and my heart’s already a mess. After sliding into my sandals, I slip

through the front door and close it softly behind me.

Outside, the night’s chill wraps around my bare arms and cools my

hot cheeks. I shiver, wishing I had a coat, but everything is in Annika’s

car.

Because she and I already exchanged contact information, I know

her address. Her family lives up Cold Creek Road, which is on the

north edge of town—three miles away. If I walk briskly, I can make it

there in less than an hour, just in time for the sunrise.

I knew nothing would change after last night, but I couldn’t stop

myself from wanting to be with Caleb one last time, to anchor him to

my soul forever. It worked, but I’ve sacrificed a part of me in

exchange, a piece that will be missing for the rest of my life. Before I

can cry again, I shove the memories away.

Instead of dwelling on what’s happening, I distract myself with
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what I have to look forward to in Berkeley. Seeing my stepbrothers,

my mom and dad, going out with my friends. But thinking of Charlie

and Hannah loops me back to Caleb and how I’ll have to explain what

happened. How I let myself fall for the one person I swore I wouldn’t.

So I move on to thoughts of school, imagining my first day on

campus as a student, the weight of books in my backpack, the smell of

wool and weathered wood rich in the hallways. This semester I’m

taking biology, calculus, and the upper-level English lit I tested into.

Biology is a lab class and taught by a professor who has written

several books on extinctions, so that will be inspiring. English lit will

probably be boring, with equally boring reading, but maybe I’ll get

lucky. My dorm roommate is from Kansas and is pre-med so I’m

hoping we’ll get along well. I’m excited to meet her. She’s never seen

the ocean so I’ve promised to take her to my favorite beach.

These mental distractions work for the first ten minutes, then I

run out of things to think about that don’t somehow link to Caleb and

my summer in Penny Creek. I picture the two of us holding hands on

campus, walking past trees with leaves turning golden from the

change in seasons. Or me sliding onto the back of his motorcycle so

he can whisk me away for the weekend. Maybe we’d go camping, or to

the beach. Then I see us eating tacos in San Diego, his eyes bright with

that spark he saves only for me.

A piercing pain spikes through my chest and I have to stop and

suck in several deep breaths to keep from breaking down, to keep the

hurt from spreading. Finally, the sensation fades and I stare up at the

stars. As if to mock me, a single streak of light arcs high overhead,

then dies.

I close my eyes and force my emotions to settle. Caleb and I are

through. There’s nothing left to do but move on.
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hen I wake, I reach for her, but the bed is cold. I jump

to my feet and blink at my surroundings. A soft light

fills the room, meaning it’s almost morning. Where the fuck is she?

I hurry to the bathroom, but she’s not there. Grabbing my phone

from my jeans pocket, I check for a message but my battery is dead. I

chuck it aside and gaze at the ceiling.

Cold panic seizes me “Fuck!” I bark at the empty space.

I put my hands on my hips and force my breathing to slow.

She’s gone.

A million thoughts swirl in my head. I love her. I need her. I don’t

want to be without her.

But the other thoughts race in like a hurricane. You’ll never be

enough for her. She’s better off without you.

Grady’s comment from last night filters through my thoughts. If I

had someone look at me the way Lori looks at you, I’d never let her go.

But I have to let her go, don’t I?

The dream I had before waking returns to my mind. Lori and I

were strolling down a crowded street hand in hand, her sparkling eyes

gazing at me the way that makes my heart burst. Like I’m the sun, like

I’m the only thing she’ll ever need.
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Fuck.

I want a lifetime of those moments.

Unable to stop myself, I tug on my jeans then snatch up a t-shirt

and race to the door. I have to find her. I have to tell her that she’s the

most incredible thing that’s ever come into my life. I’ve been so

fucking blind. Instead of giving in to what could be, I’ve pushed her

out of my life.

All because I’m scared.

Scared of losing her. Scared that she’ll realized I’m not good

enough for her.

God, I’ve been an idiot.

Is it too late to save us?

I mount my bike and drive slowly down the gravel road, sweeping

left and right for Lori’s slender silhouette. Guilt crashes down on me

that I’ve made her leave my bed to wander out here, alone. What if

something happened to her?

I couldn’t protect my dad. I didn’t try hard enough. The same thing

is happening with my mom, even though I’ve tried my best to

prevent it.

I won’t make the same mistakes with the woman I love.

Each road I cruise down heightens my panic. Where would she

have gone? I try the bus stop on the highway, then cruise by the

grocery store, the Growly Bear, and the park but there’s no sign

of her.

The only thing I can think of is to get to Annika. Though she hates

me right now, she’d want to know that Lori is safe. I drive the short

distance up the highway to Cold Springs Road and turn west, my

mind focused. The cool, river-scented air from up-canyon brushes my

cheeks, and I realize I left without my helmet. But such a thing seems

frivolous right now.

I follow the long bend, passing familiar driveways, aspen trees

with their golden leaves shimmering like coins in a fountain, my

thoughts racing. I cross the small bridge that signals I’m nearing our

house when a figure jumps back from the road. My first thought is

I’ve spooked an animal, but then my heart jumps into my throat.
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It’s her.

“Lori,” I say, my voice low and gruff.

“What do you want?” she cries, her eyes tormented.

I slip off my bike and approach, my limbs shaky.

She takes a step back. “I can’t do this, Caleb,” she says. “I can’t

say it.”

My chest squeezes inward, like it’s being crushed in the fist of a

giant. “I know.”

“Then why did you come?” she says, hugging herself. “Why are you

doing this to me?”

I stop, my fingers aching with the need to touch her. “Because I

can’t let you go.”

She hugs herself and blinks furiously to clear the tears falling from

her eyes. “So you’re here for what, to break me once and for all?” She

wipes her cheeks and glares at me with so much hurt my spine

quivers.

God, I’ve fucked up so badly.

“I don’t have anything left to give you, Caleb,” she says, her voice

hardening. “So you can get back on that bike and go.”

I take a step closer. “I can’t do that,” I say, shaking my head.

Her chin drops and she heaves an anguished sob.

“You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” I say, cupping

her face so I can look into her gorgeous eyes. “I’m more myself when

I’m with you. You see me for who I really am.”

“I feel the same way about you,” she says, trembling in my embrace.

I gulp a breath for courage. “I don’t know how we’re going to do

this, but I want to try.”

Her face tightens. “What are you saying?”

“That I can’t let this end.”

She blinks at me. “Caleb…” She pauses to gulp a breath. “This hurt

me so much.”

My throat tightens as a wave of remorse flows through me. “I

know,” I say. “I’m so sorry. I never meant that to happen. I was selfish

and shallow, not letting myself risk loving you.” I huff a giant sigh.

“You’ve been so brave, while I’ve been a coward.”
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She stares into my eyes. “You made me brave, Caleb. You found

that part of me. You made me feel strong.”

I shake my head. “You are strong. Just another reason I’ve been

scared of losing you.”

She lowers her forehead to mine. “The only way you’ll lose me is

by pushing me out of your life.”

“I won’t.” I reach up and caress the back of her neck, my fingers

trembling. “I love you, Lori.”

She starts to cry. “I love you so much,” she says.

I pull her into my arms. “Stay with me. I can’t promise it’ll be

perfect, but promise me we can try.”

“Okay,” she says, her frame bucking in my embrace

We hold each other as the rising sun brightens the hills from a soft

gray to golden. And then I kiss her, a soft, slow kiss that pushes away

the grief and fear. In its place, hope soars through me, filling in all the

places that are broken and empty.

She breaks away slowly. “I still have a plane to catch.”

I smile and stroke the side of her perfect face. “I know. Can I have

the honor of taking you?”

“But what happens after that?” she asks.

I take her swollen lips between mine in a tender, sweet kiss. “I

don’t know, but we’ll figure it out. I’ll come see you. You can come

see me.”

“Are you moving to San Diego?”

I nod.

Her gaze softens. “So you’ll at least be closer. But what if we can’t

make it work?”

I take both of her hands in mine. “I’m willing to try,” I say, gazing

into her eyes. “Are you?”

The soft light has made the gold flecks shine and her pupils so

black, like a well I could fall into, down, down, down.

That’s what I want with her. To fall into forever.

She answers with a kiss, her lips softly tugging and her tongue soft

and sweet in my mouth. It’s a kiss that rights all my wrongs, and one

that marks me as hers, for as long as she’ll have me.
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“Okay, you’re both crazy,” a voice calls from the driveway.

We both turn in surprise to see Annika dressed in a pair of pink-

and-white flannel pajamas, her hair in a messy top knot, cradling a

cup of coffee.

“Yep,” I say, brushing the side of Lori’s face with the backs of my

fingers. “Completely and totally crazy.”

Lori laughs, and we kiss again.

“I need to borrow your car,” I say as I break away.

Annika gives a dramatic sigh. “You better bring it back with a full

tank of gas and completely detailed.”

“Done,” I say, grinning.

She turns away, shaking her head. “There’s coffee and muffins

inside,” she calls out.

I grab Lori’s hand and lead her down the driveway. Once we’re

inside the house, Annika bustles around the kitchen, loading us up

with travel mugs of coffee and a box of muffins she made yesterday.

“How much of that did you hear?” I ask her under my breath.

Her face softens. “Enough.” She dives into me and hugs me tight.

“You’re a pain in the ass, but I love you anyway.”

I give her a squeeze. “I love you too.”

She pushes back and wipes the corners of her eyes.

I wait as Annika hugs Lori one last time. They both cry a little, and

then Annika’s pushing us toward the door.

THAT AFTERNOON, still floating on a high of promises and future plans,

I return from dropping Lori at the airport in Boise to find Grady

sipping a beer from a lounge chair in our backyard. I crack one of my

own and join him.

“From the look on your face I’d say you won the lottery,” he says,

lifting his chin to the sunshine.

“Something like that,” I say, settling in next to him and taking a

long sip. It’s a bit early to start drinking, but what the hell.

Grady sets a small envelope on the milk crate table between us.
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I frown. “What’s this?”

He doesn’t look at me.

When I flip the cream-colored envelope over, my name is written

in a block script I recognize. My stomach drops.

“Where’d you find this?” I ask, not ready to open it.

Grady side-eyes me. “It was tucked in the door this morning.”

Shit.

“Hasn’t she been trying to get a hold of you?” he asks, taking

another long pull from his beer.

I nod as a shiver zips down my spine.

“Whatever it is, you know I’ve got your back, okay?” he says.

I toss the envelope down. “I’ll go talk to her today. Make her see

she can’t keep doing this shit.”

Grady sips from his can, finishing the last of it, and sighs. “I’ve got

a bad feeling about this one.”

I take another sip of my beer and watch the envelope warily, as if it

might sprout claws.

“Open it,” Grady says. “Let’s find out what we’re dealing

with.”

I spin so I’m sitting sideways with my bare feet in the grass and set

down my beer. “Right,” I say.

The corners of the envelope are softened, as if it’s been handled or

isn’t new. Delaney’s probably been carrying it around in her purse,

waiting for the right moment to fuck with me.

Well, she found it.

I slide the flap open. Inside is a single square of off-white paper.

It’s shiny and thin and blank. Puzzled, I turn it over.

The image that stares back at me stops my heart.

“Oh fuck, dude,” Grady says under his breath.

With trembling fingers, I set the sepia-colored image on the crate

and scrub my face with my hands.

What’s captured is a blur, but I’ve seen ultrasound pictures of my

younger siblings enough times to know what I’m staring at.

Grady digs inside the envelope and tugs out a yellow scrap of

paper.
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He holds it up so I can read it, his blue eyes boring straight

into me.

Written in Delaney’s large block letters are the words:

NOW WILL YOU TALK TO ME?

READY TO FIND out how Caleb and Lori overcome this new challenge

and find their happy ever after? Find out in Falling for my Fling. Keep

reading for a sneak peek!

Falling for My Fling (Again)

Chapter One

Lori

ON THE MORNING of my third day tracking wolves, I wake to the smell

of fire. I scramble to get outside my tent and scan until I find the

source: a thin column of pale smoke rising from a distant ridge.

I draw in a breath and try to calculate how much time I have

before the wildfire reaches me. A day? Two? Will someone come tell

me to evacuate, or am I going to have to figure it out myself?

The fire must have started from the electrical storm that rolled in

last night, with lightning zapping the surrounding peaks while

thunder exploded and mist beaded my tent. One of those lightning

forks must have found something to burn.

After mowing through my instant oatmeal, I pack my daypack

stuffed with snacks, my field supplies, water bottle, binoculars, but

when I reach for my bird guide, that empty place behind my heart

draws tight. The first time I saw mergansers in the wild was near here,

on the Rogue River. With Caleb. I flip through the weathered pages to
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find the picture of the rusty headed bird and smile at the note I

scrawled in the margin: fire roasted potatoes are yummy!

The memory of the bonfire on the riverbank almost makes me

smile, but I catch it before the ache can spread. That summer, Caleb

taught me to love wild places. Taught me to love the bit of wildness in

myself. Even though he tore my heart in two and pushed me out of his

life without a backward glance, I wish I could thank him for that.

I hike from my camp at the head of a narrow valley up a steep

ridge, then slide my binoculars from my backpack. Last winter, two

federal biologists live-captured and tagged two of the wolves in order

to affix radio collars. This means I know where they are right now,

still in the neighboring valley. Maybe today I’ll finally see them,

though only from afar. It’s too risky to get close—for them, not me.

Most people think wolves are dangerous to people—a misconcep‐

tion that led to their extermination in many parts of the world. That’s

why this pack and others like it are so important. Currently, these

wolves, one of the last wild packs in the lower 48, are federally

protected under the Endangered Species Act. But that status is up for

review the next time Congress convenes. Without federal protection,

they could be targeted by hunters and legally killed by the ranchers

flanking this wilderness area. My research goal is to keep these wolves

protected so they can continue to thrive.

I swing the binoculars from the valley—no wolves in sight—to the

distant ridge. The smoke is now a darker gray, puffing into the blue

sky in alternating waves. The worrisome hitch in my breath tells me

this is a bad sign. A sign that the fire is burning unchecked. Which

means that I’m in danger.

But it’s only July. Fire season isn’t until late August, or September.

At least, that’s what I was told.

Someone else has probably notified the fire crews, right? Because

if it’s up to me, we’re in trouble since reception out here is fickle. I

slide my cell phone from the side pouch of my pack and toggle the

phone out of airplane mode. The little wheel spins for several seconds

before connecting with a measly one bar of reception.

If I call this in, will Caleb answer?
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Don’t be stupid. Firefighters don’t answer the phones, they extin‐

guish fires.

Just like Caleb did with ours.

But the idea that he might answer, or that I’ll somehow cross paths

with him after my carefully laid plans to avoid him still elicits a raw,

hollow feeling in my gut. He’s stayed in Penny Creek. Became a fire‐

fighter and a dad. I learned that much from Annika, his sister and my

best friend that summer. We used to keep in touch, but I haven’t kept

up my side of the bargain very well.

What if nobody’s called in the fire yet? The smoke has to be visible

from one of the small towns flanking the mountains.

A faint yip sounds from the valley below. Immediately, I swing my

binoculars 180 degrees, following the sound. There’s a rumor of wolf

pups, but nobody’s seen them yet. My heart taps hard against my

chest. Will I be the first?

I scan the grassy meadow flanked by forest. Then, a black shadow

moves with purpose between the trees, its tail a relaxed curve. In its

mouth is some kind of animal. Beaver? Rabbit? Then, there’s another

wolf, striding on its opposite flank. My heart soars. Watching a crea‐

ture so free and confident, so at home in this harsh environment, taps

something deep inside me.

I blink and they’re gone. Though I search the trees—they must be

rejoining the pack who are resting somewhere in the area—I don’t see

them again.

After a frustrated sigh, I glance at the fire again. Shit. It’s definitely

bigger. I’m going to have to hike out. But what about the wolves? If

they have new pups to care for, it’ll be harder for them to escape. My

protectiveness surges to life, but I have to trust them to take care of

themselves.

Meanwhile, it’s time to save me.

With shaking fingers, I dial 9-1-1.

Keep reading HERE.
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