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      Colton has one goal to accomplish before his junior year of high school is over: ask his childhood crush, Reyna, on a date.

      The thing is, they’re complete opposites. Sure they used to be neighbors and were friends as kids, but then he joined the football team and became popular. She’s quiet, nerdy (in a cute way), and for some reason stopped talking to him years ago.

      Just like most people in Brazos High, Reyna is headed to the beach for spring break. But she’s not there to party—she’s there to help her grandma run the family coffee shop. With her parents out of town and her cousin ditching her last minute, Reyna has no ride to the beach.

      And then her old friend Colton appears, offering to make the six hour road trip with her. Reyna has no other choice but to accept his kindness, and what she thinks will be a simple (but awkward) road trip, turns out to be something much more.
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      Brazos High School is loud, annoying, and insufferable. Not all the time—just right now. The bell rang ten seconds ago, signaling the start of spring break, and suddenly every student is running through the halls, packing in like sardines on a desperate rampage to get to the parking lot and start their vacation. The break only lasts nine days… it’s not as exciting as summer break, geez.

      I stand back in the doorway of my last class watching the hoard of students crush past, not wanting to get injured in the fray. A bunch of jocks are whooping and hollering, pumping their fists in the air and yelling “BEACH TIME” like the big, dumb idiots they are.

      Okay, maybe I’m being a teensy judgmental here.

      I’m sure everyone is super excited for the break, especially since almost all of Brazos High goes straight to Sterling Beach to party nonstop for the week. I’m what you call a nerd, which means I’m not exactly a “party person.” Also, ironically, I’ll be headed straight to the beach tomorrow morning, too. But I’m not going to party.

      My grandma owns a small coffee shop right on the beach, nestled between two large souvenir and surf shops. It’s been in the family since her parents were young. Grandma handles the place just fine during the year, but on spring break and during the summer, I go help out. She’s getting older and slower as the years go by, plus she had surgery on her shoulder this year, so she’s even more in need of my help.

      I usually make the six hour drive to the beach with my parents, which makes me even more of a nerd than all my friends who pile into cars and drive themselves, but I don’t mind it as much. My dad drives his big SUV and I sleep in the back or watch movies on my phone. But this year, I’m riding with my older cousin Lexi because my parents decided to take a big fancy second honeymoon vacation to Florida. This should be fun. Lexi is in college, and she’s cool and beautiful, plus she drives a sports car. I can already picture us jamming to music with our hair blowing in the wind, sipping slushes and eating junk food the whole time. My spring break won’t be filled with parties, but at least the drive will be fun.

      At home, I finish packing my suitcase with everything I’ll need for the week. I hold up my one-and-only swim suit and stare at it. I haven’t gone swimming in the beach in years. Not since I was in junior high, or maybe even younger than that. There’s just never any time… the coffee shop opens at five in the morning to serve coffee to the early morning surfers, and it stays open until six in the evening, which might seem late for coffee, but when people are partying on the beach, time has no meaning. They want their iced coffees at all hours of the day. Now that Grandma is getting older and needs my help, I can’t just ditch her to go swim. I put the swim suit back in my drawer and then zip up my suitcase.

      I wake up early on Saturday morning to say goodbye to my parents. They have an early flight to Miami, and their ride to the airport will be here soon.

      Dad gives me a hug. “What time is Lexi getting here?”

      I yawn, glancing at the clock in the kitchen. It’s just after six in the morning. “She said around eight because she doesn’t like to wake up too early.”

      Mom gives me a hug next. She smells like flowers and hair spray. “You two be careful, okay? Only stop at big gas stations, not those small places that look like murderers hang out there.”

      I try not to roll my eyes. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You two have fun,” she says, squeezing me close. “And make sure you take care of Grandma.”

      “I will, I promise.”

      I wave goodbye as they leave, and then I decide it’s not worth trying to go back to sleep. Lexi will be here in less than two hours, so I turn on the TV and brew some coffee and eat a bowl of cereal.

      I get caught up in my TV show, and before long, it’s eight o’clock. I check my phone, and when I see Lexi hasn’t texted me anything, I text her.

      
        
        Me: Are you running late?

      

      

      Instead of replying, she calls me.

      “Hey, Reyna, oh-em-gee—” she says when I answer the phone. “I’m so sorry, I totally forgot to tell you, I’m such a ditz!”

      I roll my eyes. “Are you running late or something?”

      “Not exactly…” I can practically picture my cousin’s face—she’s biting her lip in that way she does because she doesn’t want to tell me the truth. “So…. I kind-of-sort-of decided to go to LA with my boyfriend for spring break. It was a last-minute decision and I totally forgot to tell you.”

      “Are you serious?” My palm smacks against my forehead. “You’re just leaving Grandma to fend for herself this week? I have to be there! The store gets way too busy for her to run it alone.”

      “No, no, no, I didn’t forget about you,” she says with this soothing voice that doesn’t make me feel better at all. “I arranged it last night but I totally forgot to tell you. So my boyfriend’s roommate’s little brother is driving up to the beach today and he said he’d take you.”

      My jaw falls open. If my jaw was long enough, it would just smack right on the floor right now, that’s how shocked I am.

      “You want me to ride six hours with some guy I don’t even know!?”

      “Reyna, it’s not a big deal. He’s nice, I promise. And he said he’s cool with it, so you don’t even have to worry. I gave him your address so he’ll be there in a few hours.”

      I roll my eyes. I’m not some fun, outgoing girl. I’m shy, and quiet, and my only friends are also nerds like me. I won’t exactly jump up and down with enthusiasm if you tell me I have to ride six hours with a total stranger. I’m about to tell off my cousin, using every bad word I can think of, but then I take a deep breath and think of my grandma. She needs me. She’s counting on me.

      Lexi may not care if she lets me down, but I care about my grandma. I refuse to let her down.

      “Whatever,” I say. Then I end the call. I fall back against the couch and let out a long, pained sigh. This is going to be a nightmare.
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      I can’t get Reyna Maxwell off my mind. It’s been years since I’ve seen her, but I saw her yesterday, standing in a classroom door watching everyone walk by. I instantly recognized her as the grown up version of my childhood friend. We used to be neighbors before she moved to a new house across town in sixth grade. I had a crush on her back then, too, but I didn’t know what to do about it. I was just a dumb kid and the only way I could think to flirt with her was pulling her hair and calling her Hello Kitty lunch kit dumb.

      She would punch me in the arm and tell me Hello Kitty was, in fact, not dumb. I think I used to make fun of her stuff just so she’d interact with me more.

      But now, my crush is something else completely. We’re no longer kids, and she’s so beautiful. Her auburn hair is curly now, hanging loosely down her back. I guess it was curly as a kid, too, but she always kept it pulled back into a bun so I never noticed. Her light skin is dotted with freckles, and while I didn’t see her up close from across the hallway, I can still picture her green eyes from when we were kids. They were always mesmerizing.

      It’s as if time stood still when I saw her. My heart flooded with warmth and my hands got tingly. I immediately wanted to walk over and say hi, but my friends were all too excited about spring break that they wouldn’t have let me walk away, anyhow. Yesterday after school, the whole football team went out to a pizza buffet for dinner. I tried to forget about her, but I couldn’t.

      And now, as I lie awake in bed the next morning, I’m still thinking about her. I’m wondering where the time went. What happened to pull us apart? I guess, as kids, we didn’t have cell phones or anything, so when Reyna moved away she was just gone. No longer my friend next door who could come out and play when I knocked on her door. Then high school started and I joined the football team, and that’s been my life ever since.

      It feels weird to admit it, but I’m popular. Everyone on the football team is popular. I only joined because I like the sport and my dad loves football more than anyone else and he was thrilled to have his son play for the Brazos High School Bears. But it’s not just a game around here. This is Texas, and high school football is a big deal. My entire life became football practically overnight.

      I guess I got older, got popular, and forgot about her. Maybe she’s forgotten about me, too.

      But I can’t shake how beautiful she is. I want to be around her. I want to know her again. I want to ask her on a date. I want her to be my girl. I don’t care what it takes… I’ll ask her out as soon as I see her again.

      But unfortunately, today is the start of spring break. My parents own a five-bedroom beach house on Sterling Beach, and it’s one of the reasons I’m popular. The whole football team stays there each year, crashing on the many bunkbeds and pull-out couches in the big, two-story beach house. My dad loves the football team so much that he doesn’t care, and now that we’ve all got drivers’ licenses and cars, he gives us the keys to the castle each spring break. Honestly, if everyone wasn’t staying at my house this week, I’d skip it and look for Reyna instead.

      I try looking her up on social media, but her profiles are private. My thumb hovers over the “follow” button for a long time. If I ask to follow her, she’ll probably accept me since we’re old friends. But how dorky is that? When I talk to her next, it should be in person, not through a phone screen.

      I’ll just have to suffer through this week and then look for her at school when we return next Monday. I hope she’s single. I hope she’ll like me.

      Downstairs, my mom and dad are cooking breakfast and discussing the season finale of one of their favorite TV shows.

      “Morning, son,” Dad says, nodding at me while he flips a pancake on the stove. “What time are you heading out to the beach?”

      “I dunno, in a few hours, I guess. I’m pretty tired.”

      Because I didn’t sleep much last night since I was thinking about Reyna.

      “Just give yourself enough time to get there before dark,” Mom says. “It’s a six hour drive, plus an hour or so if you stop for snacks and gas…”

      “I know, Mom,” I say, kissing her on the head as I slip past her and grab some bacon off the plate next to the frying pan. “Don’t worry, I’ve got it all covered.”

      I’ve been taller than my mom for years now. She looks up at me and smiles. “I know. You’re basically an adult now. I still worry though…”

      Dad chuckles. “He’ll be fine. Oh, by the way, Colton,” Dad says, turning to me, “I gave Richie the passcode to the beach house this morning.”

      “You did what?” I say, eyes bugged. Richie is only the most untrustworthy member of the football team. I wouldn’t trust him alone in our beach house for five seconds.

      Dad shrugs. “He called and said he was heading up there early this morning to get some fishing in, so I gave him the lock code so he can let himself inside.”

      Yeah right, I think. He doesn’t fish. Maybe he fishes for girls to hook up with, but not for real fish.

      I breathe a heavy sigh. “Okay, well it’s your house if he trashes it… and it’ll be your fault.”

      Dad chuckles. “Nah, he’s a good kid.”

      I visualize getting to the family beach house and seeing it trashed, broken windows, sand and dirt everywhere, beer cans tossed on Mom’s favorite couch… okay, it probably won’t be that bad, but still. I don’t like the idea of my friends getting there before I do. I guess I’ll start heading that way sooner rather than later. I’m not much of a morning person, so I was going to leave around noon.

      I scarf down some breakfast then head upstairs to shower. When I get out, my phone has seven missed calls from my big brother and three missed calls from his friend. They both go to the same college, and fearing the worst, I hurriedly call my brother back hoping he’s not in the hospital or something.

      “Hey man, what’s going on?” I say.

      “Dude, you haven’t left the house yet, have you?” he asks.

      “No, why?”

      “Cool. We need you to drive some girl to the beach. She lives in Brazos City so it’s not out of your way or anything.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “You want me to drive someone six hours away?”

      “Yeah, you’d be doing a huge favor for my roommate’s girlfriend’s cousin. Apparently she was supposed to drive her or something but she ditched and my roommate promised her that you could take her.”

      “Wow,” I say, rolling my eyes. “He shouldn’t make promises before he knows for a fact that I’ve agreed to do it.”

      “Yeah, I know, but it is what it is,” my brother says. “But since you haven’t left yet, you can still do it, so that’s good.”

      In reality, I guess it’s not that big of a deal. But I don’t even know who they’re talking about, and it could be some ten-year-old annoying kid or something. Or worse, what if it’s one of my exes? I shudder at the thought of being stuck in a car with Molly for six hours. Then, because I’m really tired of being taken advantage of, I say, “What’s in it for me?”

      “Dude, are you really going to be like that?” my brother says. “It’s not out of your way. It’s not a big deal.”

      “It is out of my way,” I say. “You’re asking me to be stuck in my truck for six hours with some person I don’t even know, who will probably be annoying and a pain to deal with. I wanted to chill on my drive and listen to my audiobook for History class, and now that won’t happen because I’m being forced to be a taxi driver for some stranger, so your roommate better pay up and make it worth my while.”

      My brother sighs. I feel pretty good for standing up for myself. He’s always asking me to do favors for him but never doing any favors in return for me. He puts me on hold, and then a few minutes later, he says, “He’ll pay you a hundred dollars.”

      I grin. Better than nothing.

      “Fine. Send me her address.”

      “Thanks, bro.”

      We end the call and I start getting dressed, packing up my backpack with some clothes that are mostly swim shorts, pajamas, and spare underwear. When I’m at the beach for a week, I never leave the beach. There are great restaurants right along the shore, and lots of surfing. No need for many clothes besides swim shorts.

      A few minutes later, my phone lights up with a text from my brother and a Venmo notification. The notification says they’ve transferred me a hundred dollars. The text is an address on Shady Lane, which is totally across town and in the opposite direction of the beach. I roll my eyes. He said it won’t be out of my way, but it’s actually about a twenty minute drive there, and back, so it’s forty minutes out of my way, making my drive almost an hour longer. At least I’m getting a hundred bucks out of it.

      A few seconds later, I get another text from my brother. It simply says: the girl’s name is Reyna Maxwell.

      My heart nearly leaps out of my chest. What are the odds that the girl I can’t stop thinking about is about to be in my truck for the next six hours? I grin like a big, huge, idiot.

      Spring break just got a whole lot better.

      Of course I’m not going to let my brother know that.
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      I want to ditch spring break. I want to call Lexi back and tell her to tell whoever it is that’s doing this favor for her to go away and not pick me up. I want to just sit here in my empty house all week and do nothing. But Grandma needs me. I can’t leave her to work the coffee shop all by herself this week, so here I am, standing in my living room, looking out the window as I wait for whatever stranger is giving me a ride to show up.

      My cousin assured me that the guy is nice, but her word means nothing since she’d also promised me she’d go to Grandma’s for spring break with me. For all I know, this guy could be a creep. I check my phone to make sure I have a full battery so I can call for help if he turns into some creepy weirdo on the drive. A shudder runs through me.

      Am I seriously about to get in a car with a stranger?

      I take a deep breath, tell myself this is for Grandma, then keep watching out the window.

      An hour goes by. Then another. I eventually sit on the couch and watch the window. Then I turn on the television and keep an eye out. Maybe this guy is just as flaky as my cousin is and he has no intention of showing up… it’s a shame that I don’t have my own car. My parents’ cars are in the garage, but they’re car-obsessed people who both drive a stick-shift and I have no idea how to drive that. I’ve tried, but it’s hard. So I can’t take their car and drive myself. I briefly Google what it could cost to have an Uber pick me up and… suffice it to say it’s too much. I am now dependent on a total stranger to come get me and I don’t even know who he is, how to contact him, or when he’ll show up.

      I’m about to burst into tears, but then a blue truck pulls up in front of my house. It drives slowly, like it’s debating if this is the right house or not. Then it turns into my driveway. My pulse quickens. It’s a huge truck, the kind with four doors and a big backseat. I picture a giant of a man stepping out of the giant of a truck, but when the door opens, a regular guy steps out.

      He’s on the tall side, but he’s not a creepy giant. He’s got dark blond hair that’s a little longish and wavy, and tanned skin from being outside all the time. He wears a Brazos High Letterman jacket and swim shorts as he walks up to my front door, chewing on his lip nervously.

      Oh my gosh.

      It’s not a stranger.

      Well… kind of not a stranger. I knew him when I was a kid.

      It’s Colton Gray. The Colton Gray. My former childhood friend who used to be a regular person like me, but then he joined the football team and became ultra-popular and we never talked again. At least he’s not like some other people in school who are purposely rude to anyone they consider a nerd that’s below their popular social standing. Colton just… disappeared. We haven’t had any classes together, and we never see each other, and we certainly don’t run in the same friend circles.

      And now here he is, walking up to my front door and—oh gosh. He just rang the doorbell. I gulp, take a few breaths, and wait a reasonable about of time so that it seems like I was walking up to the door, not standing here the entire time like some weirdo.

      My hand is shaking as I open the door. Am I really about to spend a six-hour road trip with Colton Gray? What on earth will we talk about? I’m starting to think it would be better to have a total stranger drive me, not my old friend.

      “Hey,” he says, beaming at me with his super white teeth and crazy good-looking smile. “Reyna! How cool is this?”

      I try to match his smile with one of my own, but I’m not happy. I’m more… relieved? The gorgeous popular guy in school is being nice to me? That’s a whole lot better than I expected. I have a few other members of the football team in my classes and they act like I don’t exist.

      “Hey… Colton.” I swallow again. “Are you… Lexi’s boyfriend’s roommate’s brother?”

      He chuckles. “Yep. I got a call this morning saying you needed a ride. You ready to go now?”

      “Sure.” I can barely speak now for some reason. Seeing Colton up close, all grown up and…athletic… with that really intoxicating scent of his cologne just rolling off him… makes it hard to function like a normal person. I take a deep breath and turn back inside, grabbing my suitcase from the couch and taking one last glance around the house. All the lights are off, the TV is off. I already made sure the back door was locked, so I’m good to go.

      “Here, I’ll take your bag,” Colton says, reaching out and taking the suitcase from me. He closes the roller handle and just lifts the thing, carrying it all the way to his truck. I’m not going to lie… my insides get a little swoony at the gesture. Both that he carried my bag for me and that he’s strong enough to lift it without a struggle. The thing is heavy. I brought a dozen hardcover books, my laptop, a few pairs of shoes, and lots of clothes.

      My heart is pounding as I lock up my front door. I can’t believe my body is reacting this way to him. He’s just a guy. He was a tall, scrawny little kid when we were neighbors all those years ago. In so many ways, I still feel like a scrawny little kid, but he’s all grown up now. I bet he could probably buy beer and no one would ask for his ID. A few weeks ago, I tried to go see an R-rated movie and they asked for my ID, even though I’m totally seventeen and old enough to see it.

      “Thanks for agreeing to this,” I say as I walk toward his truck. He hefts my suitcase into the truck bed. “I didn’t even know my cousin was going to ditch me until this morning, so I’m really sorry for your troubles and being forced to do this.”

      “Nah, no way,” Colton says, still giving me that cute grin of his. “I’m happy for the company. The drive is so boring when I’m by myself.”

      “I can help pay for gas,” I say. “I’ll even pay for all of the gas.”

      He waves his hand as if waving away my words. “That’s not necessary. Seriously, I’m happy to have you.”

      He pulls open the passenger door, then holds out his hand to me. It’s not until right this moment that I realize his truck is freaking huge. Like, lifted up on big tires that makes the floor of the truck much higher than normal vehicles. That’s why he’s holding out his hand to me, to help me crawl inside.

      My stomach does a flip-flop of fluttery anxiety. My instincts tell me to refuse his hand and just crawl into it myself, but I also don’t want to be rude, so I reach out and our hands touch.

      His skin is warm even in the chilly spring air. A zap of electricity goes straight through my arm and settles in my belly. I take a deep breath and grab onto the passenger seat with my other hand as he helps me get into his truck.

      “Thank you,” I say. At least I think I say it… because right now he’s smiling at me while standing just outside the truck door and my insides get all mushy again. Gosh, this boy is very, very cute. How does any girl at Brazos High stand being around him? He’s almost too cute to look at directly, like his cuteness might blind you as if you were staring at the sun too long.

      He closes my passenger door and it breaks the spell. I’m temporarily all alone in his big truck while he walks over to the driver’s side. I use the few seconds to look around. The back seat is huge with lots of leg room. His Brazos High Student Lot parking pass hangs from his rearview mirror as well as a little plastic football charm. His truck is clean, too. Most of my friend’s cars are filthy with old fast food trash on the floor, and loose homework papers and stuff. Colton’s truck is impressive.

      “Sorry about the ridiculously high truck,” he says as he climbs inside. “My brother gave me his truck when he went off to college, and he’d already lifted it so—” He shrugs. “At least I have an excellent view of the road.”

      I chuckle. “How is your brother doing these days? Is he still really mean?”

      Colton laughs, probably remembering how his big brother used to make fun of us and tease us all the time when we were kids. “He’s better now. Not as much of a jerk now that he’s in college.” He shifts the truck into reverse and backs out of my driveway.

      He glances over, giving me a smirky little smile and my knees turn to jelly again.

      This is going to be a very long six hours.
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      My crush is in my truck.

      The most beautiful girl I’ve seen is sitting right next to me.

      I am beyond grateful that I decided to clean out my truck and give it a good wash before I set off on this trip. She would have thought I’m a gross slob if she’d gotten in my truck and saw dirty old football jerseys in the backseat. Thank you God for my sudden burst of cleaning energy last night.

      We chat about my brother for a few minutes as I drive out of her neighborhood. I have a million things I want to say to her, but I also don’t want to be too chatty and annoying, so I try to play it cool. Lucky for me, once I get onto the main highway that leads out of town, it’s just a six-hour drive down to the beach. There’s no way I could follow a complicated map right now, not with Reyna sitting next to me being all beautiful and distracting.

      It’s like Fate is playing with my life right now. First, Fate made me see Reyna in the hallway yesterday at school, and now here I am driving her to the beach. I am the luckiest guy in the world.

      “What kind of music do you like?” I ask, glancing at her while I drive.

      She shrugs. “Anything is fine with me.”

      “Same here. So feel free to change the radio if you want, or you can connect your phone and play something. I’m cool with whatever.”

      “Wow, most guys hate when girls try to change the music,” she says.

      “Not me.” I cringe a little inside because I’m kind of lying right now. The last couple of girls I dated had really bad taste in music and they were constantly messing with my radio. It was annoying. But here I am telling Reyna to listen to whatever she wants. Maybe deep down I know it’s because she’ll have good music tastes. But really, I don’t know that for a fact. I don’t know anything about her anymore.

      We drive in silence for a bit and the awkwardness feels like it’s going to claw up my spine and suffocate. I spot a coffee shop just at the outskirts of town and it gives me an idea.

      “Want some coffee for the road?” I ask.

      “Sure.”

      “Sweet.”

      I pull over and get in the drive through line. I order a tall Americano and she orders an iced latte thing, then she tries to hand me cash. I wave her hand away. “It’s on me.”

      “Noooo,” she says, trying to hand me the five dollar bill. “I’ll pay for my own.”

      I shake my head. “You’re my guest, so I’m paying.”

      She snorts out a laugh. “I’m not a guest, I’m an unexpected tagalong passenger.”

      “Hey, you were a good unexpected surprise, not a bad one.”

      She huffs out a sigh of resignation and tucks the cash in my cup holder. I remind myself to find a way to sneak the money back to her later on when she’s not looking. Once we get our coffees, we drive onto the highway.

      “Only six more hours to go,” I say, taking a sip. I didn’t sleep much last night and had been worried that I’d get tired on the drive, but now I’m so wired with excitement over having my crush in the seat next to me that I don’t think I could sleep today even if I wanted to. I’m practically giddy over here. It’s embarrassing, to be honest. I’m a man. I shouldn’t get giddy over a girl. Toughen up, Colton.

      But even though I’m really excited to have Reyna with me, she seems indifferent. She sips her latte and looks out the window, and I can’t tell if she’s content or bored. I clear my throat.

      “So what’s been up with you?”

      “Not much,” she says, still looking out the window. “What about you?”

      “Same old, same old. We got new neighbors after you moved out and they’re really annoying people. They have like ten dogs and that are always barking at night.”

      “Oh, that sucks.”

      I nod.

      The silence stretches on some more. I drum my thumbs on the steering wheel while I watch the long, boring road ahead of us. I glance at the clock. It’s been fifteen minutes.

      “So…” I say, deciding that I won’t let awkward silence ruin this road trip. Getting to drive Reyna is a good thing, and I need to treat it like one. “I’ve missed you.”

      She looks over at me, eyes wide. “Why?”

      Okay… not exactly the reply I was hoping for. “Well… we were good friends when we were kids. And then you moved and I basically never saw you again.”

      “Yeah, it’s been a while,” she says, looking back out the window.

      “It’s weird how we just… stopped seeing each other.”

      “We were kids back then,” she says with a shrug. “It’s not like we had cell phones or anything.”

      “But it’s so weird because we haven’t had a single class together in high school. I wish we had kept in touch.”

      She giggles. “Riiiiight.”

      “What?” I say, my jaw dropping. “You don’t believe me?”

      She rolls her eyes, tucking a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. “There’s no reason for you to have kept in touch with me over the years, Colton. We were just friends as little kids because we lived next door to each other… it’s silly to think we would have ever stayed friends.”

      “I don’t think it’s silly. I think it’s cool that we were randomly brought together for this road trip and now I hope we can hang out and be friends again.” And be more than friends, I think to myself.

      Her lips press into a thin line. “Colton, you’re acting like it was some strange mystery that made us stop being friends, but it’s not. You grew up and got super popular. And then you were too cool to be my friend.”

      “That is so not true,” I say, feeling a twinge of guilt at her words.

      She gives me a stern look. “You’re trying to deny being popular?”

      “Well, no… but I’m not too popular for you!”

      She snorts out a laugh. “It’s fine, Colton, really. It’s no big deal. You grew up and got popular and I grew up and became a big nerd. We just don’t run in the same circles anymore.”

      “Well, we should run in the same circles. And you’re not a nerd,” I say, looking over at her.

      “Yes, I am. It’s fine, though. I don’t mind being a nerd.”

      “I had no idea nerds were so beautiful.”

      Her cheeks flush a deep pink. Her lips press together as she tries to hold back a smile before she turns to look out the window again. My heart warms, and I can’t help but smirk.

      This is going to be a really great road trip. Normally the drive is long and boring, but not anymore. I’ve got the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen riding next to me.

      Something tells me this will be the best spring break ever.
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      Oh. My. Gosh.

      Did he really just say that?

      He called me beautiful. Not cute as if I were a little kid. But beautiful.

      I can’t believe he just said that. My swoony, heart-fluttery feelings only last a millisecond because then they transform into suspicion. Colton isn’t exactly my friend anymore. He’s a popular jock, which means he has no reason to tell me compliments like that unless he’s got some ulterior motives… Although I’m the one bumming the ride from him, so I’m not sure what he could want with lying to me like that.

      Still, my suspicions are on high alert, and I decide to build my mental walls very high so he can’t do anything to trick me. After all, I’m wearing black leggings and a Brazos High T-shirt with my hair lying limply around my shoulders. I don’t look pretty at all.

      Colton keeps up our conversation for a while, constantly thinking of new things to say. He doesn’t venture into talking about my attractiveness anymore, so I can feel myself start to relax as I get into the conversation. We talk about his brother’s college drama and his parents’ business. He talks a bit about football and his own college plans. He also asks me all kinds of questions about myself, which makes me realize I’m not all that interesting.

      Still, he listens as if what I’m saying actually is interesting. Underneath that handsome exterior, Colton still seems a lot like the kid I used to know. When he laughs, his lips part the same way, slightly to the left. I can’t stop imagining how things would be between us if I never moved to another house across town. Or if he never joined the football team and instead stayed a dorky nerd like me.

      But then I realize that even if Colton didn’t play sports, he would have still been popular because he grew up to be very, very, very attractive. Guys as cute as him don’t just hang out in the shadows.

      Before I know it, three hours have gone by. We’re well out of the city and now we’re driving along the hundred mile stretch of farmland that leads toward the ocean.

      “Wow, I can’t believe we’re halfway done with this road trip,” I say as I watch the mile marker on the highway go by.

      “The time is really flying by,” he says, glancing at the clock on the dashboard. “It’s so much nicer driving down here with someone to talk to.”

      “You’re welcome,” I say, waving my hand as if I’m a fancy royal or something. He laughs.

      “Are you hungry? Thirsty?” he asks. “That huge Buc-ee’s is coming up. We could stop.”

      “Sure, sounds good.”

      Buc-ee’s is a Texas institution, although I’ve heard the amazing chain of gas stations have expanded to other states as well. The one on the way to the beach is massive, with around a hundred gas pumps and a hundred bathroom stalls, which are always super clean. The food is amazing, too. Buc-ee’s is basically a super fancy convenience store with a cartoon beaver as a mascot. My family always stops at one even if we don’t have to pee. It’s the perfect road trip pit stop.

      Colton’s phone lights up and beeps several times from where it sits in the cupholder.

      “Hey, sorry, but would you mind reading that for me? The traffic is getting worse and I don’t want to text and drive.”

      “Sure thing,” I say, reaching for his phone. He’s right about the traffic… this large highway wasn’t too busy until just a moment ago. Now we’re slowing down as all three southbound lanes are filled with cars. “It looks like there might be a wreck up ahead or something.”

      “I hope no one’s hurt,” Colton says as he slows to a complete stop in the traffic.

      I look at his phone. “It’s all texts from Richie,” I say, reading the screen. “But you need to unlock it before I can see them.”

      I point his phone at him, and he looks at it so the automatic face recognition will unlock the screen. Then I click on Richie’s texts. He’s another popular football player. I know him by name alone, since we’ve never actually talked or anything.

      “Richie said: hey bro, I just got here. Then he said: your house smells amazing,” I say, rolling my eyes at Richie’s goofy text. “And then he just sent a picture of himself and the words: bro, I’m claiming this bed, it’s the best one in the house.”

      I turn the phone so he can see the picture of Richie, shirtless, wearing sunglasses and purple swim shorts, splayed out on a massive king size bed.

      “Oh, definitely not,” he says. “That’s my parent’s room. Which means it’s my room when they aren’t there. Text back and tell him to get out of my bed.”

      I laugh and type out a reply.

      Colton inches forward a bit then comes to another stop. All three lanes are filled with stopped cars as far as I can see, and his truck is pretty high off the ground so I can see a long ways. Just up ahead, the massive Buc-ee’s gas station waits, its parking lot filled with cars.

      Colton’s phone beeps again and I read him Richie’s reply. “It’s a bunch of sad face emojis.”

      “I’m so annoyed that my dad just let him get there early,” he says. “Richie isn’t exactly the most trustworthy guy and now he’s hanging out at my beach house unsupervised.”

      “What’s it like having a beach house?” I ask as I set his phone back down.

      “It’s fun,” he says. “The house has been in our family for a couple of generations, so I’ve been going there since I was born.”

      “I go to the beach every year to see my grandma, but she lives in town so she’s not right on the beach,” I say.

      “Well, you’re welcome to come hang out with me anytime you want,” he says, looking over and giving me a cute grin that wakes up the butterflies in my stomach.

      “Police,” I say, startled to see two men in uniform walking toward us. They stop at the cars in front of us, telling something to the drivers. Colton and I exchange curious glances.

      “I wonder what’s going on?” I ask.

      “Looks like we’re about to find out,” he says as the cop walks toward us. Colton lowers his window.

      “I’ve got some bad news,” the officer says, nodding to Colton and me. “There’s been an eighteen-wheeler incident a few miles ahead and there’s a large chemical spill. It’s extremely toxic so no one can go through until it’s been cleaned up. And to make matters worse, another spill happened about fifteen miles back,” the officer says, shaking his head like he’s already over dealing with this crap. “Rest assured, this company will be sued into oblivion when this is all said and done. Looks like they hired two incompetent drivers…”

      “Wow,” Colton says. “Are we in danger?”

      The officer shakes his head. “Not if you stay here. Once the hazmat crews are done cleaning up the spill, we’ll open the roads again.”

      “How long will that take?” Colton asks.

      The officer shrugs. “Hopefully no more than a couple of hours.”

      As the officer walks to the car behind us, Colton looks at me, eyes wide. “Wow… that’s crazy.”

      “A couple of hours?” I can hardly believe what I’m hearing. “We just have to sit here that long?”

      “Luckily that gas station is close enough to walk to,” he says, nodding to a group of people who decided to leave their car on the road and walk over to Buc-ee’s. “But hey, if I’m going to be stuck on the road for two hours, I’m glad it’s with you.”

      There he goes again with those compliments.

      I roll my eyes at him, but deep down I’m grinning.
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      This turn of events is both good and bad. Good because I get to spend more time with Reyna, which is actually super awesome. But it’s bad because now Richie is in my parent’s beach house unsupervised for even longer than before. I was three hours away from getting there and making sure he hasn’t trashed the place. Now, who knows how much longer it’ll take.

      Richie texts me again shortly after the police officer tells us about what happened.

      
        
        Richie: I invited some girls over. I know you don’t mind because GIRLS!

      

      

      Anger and annoyance flow through my veins. I type out a quick reply.

      
        
        Me: Dude, no. Stop inviting people to my house

        Richie: It’s your DADS house, bro. He said he trusts me.

      

      

      “Is everything okay?” Reyna asks.

      I realize my jaw is clenched as I grip my phone, so I loosen it and take a breath. “Yeah. My friend is just an idiot who has unrestricted access to my beach house and I worry that he’ll destroy the place.”

      “Well, we’re three hours away... and if we get to leave here in two hours, it’s only five hours until you get there.” She gives me a soft smile. “How much damage could he do in five hours?”

      “I know you’re trying to make me feel better, but knowing Richie, he could do all kinds of damage in five hours.” I curl my lip just thinking about it. “I worry he’ll have a ton of people over and they’ll trash the place and I won’t have anywhere to sleep. I mean, it’s kind of on my dad if he ruins the house. My dad can deal with those consequences, but I’m worried about where I’ll sleep tonight.”

      “Are you still a neat freak?” she asks as her smile turns into a cocky grin. “I remember you used to be soooo specific with your stuff. Always had to make your bed and keep your room tidy.”

      I nod. “Yeah, actually. I’m cool with partying on the beach all night but I want my room and bathroom clean, ya know? No sand, no empty red plastic cups. Just a clean, nice, vacation room.”

      She holds up her fingers and twists them together. “Well, fingers crossed. I hope your room is still clean when you get there.”

      “Me too.”

      She peers at her own phone. “I texted my grandma to let her know I’ll be late. She said she made her famous lasagna for dinner and now I feel bad.”

      “Bummer. I love lasagna.”

      “Speaking of lasagna…” Reyna says, glancing out at the Buc-ee’s in front of us. “I’m pretty hungry. Want to walk over there like everyone else is doing?”

      It feels really weird leaving my truck parked on the middle of the highway. But it’s surrounded by a hundred other cars that are also parked, so it’s not like I’m creating a road hazard or anything. Still, it’s surreal to walk alongside the shoulder of the road like this, Reyna beside me, and a few other strangers also making the trek. The grass along the side of the highway is kind of tall, coming to my mid-calf as we trudge through it. Only about a quarter mile ahead is the gas station, so we reach it in a few minutes. We really lucked out getting trapped on the road next to a massive Buc-ee’s, instead of some small rinky-dink gas station. This place is literally the size of a department store.

      Reyna and I make our way to the bathrooms, then we peruse the food selection. There’s a to-go restaurant on site, and we order food, get drinks, and then walk back across the grass to my truck. Sure enough, none of the cars have moved. We’re going to be stuck here for a while.

      “Wanna eat outside?” I ask, walking to the bed of my truck.

      “Sure.”

      I lower the tailgate and hop up into the bed of the truck, setting my food down. Then I reach for her food and set it next to mine before leaning over and holding out my hand. Reyna hesitates a moment, like maybe she wants to climb into the back of my truck on her own, but then she reaches up and takes my hand.

      I know it sounds silly, but I swear I feel a spark of electricity when our fingers touch. It makes my heart race. In the blink of an eye, I can picture holding hands with her for hours. Dancing around a ballroom with her hand linked in mine. Even walking along the beach together, hand in hand. But none of that is happening right now. All that really happens is she takes my hand and I pull her into my truck and we sit on the tailgate, feet dangling off, eating our dinner while the family in the minivan that’s behind me eats their dinner, too. Seems like everyone around us walked to the gas station for a meal. It’s not like there’s anything else to do.

      “I wonder what kind of toxic spill happened?” Reyna muses while she eats her salad.

      “Maybe it’s not a spill at all… That’s just what they want us to think,” I say, wiggling my eyebrows conspiratorially. “Maybe it’s an alien spaceship that landed on the road and they’re working hard to keep the aliens a secret.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Have you checked Twitter lately?”

      “Huh? No…” I pull my phone out of my pocket and pull up the app. Sure enough, “Massive toxic spill in Texas” is trending on the news, complete with pictures of an overturned 18-wheeler and people in hazmat suits.

      I shrug. “Maybe it’s just a really convincing coverup of an alien spaceship.”

      She laughs and tosses a cherry tomato at me. “You’re a dork.”

      “Dorky enough to date you?” I ask.

      Her expression darkens. In an instant, her smile is gone and she looks like I’ve just punched her in the face.

      “Wait, Reyna, no, I didn’t mean it like that,” I say, realizing that my words could have been taken as an insult. “I just meant, like… earlier you said you were a nerd and that I was popular, so now that you called me a dork… I thought maybe I was back in your league.”

      She looks away. “You’re not funny.”

      “I’m sorry.” No, no, no. Even though I didn’t mean to, I’ve just insulted her. “Reyna, I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. I didn’t mean…”

      “Dude, just let it go,” she says, stabbing her plastic fork into her salad a little harder than necessary.

      She called me dude. Dude is what you call a friend. Not a boyfriend. Not boyfriend material. I swallow back a huge ball of guilt as I stare at my BLT sandwich, wishing I had a time machine. I wouldn’t just go back in time and change what I said just now, I’d go back and make sure Reyna and I stayed friends in high school.
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      I don’t know why Colton keeps saying these little jerk things to me. First, he called me beautiful for no reason at all, which meant it must have been some kind of mean joke. Then he just made that joke about being dorky enough to date me. It’s embarrassing, even though normally I don’t care if people think I’m a dork. I just want to scream I get it! I’m a dorky nerd and no one as popular as you would ever date me! Geez!

      But I don’t say anything because screaming my inner thoughts would be even more awkward than keeping quiet. I don’t know why he’s saying these snide little insults to me. It’s not like I forced him to drive me to the beach. I even offered to pay for gas and he told me no. Whatever the reason, he’s kind of hurting my feelings. So much for old friends reuniting.

      My parents arrived safely in Florida and I don’t want to worry them so I tell them everything is fine and that it’s all good here. I mean, technically things are fine, if not boring and awkward. I’m stuck in the middle of the highway next to a guy who used to be my friend and there’s toxic chemicals everywhere. The air smells normal, which is good. From what I’ve read on my phone, the news claims it’s a heavy substance that’s affecting the ground, not the air, so it’s not getting into our lungs, which is good. However, if our tires drive over it, they’d melt right off the car, according to some news outlet online. That’s why we’re stuck here.

      One hour turns into two, and then three. It’s now well past dinner time. To kill the time, we’ve been watching Netflix on Colton’s iPad which is propped up on his truck’s dash. I’m grateful for the TV shows because I don’t feel like talking. Talking was fun for a while, but now I’m worried he’s going to say something mean again and disguise it as a joke.

      “I’m getting hungry again,” I say, knowing full well that I should just walk over to the gas station myself, but I also don’t want to walk alone. While Colton has said some mean things, he’s also been nice and friendly, too. Which is why it’s just so weird and awkward around him now.

      “Me too,” he says, reaching up and pausing the video. “The cops are walking around again… let’s see what they say.”

      Sure enough, officers are going car to car again, and I’m hoping they have some good news and are telling us that we get to leave soon. When an officer finally gets to us, he says the exact opposite of what we’re hoping for.

      “Sorry folks, but it looks like you’ll be here a while. The chemicals have eroded through the road completely. They’re working on a way to dive cars around it, but the spill takes up a lot of room. Are you guys okay? We can get the helicopter here and medi-vac anyone with medical emergencies.”

      Colton looks at me. “I think we’re both fine.”

      “Yeah, we’re okay,” I tell the officer. “Just bored.”

      He chuckles. “You and me both. Well, there’s some good news—” He hands Colton two slips of paper. “A local church group wanted to bring food to the people stuck here waiting but there’s no safe way for them to get here, so instead, they bought everyone gift certificates to the Buc-ee’s. Ya’ll can walk over and get dinner for free.”

      “Wow, tell them thank you,” Colton says, handing one of the slips to me. It’s a fifty-dollar gift certificate which is more than enough for a few meals.

      “Yes, tell them we really appreciate it,” I say.

      “Will do,” the officer says as he taps the side of Colton’s truck. “Ya’ll take care now. Put your hazard lights on if you have an emergency and we’ll come to you.”

      He walks off to talk to the next car behind us.

      “That was really nice of that church,” I say, looking at the certificate. “This is a lot of money if they’re giving all of us one.”

      Colton nods, his lips sliding to the side of his mouth. “I feel kind of bad taking it, since I don’t need the money. I have plenty to pay for both of us. I wonder if someone could use it more than us?” He glances his his rearview mirror, and I know immediately who he’s talking about.

      The minivan that’s parked behind us is old and falling apart, and the sweet couple in the front seat have been dealing with four energetic small children all afternoon. Just a couple of hours ago, the family walked past us on their way to the gas station and the little girls were asking for ice cream since they saw another kid with a big bowl of soft serve from Buc-ee’s, and the mom had told the kids they didn’t have money for that.

      I grin. “That’s a really good idea,” I say, holding out my hand. Colton smiles back and hands me his gift certificate. We hop out of his truck—literally hop, because it’s so high off the ground—and walk to the car behind us.

      “We have some extra gift cards we don’t need,” I tell the mom as Colton stands beside me.

      Colton says, “We don’t want them to go to waste so I thought maybe you could use them?”

      The middle-aged woman’s face is lined with wrinkles and dark circles under her eyes. Relief flashes across her face. “Oh wow, thank you,” she says. “That’s so kind of you.”

      Later, as Colton and I are walking back to the gas station to get some dinner, I’m still thinking about the family.

      “That was a good idea you had,” I tell him, glancing over at him as we walk. The setting sun lights up his blond hair, almost making it look on fire. “I’m glad we gave our gift certificates to someone who needed them. I guess even popular guys know how to be nice sometimes.”

      “I’m nice.” He glances at me, his expression unreadable. “I’m sorry that I insulted you earlier. I really didn’t mean to. I’m just dumb and I say dumb things. I thought I was being cute and funny but… I guess not.”

      He sounds so sincere. I want to believe him. I think maybe I should believe him. After all, everything else he’s done today has been kind.

      “It’s fine,” I say with a shrug. I’m shrugging off the situation and trying to shrug off how his words made me feel—like I was a loser dork and he’s the awesome prize I’d never get to have.

      He bumps my shoulder with his. “So we’re good?”

      “Yep.”

      This little conversation doesn’t change much, though. When spring break is over and we go back to school, he’ll still be the popular guy and I’ll be the nerdy girl and we’ll never talk again. So who cares if we’re friends tonight? That’s all we’ll ever be.

      The hours keep going by and soon it’s almost midnight. I let out a yawn from the passenger side of Colton’s truck. We’re watching superhero movies now. His iPad stays charged thanks to a massive battery pack he brought along.

      “I can’t believe it’s so late,” I say, yawning again.

      “I think we’ll be stuck here over night. Maybe we should start thinking of sleeping arrangements.”

      My eyes widen. “Sleeping arrangements?”

      Colton bites his lip nervously. “I mean… if we’re stuck here all night then I’ll be too tired to drive when we finally do get to leave. And you look like you’re falling asleep. Maybe we should just… try to get some sleep? Is that awkward?”

      “Yes,” I say with a snort of laughter. “It would be so awkward.”

      “You can take the backseat,” he says. “You’re short so you can probably lay down comfortably. I’ll just sleep in my driver’s seat. I’ve done it before.”

      “Really?” I say, watching as he leans the seat back to a comfortable recline. “When?”

      “When my friends need a designated driver and they stay out too late partying, leaving me bored in my truck,” he says, sounding like the memories of those nights are annoying to him.

      “You’re a good friend.”

      He shrugs. “I try.”

      Another yawn overtakes me and suddenly the backseat of his truck is sounding pretty good. I crawl back there and lay down flat, my feet on the driver’s side of the truck and my head facing Colton.

      “Comfy?” he asks.

      “I guess. Wish I had a pillow.”

      “One pillow, coming right up,” he says. He gets out of his truck then hops into the back of it. A moment later, he appears with a pillow.

      “Wha--?” I say, bewildered that he literally just handed me a pillow.

      He smirks. “I bring my own pillow to the beach house.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, taking the pillow he offers to me. “But now you don’t have one…”

      “Nah, I don’t need one in the driver’s seat.”

      He closes the truck door behind him and now we’re sitting here, the sky dark outside and the dome light in the truck casting a glow over everything.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Goodnight, Reyna.”

      “Goodnight.”

      I close my eyes and lay back, resting my head on his pillow. It’s comfortable and soft and it smells like him. It’s a really, really good smell. And now I can’t concentrate on anything else. I was exhausted just moments ago and now here I am, cuddled up with a really hot guy’s really good-smelling pillow while he sleeps in the front seat just a few inches away from me. This is certainly not how I expected my spring break to go.

      Not that I’m complaining.
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      It’s quiet way out here in the middle-of-nowhere Texas, parked on the highway with hundreds of other people. It’s after midnight, and I guess most people are asleep right now. I’m reclined in my driver’s seat, staring up at the tan roof of my truck. I can’t sleep. Reyna is right behind me in the back seat. She’s so close I could reach out and touch her.

      If only I had seen her sooner in school. If only I had never let her slip out of my life. Maybe we’d already be dating by now, and this would be a trip a couple is taking, instead of a trip two awkward people who used to be friends are taking.

      I sit here, eyes closed, for who knows how long. I think I drift off to sleep a little bit, but then I open my eyes and admit that I won’t be sleeping much, so I just go back to staring at the roof of my truck.

      “Colton?” Reyna whispers.

      I look back. “Yes?”

      “Are you awake?”

      “Yup.”

      “Can’t sleep?”

      “Nope.”

      She sits up in the backseat. “Same. Weirdly, I’m not even that tired.”

      “I could put a show on my iPad if you want to watch something?”

      “Actually…” She leans forward near the center console and I can barely see her face in the glow of the moonlight and the lights of the nearby gas station. “I kind of need to pee.”

      I chuckle because she says it so seriously. She brushes her hair behind her ears. “I just didn’t want to leave the truck if you were sleeping, ya know? But since you’re awake, I think I’ll walk over to Buc-ee’s.”

      “I’ll go with you,” I say, sitting up.

      “No, don’t worry about it. It’s fine.”

      “I’m going,” I say, opening my door, which makes the dome light turn on, lighting up the truck. “It’s not safe for you to go alone.”

      She rolls her eyes, but she doesn’t object.

      As we walk across the tall grass on the side of the highway, the darkened sky lights up with a zap of lightning in the distance.

      “Wow, looks like rain over there,” she says. Then she trips over a bit of tall grass, knocking into me as she tries to steady herself. I wrap my arm around her back so she doesn’t fall.

      “Sorry,” she says. “Flip flops and tall grass are not a good combination.”

      I smile. “No worries.”

      I know that right about now is the time I should let go of her back, so I drop my hand, but I hate every second of it. I want to keep my arm around her. I want to pull her close. Truth be told, I want to cuddle with her in the backseat of my truck. Of course, my mom raised me better than to make a move on a girl so early on, so I’ll continue to be a gentleman while on this unexpectedly long road trip.

      The air gets cooler and a rumble of thunder fills the night sky.

      “Looks like it’s going to rain,” I say as another zap of lightning streaks across the sky. “We should probably hurry.”

      I load up on snacks while Reyna goes to the restroom, and a short while later, we’re walking back to my truck. The gas station is open twenty-four hours a day and there are still plenty of people mulling around, probably unable to sleep in their cars just like us.

      The wind kicks up, a humid breeze that swishes through the tall grass.

      “I hope we make it,” Reyna says, walking a little faster.

      “Me too.”

      Just then, a loud crack bursts through the air and the skies open up, pouring rain on us. With a squeal, Reyna takes off running and I follow quickly behind her, racing across the short distance back to my truck. I click the key fob to unlock the doors, but although Reyna gets there first, she can’t crawl inside without my help.

      “I have an umbrella,” I call out, remembering the umbrella I keep in the driver’s side door pocket. Rushing to the door, I pull it open, grab the umbrella and open it. Reyna squeezes into the open door area right next to me, seeking the refuge of the umbrella.

      We stand here, huddled next to my truck with the umbrella protecting us from the downpour, panting from the run, and half-soaked in rain. I toss the bag of snacks I bought onto the floor of my truck.

      “Wow, that happened fast,” I say, glancing out at the rain.

      “Mmhmm,” Reyna says. Her cheeks are pink. She’s probably out of breath from running, but maybe she’s flushed for another reason?

      She brushes her wet hair out of her face, then looks up at me. “Sorry I got both of us rained on.”

      “Not your fault,” I say, brushing some wet hair off her cheek. “It’s mother nature’s fault for raining on us.”

      She smiles.

      And then she kisses me.
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      I don’t know what comes over me. Standing so close to Colton, tucked into the safety of his truck’s door with the umbrella on top of us, shielding us from the rain and from any midnight onlookers, and the smell of his cologne, and the super cute expression on his face…

      I don’t know. I just kiss him.

      I lean up on my toes and plant my lips on his. My hands stay safely by my sides, which is ridiculous because if my lips are touching his, surely I can also wrap my arms around his neck. But I’m so scared he’ll push me away, yell eww gross, and never speak to me again.

      But he doesn’t.

      His arm slides around my waist, pulling me close to him while the other holds the umbrella. He leans into the kiss, his forehead touching mine. His breath tastes like the sour candies we’ve been eating all night, which means mine probably tastes the same.

      Electricity zaps all up and down my body. It’s as if the only lightning that exists right now is between our lips. Then real lightning crackles and the sky blasts with white light before loud thunder rumbles through the air. We both jump at the sound and our lips part.

      My heart is thudding a million times a minute. I can’t believe I just kissed Colton!

      And he kissed me back!

      Colton swallows and I watch his Adam’s apple bob up and down.

      “That was amazing,” he says, his voice deep. “But we should probably get inside before we’re struck by lightning.”

      I nod quickly. He maneuvers the umbrella to the back door and opens it, holding my hand while I crawl into the backseat. He closes the door behind me, then leaps into his driver’s seat and quickly tosses the wet umbrella on the floor of the passenger seat. With the door closed behind him, the loud sound of the storm dulls. Rain splatters all over the windows, cloaking us in darkness.

      I swear I can hear my heartbeat thundering through the truck. Heat flushes through my cheeks at the fear that he can hear it, too. Ugh, I’m such a nerd.

      “I’m sorry,” I blurt out as anxiety takes over, pushing out all those incredible feelings I’d experienced just moments ago. “I don’t know what came over me.”

      Colton looks at me, a hint of a smile on his lips. The lips that were just kissing mine.

      “Don’t be,” he says.

      He looks like he’s about to say more, and my heart is dying for him to say more, but then the red and blue of police lights light up the road. Several emergency vehicles drive up the shoulder, passing us. Then suddenly, brake lights turn on. The cars up ahead are starting their engines.

      “I think we’re starting to move,” Colton says. He starts up his truck and turns on the windshield wipers so we can get a better view. “Yes, the cars up ahead are definitely moving!”

      “Finally,” I say. Relief floods over me. I want to hurry up and get to my grandma’s house of course, but something even better is happening now…

      We’re now distracted from talking or thinking about what just happened.

      It’s very slow going, but eventually all the cars start driving again, directed by police. I lean forward from the backseat watching curiously while we approach the part of the road that had the toxic spill. It appears that they covered the area with concrete or some kind of thick substance since it’s holding up well to the rainwater. Police direct cars in a single file line across the makeshift pathway that crosses the road. Before long, Colton drives over it, and we are free again, cruising on an open highway.

      It’s almost one in the morning. This six hour road trip has already doubled in length.

      “That was crazy,” I say a few moments later. The rain has let up now, falling in only a light sprinkle now. Now that the excitement is over, I’m suddenly shivering from my rain-soaked clothes.

      “You okay?” Colton asks, peering back at me.

      “Just cold,” I say. “And soaking wet.”

      He turns on the heater and cranks it up. It’s frustrating how he seems so normal, so calm and collected, while I’m over here freaking out. We just kissed! Does he not care at all? Maybe girls just randomly kiss him all the time because he’s so attractive. Now that I’m picturing that scenario, my heart starts to hurt.

      “I have some extra clothes in that backpack,” Colton says, nodding to the backpack on the floor in the backseat. “Pajamas and stuff. You could change into them if you want.”

      “That’s okay,” I say. But I’m still shivering, even with the heater on. Colton seems to notice because he watches me from the rear view mirror. It occurs to me now that I should probably just crawl back up to the front seat since we’re driving again.

      “You look miserable,” he says. “You should change clothes so you can warm up. I don’t want you to get sick and have your whole spring break ruined.”

      He has a good point. If I get a cold from tonight then I’ll be no use to my grandma’s coffee shop. I gaze up ahead. There’s nothing but fields of farmland that stretch on for miles. That’s why the Buc-ee’s a few miles back was so big and popular… it’s the only place to stop for the next sixty miles.

      “I’m not changing clothes in front of you,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      Colton reaches under the seat and pulls out a long, accordion-folded sun visor. “Stretch this across the backseat, like how limos have that divider between the driver and the back. I won’t look, I promise. I just want you to stop being so cold.”

      I eye the visor suspiciously. I am freezing. My teeth are chattering. My clothes are wet and cling to my body and feel gross on my skin. Colton was wearing his letterman, which he removed, so his shirt is dry. I guess his swim shorts are the kind of material that’s meant to dry quickly, so he’s fine.

      “Fine,” I say, heaving a sigh. I take the visor and open it up, pressing it against the back of the front seats. If I push the backpack up against it, it holds up fairly well. Since Colton has to focus on the road to drive, it’s not like he can peer around the corner to see me half-naked. Plus, I trust him. If he says he won’t look, he won’t.

      “Thank you,” I say as I change into a T-shirt and a pair of flannel pajama pants that are way too long for me and also too big in the waist. I pull the drawstring tighter. Then I twist my wet hair into a bun and secure it with a scrunchie. I feel a million times better now that I’m warm and dry.

      “I’m happy to help,” he says.

      I remove the visor and fold it back up, then slip it under the seat.

      “If you want to get some sleep, you can,” Colton says. “We’re still about three hours away and it’s the middle of the night.”

      “What about you?” I ask. “How are you going to stay awake the whole time if I’m not awake to talk to you?”

      “Don’t you worry about me,” he says. He smiles so big his eyes crinkle in the corners. “That kiss gave me all the energy I need to stay awake.”
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      She kissed me. The girl of my dreams, the one I’ve been thinking about nonstop for twenty four hours, kissed me. In the rain. Like some kind of Taylor Swift song.

      Now I suddenly realize why everyone loves that singer and her cheesy romance songs. The songs all start to make sense when you’re experiencing feelings like this in real life.

      I’m riding on cloud nine for the next three hours, so happy and thrilled for what’s to come with Reyna and me. She sleeps peacefully in the backseat, wearing my clothes and looking like an angel. I know I should focus on the road, but I sneak glances back there every so often just to remind myself that this is real. Reyna is beautiful and kind and adorable and she’s asleep in my backseat.

      And she kissed me.

      Just after four in the morning, we arrive in the popular tourist beach town on the southern coast of Texas. I have no idea where Reyna’s grandma lives so I pull over at an empty parking lot and carefully wake her up.

      “Reyna?” I say softly.

      Her eyes flutter awake and she looks around, confused at first. Then her eyes land on me and widen. “Oh crap. I forgot where I was,” she says, blinking a few times as she sits up and stretches. She looks out the window. “We made it.”

      “Yep. I need your grandma’s address,” I say, trying not to obsess over how freaking pretty she is in my clothes. “If it’s too early to drop you off, we can hang out at my place for a while,” I offer, secretly hoping she agrees. I’m not ready to say goodbye just yet. We could cuddle on the porch and watch the sun rise.

      I’m a little terrified that Richie and his friends have trashed the place, but at least I’d be with Reyna.

      She shakes her head. “No, it’s fine. My grandma is up early for the coffee shop, but I don’t know the official address. I’ll just show it to you.”

      She crawls across the center console and slips into the passenger seat. I follow her direction as she leads me to a small home a few miles from the beach. A light is on in the front window, so I guess her grandma really is awake this early.

      I park on the road in front of the house and get out, helping her get her suitcase from the bed of my truck. Luckily it’s one of those hard plastic shell suitcases, so I hope all her stuff is okay. Mine is made of cloth so my clothes are probably wet from the rain. Luckily there’s a washing machine at the beach house.

      “I got it from here,” she says, taking the suitcase and pulling up the handle. “Thank you so much for driving me. And for the clothes…er, if you want to wait here I can run inside and change and bring them back to you.”

      I shake my head. “Nah, I’m not in a hurry to get them back. You can give them back to me whenever.”

      “Okay, cool,” she says, her voice soft and a little… nervous? She peers up at me, her lips moving to the side of her mouth as awkwardness settles in.

      What do we do? Can I kiss her again? Before I can decide, she makes the choice for me by stepping forward and squeezing me in a quick hug.

      “Thanks again,” she says, then she turns and rushes toward the front door.

      I want to follow her, rush up and grab her and kiss her again, but I hold myself back. Reyna isn’t just some cute girl on the beach, some silly fling. She’s the real deal. I want her to like me, to think of me as real boyfriend material. I’ll need to take this slow.

      So against all of my desires, I turn around and go back to my truck.

      Next stop—the beach house. I make it all the way across town to the beach house, my thoughts in a fluttery lovesick daze, before I realize one very important thing.

      I never got her phone number.
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      Grandma lives in a small two bedroom house, white with black shutters. It has a small front porch with a bench out front and some little concrete angels near the door. I knock on the door and then wait, realizing I look silly in Colton’s too-big clothing. But it’s early in the morning so I can hopefully take a little nap then join Grandma at the coffee shop before it gets too busy.

      She doesn’t answer the door, so I knock again, louder this time. After a few minutes go by, I peer inside the front window. I can see the light on, but no movement. Usually she’s up by now, making breakfast and sipping coffee before heading into the coffee shop. I dig my phone out of my purse and call her. It rings and rings, and then she finally answers, sounding half-asleep.

      “Reyna?” she says, yawning.

      “Grandma, I’m here. Are you not awake?”

      “Oh wow, it’s so early,” she says, yawning again. “I’m sorry, honey. I’ll be there in a second.”

      The phone call ends and a few moments later, Grandma opens the front door wearing a purple robe over her pajamas. Her mostly gray hair is pulled into a low ponytail.

      “Hello,” she says, smiling at me. “I’m so glad you finally got here! That was a long trip. I saw all about it on the news.”

      She gives me a quick hug, either not noticing my baggy clothes, or not caring, as I walk inside.

      “Why aren’t you awake already?” I ask. “Did you change the coffee shop hours?”

      Grandma chuckles. “Well… I knew I’d have to tell you eventually, but… I sold the coffee shop!”

      My jaw drops. “You did? That place has been in the family forever!”

      “I know,” Grandma says. She’s grinning so big you’d think she just won the lottery. “I just decided one day that I wanted to retire, so I considered selling the place, and well, I got an incredible offer from someone to buy it!”

      “When did this happen?”

      Grandma leads me into the living room and sits on her favorite chair while I sit on the couch. “Oh, about a month ago.”

      “But…” My eyebrows pull together. “I always come down on spring break to help you out…”

      “I know, honey,” she says. “But it all happened so quickly, and then I got to thinking that it’s not about the help you gave me, it’s about the quality time we had together. I still want you here this week. We can go shopping and go out to fancy dinners. It’ll be a blast.”

      She pats me on the knee. “Also you’re getting older now, so you don’t need to be cooped up in a small coffee shop for a whole week. You can get out there and hang out with your friends. Go swim at the beach, and have some fun!”

      She seems so very happy, so I’m happy for her. But it’s so weird to picture Grandma being retired and not working day in and day out at the coffee shop.

      “Okay, well that sounds good, too,” I say.

      She stands up. “The first perk of being retired is sleeping in late. I’m going to get back to it. You tired?”

      “You have no idea,” I say, already halfway to the guest bedroom, where I drop down on the bed and fall fast asleep.
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      I wake up hours later, just before noon. Grandma is watching television and working on a crossword puzzle from a giant book of puzzles she loves so much. Maybe retirement was a really good thing for her, because my grandma is in her seventies but she looks at least a decade younger now. She’s energetic and happy, not stressed over working at the coffee shop all day.

      “Have you told Mom about selling the business?” I say, sitting next to her.

      She shakes her head and takes a sugar cookie from a plate on the coffee table. “Not yet. But now that you know, I guess I should, huh?”

      I laugh. “Any other secrets you want to tell me about? Do you have a brand new sports car in the garage or anything?”

      “No, but that’s a fun idea,” she says, eyes lighting up. “Maybe we should go buy a Corvette today.” I give her a surprised look and then she laughs. “Just playing.”

      I help myself to a cookie and settle back into the comfortable couch, realizing that my spring break will be much more fun without having to work the whole time.

      “So what’s been up with you?” Grandma asks. “Any new boys in your life?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, right.”

      My answer is automatic, the default answer I say anytime someone asks if I have a boyfriend. But as soon as the words are out, I realize they might not entirely be true. After all, just last night I was kissing a gorgeous boy in the rain. That doesn’t make him my boyfriend. But does that make him… something?

      “Ooooh,” Grandma says, sitting up and turning toward me. “Girl, what’s that look on your face for? Who’s the boy? I want to know all the details!”

      I shake my head. “No, it’s nothing.”

      She scoffs. “I know when my granddaughter is lying, Reyna. And now you’re blushing, which is even more telling. So spill your guts, kiddo. Who’s the boy?”

      My stupid cheeks and my stupid pale skin gives it away any time I blush. My pulse quickens at the thought of Colton and our kiss last night. “It’s probably nothing,” I say.

      “But…” she prods.

      “Colton. The guy who drove me here…”

      “Colton? Isn’t that the boy you were friends with as a kid?”

      I nod. “The same one.”

      Grandma’s eyes soften and she smiles at me. “Oh goodness, you must have a pretty big crush judging by the look on your face.”

      “Maybe,” I admit because she’s my grandma and it’s really hard to lie to her.

      “Is he here for the week?”

      I nod. “His family has a beach house.”

      “Well then what are you waiting for, kid? Go hang out with him. And then bring him home so your grandma can meet this special boy who’s all grown up now.”

      I laugh and reach for another cookie. “It’s not as easy as that.”

      “Oh yes, it is. You’re a sweet, amazing girl. If you like him, I bet he likes you, too.”
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      I have no idea what happened, but before I know it, I’m walking alone on the beach while my grandma goes her to “old ladies book club” as she put it. She said she meets up with a bunch of older women every month and that it would be way too boring for me so she didn’t want me to come with her. Instead, she thought I should go see my friend and hang out with him.

      I didn’t want to sound like a total loser by letting her know the truth—that I don’t know where Colton’s beach house is, nor do I have his phone number—so I just agreed and told her I’d be with my friends today while she’s at book club.

      So now here I am, wearing flip flops and shorts and a T-shirt while I stroll aimlessly on the beach. I’m really regretting my decision to skip packing my swimsuit because I could be swimming right now if I had brought it. I have my phone charged up, and I keep checking it on the off chance that Colton somehow reaches out to me, but he doesn’t.

      I walk all the way down the main boardwalk, then down the most popular stretch of the beach. Then I walk even further to where the privately owned beach houses line up along the shore. Colton did say his parents have a beach house… maybe it’s one of these?

      I keep an eye out, looking at every surfer, swimmer, and scantily clad person laying out on a beach towel, hoping one of them is Colton.

      And then it happens.

      I see him, standing there in front of a beach house, wearing the same swim shorts he wore during our road trip. He’s shirtless, and even from this distance I can see his muscular back, all tan from days spent in the sun. He’s talking to some guy, another senior on the Brazos High football team.

      My heart leaps, and I’m about to walk up and say hello.

      But then a beautiful girl comes out of nowhere, wearing cut off jean shorts and a hot pink bikini top. Her hair is long and gorgeous, in various shades of blonde. She wraps both arms around Colton’s waist and buries herself into his back, kissing his shoulder before she pulls back and smiles up at him.

      And that’s all I need to see before I turn around and walk quickly back up the beach and far away from the two lovebirds.

      That stupid kiss in the rain meant nothing to him.

      I guess what happens on a road trip stays on a road trip.
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      My biggest fears didn’t come true, luckily. When I arrive at my beach house after dropping Reyna off at her grandma’s, the house is still completely intact. The lights are off too, meaning Richie must have passed out early. There are two cars in the driveway. I park and make my way upstairs only to find Richie and some other guy passed out in one of the guest rooms. Looks like he let me have the main room like I requested.

      It’s a huge weight off my shoulders to find my parent’s house in good shape, but it’s only the start of the week. Hopefully it stays that way. I don’t have time to babysit my rowdy idiot friends all week—I just want to find Reyna and spend time with her. I know she has to work, but she’s off in the evenings and I want to spend every second with her.

      I take a quick shower, fall right asleep, and wake up around two in the afternoon to the sound of the rest of my football teammates arriving. I show everyone around, let them fight over which bunk beds they want, and most importantly, I close my bedroom door and put a sign on it that says DO NOT ENTER.

      The guys and I all go down to the beachfront diner to have a big breakfast/lunch. It’s tradition here at the beach. Best breakfast burritos ever, and they serve them all day long even though it’s well past breakfast time.

      I’m trying to be a good friend here, so I hang out with the guys as long as I can. I remember Reyna saying something about the coffee shop closing around five… or was it six? I have no way to contact her until I can find her, so my plan is to ditch the guys around four so I can go find her. I search coffee shops on my phone and there are a few of them in the vicinity. Easy enough.

      After breakfast, some of the guys play flag football on the beach in front of my house while others flirt with girls as they walk by. I’m about to take one of the bicycles from the garage and head out to find the local coffee shops when someone grabs me from behind. I’m immediately swallowed up by the scent of coconut sunscreen. It turns my stomach. An otherwise decent smell has been ruined forever for me because of my ex-girlfriend Molly.

      I stiffen, waiting for the person behind me to show herself. At this point, I’d love for it to be a total stranger, maybe some drunk lady who mistook me for someone else. Anyone, except Molly.

      But I’m not that lucky.

      “Hey,” she says, whipping her hair over her shoulder and beaming up at me through long, dark eyelashes. I know from experience that they’re fake. She used to peel them off and leave them all over the place when we dated. “Colton, I missed you so much! I knew I’d find you here.”

      I stare at her, feeling absolutely nothing for her. We’d dated for a whole year when we were sophomores. We got along fine and I thought everything was great with us. Then she cheated on me with the quarterback of our rival team. Pretty freaking cliché, if you ask me. And what’s worse, is that I was actually heartbroken over it.

      But I’m over it now.

      “What do you want?” I say.

      Her smile falters. “Why are you being rude?”

      “Trust me, I can get a whole lot ruder. Why are you here and what do you want?”

      “Geez, I just wanted to say hi,” she says, rolling her eyes. “I missed you. You’ve ignored all my texts for months.”

      “That’s because we aren’t friends,” I say, feeling anger rise up in my chest. I shove it down. She’s not worth the anger.

      “We are too friends,” she snaps, reaching out a hand for me. I back away. “We should be more than friends, Colton. Come on. It’s spring break… let’s have some fun.”

      Her hand reaches for mine again and I back away again. “I don’t want anything to do with you, Molly. Please leave. Don’t be pathetic and make it awkward.”

      I know my words are cruel, but I’m not in the mood to get in this whole thing with her. If I show her any kindness, she’ll just latch on and try to get back together with me. She’s been doing it for months. I’ve moved on, and I’m over over.

      Her lips tighten into a thin line. I’m sure she has something to say to me, but I don’t care to hear it, so I walk over to the garage and get a bike. By the time I ride out of the garage, she’s gone.
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      Grandma’s book club takes hours. I make it all the way back to the boardwalk, drown my sorrows by eating an entire bag of cotton candy, and she’s still not out of book club yet. Grandma had dropped me off at the beach on her drive to book club, so I can’t go back home and wait on her unless I want to walk a couple of hours across busy tourist roads filled with bad drivers. Basically half of my high school is here—plus half of every other high school and college in Texas—so the roads are packed with people.

      I sit on a bench on the boardwalk and stare out at the vast ocean before me, wishing I could think of anything but Colton. Memories of our road trip play on repeat in my mind. That kiss.

      That kiss!

      But it was all for nothing. I can’t believe I’m so naive I actually thought he liked me.

      I sink my head into my hands as I stare out at the ocean, wishing it would just swallow me whole. After this week is over, I’ll go back home and go to school and continue my boring single life. What happens if I run into Colton at school? Will he just ignore me? That’ll probably be for the best.

      “There you are.”

      The sound of Colton’s voice sends a shiver down my spine. I freeze, sensing him behind me but not wanting to turn around. My silence doesn’t deter him, because soon he’s rolling a bike up to the boardwalk and resting it against the wooden railing.

      “Hey,” he says, smiling at me like we’re old friends. Like everything is cool. Like he wasn’t just with another girl a few hours ago.

      He walks over and sits next to me. “I thought you’d be at work, so I’ve been trying to track you down all day. I went to five coffee shops but you weren’t at any of them.”

      Lies. He wasn’t tracking me down, he was with that girl!

      “Why?” I say, just to see what kind of lie he’ll come up with.

      “Um… because I want to see you?” He runs his hand through his wavy hair. “And because I forgot to get your number, so I can’t text you while you’re at work and bother you until you get off and can hang out with me.” He gives me a crooked grin that makes my heart melt.

      Wait. No. No melting hearts today, I remind myself.

      “Reyna?” he looks over at me, squinting a little in the sun. “What’s wrong?”

      I’m so annoyed that he’s sitting here trying to be friendly with me. And as much as I want to get up and walk away and just let it go, I can’t. Because Colton was my friend when we were kids. He was my friend during the road trip. And I want him to know that he hurt me.

      “I saw you with that girl,” I say, trying to sound strong. “And I’m not interested in dating some guy who has other girlfriends at the same time, so you don’t need my phone number.”

      “Wait… what girl?” he says. He sounds so genuine it makes my heart hurt.

      “The beautiful girl with the pink bikini top.” His eyes widen with a flash of recognition, so I keep talking. “I was walking down the beach, hoping I might run into you because I’m an idiot, I guess, and I saw her run up and hug you.”

      “Did you see what happened next?” he asks.

      My brows furrow. “No. I wasn’t going to stay and watch you make out with some girl.”

      “Reyna, I promise you. She’s nothing to me. And nothing happened after what you saw.”

      I stare at him. Every fiber of my being wants to believe him, but I also don’t want to be fooled.

      He reaches out and takes my hand.

      “That was my ex-girlfriend. I haven’t talked to her in months, and I don’t care about her. I even have her phone number blocked. What you saw was all that happened. She walked up, scared the crap out of me by hugging me, and then I told her to leave.” There’s a truth in his eyes that’s impossible to doubt. His lips tip into a frown. “I promise. That’s all. I didn’t know she was coming over and I want nothing to do with her. In fact, the only girl I care about is you.”

      He scratches his collarbone. “I’ve been thinking about you nonstop. Wondering how much flirting I should do before I ask you on a real, official date. You and me. That’s all I want. Nothing else.”

      “You want to go on an official date with me?” I say softly. The words feel weird on my lips. Weird but exciting, because I want to date him too.

      “Yes,” he says. “Like today. And tomorrow. Every day when you get off work. And then at home, too.”

      “Actually, I don’t have a job anymore. My grandma sold the coffee shop.”

      “So what are you doing all week?” he asks.

      I shrug. “Not much. Just hanging out with my grandma.”

      “Your grandma loves me,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows. “At least she did back when we were kids. Can I come hang out with both of you?”

      I grin. “Seriously? You want to hang out with me and my grandma?”

      He nods. “I just want to be around you.”

      I look down at the sand beneath my feet. “That’s because things are different on spring break.”

      “No, not really. Because when I get home next week, I still want you to be my girl.”

      “You, the famous and popular football player, want to date me when we’re back in Brazos City?”

      He squeezes my hand. “Of course.”

      “But I’m a nerd.”

      “So what?” he says, bumping me with his shoulder. “You can be my nerd.”

      “And you can be my hot football player?”

      He grins, his bottom lip rolling under his teeth just a bit. “Reyna, I’ll be whatever you want me to be.”

      My heart floods with warm, mushy feelings. Is this the start of what love feels like? I sure hope so. I lean over, resting my head on his shoulder. Our hands are still intertwined on his lap and his thumb traces circles across my palm.

      “Okay,” I say softly as I stare out at the ocean. The same ocean that at felt cold and depressing just a little while ago now feels warm and full of possibilities. I lift my head and look at him. “Let’s do this.”

      He releases my hand so he can slide his arm around my back, pulling me closer to him. This time I don’t keep my hands to myself. I slide them right up his shoulders and around his neck, closing my eyes as I lean forward and let him kiss me.

      He smells like the shirt I still have at Grandma’s house, all bundled up on my bed. Like summer and the woods, and a little bit like leather. It’s a good smell. A really, really good smell.

      “I’m so glad we found each other again,” he whispers, his lips grazing across mine.

      I open my eyes and peer up into his. My heart is racing with the thrill of falling in love. I kiss him again. And again.

      And then I whisper, “Me too.”
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        Join Amy Sparling’s monthly newsletter! You’ll know when her new books release and get exclusive book and gift card giveaways. You can unsubscribe at any time.

      

        

      
        Sign up here: http://eepurl.com/bTmkPX
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      Amy Sparling is the USA Today bestselling author of sweet, swoony romance books for teens and the teens at heart. She lives on the coast of Texas with her family, her spoiled rotten pets, and a huge pile of books. By day, she works as a librarian, and by night you can find her curled up with a book–either one she’s reading or one she’s writing.

      Amy Sparling is the pen name of author Cheyanne Young, but she’ll answer to either name!

      
        
        www.AmySparling.com
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