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Chapter 1

My cell phone buzzed somewhere near my head, rattling against the floorboards in the attic. I groped blindly with my right hand, patting the quilt and the bare wood beside my mattress. My fingers slid over the edge of the pillow. Then, they slipped into the narrow crack between pillow and wall. The phone was wedged there, almost out of reach. I pinched the corner of the case between my thumb and forefinger and tugged it free. Then, I rolled onto my back. The screen glared at me, flooding the dim attic with harsh blue light. Bill’s name flashed on the display. I squinted at the clock in the corner of the screen, 7:14 AM, way too early. I’d been hoping for at least another hour of sleep, but Bill’s calls didn’t wait for beauty rest.

I jammed my thumb against the green button. The phone stuck for a second. I pressed harder until the screen changed. I held it up to my ear, my arm heavy with sleep. “Hey, Bill. What’s up?”

Bill’s voice came through, too loud, too cheerful, chipper in a way that made me question his humanity. “Morning, Owen! I need you to get individual profile shots of the girls for the socials. Sponsors want more engagement. Also, the yard’s looking rough. We can’t afford gardeners, so you and the girls need to handle it. Cheaper that way. And it’ll keep you guys active between tournaments. Got it?”

I pushed myself upright. The thin blanket fell to my waist. My eyes burned as I rubbed at them with my knuckles, trying to force myself awake. “Um, I’m still trying to wake up. Photos and yard work. Got it.”

“Make sure you get good lighting. And don’t let them wiggle out of the yard work. We can’t have the place looking like a jungle. Thanks, Owen!”

He hung up before I could protest. The call ended with a click and the screen went dark. I stared at the phone for a second. My mind was still foggy. Then I let my arm drop. The phone thumped onto the mattress. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and sat for a moment, elbows on my knees, head hanging. The wood was cold under my feet. I ran a hand through my hair, and I felt the sweat at my hairline. Then I forced myself to stand.

I stretched, reaching both arms overhead until my t-shirt rode up my stomach and the beams above creaked under the pressure. My spine popped one vertebra at a time. I dropped my arms, exhaled, and bent to grab a clean t-shirt from the pile at the foot of the bed. I pulled it over my head, working my arms through the sleeves. I then tugged it down over my chest. I stepped into a pair of shorts, yanking them up over my hips. I checked that my phone was still on the mattress before heading for the stairs.

I padded across the attic floor. Each step sent a faint vibration through the old boards. I opened the door and stepped onto the narrow staircase, gripping the banister with one hand. I moved slowly, careful not to trip on the worn carpet runner as I descended. With each step down, the air got warmer, and the faint glow of morning sun leaked in through the windows below.

At the bottom, I stepped into the hallway. Then I turned left into the kitchen. The kitchen was already alive with motion. Zoey sat on the counter. One bare foot tapped against the cabinet door while the other swung in the air. Her blonde hair was a wild halo, sticking out in every direction, as if she’d just rolled out of bed and hadn’t bothered with a brush. She wore a pink string bikini top, and the thin straps tied behind her neck. She also wore a pair of frayed denim cutoffs that barely covered the curve of her ass. Her knees were drawn up, and she balanced on the edge of the counter. Her palms were pressed flat beside her thighs, and her fingers were splayed for balance. She looked like she hadn’t slept, but her eyes were bright and alert, and she radiated more energy than I’d ever muster at sunrise.

Brynn was at the table. She was hunched over her phone, with her elbows braced on the scarred wood. Her green eyes were locked on the screen, unblinking, even this early. She wore an oversized gray hoodie, and she pushed the sleeves up to her forearms. She also wore a pair of black leggings that clung to her legs. Her phone was held in both hands. Her thumbs flew across the glass as she scrolled through whatever feed had her attention.

Kinsley hovered by the fridge. The door was open wide. She leaned forward, peering inside. Her left hand was braced on the door, and her right arm was wrapped around a carton of orange juice pressed against her chest. Her mesh cover-up, nearly transparent, slipped off one shoulder, exposing the thin strap of her black bikini top and a line of tanned skin. She stood on tiptoe, stretching to reach the top shelf. Her toes curled against the tile.

Presley stood at the coffee maker. She had her arms crossed tight under her breasts. Her red hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail. A few strands escaped to frame her face. She wore a fitted white tank top and navy shorts. She leaned against the counter, weight on one hip, watching the dark coffee drip into the pot. She was already in team mom mode.

I cleared my throat. The sound cut through the low hum of the fridge and the soft tap of Zoey’s foot. Everyone looked up at once. Their attention shifted to me.

“Morning. Bill called. We’ve got two things he wants us to do. First, I need to take profile shots of each of you for the team socials. Sponsors want to show off your individual personalities.”

Zoey grinned and slid off the counter in one fluid motion. Her bare feet landed on the tile with a soft slap. She planted her hands on her hips. She cocked one hip to the side and tossed her hair back over her shoulder. “Finally, some glamour shots. Do I get to pick my own pose?”

Kinsley closed the fridge door with her hip. She still clutched the orange juice to her chest. She shifted her weight and hugged the carton tighter. Then she turned to face me. “Like, headshots? Or… action shots? I don’t know what would show off my personality.” Her mesh cover-up slipped further down her arm until it bunched at her elbow, exposing most of her left shoulder and the top curve of her breast.

“Just individual photos,” I said, holding up my hands in a half-shrug. “Whatever you want, I guess. But also," I braced myself. I shifted my weight from foot to foot. “We need to do some yard work. Bill says they don’t want to pay for gardeners, and the place looks rough.”

Brynn groaned, dropping her phone onto the table with a dull clatter. She slumped back in her chair, folding her arms across her chest. “You mean, like, pulling weeds? I’d rather be training and practicing.”

Zoey rolled her eyes, then pushed past Brynn’s chair. Her hips swayed as she moved to the window. She pressed her palms to the glass, peering out at the overgrown lawn and the wild tangle of bushes along the fence line. She made a face, then turned back to me. Her lips were twisted in a mock pout.

Presley reached for a mug on the shelf above the coffee maker, stretching up on her toes. The tank top rode up, exposing a sliver of pale skin above the waistband of her shorts. She grabbed the mug, set it on the counter, and poured herself a cup of coffee. The cup filled almost to the brim. She wrapped both hands around the mug. The steam curled up around her face as she fixed me with a level stare.

Kinsley set the orange juice on the counter. She unscrewed the cap and poured a glass. She held the glass under the spout, watching the liquid rise, then set the carton aside and took a tentative sip. She licked a drop from her lower lip and glanced at Zoey. “Do we have to do, like, both today? Or can we just do the photos first and pretend we forgot about the yard?”

I shook my head, running a hand down my face. “Bill wants both done. He said not to let you guys wiggle out of the yard work.”

Brynn groaned again, louder this time, and let her head fall back against the chair. Her hoodie slipped off one shoulder. This exposed the narrow strap of a sports bra and the smooth curve of her collarbone. She looked at me from under her lashes. Her eyes were narrowed. “Great. Manual labor. Just what I needed.”

Zoey bounced on her toes. Then, she grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl. She peeled it in three quick motions, dropping the skin into the trash, and took a big bite. She chewed with her mouth open, grinning at Kinsley. “At least we’ll get some sun. I need a tan. Maybe I’ll do my photo in the yard, with a rake. Sexy, right?”

Kinsley giggled, setting her glass down. She tugged her cover-up back up over her shoulder. Her fingers caught in the mesh. “Only if you actually do some work, Zoey.”

Presley sipped her coffee, watching the exchange. She set the mug down. Then she moved to the pantry, pulling out a box of granola bars. She tossed one to Brynn, who caught it without looking, and set another on the counter for herself.

I stepped to the side, opening the cabinet above the sink. I grabbed my camera from the top shelf, checking the battery by pressing the power button. The screen blinked to life, showing a full charge. I flipped open the memory card slot, checked that it was empty, then closed it. I slung the camera strap over my neck. The weight settled against my chest.

Zoey finished her banana and wiped her hands on her shorts. She leaned over the counter and looked at me expectantly. Her elbows were planted on the tile. “So, who’s first? I want to get my makeup on before you start snapping.”

Brynn tore open the granola bar, breaking off a chunk with her teeth. She chewed slowly, watching Zoey and Kinsley banter. She pulled her knees up onto the chair and tucked a strand of brown hair behind her ear. She sat cross-legged.

Kinsley poured herself another glass of orange juice, then she glanced at her reflection in the microwave door. She fluffed her hair with her fingers, pulling it over one shoulder. She then checked her bikini strap. She adjusted the mesh cover-up, tugging it so it hung evenly on both shoulders again.

Presley rummaged in the pantry, pulling out a box of cereal and a carton of milk. She poured herself a bowl, added milk, and carried it to the table. She sat with her back straight, spoon in hand. She watched the rest of us with a steady, evaluating gaze.

I set the camera down on the counter, twisting the lens cap off and setting it aside. I checked the settings, scrolling through the menu with my thumb, making sure the ISO and white balance were set for the morning light. I adjusted the focus ring, then raised the camera to my eye and snapped a quick test shot of the empty sink, and I checked the exposure on the screen.

Kinsley turned to me. “Do you want us in our uniforms or just… whatever?” She gestured down at her bikini and cover-up. The mesh clung to her breasts and stomach.

I shrugged, setting the camera back on the counter. “Whatever you’re comfortable with. Just make it look intentional.”

Brynn rolled her eyes. Then she grabbed her phone and started scrolling again, thumbing through photos. She muttered something under her breath about sponsorships and fake smiles.

Presley finished her cereal. She set the bowl in the sink and rinsed it out. She dried her hands on a dishtowel, then crossed her arms and leaned back against the counter. She watched the rest of us. The muscles in her arms flexed as she gripped her elbows. Her posture was relaxed but alert.

I checked the time on my phone again. Then I glanced around at the girls. The morning sun was rising higher, spilling through the window and painting the kitchen in pale yellow light. Dust motes floated in the air, catching the sunlight. I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of Bill’s instructions settle on my shoulders. Photos and yard work. I was already tired, and the day hadn’t even started.

Presley shot me a look over her mug. She held it in both hands, and her elbows rested on the table. She stared at me over the rim. “Bill’s too cheap to hire someone, huh?”

I shrugged, lifting my shoulders and letting them fall. “Apparently, having us do it is ‘cost effective’.” I made air quotes with my fingers as I spoke. Then I dropped my hands to the table.

Zoey pouted, her lower lip sticking out. However, her eyes sparkled with mischief. She bounced a little in her seat. “Can we at least make it fun? Like, whoever pulls the most weeds gets to pick dinner?” She drummed her fingertips on the tabletop, glancing around at everyone as if daring us to disagree.

Brynn snorted, a quick, sharp sound. She then rolled her eyes. “Or whoever picks the least has to pay for dinner.” She leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms over her chest.

Zoey stuck her tongue out at Brynn. Her tongue was pink and flat against her bottom lip. Then she turned to me. “What’s for breakfast, Owen? I’m starving.” She let her tongue slip back into her mouth and widened her eyes. She gave me an exaggerated look of desperation.

I glanced at the empty counter behind me. There were a few crumbs on the cutting board, but nothing was prepared. “I’ll make something. Eggs, toast…?” I trailed off, looking to see if anyone objected.

Zoey hopped off her chair. The legs scraped lightly against the floor as she skipped over to the fridge. She pulled the door open with one hand and started rummaging through the shelves. She bent at the waist, peering inside. Her bikini top gaped slightly at the sides as she reached in. She grabbed a carton of eggs, a stick of butter, and a half-empty bag of pre-sliced bread, stacking them in the crook of her arm. “I’ll help. You’re slow.” She shut the fridge with her hip while balancing the ingredients. Then, she carried them over to the counter beside me.

Kinsley, who had been quietly pouring orange juice into a row of mismatched glasses, set the carton down on the table and offered a shy smile. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and glanced at me, her cheeks a little pink. “Can I help too?” She hovered near the table. Her hands were clasped in front of her.

Presley shook her head. Her lips quirked up at the corners. “Let the man cook. He’s got to earn his keep somehow.” She took a long sip from her mug. Her gaze lingered on me for a moment before she set it down with a soft clink.

I stepped over to the counter and grabbed a large mixing bowl from the lower cabinet. I set it on the counter with a dull thud and reached for the eggs Zoey had brought over. I cracked the first egg against the rim. The shell split cleanly, and I let the contents slide into the bowl. The yolk landed with a wet plop. I repeated the process, cracking five more eggs, tossing the shells into the trash one by one. My fingers grew sticky with egg white as I worked.

Zoey grabbed the bread and yanked open the toaster’s lever. She slid four slices into the slots, pushing them down and adjusting the dial. She reached for the butter, unwrapping the paper from one end, and set it on a small plate. As she moved around me, she brushed past. Her hip bumped mine. The contact was quick but unmistakable. She grinned, grabbing a whisk from the drawer and plunging it into the bowl of eggs. She started whisking with a little too much enthusiasm. The eggs frothing up almost immediately. Her arm moved in rapid circles, and a few drops of egg splattered onto the counter.

I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. Her bikini top barely covered her chest. The bright blue fabric stretched tight across her breasts. The strings were tied in a neat bow behind her neck, the knot small and precise. The triangle cups shifted slightly as she moved, threatening to reveal more with each motion. She caught me looking and grinned. Her teeth flashed in the light.

Brynn pushed her chair back and stood up. Her bare feet slapped softly on the tile. She moved to the coffee maker, grabbed the carafe, and filled it with water from the sink. She poured the water into the machine, measured out a scoop of grounds, and dumped them into the filter basket. She muttered something about needing caffeine before yard work. Her tone was gruff as she pressed the start button. The coffee maker gurgled to life.

Kinsley opened the cupboard above the dishwasher and took out five plates, stacking them carefully in her arms. She set them down on the table one at a time, spacing them evenly around the edges. She went back for silverware, sorting through the drawer for forks and knives, and placed them beside each plate. The metal clinked softly against the ceramic.

I reached for the salt and pepper shakers, twisting the tops off and sprinkling a little of each into the eggs. I grabbed a fork and mixed it in, scraping the bottom of the bowl to make sure everything was blended. I set a nonstick pan on the stove and turned the burner to medium, waiting for the surface to heat up. I sliced a pat of butter from the stick Zoey had set out, dropping it into the pan. It began to melt. The substance pooled and bubbled around the edges.

Zoey watched the toaster. She had her arms folded and was tapping one foot. When it popped, she jumped slightly. She then grabbed the slices, dropping them onto a plate. She smeared each piece with butter, spreading it to the edges with the back of a spoon. She stacked the toast in a neat pile and set it beside the stove.

I poured the eggs into the pan. The mixture hissed as it hit the hot surface. I let it sit for a moment. Then, I scraped a spatula along the bottom, folding the eggs over themselves. The curds formed quickly, pale yellow and fluffy. I kept stirring, lifting and turning. I made sure nothing stuck.

Presley moved around the table, picking up the juice glasses Kinsley had set out. She filled each one. The orange liquid sloshed up to the brim. Her sarcasm seemed to fade now that the coffee was brewing. Her face relaxed as she handed out the glasses.

When the eggs were done, I slid them onto a serving platter, using the spatula to scrape every last bit from the pan. Zoey brought over the toast, stacking it next to the eggs. She rummaged in the fridge again, pulling out a sad-looking tomato. She grabbed a serrated knife and sliced it into thin rounds, arranging the slices on a small plate. “For color,” she announced, rolling her eyes at herself.

With everything ready, we all sat around the table. I took the seat closest to the kitchen, Presley to my right, Zoey to my left. Kinsley slid into the chair across from me, Brynn beside her. Plates were loaded with eggs, toast, and a few limp slices of tomato.

Zoey grabbed a piece of toast, piled eggs on top, and took a huge bite. She chewed, her cheeks bulging. She spoke with her mouth still half full. “So, Owen. You ever actually played volleyball?” Crumbs fell from her lips onto her plate.

I shook my head, swallowing a mouthful of eggs. “Not really. I mean, I know the basics. Hit the ball, don’t let it hit the ground.” I shrugged, poking at my eggs with my fork.

Brynn arched an eyebrow. Her lips twisted in a smirk. “That’s like saying you know how to swim because you’ve seen a pool.” She took a sip of her coffee, the mug held in both hands.

Presley leaned in, propping her elbows on the table. Her gray eyes narrowed, studying me. “You’re living in a house with four volleyball players and you’ve never played?” Her gaze flicked from my face to my hands. It was as if she were sizing me up.

I shrugged again, feeling a little sheepish. “I’m more of a behind-the-scenes guy.” I focused on my plate, cutting a bite of tomato and pushing it around with my fork.

Zoey reached over and grabbed my arm. Her fingers curled around my bicep. She leaned on me. Her head rested against my shoulder for a moment. “You should learn. We can teach you after breakfast.” Her hair brushed against my neck. The strands tickled my skin.

Kinsley nodded eagerly. Her eyes were wide. “It’s fun. And we need someone to practice serves on.” She smiled. Her hands were folded in her lap.

I hesitated, glancing from one girl to the next. “I don’t know. I’ll probably just embarrass myself.” I took another bite of eggs, chewing slowly.

Brynn grinned. Her teeth were white against her tanned skin. “That’s half the fun.” She leaned back, stretching her arms over her head.

“For you,” I said with a grin, pointing my fork at her.

Presley set her mug down. The ceramic made a dull thud against the wood. “You’re not getting out of it. If we have to pull weeds, you have to learn volleyball.” She crossed her arms, her tone final.

Zoey clapped her hands. The sound was sharp. “Deal! We’ll go easy on you. Maybe.” She winked at me. Her smile was wicked.

I looked around the table. Four sets of eyes were locked on me, waiting for me to give in. I sighed, setting my fork down. “Fine. I’ll give it a shot. But if I end up face-planting in the sand, I’m going back to the house.”

Brynn laughed. The sound rang out. “We’ll consider it.” She nudged Kinsley with her elbow.

Zoey nudged my shoulder. Her upper arm pressed into mine. “You’ll be fine. We’ll start with the basics. Maybe you’ll discover your hidden talent.” Her bikini top had shifted slightly. The fabric stretched tight across her chest. The bow at her back had loosened. One end dangled lower than the other.

Presley rolled her eyes. She was smiling now. “Eat up, rookie. You’ll need your strength.” She grabbed another piece of toast, biting off a corner.

I finished my eggs, pushing the last bite into my mouth. My stomach twisted at the thought of yard work and the looming volleyball lesson. I glanced around the table again. They were all cute and girly, but I’d seen their toned bodies, the muscle in their arms and legs. Looks could be deceiving. As Zoey leaned over the table to collect plates, her bikini top stretched tight across her breasts. The bow at her back slipped even looser. She caught me looking. Her eyes met mine, and she shot me a sly smile, her lips curling up at the corners.

Maybe learning volleyball wouldn’t be so bad after all.


Chapter 2

Zoey was the first to bolt upstairs after breakfast, calling over her shoulder, “Meet you slowpokes out back in five!” Her bare feet slapped the stairs, each step quick and loud. She took them two at a time, hands gripping the banister for balance. She disappeared around the corner at the top, the ends of her hair swinging against her back.

Brynn followed next, rolling her eyes but grinning. She pushed back from the table, scraping her chair against the tile, then stood up and stretched her arms overhead until her shirt rode up and exposed a sliver of toned stomach. She tucked her phone into the waistband of her shorts, flicked her brown hair over one shoulder, and strolled toward the staircase. Her feet made soft thuds with each step. At the bottom, she paused to glance back at the rest of us, then started up. Her hand trailed along the chipped wooden rail.

Kinsley trailed behind, clutching her juice glass with both hands, careful not to spill. She slid out from her seat, her feet shuffled across the kitchen floor. Her gaze was fixed on the last orange swirl in her glass. She hesitated at the bottom of the stairs, then climbed up slowly, one foot placed precisely in front of the other. Her shoulders hunched forward as she moved.

Presley drained the last of her coffee in a single long swallow. She set the mug down with a clink, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and stood. She brushed imaginary crumbs from her thighs, then strode toward the stairs. Her hips swayed. She glanced at the clock on the wall, then followed the others up. Her fingers trailed along the wall as she went.

I finished loading the dishes into the dishwasher. I picked up each plate from the stack beside the sink, scraping off any leftover crumbs with my thumb, then slid them into the lower rack, one after another. I grabbed the mugs and glasses, rinsed them under the tap, and arranged them in the top rack. I made sure nothing would tip over. I found a stray fork on the table and slotted it into the silverware basket. I pulled out the detergent pod from the cardboard box under the sink, dropped it into the compartment, and snapped the door shut. I wiped my hands on a dish towel, closed the dishwasher, and pressed the start button. I listened for the hum as the cycle began.

I jogged up the narrow stairs to the attic. My bare feet thumped on each step as I ducked through the low doorway. The attic was cluttered with boxes and off-season clothes. I stepped over a pile of old coats, and I was careful not to trip as I opened the plastic storage bin where I kept my swim stuff. I rifled through a heap of tangled trunks and towels. I pulled out a faded blue pair with a white drawstring. The fabric was worn thin at the seat, and the pocket on the right side was stretched out, the mesh inside stiff with bits of dried sand from last summer.

I stripped off my shirt and shorts, tossing them onto a heap of laundry in the corner. I stepped into the trunks, threading my feet through the leg holes. Then, I pulled them up over my hips. I cinched the drawstring tight and double-knotted it so I wouldn’t lose them in the surf. I ran my hands over the waistband to check for any missed sand, then picked up a clean towel from the shelf. I folded the towel over my forearm.

As I left the attic, I caught a glimpse of myself in the hallway mirror. My hair stuck up in uneven tufts, matted down in some places and sticking out in others, like I’d slept on it wrong. My chest was tanner than I remembered, the skin a deep gold compared to the paler lines under my arms. I flexed my shoulders, noting a faint line where my swimsuit straps usually sat, and made a mental note to put on more sunscreen before heading out.

Downstairs, I heard the girls’ voices echoing through the house. Their laughter bounced off the walls. I walked through the living room. A towel was slung over my shoulder as I pushed open the back door. The porch boards were rough under my feet, splintered in places. The yard was a patchy mess of crabgrass and sand. Tufts of green fought for space with bare earth. Beyond the yard, the dunes sloped gently down to the beach. The tall grass bent in the breeze. The ocean was a narrow strip of blue on the horizon. The morning sun was just starting to burn through the haze, making the water shimmer.

Zoey was already outside, standing at the edge of the porch, stretching her arms overhead. Her string bikini was a neon pink that made her tan pop, the triangle cups small and tight against her chest. She arched her back, pushing her hips forward, and held the stretch for a few seconds before dropping her arms. She caught me looking and grinned. Her lips quirked up at one corner. Without breaking eye contact, she bent at the waist to touch her toes. Her top rode up just enough to give me a flash of underboob, and the curve of her breast was visible for a moment before she straightened up.

Brynn came out next, pushing the door open with her hip. She had tied her brown hair into a messy knot at the top of her head. Loose strands fell around her face. Her crop top was gone, replaced by a black bikini that looked like it meant business, the fabric matte and snug against her skin. She adjusted one of the straps, then slipped a pair of sunglasses onto her nose. The dark lenses hid her eyes.

Presley followed, stepping onto the porch with her head high. Her micro bikini was red and barely there. The thin straps crisscrossed over her hips and between her breasts. The triangles of fabric barely covered her nipples, the bottoms cut high on her thighs. She scanned the sand like she was scouting for threats. Her gaze was sharp and deliberate. She stood with her weight on one leg. Her hip was cocked, and her hands were on her waist.

Kinsley brought up the rear, tugging at the hem of her mesh cover-up. The white mesh clung to her body, the outline of her pale blue bikini visible underneath. Her cheeks were pink. Her eyes glanced from the ground to the other girls, then back again. She hesitated at the edge of the porch. Her toes curled over the wood before she stepped down onto the sand.

Zoey tossed a volleyball in the air, spinning it on her fingertips. “You ready to see if you can play like the pros?” she called.

I shrugged, shifting my towel to the other shoulder. “Not really. I wasn’t planning on going to the hospital today.” I tried to sound casual. However, my voice cracked a little.

Brynn put on a pair of sunglasses, pushing them up her nose with one finger. “You’ll be fine. We’ll go easy since it’s your first time.” She smirked. Then she walked over to where the net was lying in pieces near the edge of the yard.

Presley pointed to the heap of netting and metal poles. “Let’s get this thing set up,” she said, her tone brisk.

We all moved toward the pile. I bent down and grabbed one of the aluminum poles. The metal felt cool and gritty in my hands. Zoey picked up the other pole, lifting it with one hand and balancing it on her shoulder. Brynn reached for the net, shaking it out so the knots and cords dangled free. Presley crouched down, grabbing the tension straps and unwinding them, her fingers quick and precise. Kinsley knelt beside the boundary lines, unspooling the cord and laying it out in the sand.

We carried the poles and net down the sandy path. The girls were chattering about who was going to be on whose team. Zoey and Kinsley argued over whether it was fair to have Presley and Brynn on the same side. Their voices rose and fell as they tried to out-reason each other. I tried to keep my grip on the pole steady. The end was digging into my palm, and I focused on not dropping anything.

At the spot where the sand flattened out, Brynn set her pole upright and drove the end into the ground. She braced it with one hand, then hammered it down with the heel of her other hand. She grunted with effort. The pole sank into the sand a few inches at a time. She adjusted the angle. Then she pressed down again until it stood straight.

Zoey untangled the net, working her fingers through each knot and loop, pulling the mesh free from the cords. She draped one end over the top of Brynn’s pole, then walked the length of the net. As she walked, she trailed her hand along the top cord. When she reached the other pole, she looped the cord over the top and tied it off in a double knot. She tugged to make sure it held.

Presley stepped in to adjust the tension, pulling the side straps tight until the net was taut. She crouched low. One knee pressed into the sand as she fastened the straps to the ground stakes. She stood and stepped back to survey the setup. She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes as she checked that the net was level.

Kinsley fetched the boundary lines, unrolling the cord and laying it out in a rough rectangle. She walked the length of one side. Her toes dug little trenches in the sand as she went. She pressed the line into the grooves, then stepped back to check her work. She smoothed out any bumps with her palm.

Zoey bounced the ball on her forearm, testing the weight. “Okay, teams. Me, Owen, and Kinsley against Brynn and Presley. Sound good?”

Brynn shrugged, lifting one eyebrow. “You’re gonna need the help.”

Presley gave me a playful snarl, baring her teeth. Despite her lust for blood, it was kind of cute. She flicked a strand of hair out of her face and flexed her fingers. She imagined how she’d spike the ball.

Kinsley gave me a shy smile. Her lips were pressed together, and her eyes darted away when I met her gaze. “Remember, we’re a team. That means we’re here to help each other.” She brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. Then, she stepped closer to my side of the court.

I nodded, feeling a little of the tension in my chest ease. Kinsley was right and it assured me just a little knowing that it wasn’t me against all the girls.

I took my spot behind the line. My heart was thumping. The sand was cool under my feet. The grains shifted as I dug my toes in. I felt the breeze on my bare shoulders, but the sun was already starting to heat up my skin. I glanced down at my chest, the tan lines stark against the new sunburn forming along my collarbone.

Zoey handed me the ball, pressing it into my hands. “You serve first. Just toss it up and hit it. Don’t overthink it.” She gave me a reassuring nod, then stepped back. Her hands rested on her hips as she watched me expectantly.

I wrapped my fingers around the ball. I felt the slightly rough texture under my palm. I bounced it on the sand once, testing the weight. The ball thudded and rolled a few inches before I caught it again. I glanced at the net, then at my teammates, and took a deep breath, steadying myself for my first serve.

I tried to look confident. I straightened my back, squared my shoulders, and forced my face into what I hoped was a resolute expression. The volleyball felt rough and slightly dusty against my palm. I tossed the ball up, and my eyes followed its arc. Then I swung my arm forward in a sharp motion. My hand slapped the ball, there was a dull impact against my palm, and I managed to send it straight into the net. The ball ricocheted off the cord and dropped limply to the sand at my feet.

Zoey burst out laughing, but not in a mean way. She grinned. She shook her head, and her ponytail bounced with the movement. “Okay, not bad for a first try. Next time, pretend you’re trying to smack a mosquito.”

Presley bent down. She scooped up the ball with a practiced flick of her wrist and moved back behind the line. She planted her feet. She narrowed her eyes and served. Her arm whipped forward. Her fingers snapped against the ball. It shot through the air, a blur of white, and came at me much faster than I expected. My instincts took over. I flinched, pulling my arms up too late. The ball slammed into my chest with a muted thud, then bounced away. It left a faint, stinging sensation just above my sternum.

Brynn called out, “That counts as a dig, right?” She was grinning, hands on her hips, watching me with a mixture of amusement and encouragement.

Zoey jogged over. Her bare feet kicked up little sprays of sand with each step. She bent down. Then she picked up the ball and handed it to me. Her fingers wrapped around mine. Her grip was warm and sure. She adjusted my hands. Her skin pressed against my knuckles and the backs of my fingers. “Like this. Thumbs together, arms straight. Don’t lock your elbows.” She pressed my hands together, aligning my thumbs so they formed a flat platform. Then she gently straightened my arms out in front of me. Her touch lingered for a moment. Her fingers traced along my forearms as she checked my form.

I nodded. I swallowed and tried to ignore the warmth of her touch. I tossed the ball up again, letting it drop toward my newly positioned arms. This time, I managed to bump the ball up. My forearms connected with a dull thump. The ball shot off to the side, veering away from the center of the court. Zoey took off after it. Her feet dug into the sand as she sprinted. She dove, arms stretched out. Her body was parallel to the ground for a split second before she hit the sand. A spray of sand flew up around her as she made contact with the ball. She somehow managed to angle it back over the net.

Kinsley clapped. Her face was bright and open. Her hands came together in a quick, enthusiastic rhythm. “Nice save!”

We kept playing. The girls shouted encouragement. Their voices were sharp and clear in the morning air. They called out quick tips between points. Brynn and Presley moved with mechanical precision, their bodies taut and efficient. Each time the ball came their way, they reacted instantly. They barely broke a sweat as they returned every shot. Their arms extended, fingers splayed. Their feet shifted in the sand as they anticipated the ball’s trajectory. Zoey cheered whenever I managed to make contact, even if the ball went nowhere near where it was supposed to. She’d clap and sometimes jump in place. Her expression glowed with approval. Kinsley’s serves were gentle. Her stance was relaxed. She tossed the ball up, hit it with a controlled motion, sending it in a slow, easy arc that gave me time to position myself and get under it. Presley’s serves, in contrast, were rockets. She’d toss the ball up high, leap off the sand, and slam it with an open palm. The ball soared, sending it whistling over the net.

After a few rounds, I started to get the hang of it. My arms stung from repeated contact with the ball, but I kept moving, shifting my weight from foot to foot. My knees were bent, and I was ready to react. Zoey called out instructions, “Lower! Watch the ball! Move your feet!” and I tried to follow them, focusing on each step. At one point, I managed a pass that went straight to Zoey. I felt a surge of satisfaction as I watched the ball reach her. She set it up perfectly. Her hands formed a triangle as she popped the ball into the air. Kinsley sprinted forward. Her ponytail swung as she jumped. She brought her arm down in a sharp, decisive motion, spiking the ball over the net. Brynn dove, her arms stretched out as she reached for the ball, but the ball hit the sand just before her fingers reached it.

Zoey threw her arms up. Her face was flushed with excitement. “Point for us!”

I grinned. I was breathing hard, my chest rising and falling as I tried to catch my breath. Sweat trickled down the side of my face. “I think I’m getting it.”

Presley, standing just inside the back line, tossed the ball back to me with a flick of her wrist. “You’re not hopeless.”

Was this what it was like every time the girls played against another team? The speed and agility that was needed was insane. I watched Brynn and Presley move. Their bodies were coordinated and quick as they always anticipated the next play. Even now, I could tell they were probably going easy on me, holding back their full strength. It was eye opening to experience, even just a little, what the players had to train for and perform under such intense pressure.

The sun crept higher, its rays growing stronger. The sand warmed beneath my feet. I shifted my weight, feeling the grit between my toes. Sweat started to bead on my forehead, and I wiped it away with my arm. As I did so, I smeared a faint line of sand across my skin. Zoey called for a water break, raising her hand and jogging over to the cooler she’d stashed by the dunes. She bent over, reaching into the cooler. Her back arched slightly. For a second, her bikini bottom rode up, exposing a perfect curve of tanned skin just above the line of her suit.

I followed, walking over to the cooler, and took a bottle of water Zoey offered. I twisted off the cap, tipped the bottle back, and drank. The cool liquid ran down my throat. I sat down in the sand, and I stretched my legs out in front of me. My toes dug into the warm grains. Kinsley plopped down beside me, drawing her knees up to her chest and wrapping her arms around them. She looked out at the ocean, and the sunlight glinted off the waves. Then she turned back to me, her gaze lively. “You’re doing really well. I was way worse when I started.”

“When did you start playing?” I asked, tipping my head toward her.

“In college. I think we all started in college except for Brynn. She started in high school,” Kinsley replied, brushing a strand of hair from her cheek.

“That’s why she’s so terrifying out there,” Zoey said, coming over with her own bottle. “She’s been playing at least five years longer than most of the people we go up against. It’s like instinct for her now. She’s a monster out there.” Zoey flopped down on my other side, landing on her hip. Water dripped down her chin and onto her chest. The droplets traced a path between the curves of her breasts, glistening in the sunlight. “You’re a natural, Owen. Or at least, you don’t duck every time the ball comes at you anymore.”

Presley and Brynn stood by the net, arguing about who had the better serve. Presley gestured with the ball. Her hips were cocked, and her red bikini left almost nothing to the imagination. The fabric hugged her hips tightly, exposing the long, toned lines of her legs.

I looked down at my arms, noticing the skin already starting to turn pink across my forearms and shoulders. “Anyone bring sunscreen?”

Zoey laughed, her voice light. “I’ve got some in my bag. Want me to rub it in for you?”

I held out my arm, extending it toward her. “Be my guest.”

She squeezed a glob of sunscreen into her palm. The white cream pooled in her hand. She pressed her hands onto my shoulders, spreading the lotion over my skin in firm, slow circles. Her fingers worked the sunscreen into my skin, moving from my shoulders down to my upper arms, her touch thorough and a little too attentive. She pressed her palms along the curve of my deltoid, making sure to cover every inch. Kinsley giggled, holding out her own bottle. “You’ll need more for your face.”

“Wanna cover that while I do his back and chest?” Zoey asked, glancing at Kinsley with a mischievous smile.

Kinsley’s cheeks turned red as she popped open the bottle and squirted the sunscreen into her palm. She shifted closer. Her knees brushed against my thigh. As she leaned in, her hair fell forward. The loose strands tickled my cheek. My heart began to race. She started gently applying the sunscreen, beginning with my cheeks. Her touch was soft and careful. She spread the lotion in gentle, circular motions with her fingers. She moved down to my jaw, her thumb tracing along the edge. Then she moved back up toward my forehead, smoothing the cream across my skin. She took her time, working the sunscreen in until it disappeared.

Meanwhile, Zoey’s hands lingered on my chest. She ran her palms across my pecs. Her fingers spread the lotion in slow strokes. She moved back and forth, covering the same area several times more than needed. Her hands glided over my skin as she pressed the sunscreen in with more pressure than necessary. I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. I did not move my head. She caught my look and grinned. Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

We finished our break. I stood and brushed the sand from my legs. Then I moved back onto the court. The others followed. Zoey jogged ahead, and her ponytail bounced. We played until the sun was fully up. Its heat pressed down on us, and my legs felt like jelly. Brynn called out, “Last point wins!” Presley stepped up, tossing the ball in the air and smashing a serve that Zoey barely managed to return. I lunged, my feet digging into the sand. I managed a clumsy bump, and Kinsley sent it over the net with a quick flick of her wrist. The ball landed just inside the line.

Zoey whooped, throwing her arms around me. Her body pressed against mine. “Victory! See? You survived.”

I grinned, breathless and a little sunburned, feeling the heat radiate from my skin. “Barely. But I’ll take it. I don’t know how you guys do this every day.”

“Practice,” Brynn said, tossing the ball up and catching it. “If you really wanted to, you could spend four years training and be just as good as us, if not better.”

I shook my head. I was still catching my breath. “I’ll stick to photography. Besides, someone needs to document the pros getting the wins.”


Chapter 3

It was already noon and the sand was almost too hot to stand on. Each step I took pressed my bare feet deeper into the sunbaked grains. The heat bit at my soles until it felt like I was walking across a skillet. I shifted my weight, lifting one foot, then the other, trying to find a patch of shade, but there was none. My feet were starting to feel like toast. The sensation was building with every second I stood there. Even Brynn, who claimed she was “built for the Florida sun,” was squinting. Her eyes were narrowed to slits as she stared out toward the water, the sunlight glinting off her sunglasses.

Presley pointed at the ocean. Her arm was extended, and the thin strap of her bikini top pulled tight across her tanned shoulder. “Come on. I’m not getting heatstroke for your pride, Zoey.” She bent down, grabbed the volleyball in one hand, and tossed it aside with a flick of her wrist. The volleyball sent it bouncing across the sand. Without waiting for a response, she turned. Then, she jogged toward the water. Her ass bounced with each stride. It was barely covered by the micro bikini, and the fabric rode up between her cheeks. Her skin gleamed under the noon sun, muscles in her thighs flexing as she picked up speed.

Zoey scrambled up from where she’d been kneeling. Her hands pushed off the sand. She brushed grains off her knees, then sprang into a run after Presley. Her ponytail swung behind her. “You’re not getting out of a rematch that easy!” She yelled. Her voice carried across the empty stretch of beach. She pumped her arms, legs kicking up little puffs of sand, and chased Presley toward the surf. Her laughter trailed behind her.

Brynn nudged me with her elbow. Her skin was warm and slick from sunscreen. “Lets go, Owen.” She tilted her head toward the water. Her mouth quirked into a half-smile. She bent down, scooping up her sunglasses from her towel, and slid them onto her face. Her bikini top, a deep green that contrasted with her tan, clung to her chest, and a few stray hairs stuck to her forehead.

Kinsley was already halfway to the surf, her mesh cover-up fluttering behind her like a flag. She moved in quick, skipping steps. Her feet barely touched the sand before she was in the shallows. The cover-up, which was white and nearly transparent, clung to her back. The wet spots revealed the outline of her bikini underneath. She reached down, grabbing the hem, and pulled it over her head in one smooth motion. She tossed it onto the sand just before the water reached her ankles.

I dropped my towel, letting it fall onto the sand in a crumpled heap. I slid my phone and sunglasses onto the pile, then stepped forward. I felt the sand stick to my calves and the backs of my knees. With each stride, more grains clung to my damp skin, forming gritty patches where sweat had collected. I picked up my pace, jogging after the others. My arms pumped at my sides. The heat radiated up from the ground, and I could feel the sweat start to bead along my spine.

When I reached the water, I paused for a half-second. I let the first wave lap over my feet. The shock of coolness made my toes curl, and I sucked in a breath. Goosebumps erupted along my arms. The next wave hit my shins, colder still. I let out a yelp that sounded more like a bark than a scream. I didn’t wait for my body to adjust. I dove in, pushing off with both feet and plunging my head beneath the surface. The cold wrapped around me, slicing away the sticky heat in a single instant.

I surfaced, sputtering, and shook my head. Water streamed down my face and dripped from my hair. Zoey popped up next to me, only a few feet away. She grinned and flicked water at my face with a sharp slap of her hand. Droplets splattered across my cheeks and forehead.

I splashed her back, digging my hands beneath the surface and sending a wave of water in her direction. She shrieked and ducked, arms thrown up to shield her face. Suddenly it was pandemonium. Presley was already waist-deep. She went straight for Brynn, her arms outstretched. She lunged, grabbing Brynn around the waist and trying to dunk her under. Brynn twisted away, laughing, but Presley held on, dragging her lower in the water.

Zoey circled around behind me. Her feet kicked up little whirlpools as she moved. She reached out and grabbed my wrist, trying to pull me under. I twisted, breaking her grip. I then grabbed her by the waist instead. My hands slid over the slick fabric of her bikini bottoms. My fingers dug in just above her hips. I lifted, spinning her around in the water. She shrieked, her legs kicking as she struggled, and tried to wriggle free, but I kept my grip, turning her in a half-circle before letting go. She splashed down. Water flew everywhere.

Kinsley hung back near the edge of the group, water up to her thighs. She giggled. Her arms were crossed over her stomach as she watched the turmoil unfold. Brynn had escaped Presley’s grip. She turned and sent a wall of water in Kinsley’s direction, using both hands to scoop up as much as she could and hurl it forward.

Kinsley shrieked. Her voice was high and sharp as she tried to duck away. She bent at the knees, lowering her body into the water, but Brynn’s splash caught her across the chest and face. Kinsley wiped her eyes, laughing, then made a desperate dash straight for me. She splashed through the shallows, arms out. Her wet hair plastered to her cheeks.

She reached me in two quick steps and grabbed my shoulders. Her fingers dug into my skin. Before I could react, she jumped. She swung her right leg up and over my head. Her thigh brushed against my ear. The skin was warm and slick. She hooked her other leg around my neck, locking her ankles together just above my collarbone. “Save me, Owen!” she squealed, her voice right next to my ear.

Her weight settled onto my shoulders. Her ass pressed against the back of my head. I staggered. My knees buckled under the sudden load. I reached up, grabbing her thighs to steady her. My hands wrapped around the soft flesh just above her knees. For a second, I thought I was going to go under. The water was rising up to my chest as I fought to stay upright.

Kinsley clung to me. Her arms were tight around my neck, and her forearms crossed over my chest. I could feel the soft press of her bikini-clad breasts against the back of my head, the fabric damp and cool. Her bare thighs gripped my shoulders. The skin was slick from the water, and her toes dug into my chest for balance. I tried not to think too hard about how her crotch was pressed right against the nape of my neck, the thin strip of bikini fabric offering no real barrier. My brain was having none of that, sending a pulse of heat straight to my groin. I shifted my stance, trying to keep my balance as the next wave rolled in. My feet were spread wide.

Brynn kept splashing, but now Kinsley had the high ground. She giggled, and the sound vibrated through her chest and into my back. She used me as a human shield, ducking behind my head as Brynn sent another wave of water our way. Brynn scooped up water with both hands, launching it in a high arc. Kinsley tucked her chin and pressed her body closer to mine, letting the spray hit my shoulders instead.

Zoey cheered from a few feet away, treading water. “That’s cheating! I want a ride next!” She raised both arms above her head. Water cascaded down her forearms.

Presley shook her head. She was grinning, her lips curled in amusement. “No, using Owen as a shield is cheating.” She waded closer, hands on her hips, the triangles of her bikini top barely containing her breasts.

Kinsley slid off my shoulders, unhooking her ankles and letting her legs fall away from my neck. Her thighs brushed down my chest. The skin left a trail of water. She pushed off my shoulders with her hands, splashing into the water beside me. She landed with a small yelp, and water rose up to her chin. She surfaced still giggling. “Sorry,” she said, but she didn’t sound sorry at all and I didn’t mind.

I wiped water from my eyes, dragging the back of my hand across my forehead. Droplets clung to my eyelashes, blurring my vision for a moment. “Next time, I’m charging a fee if everyone wants to ride me like a horse.” I tried to sound annoyed, but the grin on my face gave me away.

Brynn swam over. Her arms sliced through the water as she ruffled Kinsley’s wet hair with both hands. She dug her fingers into the strands, mussing them up until they stuck out in every direction. “You’re ruthless when you want to be,” she said. Her eyes crinkled at the corners.

Kinsley blushed. Her cheeks turned a deep pink as she ducked under the water, disappearing in a swirl of bubbles. She surfaced a few feet away, slicking her hair back with both hands.

We spent the next hour swimming, dunking each other, and floating on our backs in the sun. Presley challenged Zoey to a race to the buoy and back. The two of them lined up at the edge of the shallows, and their toes dug into the sand. Then they launched themselves forward at the same moment. Presley’s arms cut through the water with practiced strokes. Her body glided just beneath the surface. Zoey kicked hard, sending up a spray behind her. Her legs churned as she tried to keep up.

Brynn and I tried to see who could hold their breath the longest. We faced each other, knees bent, and took deep breaths, filling our lungs. I pinched my nose, closed my eyes, and slid beneath the surface, counting the seconds in my head. The water pressed in around me, cool and heavy, and I could feel Brynn’s foot tapping against my leg as she waited me out. When I finally surfaced, gasping for air, I noticed she popped up right after me. Both of us were laughing.

Kinsley perched on the shallows, letting the waves break over her legs. She sat with her knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them. Her toes wiggled in the sand as the water rushed in and out. The sunlight caught the wet skin of her thighs, making them shine. Every so often she would lean back, hands pressed into the sand behind her. She would tip her face up toward the sun, eyes closed.

Presley and Zoey finished their race. Both of them were panting and dripping as they flopped down in the shallow water next to Kinsley. Presley lay on her stomach, propped up on her elbows, the thin ties of her bikini bottoms digging into her hips. Zoey stretched out beside her, and she raised her arms above her head. She was breathing hard.

For a while, none of us said much. We floated on our backs, letting the waves lift and drop us. The sun baked our faces and chests. I watched the clouds drift overhead, the sky a perfect, endless blue. Every so often, someone would sneak up and dunk someone else, or start a new splash war, but mostly we just let ourselves drift. The water was cool, and the sun was relentless.

When we finally dragged ourselves out of the water, I felt the weight of exhaustion settle over me. My arms ached from swimming against the current, and I could feel the tightness in my legs from treading water. Zoey stomped up onto the hot sand first. Water streamed from her hair and shoulders, and her bikini clung to her skin. She grabbed the edge of a faded striped towel and flopped onto it face-down. The movement sent a small spray of sand outward. The towel bunched beneath her hips as she settled, and she let her arms sprawl out in front of her for a moment before sliding them in to untie her bikini top. Her fingers worked at the knot behind her neck. The wet strings stuck slightly to her skin. She tugged the ties free and let the top fall open, then reached back to untie the strap behind her back. She peeled the damp fabric away and tucked it under her chin. She rolled her shoulders, shifting her weight so her chest pressed into the towel. Her back was golden brown, the tan line from her suit faint but visible at the curve of her ribs. As she adjusted, the side of her left breast pressed against the terrycloth, just visible from where I stood. The skin there was paler, the curve soft and full. As she shifted her hips, the lower swell of her breast flattened slightly against the towel.

She caught me watching and grinned. Her mouth was wide and a little lopsided, and her chin was propped on her crossed hands. Droplets of water clung to her arms and shoulders, catching the sunlight. Her hair was plastered against her neck, and a few strands stuck to her cheek. Her eyes met mine, playful and unapologetic.

Brynn came up behind her and dropped her towel next to Zoey’s. Then she stretched out on her back. She folded her arms behind her head, elbows wide. She then closed her eyes. Her chest rose and fell as she breathed deeply. Her stomach muscles flexed under her skin. Sand clung to her calves and the side of her hip. She shifted her legs and brushed some of it away with the heel of her foot.

Presley had already claimed a spot a little farther up the beach. It was away from the incoming tide. She lay on her back. Her sunglasses were perched on her nose, one knee bent and the other leg stretched out. Her toes flexed in the sand. She reached up to adjust the bridge of her sunglasses, then let her hand drop to her stomach. Her fingers were splayed. Her bikini top was a deep red. The thin straps dug slightly into her shoulders.

Kinsley sat cross-legged at my feet. Her knees were pulled up close to her chest. She leaned forward. She gathered her long hair into a thick rope and began wringing the water out, twisting from the nape of her neck all the way to the tips. Water dripped steadily onto the sand, darkening it in a spreading patch. She squeezed hard, moving her hands down the length of her hair. Then, she flicked her fingers to shake out the last drops. Her mesh cover-up clung to her damp skin, outlining the curve of her waist and the swell of her breasts underneath.

Zoey yawned, covering her mouth with the back of her hand. “I could nap right here.” She let her head drop back down. Her arms were folded under her chin.

Presley tipped her head toward Zoey, squinting against the sun. She lifted one hand to shield her eyes. The other hand remained resting on her stomach. “If you fall asleep, you’ll fry.” She let her hand drop back down. Her fingers drummed lightly against her hip.

Brynn rolled onto her side, propping herself up on one elbow. She brushed a clump of wet sand off her thigh. Then she flicked it away from the towel. “We should head back soon. I’m starving.” She reached for the edge of her towel and began shaking it out, sending a cloud of fine sand into the air.

Kinsley looked up at the house. Her eyes narrowed as she studied it. “It’s looking kind of rough, huh?” She hugged her knees tighter, resting her chin on them.

I followed her gaze up the slope to the old house. The paint was peeling in wide strips, especially around the window frames where the wood looked warped and swollen. The salt air had left white streaks and patches across the siding, and in some places, the boards bowed outward. The porch rail sagged. The posts were leaning at odd angles, and the wood was cracked and splintered. A few rusty nails stuck out near the steps, and the whole thing looked like it might collapse if someone leaned on it the wrong way.

Zoey propped herself up on her elbows. The towel bunched under her chest. Her breasts shifted as she moved, the side of one still just visible. “We could sand it down and paint it. Make it look less… haunted.” She brushed a strand of hair off her forehead and glanced around at the rest of us.

Presley snorted and pushed her sunglasses up the bridge of her nose. “You volunteering to paint the whole house, Zoey?” She arched an eyebrow. Her lips twisted in a half-smile.

Zoey shrugged. Her shoulders rolled. “If it means I don’t have to pull weeds, I’ll paint anything.” She drummed her fingers on the towel, glancing at Brynn.

Brynn sat up, swinging her legs over the side of the towel. She brushed sand off her calves, then ran her hands up her thighs to clear away more grit. “You’ll still have to pull weeds. Yard work’s not that bad. It’s like training. Building endurance gets you used to the heat.” She flexed her toes in the sand. Then she reached down to pick up her flip-flops.

I shook my head, grabbing the edge of my own towel and snapping it out to get rid of the sand. “You’re the only person I know who thinks pulling weeds is a workout.” I bent down, gathering up my shirt and shoving it into my bag.

Kinsley hugged her knees tighter. Her forehead rested against them. “I don’t mind helping. But maybe we could all do the painting together? It’d go faster.” She glanced around the group, her eyes hopeful.

Presley sat up, swinging her legs around and letting her feet sink into the sand. Her sunglasses slid down her nose. She pushed them back up with her thumb. “We’ll need supplies. Sandpaper, paint, brushes. Bill’s going to love that.” She picked up her water bottle and took a long drink. The plastic crinkled in her grip.

Zoey grinned. Her teeth flashed. “We’ll tell him it’s for the sponsors. He’ll cough up the cash.” She rolled onto her side, propping herself up on one elbow. Her bare back caught the sun.

Brynn stood and stretched, lifting her arms high overhead. Her bikini bottoms rode up as she reached, showing off the curve of her hip and a faint tan line along her waist. She arched her back, then bent to touch her toes, shaking out her legs. “Let’s make a list tonight. We can hit the hardware store tomorrow.” She straightened, running her hands over her thighs to flick off the last bits of sand.

I grabbed my towel and shook it out hard, sending a spray of sand away from the group. "First, I need food. Then I’ll think about home improvement.” I stepped around Kinsley, picking up her bag and slinging it over my shoulder.

We gathered our stuff, moving slowly across the hot sand. Zoey rolled up her towel and tucked her bikini top under her arm, then reached for her shorts and pulled them on. The damp fabric stuck to her skin. Presley slid her feet into her sandals, brushing sand off her ankles. Brynn pulled her tank top over her head. The fabric clung to her damp skin as she grabbed her bag. Kinsley stood, gathering her hair into a loose knot and securing it with a tie from her wrist. She bent to pick up her sandals, shaking them out before hooking the straps over her fingers. Her mesh cover-up clung to her. The wet fabric outlined the shape of her breasts and the dip of her waist.

As we trudged back up the beach, the sun beat down on our backs. I checked my arms and shoulders for any signs of sunburn, but there was only a deeper tan. My skin was several shades darker than it had been at the start of the trip, and the lines from my swimsuit were sharp. Spending this much time outside during practice and the tournament had made me look like a beach bum. The sand was hot under my feet, and I shifted Kinsley’s bag to my other shoulder. The strap was digging into my skin. Kinsley walked beside me. Her sandals dangled from her fingers, and her cover-up was plastered to her thighs. Her legs were long and smooth, and the sun highlighted the soft curve of her hips as she walked. The sun cast a warm glow on her body, accentuating her features.

By the time the sun set, the sky had shifted from pale blue to deep orange. It was streaked with purple clouds. We’d showered off, scrubbing away the salt and sand. After that, we changed into dry clothes. My skin still felt warm from the sun. I pulled on a loose T-shirt and shorts. Presley was already outside, crouched by the firepit on the back patio. She stacked small pieces of wood, arranging them in a careful teepee, then struck a match and held it to the kindling. The flame caught, flickering up the dry wood, and she leaned back. She watched it spread. She sat on one of the patio chairs and sipped from her water bottle as the fire grew. Her legs were crossed.

We gathered around the firepit, pulling up chairs and dragging out old cushions. The flames cast shifting shadows across the patio, glinting off the glass door behind us. Zoey poked at the fire with a stick, nudging the logs so the embers glowed brighter. She sat with her knees drawn up to her chest. Her bare feet were propped on the edge of her chair.

“So, yard work tomorrow?” Zoey asked, glancing around the circle.

Brynn groaned and slouched in her chair. She crossed her arms over her chest. “Let’s just get it over with.” She tipped her head back, staring up at the darkening sky.

Presley took another sip from her water bottle. She pursed her lips. “If we’re lucky, Bill will buy us pizza,” She grinned.

Kinsley smiled at me across the fire. Her eyes caught the firelight. “Thanks for saving me from Brynn.” She hugged her knees, her T-shirt slipping off one shoulder to reveal a thin bra strap.

I shrugged. I picked at a loose thread on my shorts. “Anytime. Even though I didn’t really have a choice.” I met her gaze and grinned.

Kinsley laughed. Her shoulders shook with the force of her amusement.

Zoey leaned back in her chair, stretching her legs out and propping her feet on the low wall around the patio. “If we make the house look nice, maybe we’ll get more fans. Or at least fewer complaints from the neighbors.” She poked at the fire again, sending a shower of sparks up into the night.

Brynn grinned, her teeth white in the firelight. “As long as we keep the original colors and stay true to the style of the house, I think it’ll look great.” She tucked her feet up under her, sitting cross-legged on the seat.

Presley smirked. Her eyes glinted behind her glasses. “So no pink trim then?” She nudged Zoey’s foot with her own. We sat around the fire, talking and laughing. The house loomed behind us. It was weathered and battered, but it was starting to feel more alive. The flames threw light against the peeling paint and warped boards, making the old place look almost warm. It felt as if it belonged to us.


Chapter 4

“Who’s riding with me?” I called from the front door, keys in hand. My fingers curled around the ring. The metal teeth pressed against my palm. The sun was already up. It was glaring off the battered mailbox at the end of the gravel driveway, turning the faded red flag almost white with reflection. I squinted, raising my hand to shade my eyes. I watched as the girls trickled in from the side yard, each one weighed down with water bottles, sunglasses, and bags slung over their shoulders.

Zoey bounced down the steps two at a time. Her bare feet slapped against each wooden board. Her hair was a messy halo. Wild curls escaped from a loose ponytail and stuck out in every direction. She wore a white tank top knotted high above her navel, and denim shorts cut so high I had to remind myself to keep my eyes on her face. The frayed edges barely covered the curve of her ass, and her tan legs flashed as she hopped the last step, landing with a bounce. She grinned. Her white teeth flashed as she pointed at my car parked crooked on the patchy grass. “Shotgun! I’m DJ.” She swung her bag forward. She was already fishing for her phone.

Brynn followed behind her, moving slower. Her hand clutched her phone like a lifeline. She wore black leggings and a faded band tee, and her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, not a strand out of place. She paused on the steps. Her thumb tapped at her screen, then she looked up with a small frown. “You’re not playing that club mix again, Zoey. I want to be able to hear myself think.” She adjusted her sunglasses, sliding them higher up her nose as she stepped onto the walk.

Presley strolled out next, her stride lazy. The red bikini top showed under a faded gray tank. The thin straps were bright against her tanned skin. Her tank hung loose. The armholes gaped wide enough to show the curve of her breast and the edge of her bikini. A pair of shorts was slung low on her hips. The waistband of her bikini bottoms rode high, and the red strings were tied in neat bows above her hipbones. She stopped on the porch. She shifted her weight to one hip and looked over at Brynn and Zoey. “If you two argue about music again, I’m walking.” She arched one eyebrow, then reached down to adjust the strap of her sandal. Her painted toenails caught the sunlight.

Kinsley hovered by the porch, half-hidden behind one of the columns. She clutched her canvas bag to her chest with both hands, knuckles white. Her usual mesh cover-up hung loose over her one-piece. The white mesh caught on her elbows. Today she’d paired it with yellow flip-flops that looked a size too big. The rubber flopped against her heels with every tentative step. She gave me a nervous smile. Her lips were pressed tight together. “Good morning, Owen.” She shifted her weight from foot to foot. Her gaze flicked between me and the others.

I stepped aside, holding the door open with my foot as the girls filed past. Zoey darted through first, brushing against my arm. Her bag bumped my hip. Brynn followed, holding her phone up like a shield. Presley sauntered after, pausing to swing her bag off her shoulder and drop it by the door. Kinsley hesitated, then stepped past me. Her head was ducked, and the mesh of her cover-up caught briefly on the doorknob before she tugged it free.

We made our way to the car. The gravel crunched under our shoes. Zoey immediately lunged for the passenger seat, yanking the door open and tossing her bag onto the floor. She slid in, pulling her knees up to her chest as she plugged her phone into the aux cord. “Called it,” she said, grinning over at me as I opened the driver’s side door and slid behind the wheel.

Brynn and Presley took the back. Presley scooted to the middle so she could lean forward between the seats. She tossed her bag into the footwell, then stretched her arms over the headrest. Her fingers drummed on the seat. Kinsley hesitated, then climbed in last. She carefully folded her cover-up under her before buckling her seatbelt. Her knees pressed together, her hands were folded in her lap. She stared straight ahead as if bracing herself.

Zoey immediately commandeered the aux cord, scrolling through her playlists. I started the engine. The old car rumbled to life as I backed out of the drive. The drive to the hardware store was quick. The road was mostly empty, but Zoey filled the silence with a steady stream of commentary. She tried to convince everyone that “summery yellow” would make the house look less like a haunted shack and more like a beach resort. She held her phone up, showing us pictures of pastel houses and bright porches. Her voice rose every time someone disagreed.

Brynn rolled her eyes. She muttered under her breath, and Presley leaned forward, grabbing the phone out of Zoey’s hand to scroll through the photos herself. Kinsley stayed quiet. Her hands were twisted in her lap, and her gaze was fixed on the passing fields outside the window.

When we pulled into the hardware store parking lot, the sun was already climbing higher. The asphalt shimmered with heat. I parked as close to the entrance as I could manage. Zoey was out of the car before I’d even killed the engine. Her sandals slapped against the ground as she jogged to the automatic doors. Brynn followed, tucking her phone into her back pocket and pulling her hair up into a bun. Presley took her time, stretching her arms overhead and letting her tank ride up to show a sliver of her flat stomach. Kinsley lingered by the car, double-checking her bag before finally trailing after us.

Inside the store, the air conditioning hit us like a wall. Cold air blasted against my skin and raised goosebumps on my arms. Presley grabbed a cart from the row near the door. The wheels squeaked as she pushed it ahead of us. She led the way straight to the paint aisle, weaving around displays of fertilizer and garden hoses. Zoey jogged to keep up. Her fingers trailed along the edge of the cart.

Brynn unfurled the list with a flourish, and the paper crinkled as she snapped it open. “Sandpaper, paint, brushes, rollers, drop cloths, and,” she paused, giving me a look over the top of her sunglasses, “no glitter paint, Zoey.”

“It would really make the place pop.” She turned to Presley for support, but Presley just shook her head.

Presley scanned the color swatches, pulling out handfuls of cards and holding them up to the fluorescent lights. She compared two yellows. She fanned them out, then tossed the brightest one back in the rack. “We need something that doesn’t look like a school bus. Or a banana.” She moved down the row, holding up each card in turn, squinting at the tiny print on the back.

Kinsley edged closer. Her fingers brushed lightly over the display. She picked up a sample labeled ‘Sunbeam’ and turned it over in her hands. Then she glanced at Presley for approval. “This one’s nice. Not too bright.” She held it up, arm extended. The card trembled slightly between her fingers.

I took it from her, holding it next to a white trim sample. I angled them together, checking how the yellow looked against the white. “That could work. Yellow for the siding, white for the trim.” I set the two cards side by side on the edge of the cart, tapping them with my finger.

Brynn nodded, peering over my shoulder. “Classic. Won’t scare off the sponsors.” She took the white swatch. She ran her thumb along the edge and nodded again.

Zoey grabbed the ‘Sunbeam’ card and pressed it against her bare forearm, comparing the color to her skin. “It matches my tan. Sold.” She held her arm out for everyone to see, twisting it back and forth so the light caught both the paint card and her golden skin.

Presley rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. She stepped to the paint shelf, bending to read the labels. She grabbed two gallons of yellow and one of white. Her biceps flexed as she hefted them into the cart. “We’ll need more, but this’ll get us started and we can see what it really looks like when it’s dry before getting in too deep.” She wiped her hands on her shorts. Then she checked the list again.

Next, we hit the tool aisle. The shelves were stacked with boxes of brushes, rollers, trays, and sanders. Brynn picked up a sander, testing its weight in her hand. She squeezed the trigger. The motor whirred for a split second before she clicked it off. She handed it to me. The handle was warm from her grip. “You’re on sander duty, Owen. You’ve got the reach.” She smirked. Then she grabbed a pack of roller covers.

“It’s a two story house. I think we’re all on sander duty,” I said, setting the sander in the cart and grabbing another for backup.

Zoey grabbed another sander, which was lighter and smaller, and mimed sanding Brynn’s arm, moving the tool in slow circles over Brynn’s bicep. “I call this one.” She grinned, then set it in the cart with exaggerated care.

Kinsley picked out a box of sanding pads, reading the label twice before adding it to the pile. She checked the grit number, then compared it to the list. Her lips moved silently as she counted.

We made our way to the front. The cart was loaded down with paint cans, sanders, brushes, rollers, trays, painter’s tape, and drop cloths. The cashier gave us a skeptical look as we unloaded everything onto the belt. Her eyes lingered on the mountain of supplies. I swiped the card and signed the screen with a quick flick of my finger. Then we loaded up the bags, each of us grabbing as much as we could carry.

Outside, the heat slammed into us again. The sunlight bounced off the car roof. Brynn juggled two gallons of paint, Presley balanced the sanders and brushes, and Zoey carried the painter’s tape and drop cloths. Her arms were full. Kinsley clutched the sanding pads and a bag of rollers, and she held them tight to her chest.

Back in the car, Zoey insisted on holding the paint swatches up to the window. She turned them this way and that, declaring every few minutes that she’d discovered a new favorite. She pressed the cards against the glass. She watched the sunlight change the color, then waved them in Presley’s face for a second opinion. Presley batted her hand away. She was laughing, and Brynn threatened to throw the cards out the window if Zoey didn’t pick one and stick with it.

By the time we got home, the sun was climbing higher, and the sky was a washed-out blue. The house looked even more weathered than it had yesterday. The peeling paint curled away from the wood in long strips, exposing gray, splintered boards beneath. The porch steps creaked under our weight as we hauled the supplies up, setting them down in a pile by the door.

Presley’s finger traced the line of the worst peeling paint. “We start here. Sand everything down, then we’ll see how much paint we need.” She squatted and ran her hand over the rough boards. She flicked away a loose chip of yellow paint.

Brynn handed out sanders and pads, pressing each tool into our hands. “Gloves on. No one wants splinters.” She tossed a pair of work gloves to each of us, the thick fabric stiff and new.

Zoey slipped on her sunglasses and pushed them up with one finger. She grinned. “Let’s make this house shine.” She pulled on her gloves, flexing her fingers as she did so. Then she grabbed her sander, ready to start.

I uncoiled the extension cord and plugged it into the outdoor outlet, making sure it was fully seated before grabbing my sander from the porch rail. I checked the grit on the sanding pad, pressed the trigger, and felt the motor whir to life. The vibration traveled straight into my palm and up my forearm. I brought the sander to the siding, lining it up with the edge of the board. As soon as the disk touched the surface, the machine’s buzz deepened. I pressed forward, guiding it in a slow, even pass along the length of the board. The old paint flaked and powdered instantly, a cloud of white and blue dust swirling up and settling onto my hands and wrists. I kept my grip steady, thumb braced on the handle. The cord looped behind my elbow to keep it out of the way.

With each pass, I shifted my weight from foot to foot. I used my shoulder to keep the sander flush against the wood. I watched the faded paint disappear. It exposed the rough, pale grain beneath. The dust clung to my skin, collecting in the creases of my knuckles and sticking to the sweat on my forearms. I moved the sander back to the start of the next strip, overlapping the last section by an inch, and set to work again, making sure not to leave any ridges or missed spots.

Beside me, Brynn was already a few feet down the wall, her movements precise. She held her sander with both hands and moved the machine in perfectly straight lines, each pass parallel to the last. Her elbows were slightly bent. She kept her head down. Her eyes were narrowed in concentration, and after every few strips, she stopped to inspect her work, running her fingertips over the wood to check for any roughness. When she found a stubborn patch of paint, she leaned in. She pressed harder until the sander whined and the paint finally gave way.

Presley had claimed the porch railing. She crouched low, bracing one knee on the bottom step. Her other foot was flat on the porch boards for balance. She gripped the narrow rail in one hand and guided the sander with the other, working around the balusters with careful, short strokes. Her arms flexed with each motion. Defined muscles shifted under tanned skin as she maneuvered the awkward angle. Every so often, she paused to blow dust off her hands. Then she wiped her forehead on the back of her wrist before getting back to it.

Kinsley had taken up a spot by the front window. She perched on the edge of the flower bed, feet planted in the dirt, and held her sander delicately. Her pink tongue poked out the side of her mouth as she focused on smoothing the wood. She worked slowly, guiding the sander along the narrow trim. She lifted it away when she reached the edge and then repositioned for the next section. Her brows were furrowed, a faint line of concentration between them as she checked her progress after each pass.

Zoey was at the far end, near the porch steps, and as usual, she made the work look like a performance. She swayed her hips in time with the movement of her sander, shifting her weight from one leg to the other, knees bent in a loose rhythm. When she reached a low board, she bent at the waist. She planted her feet wide for balance. Her cutoff shorts rode up, the denim bunching high on her thighs. The bright pink curve of her bikini bottom peeked out from underneath, a sharp pop of color against her golden skin. The sun caught the edge of the fabric, and for a moment, I caught myself staring. The image burned into my brain before I forced my eyes back to the wall in front of me. My hand tightened around the sander, and I focused on the boards. I forced myself to keep my movements steady.

We worked our way down the wall, the sound of the sanders overlapping in a steady drone. Paint dust drifted through the air, settling onto the porch boards and flower beds below. Every few minutes, I paused to shake out my arm. The muscles were already starting to ache from the constant vibration. Sweat ran down the side of my face, mixing with the dust and leaving streaks on my skin. I wiped my forehead with the back of my wrist and kept going, moving the sander back and forth, inch by inch.

After a couple hours, Brynn straightened up. She set her sander down on the edge of the porch. She leaned back against the porch post, one hand on her hip, and wiped her brow with the other. She streaked a line of dust across her forehead. “This is worse than two-a-days,” she said. Her voice was flat.

Presley unscrewed the cap on a water bottle and handed it to Brynn. Her own sander dangled from her other hand. “At least no one’s yelling at us to run laps,” she said, rolling her eyes.

Zoey didn’t bother with the porch rail. She dropped her sander onto the steps and flopped down beside it. Her legs were stretched out in front of her, and dust streaked her shins and calves. She leaned back on her elbows, tilting her head up toward the sky. “My arms are going to fall off,” she said, letting her head loll to the side.

Kinsley set her sander carefully on the porch, then sat down next to Zoey, folding her legs underneath her. She turned her hands over, peering at her fingertips. “I think I sanded my thumbprint off,” she said, voice small.

I sat down on the other side of Kinsley, stretching my legs out and arching my back until I felt a pop. The muscles along my spine ached, and I rolled my shoulders. I was trying to work out the stiffness. “We’re making progress,” I said, nodding toward the wall. “That whole side is almost done.”

Brynn took a long drink from the water bottle, draining half of it in one go. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Let’s finish that side, then break for lunch,” she said, pushing herself off the post.

We got back to work. I picked up my sander and plugged it back in. The familiar buzz filled my ears. The afternoon sun was higher now, beating down on the porch and making the boards hot under my knees. I shifted my position every few minutes, trying to keep the weight off my sore arm. The sander felt heavier with each pass. My grip was slipping as sweat pooled in my palm.

Zoey started humming. The tune drifted over the sound of the machines. Every so often, she glanced over her shoulder and flashed me a grin. Her lips quirked up at the corner. I tried not to let her distract me, but she kept catching my eye. Her movements were exaggerated as she swayed to her own rhythm.

Brynn moved to the side wall, working her way along the edge. Her sander left clean, pale stripes in the weathered paint. Presley tackled the porch columns, wrapping one arm around each post as she worked. Her biceps flexed as she maneuvered the sander around the curves. Kinsley knelt by the window frames, using the edge of the sander to get into the narrow grooves. Her hands were steady as she guided the machine along the trim.

By late afternoon, the area we had been sanding all day was stripped clean. The boards were bare and rough. Pale wood was exposed where the paint had been. The old paint lay in drifts on the porch steps and in the flower beds, the once-green leaves now dusted with white and blue powder, making the plants look even more wilted than before.

Presley unplugged her sander, wrapping the cord around her elbow and looping it into a neat coil. She stretched her arms overhead. Her shirt rode up to reveal a narrow strip of tanned stomach above the waistband of her shorts. She let out a sigh. “That’s enough for today. My hands are numb,” she said, flexing her fingers.

Brynn brushed dust off her shorts, patting at the fabric until her legs were mostly clean. “We’ll need to sweep all this up before we paint,” she said, glancing at the piles of paint chips along the porch.

Zoey tossed her sander onto the porch, letting it clatter against the boards. She then collapsed onto the steps. She sprawled out, arms spread wide. Her hair fanned over the wood. “I’m starving. What are we going to eat?” She asked. She did not bother to sit up.

I stood and brushed paint dust from my legs, running my palms down the front of my thighs and shaking out my shorts. “I’ll make dinner. Grilled chicken and salad sound good?” I asked, glancing around the group.

Kinsley perked up, sitting a little straighter. “Can I help?” she asked, looking at me hopefully.

I nodded. “You can chop veggies. The rest of you, shower before you touch anything in the kitchen,” I said, pointing at the streaks of paint and dust covering everyone.

Presley raised an eyebrow. A smirk was tugging at her lips. “Yes, mom,” she said, grabbing her towel from the porch rail.

Zoey stuck her tongue out at Presley as she headed inside. She was already peeling her tank top off over her head, revealing the bright pink straps of her bikini top beneath. She tossed the shirt into the laundry basket by the door and disappeared inside.

I headed around to the back patio, grabbing the grill cover and folding it neatly over the railing. I opened the lid and checked the propane tank, twisting the valve open and pressing the ignition button until the burners caught. I arranged the chicken breasts on a platter, sprinkling them with salt and pepper, then laid them out on the grill, spacing them evenly so each piece had room to cook. The meat sizzled as it hit the hot grates, and I closed the lid. I set a timer on my phone.

Inside, Kinsley stood at the kitchen counter. A cutting board sat in front of her. She washed cucumbers and cherry tomatoes under the faucet, shaking off the excess water before slicing them carefully with a small paring knife. She lined up the slices in neat rows. Then, she scooped them into a salad bowl. She glanced over at me through the backdoor. Her cheeks were still pink from the sun, and her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail.

“You’re a good cook, Owen,” she said, pausing with the knife in her hand.

I flipped the chicken breasts with a pair of tongs, checking the grill marks before closing the lid again. “I try. Better than takeout every night,” I said, shrugging.

Brynn wandered in from the hallway. Her hair was wet and dark against her neck. She was wearing a loose tee and gym shorts. She crossed to the counter, snagged a slice of cucumber from the bowl, and popped it into her mouth. “If you keep feeding us, we might actually get this house painted,” she said, grinning.

Presley appeared next, towel-drying her hair, the ends damp and curling over her shoulders. She set the table, laying out plates and forks with quiet efficiency. She didn’t say anything, but her lips twitched in a rare smile. She caught my eye.

Zoey came in last. She was still in her bikini, and her damp hair was dripping onto her shoulders. She leaned against the counter, arms folded under her chest. This position pushed her breasts up and together. “This smells amazing. You and Kinsley make a good team. Two Chefs, one kitchen,” she said, smirking.

I slid the chicken onto a platter, arranging the pieces in a neat row. “Thanks, Zoey. There should be enough for everyone so try not to growl when other people reach for the chicken,” I said, carrying the platter inside.

“Very funny,” Zoey said, rolling her eyes.

We sat at the kitchen table. Our plates were loaded with grilled chicken and salad. I passed the bowl of tomatoes to Brynn. She scooped a generous helping onto her plate. Conversation drifted from paint colors to volleyball drills to which neighbor had the weirdest lawn ornaments. Zoey declared herself “Queen of Sanding” and demanded a crown made of paint stirrers, waving her fork in the air.

After dinner, I stacked the dishes in the sink. I ran hot water over the plates as I listened to the girls laugh in the living room. The sound of the TV flickered on. Voices rose and fell in the background. My arms throbbed, and my muscles were tight and sore. I knew I’d be finding paint dust in strange places for days. But the house looked better, and for the first time, I could almost picture it shining bright yellow in the sun.


Chapter 5

I was sprawled on my attic bed, phone in hand, half-reading a news article about invasive iguanas when a soft knock came at my door. I shifted my weight. The old mattress creaked beneath me. My legs were stretched out. One ankle was crossed over the other, and my toes were poking out from under a thin, rumpled sheet. I used my thumb to scroll down the article, catching a blurry photo of a green lizard perched on a fence post. I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was past midnight, and the glowing numbers fuzzed at the edges from across the room. The girls never came up here unless they needed something. I sat up, propping myself on my elbows, and felt the gritty discomfort of sand pressed into the fitted sheet under my thigh. I dragged my palm across the fabric, brushing away a small pile of sand grit. The grains scratched against my skin, sticking to my fingers. I flicked them off onto the floor.

“Yeah?” I called. My voice came out rougher than I meant.

Zoey’s voice floated through the door, low and playful. “You awake?”

I set my phone aside on the nightstand. The screen was still lit. The glass clinked softly against the wood. “Come in.”

The door creaked open, the old brass handle turning with a faint click. Zoey slipped inside, moving quietly, her steps almost silent on the attic’s threadbare rug. Her blonde hair fell loose over her shoulders. The ends were tangled from saltwater and wind. She wore a faded t-shirt. The once-bright logo was now cracked and peeling, barely covering her bikini bottoms. The shirt hung off one shoulder. The collar was stretched wide. She shut the door behind her. She pressed it closed with the flat of her palm until it latched. She grinned at me. Her blue eyes glinted in the dim light from my bedside lamp, and the shadows caught the sharp line of her cheekbones.

“You hiding from us?” She said, making her way over. Her bare legs caught my eye. They were tanned and toned from days spent running on the sand, with a little paint dust still clinging to her knees from earlier. The dust was pale blue, streaked unevenly across her skin.

“Just recovering,” I said, patting the mattress beside me. The blanket was bunched up near my hip. “My arms still feel like they’re vibrating.”

She climbed onto the bed. She planted one knee on the edge first, then swung her other leg up. She sat cross-legged so her shirt rode up, showing a strip of pink bikini and the sharp V of her hip. The skin there was golden, smooth, the line of her hipbone visible above the elastic. She leaned in, elbows on her knees, and gave me a look that meant she was up to something. Her hair slid forward, framing her face.

“So, about those profile photos,” she said, drawing out the words. “Can we do mine tomorrow? I want the good morning light. Plus, if you make me look hot, I’ll owe you.”

I tried not to stare at the way her shirt gapped open at the neck. The collar sagged, exposing the upper curve of her left breast, the neon pink strap of her bikini visible against her skin. I forced my gaze up to her face. “You’d look good even if I took your photo with a potato.”

She laughed, bumping my shoulder with hers. The movement jostled me to the side. The bed frame groaned. “Flattery. I like it. But I want you to actually try, okay? No weird angles. I want to go viral.”

I held up a hand, palm out in mock surrender. “I’ll do my best. I’ll even bring the good camera.”

She stretched her arms overhead. Her fingers interlaced as she reached up. Her back arched, pressing her chest forward so her shirt tightened across her breasts. The fabric pulled taut over the swell. The hem of her shirt crept higher, exposing more of her stomach, the ridges of her abs faintly visible in the low light. “Deal. I’ll bring my own props. Maybe some sunscreen, a towel, you know, beach stuff. I’ll just try not to drop the camera in the sand.”

She scooted closer, shifting her weight so her knees slid across the blanket, coming to rest against my thighs. Her knees brushed mine. The warm skin pressed through the thin blanket. She was close enough that I could see the faint freckles scattered across her nose. “You nervous?”

I shrugged, feeling the heat of her skin through the fabric. My palms rested on my thighs. My fingers were twitching. “A little. You’re kind of intimidating when you want something.”

She grinned wider, her teeth gleaming in the lamplight. Then she leaned in, her hair brushing my cheek. The strands tickled my skin, cool against the warmth of my face. Before I could ask what, she kissed me softly at first. Her lips were warm, and her hand slid up to cup the back of my neck. Her palm was cool. Her fingers threaded into my hair, and her nails scraped lightly against my scalp. I kissed her back. My heartbeat was thudding in my chest, and my stomach was tightening. Her mouth tasted faintly sweet, like the lemonade she’d been drinking at dinner. The tip of her tongue flicked against my lower lip, coaxing my mouth open. I let her in. My own tongue met hers as the kiss deepened.

She broke away, breathless. Her chest rose and fell quickly. Her lips parted as her eyes searched mine. “I’ve been waiting for you to make a move all day.”

I laughed. The sound was shaky. “You? Waiting for me?”

She pushed me back so I was half-lying. Her hands were pressing against my shoulders. The mattress shifted under us. My back hit the pillows stacked against the wall. My legs bent at the knees. My feet were braced against the bedframe. She swung a leg over. Her thigh slid across my hips, so she was straddling my lap. The hem of her shirt bunched up around her waist. Her bikini bottoms rode high on her hips, and the pink fabric stretched tight over her mound. Her skin was golden, the muscles in her thighs flexing as she settled her weight on me. “You’re cute when you’re clueless.” Her voice was low, barely above a whisper.

Her hands found the hem of her shirt. She pinched the fabric between her fingers, gathering it up. She peeled it slowly up her torso. The shirt dragged over her breasts, flattening them for a moment before they bounced free, contained only by the thin neon pink bikini top. She lifted the shirt over her head. Her hair tumbled forward as she did so, then she tossed it to the floor. The shirt landed in a heap by the nightstand.

Her neon pink bikini top was barely holding her in. The thin strings were digging into her golden skin, leaving faint indentations. The triangle cups strained to contain her breasts. The fabric stretched tight over the full, round curves. Her nipples pressed visibly against the material. They were hard and dark beneath the thin cloth. The knot at the center of her chest looked ready to come undone with a single tug.

She leaned down. Her hair fell around my face, strands brushing my cheeks and forehead. Her breasts hung above me, swaying slightly with her movement. She kissed me again, deeper this time. Her tongue slid against mine as her lips moved hungrily. Her breath was hot. Her teeth grazed my lower lip. I ran my hands up her back. My fingers splayed out to feel the warm, smooth skin. My palms traced the curve of her spine, following it up to the knot of her bikini top. My fingertips brushed the tight knot, feeling the tension in the strings.

Zoey pressed her hips down, grinding against my lap. I could feel the heat of her pussy through her bikini bottoms and my thin shorts. She rolled her hips, slow. Her breath caught. She broke the kiss and sat up. Her hands slid down my chest. She hooked her fingers under the hem of my shirt and tugged it up, exposing my stomach. I lifted my arms, letting her pull the shirt off over my head. She tossed it aside. She did not care where it landed.

She leaned forward again. Her breasts swayed as she pressed her mouth to my neck. Her lips were soft. Her tongue flicked out to taste my skin. She nipped at my collarbone, then sucked gently. She left a faint mark. I slid my hands down her back, tracing the curve of her waist, the swell of her ass. I grabbed a handful, squeezing, feeling the firm muscle beneath the soft skin.

She rocked her hips again, grinding her pussy against my cock. I was hard, straining against my shorts. The friction made me groan. Zoey grinned. Her teeth flashed. She reached behind her back. Her fingers fumbled with the knot of her bikini top. She pulled the strings loose, letting the cups fall away from her breasts. She tossed the top aside. Her breasts spilled free, nipples hard and pink. The skin of her breasts was golden, the curves full and heavy. She took my hands and placed them on her breasts, pressing my palms against the warm flesh.

She rocked her hips against me, grinding her pelvis down so that the pressure of her body pressed my cock up against the inside of my shorts. I felt myself getting hard, the fabric of my trunks tightening uncomfortably as my erection grew, trapped between us. Her mouth was still on mine, and her lips were parted. Her breath was hot against my cheek. She grinned against my mouth, her teeth grazing my lower lip. Then she pulled back just enough to reach behind her with both hands.

She fumbled for a moment with the knot at the center of her back. Her elbows lifted and her shoulder blades squeezed together. Her fingers worked at the tie, tugging at the damp strings until the knot loosened. The tension in the fabric gave way, and she let the bikini top fall forward. The cups slid down her chest. She caught it with one hand and dropped it between us on the dusty floorboards. Her breasts spilled free, heavy and pale. The nipples were already hard and pink against the cooler air of the attic.

She reached for me, taking both my wrists. Her grip was firm. Her fingers were wrapped around my forearms, guiding my hands up until my palms met the soft weight of her breasts. She pressed my hands to her chest, her skin warm and yielding under my touch. “Touch me,” she said. Her tone was low and direct.

I obeyed. I spread my fingers, cupping her breasts fully. My hands almost disappeared into the softness of her flesh. My thumbs brushed over her nipples. I felt the tight buds drag beneath the pads of my thumbs. Her skin was hot and slightly damp. She arched her back into my hands, pushing her chest forward, and her breath caught in her throat. It was a sharp little hitch that I felt as much as heard.

I leaned in, lowering my face to her neck. My lips pressed against the side of her throat, tasting the salt of her skin. I kissed my way down, slow and deliberate, following the line of her neck to her collarbone. My mouth found the hollow at the base of her throat, and I sucked gently. I felt her pulse flutter beneath my lips. She shivered. Her hands tightened in my hair.

I moved lower, dragging my mouth down to her left breast. I closed my lips around her nipple and sucked it into my mouth, flicking my tongue over the tip. Her nipple was stiff. The skin was pebbled and sensitive. She gasped. Her fingers threaded through my hair, nails scraping lightly against my scalp.

“God, that feels good,” she whispered. Her voice was rough.

She rocked her hips again, grinding down harder. The damp crotch of her bikini bottoms pressed against my cock, rubbing along the length of me through the thin fabric of my shorts. I could feel the heat of her. The slickness was already soaking through. My hands slid down her sides, tracing the curve of her waist, the flare of her hips. I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of her bikini bottoms, feeling the elastic stretch under my touch.

I looked up at her, searching her face for permission. She nodded once. Her eyes were locked on mine, pupils wide and dark.

I started to pull her bikini bottoms down, inch by inch. I eased the fabric over her hips, exposing more of her skin with every tug. The material clung to the swell of her ass. Then, it slipped down her thighs. I paused, letting my fingers trace the smooth skin of her hips, then the neat triangle of blonde hair above her pussy. She lifted her knees and shifted her weight. I worked the bottoms down to her knees, then to her ankles. She kicked them off. The fabric landed somewhere behind her.

Now she was straddling me completely naked, except for a streak of blue paint that ran down the outside of her left thigh, a mark from earlier in the day. Her skin was flushed. Her breasts were rising and falling with her quick breaths.

She reached for my shorts. Her fingers found the waistband. She hooked her thumbs inside, tugging at the elastic, and the tip of my cock pressed up against the inside of the fabric. She looked at me. Her gaze was steady.

“Your turn,” she said.

I lifted my hips off the floor, bracing my weight on my elbows. She slid my shorts down. The fabric caught for a moment on my erection before it sprang free, my cock arching up against my stomach. She peeled the shorts down my thighs. Her fingers brushed along my skin as she pulled them off my ankles. The air felt cool on my exposed skin.

She wrapped her hand around my cock. Her fingers closed firmly around the shaft. She stroked me from base to tip. Her grip was sure, and her thumb circled the head. Her eyes never left mine. She shifted her weight forward. She lifted herself up on her knees and lined herself up over me. I watched as she reached between her legs, guiding the head of my cock to her entrance. She held me steady, then pressed down. She lowered herself onto me in one slow, slick motion.

Her pussy was hot and tight. The walls gripped me as she took me all the way in. I felt her muscles flutter around my cock as she settled her weight on my hips. Her thighs bracketing my waist added to the sensation. She let out a shaky breath. Her chest was heaving as she braced her hands on my chest, fingers splayed wide.

“Fuck, Owen,” she said, rolling her hips in a slow circle. “You feel so good.”

I grabbed her hips. My fingers dug into the flesh just above her ass. I thrust up into her, matching her rhythm, feeling the way her pussy squeezed and released around me. She rocked back and forth, her breasts bouncing with every movement. Her nipples were still hard and flushed. Her hair was wild, falling over her face and sticking to her neck.

I reached up and squeezed her ass, my palms full of soft flesh. I spread her cheeks. I felt the muscles tense and relax as she moved. She laughed. The sound was breathless. Then she leaned forward, catching my mouth in a hard, hungry kiss. Her tongue slid against mine. Her teeth scraped my lip.

She started moving faster, slamming her hips down onto me. The slap of her skin against mine echoed in the attic. Her nails raked down my chest, leaving red trails in their wake. I watched her. Her cheeks were flushed deep pink. Her eyes were wild and hungry. Her mouth was open as she panted for breath. Her breasts bounced with every thrust. The nipples glistened where my mouth had been. Her hair fell in tangled waves around her face. Some strands were plastered to her temple with sweat.

She was wild, unstoppable, using my body for her own pleasure. She rode me harder, grinding down. Her pussy clenched around my cock with every movement. I felt my orgasm building. The tension coiled in my gut, and my hips bucked up to meet her.

She must have felt it too, because she ground down harder. Her thighs tightened around my waist, and her pussy squeezed me even tighter.

“Come inside me,” she whispered, her lips against my ear. Her teeth scraped the shell of my ear, biting down just enough to make me gasp.

That was all it took. I groaned. My hands were locked on her hips, and I came hard, spurting deep inside her. My cock jerked, pumping rope after rope of cum into her. The heat spread between us. She shuddered. She threw her head back, her hair flying. I felt her pussy spasm around me as she came too. Her whole body shook with the force of it. Her thighs trembled against my hips, and I felt my cum leaking out around my cock, running down my shaft and pooling where our bodies were pressed together.

She collapsed onto my chest, her body heavy and limp. Her skin was slick with sweat, and it was sticking to mine. Our chests pressed together. I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close. I felt her breath coming in quick, shallow bursts against my neck.

After a minute, she lifted her head. She had been looking down at the ground. Her hair had fallen across her face, strands sticking to her forehead and cheeks. She grinned at me, her eyes sparkling. She brushed her hair back with one hand.

“Guess you’re good for more than just sanding,” she said. Her voice was teasing.

I laughed. I was still catching my breath, my chest rising and falling under her weight. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

She rolled off me. Her skin peeled away from mine with a sticky sensation. She reached for her shirt. It was lying in a heap on the floor beside us. She pulled it over her head. The hem caught for a second on her breasts before she tugged it down. She didn’t bother with her bikini bottoms, leaving her legs bare, the blue streak of paint still visible on her thigh.

She stood, stretching her arms over her head, then bent to pick up her bag from the corner. “Don’t forget, photos tomorrow,” she said, glancing back at me as she headed for the door.

I watched her go, my eyes tracing the curve of her bare ass as she slipped out of the attic. The hem of her shirt rode up just enough to flash a final glimpse of skin. I lay back on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. A stupid grin spread across my face. The attic suddenly felt a whole lot warmer. My body was still humming with the aftershocks of what we’d just done.


Chapter 6

Brynn was already in the kitchen before I even finished pouring the milk over my cereal. I had the carton tilted in my right hand. My left hand was bracing the bowl so it wouldn’t slide across the granite. The milk gurgled out, splashing over the mound of Cheerios until the top layer floated. Brynn moved quietly across the tile. Her bare feet made no sound, but it wasn’t the sluggish, heavy quiet of someone half-awake. She had a purpose. Her steps were quick and light as she moved, and her eyes scanned the counter. She wore a faded blue tank, and the fabric clung to her chest. She also wore a pair of black cotton shorts that hugged her hips and cut off high on her thighs. Her hair was still damp. Strands curled at the ends and stuck to her neck and collarbone in dark lines. She reached up, stretching her arm above her head to grab the cereal box from the shelf above the fridge. As she did, the thin strap of her tank slipped off her shoulder, exposing the curve of her upper arm. She glanced at me over her shoulder, her expression unreadable.

“Morning,” she said. Her voice was casual, and she did not bother to hide the smile tugging at one corner of her mouth.

I gave her a nod, keeping my eyes on my cereal. “Hey. You’re up early.”

She set the cereal box down on the counter with a soft thump. Then, she twisted off the plastic bag inside. She poured herself a bowl. The cereal rattled against the porcelain. She didn’t bother to measure. She just dumped in enough to almost spill over the edge, then set the box aside. She opened the fridge, leaned in, and grabbed the milk. She twisted off the cap with her thumb. She poured quickly, then set the carton down, a thin trail of milk running down the side and pooling at the base. She slid onto the stool at the island, tucking one leg underneath her and letting her other foot dangle. She picked up her spoon and started stirring her cereal. The metal rang against the sides of the bowl in a steady rhythm. Her eyes stayed on her food.

“Did you sleep okay?” She asked. She was not looking at me; instead, she was just focusing on circling her spoon through the milk.

I took a bite, crunching down on a mouthful of Cheerios, trying to act normal. I kept my gaze fixed on the swirl of cereal in my bowl. “Yeah. Little tired, honestly.”

She grinned. Her lips pulled back to show a flash of teeth. Her eyes flicked up, catching mine for a split second. “I bet. The attic’s not exactly soundproof, you know.”

My spoon froze halfway to my mouth. I stared at her. The milk was dripping off the end and splattering back into the bowl. “What?”

Her grin widened, the corners of her eyes crinkling in amusement. “You and Zoey were…enthusiastic last night.”

I coughed. The sudden movement made me choke on a Cheerio. I clapped a hand to my mouth and swallowed hard. My throat was burning. “You heard?” She shrugged, completely unbothered. One shoulder lifted as she scooped up a spoonful of cereal. “Walls are thin. Presley and Kinsley probably heard too, unless they sleep like the dead.”

I tried to play it cool, forcing myself to take another bite, but my ears felt hot, and I could feel the flush creeping up my neck. I kept my eyes on the bowl, pushing the cereal around. “Sorry. We, uh, didn’t mean to keep anyone up." Her jaw worked methodically. Her lips were closed around the spoon. She swallowed. Then she licked a stray drop of milk from the corner of her mouth. “So, are you two dating now, or is this a one-time thing?”

I set my spoon down, the clink of metal against ceramic sounding too loud in the quiet kitchen. I ran my fingers along the edge of the bowl, considering how to answer. “We’re keeping things open, I guess.”

She raised an eyebrow, the gesture skeptical. “Open how?”

I scratched the back of my neck. My fingers dug into the skin just below my hairline. “Zoey knows I’m the only guy here. She’s not looking for anything serious. Neither am I.”

Brynn nodded. Her lips twitched as if she was fighting back another smile. She tapped her spoon against the rim of her bowl, setting it down. “Makes sense. As long as nobody gets weird about it.”

I let out a breath. My shoulders relaxed a little. “Yeah. No weirdness.”

She finished her cereal, scraping the last few soggy pieces from the bottom of the bowl. She tipped the bowl to her lips, draining the milk, then set it down with a soft clatter. She stood and stretched, reaching both arms above her head until her back arched. The hem of her shirt rode up, exposing a strip of pale skin above the waistband of her shorts. Her stomach was flat. The muscles shifted as she twisted from side to side. She dropped her arms and ruffled her damp hair with both hands, shaking out the curls.

“So, when do you want to do my profile shots?” she asked, voice casual, as if she hadn’t just called me out for having loud sex with Zoey.

I blinked, caught off guard by the sudden change in topic. I picked up my spoon, then set it down again, unsure if I should keep eating. “Uh, tomorrow? If that works for you.”

She nodded. Her eyes met mine for a moment. “Tomorrow’s good. I want to look less like a zombie.” She ran her fingers through her hair, fluffing it up. Then she turned and walked toward the living room. As she passed the doorway, she called back over her shoulder. She reminded him, “Don’t forget to charge your camera.”

I finished my cereal in silence, forcing myself to chew slowly. I replayed the conversation in my head. The words looped over and over. Brynn didn’t seem fazed. If anything, she looked amused. Her mouth was still curled in a half-smile as she disappeared into the other room. I guessed that was better than awkward.

When I was done, I picked up my bowl and spoon, rinsed them under the tap, and stacked them in the dishwasher. I wiped a stray drop of milk off the counter with my thumb. Then, I tossed the damp paper towel in the trash. I walked to the hall closet, pulling open the door and reaching up to the top shelf for my camera bag. The canvas strap caught on the edge, so I had to tug it free, careful not to knock over the box of board games stacked beside it. I set the bag on the floor, unzipped the main compartment, and checked the battery level on my camera. The screen lit up, showing a full charge. I pressed the release button to pop the battery out, double-checking the contacts, then slid it back in until it clicked. I opened the side pocket and pulled out an extra lens, inspecting the glass for smudges. I wiped it clean with the edge of my shirt. Then, I tucked it back in the padded slot. I grabbed a fresh memory card from the mesh pouch, slid it into the slot, and zipped the bag shut.

I slung the strap over my shoulder and headed upstairs. My footfalls were muffled on the carpeted steps. At the top, I walked down the hall. I passed the closed doors to Presley and Kinsley’s rooms. I stopped outside Zoey’s door, hesitating. The wood was painted white. The paint was chipped near the handle. I tried to remember if I’d ever actually been in her room before. I hadn’t. Usually, she came to me, slipping into my bed after midnight.

I raised my hand and knocked, rapping my knuckles lightly against the door. “Zoey? Ready for your close-up?”

Her voice drifted out, muffled but clear. “Come in! I need your opinion.”

I wrapped my fingers around the cool metal handle, turned it, and pushed the door open. The room was bright. Sunlight streamed through the wide window and spilled across the hardwood floor. Posters of pro volleyball players covered one wall. The edges were curling where the tape had come loose. A couple of Polaroids were tacked up between them, and the snapshots showed her and the team with their arms slung around each other. Their faces were flushed with laughter. Her bed was a mess of colorful blankets, which were tangled and half hanging off the mattress. At the foot of the bed, a pile of bikinis and sports bras was heaped in a riot of color, including neon pinks, turquoise, black, and lime green.

Zoey sat cross-legged on the bed. Her knees poked up through the fabric of her oversized t-shirt. The shirt hung loose, slipping off one shoulder so the strap of her sports bra was visible. Her gray sweatpants bunched around her ankles. The cuffs twisted. She sorted through the pile of swimsuits, picking up one after another. She held each one up to the light before tossing them aside. Her hair was pulled up in a messy bun, and dark roots showed at the scalp. She looked up and grinned, her gaze sparkling. “You’re late.”

I checked my watch, glancing down at the digital numbers. “It’s nine-thirty.”

She rolled her eyes and grabbed a neon green bikini top from the pile, tossing it at me. The fabric hit my chest and slid down into my lap. “You’re on Zoey Standard Time now. Help me pick.”

I picked up the bikini, turning it over in my hands. The material was almost blindingly bright, the strings thin and stretchy. “This one’s…bright.”

She laughed. The sound was sharp and quick. Then she started pulling more outfits from the pile, holding up a turquoise sports bra and a pair of black bikini bottoms. She compared them. Then she tossed the sports bra back onto the heap. She leaned forward, elbows digging into her knees, and sorted through the pile. Her fingers moved quickly. She separated swimsuits by color, stacking the neon ones together and the darker ones in another pile.

“We’ll do a couple in here first,” she said. Her voice was distracted as she focused on the clothes. “Then maybe some outside later. But I want the first shots to look candid, like I’m just hanging out. Not too posed.”

She gathered up a handful of bikinis, smoothing out the straps with her thumbs, then set them aside in a neat stack. Her nails were painted a chipped electric blue. She picked up a red bikini top and held it against her chest. Then, she checked her reflection in the mirror propped against the wall. She frowned. Then she tossed it aside. The next one was a black triangle top, the cups tiny. She stretched the straps between her hands, testing the give. Then she dropped it onto the pile. She looked back at me. Her eyes narrowed as if judging whether I’d be any help at all. Her t-shirt had ridden up as she shifted, exposing a strip of her lower back above her waistband, the skin smooth and unmarked.

I stayed by the door, camera bag slung over my shoulder, waiting for her to make a decision. Zoey glanced at the window, gauging the light, then at the pile of swimsuits. She pressed her lips together in concentration. She picked up a pair of navy bikini bottoms, turned them over, and tossed them onto the bed beside her. She shifted, uncrossing her legs and stretching them out. Her toes flexed against the sheets. She leaned back on her hands, arching her spine. Her shirt pulled tight across her chest.

She looked over at me again. Her eyebrow was raised. “Well? What do you think? Neon or black for the first shots?”

I shrugged, holding up the neon bikini top again, letting the sunlight catch the fabric so it practically glowed in my hand. “Neon’s bold. Black’s classic.”

She grinned, reaching out to snatch the top from my hand. “We’ll start with neon. Go big or go home.” She tossed it onto the pile she’d set aside for the first round of photos, then started sorting through the rest again. Her movements were quick and decisive.

She stood up from the edge of the bed, planting her feet firmly on the carpet. She reached down, hooked her fingers under the hem of her t-shirt, and pulled it up in a single, fluid motion. She stretched the fabric over her chest and then up over her head. Her arms rose, and her elbows bent. The shirt slipped free of her wrists. She tossed it aside with a flick, landing it on top of the growing pile of clothes in the corner. She wore nothing underneath. Her bare breasts were exposed, round and full, the weight of them settling naturally. Her nipples stood out. They were a soft pink against the warm, even tone of her skin. She didn’t pause or cover herself. Instead, she immediately bent at the waist. Her thumbs hooked into the waistband of her gray sweats. She pushed them down, peeling the fabric over her hips, letting it slide past her thighs and down to her knees. She stepped out of them, one foot at a time. Her toes flexed against the carpet for balance. Now she stood naked in the center of the room. Her body was relaxed, and her hands settled on her hips with her shoulders back. Her stance was casual, her gaze direct.

She turned slightly, reaching down to the bed where two outfits were laid out. She picked up a white string bikini in her left hand and a black sports bra with matching shorts in her right, holding them up for me to see. The white bikini was nothing but thin triangles of fabric and delicate strings. The sports bra was snug, the shorts short and tight.

“Which one first?” she asked, holding both up at chest height. Her voice was steady. It had an almost teasing quality.

I tried to keep my eyes on the clothes, but the sight of her naked body made it impossible not to look. My cock was already stirring, pressing against the inside of my shorts. I shifted my weight slightly, trying to keep my reaction subtle. “The white bikini, I guess. It’ll pop in the photos.”

She nodded. Her lips curved in a small, satisfied smile. She dropped the sports bra and shorts back onto the bed. With her free hand, she reached for the bikini bottoms. She let the strings dangle. She bent at the knees. She threaded one foot, then the other, through the narrow leg openings. She pulled the thin fabric up her calves, then over her thighs, easing the bikini into place. The bottoms hugged her hips, the white fabric barely wide enough to cover her mound. She tugged at the strings, adjusting them so they sat high on her hips, then tied them at each side. Her fingers moved quickly to knot the bows tight.

She picked up the bikini top, letting the strings fall open. She held it up to her chest, centering the triangles over her breasts. With both hands, she reached behind her neck. She pulled the top strings up and around, tying them together in a knot at the base of her hair. Her breasts lifted slightly as she tightened the strings. The fabric pulled snug across her skin. She reached behind her back, grabbing the lower strings and tying them together. Her fingers worked the knot until it was secure. The bikini top pressed her breasts together, creating deep, obvious cleavage. The white fabric barely covered her nipples, the edges of the triangles curving around the soft swell of her flesh.

She turned to the side, glancing at herself in the full-length mirror against the wall. She leaned forward, cupping her breasts, adjusting the cups so that more of her cleavage was visible. She tugged the fabric up, then down, making sure the triangles were perfectly placed. She let her hands drop to her hips, twisting her torso to see the fit from every angle. Her golden skin contrasted sharply with the white bikini.

“How’s it look?” she asked, turning to face me fully. Her arms fell to her sides, her posture open.

I lifted my camera, bringing it up to my eye. My hands felt unsteady. I forced myself to focus on the viewfinder. “You look…great.” I pressed the shutter, capturing the way the sunlight from the window hit her shoulders and collarbones.

She grinned, tilting her head and tossing her hair over her shoulder. The loose strands caught the light, falling in waves down her back. “Good answer. Okay, start shooting.”

She moved to sit on the bed, lowering herself until her bare thighs touched the comforter. She drew her knees up and planted her feet flat on the mattress. Then, she draped her arms loosely over her legs. She picked up her phone from the nightstand, unlocking it with her thumb. Her eyes flicked over something on the screen, and she laughed. Her shoulders shook as she did so. I snapped a few photos. I focused on the way her body folded, the bikini bottom stretching tight across her hips, the top straining to contain her breasts.

She looked up at me, her expression playful. I stepped closer, zooming in for a few close-up shots. I focused on the curve of her hip, the subtle shadow between her thighs, the way the bikini strings cut into her skin. I adjusted the lens, framing her face, then her chest, taking shot after shot as she shifted her weight, changing her pose slightly each time.

“Can you stand by the window?” I asked, lowering the camera for a moment.

She nodded, setting her phone aside. She swung her legs off the bed and stood, walking over to the window. The sunlight streamed in, catching the curve of her hip and the line of her waist. She placed one hand on the sill, arching her back just enough to accentuate her figure. I took several photos, moving left and right to catch the light as it highlighted her skin. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Her body was angled toward the window, then back toward me. Her breasts lifted with each breath. The bikini top rode higher as she moved.

After a few minutes, she pushed away from the window. She then flopped back onto the bed. She landed on her back. Her arms were stretched out above her head, and her fingers were splayed. Her legs extended, and her toes pointed. Then they relaxed. The bikini top pulled tight across her chest. The fabric strained against the fullness of her breasts. Her nipples pressed against the thin material. They were clearly outlined. I lifted the camera and snapped a shot, then another, adjusting the focus to catch the tension in the fabric.

She rolled onto her side, propping her head on one hand. “Okay, next outfit,” she said, her voice casual.

She sat up and reached behind her neck, untying the bikini top. She pulled the strings loose, letting the top fall forward and off her chest. She let it drop to the floor. Her breasts were exposed again. She hooked her thumbs under the sides of the bikini bottoms and shimmied them down over her hips. She lifted her ass off the bed to slide the fabric past her thighs. She continued to pull it down her calves, finally stepping out of them completely. She stood. She was naked again and did not bother to cover herself. She bent over and dug through the pile of clothes on the bed. Her breasts swayed as she moved.

She grabbed the black sports bra, holding it by the hem. She bunched it up. Then she slipped her arms through the armholes, raising it over her head. She pulled the bra down. Her breasts flattened slightly as the fabric stretched over them. She adjusted the straps, sliding them over her shoulders. Then, she tugged the bra down until it sat snug against her chest. Her breasts pushed up against the elastic, the outline of her nipples visible through the black material.

She picked up the matching shorts, holding them open. She stepped into them, one foot at a time. Then she pulled them up her legs. She paused at her thighs. She tugged the shorts higher, working the tight material over her hips. She used both hands to pull the waistband up until it hugged her waist. The shorts were short and tight, clinging to the curve of her ass. She turned around. She looked over her shoulder at me, her hips tilted back.

“Get one from behind. I want to show off the glutes,” she said, glancing at me over her shoulder.

I raised the camera, focusing on her lower body. I took several shots, framing her ass in the center of the viewfinder. She shifted her weight from one leg to the other, flexing her glutes. Then she arched her back slightly, exaggerating the curve. She moved to the dresser, resting one hand on top, her other hand on her hip. I took a few more photos, capturing the way the shorts hugged her body.

She walked back to the bed and sat on the edge, legs spread apart. The shorts rode up her thighs, exposing more skin. She leaned back on her hands, tossing her hair behind her shoulders. Her confidence was obvious in every movement. She laughed. Her head tilted back, and her chest rose and fell with each breath.

We went through three more outfits. First, another bikini was presented, this one a bright red. She stripped off the sports bra and shorts. She stood naked for a moment before pulling the red bikini bottoms up her legs, tying the sides with quick knots. She pulled the top on, tying it behind her neck and back. Then she posed by the window again, arms raised, hips cocked to one side. I took photos of her from every angle, focusing on the way the red fabric contrasted with her skin.

Next, she changed into a tight white tank top and black spandex shorts. She felt the fabric cling to her skin as she put them on. She peeled off the bikini, letting it drop to the floor, then pulled the tank top over her head. Her breasts pressed against the thin fabric. She stepped into the spandex, pulling them up until they hugged her hips. She posed on the bed. She lay on her side, one leg bent and her arm draped across her waist. I took close-ups of her chest, the outline of her nipples visible through the tank.

The last outfit was a loose gray crop top, nothing underneath. She pulled off the tank and shorts. Then, she slipped the crop top over her head. The fabric barely covered her breasts, her nipples occasionally visible when she shifted. She posed standing. Then she posed sitting. Finally, she posed lying on her stomach, chin propped on her hands. Her legs were bent at the knees, feet in the air behind her.

Each time she changed, she did it right in front of me, never hesitating. Her body was completely exposed as she slipped out of one outfit and into the next. My cock was hard enough to be uncomfortable by the last set, pressing insistently against my shorts every time she bent over or stretched.

She finished the last shot, then flopped onto her stomach on the bed. Her elbows were bent, and her chin rested on her hands. Her hair fell in a messy curtain around her face. “You’re good at this, Owen. I might actually go viral.”

I lowered the camera, trying to shift my hips so my erection wasn’t so obvious. I reached down, adjusting myself through my shorts with a quick, subtle motion. She grinned, and her eyes looked down to my lap before returning back up. “You’re cute when you’re flustered. Maybe next time, I’ll let you pick the outfits.”

I laughed. I shook my head while still trying to catch my breath. “I love seeing you with them on or off.”

She rolled onto her back. Her legs dangled off the edge of the bed, knees bent. The crop top rode up, exposing more of her stomach. “Go edit those. I want to see the best ones before you post.”

I nodded, backing toward the door, camera in hand. My heart pounded in my chest. The camera felt heavy. My cock was still rock-hard, straining against my shorts. I opened the door, stepping out into the hallway. I then closed it behind me, the click of the latch loud in the quiet. My hands still shook as I leaned against the wall. My breath was coming fast, and my mind was replaying every second.


Chapter 7

“Careful, Brynn! If you drop that ladder, I’m not catching it,” Zoey yelled from the porch. She stood with her left foot propped on the first step. One hand pressed flat above her eyebrows as she squinted up at Brynn. The sunlight caught the edge of her sunglasses, making them flash for a second.

Brynn hoisted the battered aluminum ladder upright. Her hands gripped the rails just below the third rung. She scanned the uneven ground. Then, she angled the ladder so its rubber feet dug into the patch of dirt next to the porch. Her arms tensed as she heaved the ladder forward. The metal frame scraped against the chipped white paint of the siding. She shot Zoey a glare over her shoulder. Her green eyes were narrowed. “If you’re not helping, at least keep the commentary to a minimum.”

Presley crouched at the base of the ladder. Her knees were bent wide apart for balance. She reached up. Her fingers wrapped tightly around the bottom rung. The thin straps of her neon micro bikini dug into her tanned shoulders as she braced herself. Her elbows were locked, and her biceps were flexing. “If this thing slips, we’re all getting hazard pay.” She rocked the ladder gently, testing its stability before shifting her weight so she could hold it steady.

I dragged the second ladder across the cracked flagstones. The aluminum frame rattled against the uneven surface. The heat radiating off the ground seeped through my sneakers. Sweat gathered at my hairline. I stopped next to Brynn’s ladder and set the second one upright, planting my feet shoulder-width apart. I bent my knees, slid my hands under the frame, and lifted. I tilted it until it rested against the house. My palms left damp streaks on the metal. Florida’s humidity pressed against my back like a hot, wet towel, even though the sun was barely past the horizon.

Kinsley appeared at the screen door, her bare feet just visible beneath the hem of her mesh cover-up. She balanced a tray on her left hand. Her right hand steadied the stack of sandwiches. The mesh fabric clung to her hips, revealing the pale blue bikini beneath. Her hair was pulled back in a loose braid, a few blonde strands sticking to her cheek. “Lunch is ready when you are. I made turkey and cheese, and there’s peanut butter and jelly for Zoey.”

Zoey’s whole face brightened. She bounced on her toes, lowering her hand from her forehead. “You know me so well, Kins.” She grinned, then turned her attention back to the ladders. The corners of her mouth were still lifted.

Brynn hooked her right foot onto the bottom rung. Then she reached up and gripped the sides of the ladder. She pulled herself up, one rung at a time. Her calves flexed. Flecks of white paint clung to her skin, especially along the backs of her legs, where she must have brushed against the house earlier. She paused at the fifth rung. She shifted her weight to test the ladder’s steadiness, then kept climbing until her head was level with the porch roof. “Let’s finish sanding the top so we can eat. I’m not risking my life for a sandwich.”

I set my own ladder next to hers. I bent down, picked up the power sander with my right hand, and looped the extension cord over my left arm. I stepped onto the first rung, then the second, climbing slowly. My knees brushed against the cold metal. When I reached the top, I balanced the sander on the ledge. Then I plugged the cord into the outlet that Presley had run from inside. The attic window was right at eye level. Its glass was streaked with something white and crusted. I squinted, tracing the line with my thumb. It looked like dried bird shit. I made a mental note to come back with glass cleaner later.

Presley took the far corner. She stood on tiptoe. Her left foot was braced on the third rung of her ladder, and her right leg was stretched behind for balance. She worked the sander along the trim, pressing it against the wood with both hands. Her lips moved as she hummed. The movement made her collarbones stand out beneath her bikini top.

Zoey wandered around the base of the porch. She swung her arms wide, pretending to direct invisible traffic. Her fingers pointed first at Presley, then at Brynn, then at me. She spun in a slow circle. Her laughter echoed off the porch steps.

Kinsley crouched just beyond the ladders, careful not to get too close. She swept up old paint chips with a small hand broom, gathering them into a pile. She leaned forward, her mesh cover-up riding up her thighs, revealing the curve of her ass beneath the pale blue bikini. She paused every few seconds to brush a strand of hair out of her eyes, then went back to sweeping, her movements quick and precise.

I pressed the sander to the siding. The vibration started in my hands and rattled up my arms, making my teeth buzz. I shifted my grip, wrapping both hands around the handle. I then worked the sander back and forth over the rough patch of wood. Dust and flecks of paint sprayed out from under the spinning pad, settling on my forearms and clinging to my shirt.

Brynn glanced over at me. Her eyes were sharp. She pointed with her left hand at a stubborn patch of peeling paint near the gutter. “You missed a spot,” she called. Her voice cut through the morning air.

“I’ll get it,” I said. I leaned to the right, stretching my arm out as far as I could without losing my balance. I jammed the sander against the patch she’d indicated, grinding away at the old paint until the wood showed through. My arm muscles burned, but I kept going. I shifted my weight from foot to foot to stay steady on the ladder.

The sun climbed higher. The light turned harsh and direct. Sweat began to run down my back, soaking into my shirt. I could feel it trickling along my spine and pooling at the waistband of my shorts. My forearms were sticky with a mixture of sweat and paint dust. I glanced down and saw Presley wiping her forehead on the back of her hand. Her skin was shining in the sunlight.

My arms already ached from yesterday. The muscles in my shoulders throbbed with every motion. I tried not to think about how much of the house we still had left to sand. I focused on the patch in front of me, working the sander back and forth until the surface was even.

By noon, my shirt was plastered to my skin. Every inch of fabric was damp and clinging. My hands buzzed from the sander’s vibration. The sensation lingered in my fingers even after I let go. Presley called a break. Her voice carried across the porch. We all clambered down, one at a time. I stepped down carefully, gripping the ladder rails. My legs were shaky. My knees wobbled as I hit the ground. Presley hopped off her ladder, landing lightly on the balls of her feet, then shook out her arms. Brynn descended backwards. Her feet found each rung. Zoey skipped up to the porch steps. She was already peeling off her gloves.

Kinsley handed out sandwiches and bottles of water, moving down the line. She offered me a turkey and cheese sandwich wrapped in wax paper. The sandwiches were stacked neatly on the tray. The crusts were trimmed off. She handed Presley a bottle of water, then passed Zoey her peanut butter and jelly. The bread was thick with grape jelly that oozed out the sides. Kinsley’s braid had loosened, and a few strands were sticking to her cheek. The mesh cover-up clung to her waist, showing the outline of her bikini bottoms.

Brynn sat on the top step, unwrapping her sandwich. She took two big bites, chewing quickly. Then she nudged me with her knee. The pressure was firm. Her leg was warm against mine. “Eat up, Owen. You’re coming with me after this.”

I paused. My mouth was full of sandwich, and I looked at her. “Where?”

She smirked. Her lips curved up at one corner. “Gym. Photos. You didn’t forget, did you?”

I swallowed. The bread stuck in my throat for a second. “No, I just…didn’t think you’d want to after sanding half the house.”

She shrugged, rolling her shoulders. “Gotta get my profile shots. And you need a break from all this manual labor.”

Zoey perked up, bouncing in place. She grinned at me. Her eyes were wide. “Take some sweaty gym selfies for me!” She mimed flexing her biceps. Then she laughed.

Presley rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “Don’t let Brynn talk you into deadlifting your own body weight.” She took a sip of water, then leaned back on her elbows. She stretched her legs out in front of her.

Kinsley smiled shyly. Her lips were barely parted. “Good luck.” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Then she looked down at her sandwich.

Brynn finished her sandwich, crumpled the wrapper into a tight ball, and stood up. She tossed the wrapper into the trash can by the door, then she dusted her hands off on her shorts. “Come on, Owen. Grab your camera.”

I stood. I wiped my palms on my shorts, and then I followed her inside. I walked through the living room, stepping over the extension cord Presley had coiled near the wall. I grabbed my camera bag from the hall table, unzipped it, and checked that the camera and spare battery were inside. I slung the strap over my shoulder, adjusted the weight, and then I headed for the door.

Brynn was already halfway down the driveway. Her ponytail swung behind her. She walked quick. She did not look back. I jogged to catch up. The camera bag bumped against my hip.

We walked down the main street. The heat rose off the asphalt in shimmering waves. The bait shop was the first landmark. Its windows were plastered with faded posters for shrimp and live worms. The world’s most tempting ice cream stand sat across the street. The awning was striped blue and white. I glanced at the menu board, reading off the flavors in my head as we passed. Brynn didn’t slow down.

The gym sat wedged between a laundromat and a surf shop. Its sign was faded, reading “Coastal Fitness” in peeling blue letters. The paint curled away from the metal, exposing patches of rust underneath. The windows were tinted, but a few streaks of sunlight slipped through, lighting up dust motes inside.

I pushed open the door, holding it for Brynn. Inside, the air was cooler. However, it still felt heavy and humid. The place was empty except for a woman at the counter. She propped her elbows on the chipped laminate, a paperback book open in front of her. She glanced up. Her eyes moved from me to Brynn, then she nodded once and went back to her book.

Brynn led me past a row of treadmills. The belts were coated in a thin layer of dust, and a few of the screens were cracked. It looked like no one had used them since New Years. I followed her, adjusting the camera bag on my shoulder. The strap was digging into my sunburned skin.

She headed toward the locker rooms, her gym bag slung over one shoulder. She didn’t look back. “Give me five minutes. Don’t take any weird photos while I’m gone.” She disappeared through the doorway. The door swung shut behind her.

I stood in the middle of the gym. My camera bag hung from my shoulder, and I let my gaze wander. The overhead lights were bright and clinical, casting even illumination across the space. I moved slowly along the rubberized floor, the soles of my sneakers making no sound. The gym was spotless, no stray towels, no chalk dust, not even a water bottle left behind. I passed by the dumbbell rack, pausing to inspect the weights. The black rubber-coated dumbbells sat neatly in order, not a single scuff or scratch on their surfaces. I ran my fingers over the handle of a twenty-pounder, feeling the cold, textured metal. It was obvious no one had really broken these in yet.

I circled around a squat rack, checking the angles of light that filtered through the high windows. There were no shadows or glare. There was just a soft, even brightness that would look good on camera. I adjusted the settings on my DSLR, checking the ISO and aperture. After that, I snapped a test shot of an empty bench. The preview on the screen showed crisp lines. Everything was in sharp focus.

A door banged open behind me. I turned. Brynn reappeared. Her hair was now pulled back into a tight ponytail that left her face clear. She wore black athletic shorts that hugged her hips and thighs. The waistband sat low and tight, and the fabric stretched smoothly over her crotch and pulled snug between her legs. Her sports bra was a dark gray, cut low across her chest and compressing her breasts. The elastic band was tight against her ribcage. Her abs were visible, and her skin was taut and defined. A faint sheen of sweat was already catching the light. She tossed her gym bag onto a bench. The bag bounced once and settled with a muffled thump.

She reached both arms overhead and interlocked her fingers, stretching upward. Her stomach muscles flexed, the lines of her obliques standing out clearly. The hem of her sports bra lifted slightly, exposing more of her midriff, the skin smooth and pale under the lights. Brynn’s thighs tensed as she stood tall. She then relaxed as she dropped her arms.

“Ready?” she asked, glancing over at me.

I tried to keep my eyes on her face, but the way her shorts clung to her hips and the way the fabric pressed between her legs made it hard not to stare. I cleared my throat. “Yeah. Where do you want to start?”

She didn’t hesitate. She strode over to a rack of medicine balls. She bent at the knees and grabbed a heavy black one with both hands. The muscles in her arms and shoulders shifted visibly as she lifted it. She stepped onto a blue exercise mat, dropped to the floor with her knees bent and feet flat, and sat back. She held the medicine ball at her chest, with her elbows out. Then she twisted her torso to the left, bringing the ball down toward her hip. Her abs contracted, the lines of muscle standing out. She twisted to the right, bringing the ball to her other hip. Her torso rotated smoothly. The ball paused at each side. Then it returned to center.

“Candid shots,” she said. She did not look up. “Nothing too posed. Just me working out.”

I raised my camera and started snapping photos. I moved around her, crouching low to get the right angle. She continued to twist, the medicine ball moving smoothly from hip to hip. Her ponytail swung with each motion. The ends brushed her shoulders. The muscles in her core worked with each rotation. Her skin stretched and flexed.

After a minute, Brynn set the ball aside and planted her feet shoulder-width apart. She stood, then lowered herself into a squat. Her back was straight, and her arms were extended forward for balance. Her thighs flexed. The muscles stood out beneath the skin. The fabric of her shorts stretched tight over her ass and hips as she lowered herself. She then pushed back up to standing. She repeated the motion, slow and carefully. Her knees tracked over her toes. I snapped photos as she moved, focusing on the definition in her legs and the way her shorts hugged her body.

She finished a set of squats, then bent over at the waist, reaching for a kettlebell resting on the floor beside the mat. As she bent, her shorts rode up. The hem crept higher on her thighs and exposed more of the curve of her ass. The fabric pulled tight, outlining the shape of her cheeks and the line between them. She wrapped her fingers around the kettlebell handle, her knuckles whitening as she exerted pressure, and straightened up, bringing the weight with her.

I tried to keep my camera steady, but my pulse was pounding. I shifted my position, bracing my elbows against my sides as I focused the lens on her hips and the way her shorts outlined every curve. Brynn swung the kettlebell upward, her arm straight, then let it drop, controlling the motion as it swung back between her legs. She repeated the movement. Her hips hinged and her glutes tensed with each swing. The muscles in her thighs and ass flexed visibly. The shorts stretched to their limit.

She set the kettlebell down after a few reps and walked over to the leg press machine. She adjusted the seat by pulling a yellow lever. The metal frame slid with a click. She sat down and leaned back. She planted her feet wide on the platform. Her knees bent, spreading her thighs, the inner seams of her shorts straining. She gripped the handles at her sides, exhaled, and pushed the platform away. She straightened her legs. The fabric of her shorts pulled even tighter across her crotch, the outline of her labia faintly visible beneath the material. I swallowed, raising the camera and taking a series of shots, trying to keep my hands steady.

Brynn caught my eye as she held the press at full extension. Her lips curled into a grin. “Getting all the angles?”

I coughed, lowering the camera for a second. “Trying to. Just hold that pose a few more seconds.”

She held the press. Her quads were flexed. Then she slowly bent her knees and let the platform return to the starting position. She finished the set and sat up, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. A thin sheen of sweat glistened on her skin, especially along her collarbone and the exposed line of her stomach.

“You ever actually work out, or do you just take pictures of people who do?” she asked, shifting so her legs dangled off the side of the machine.

I shrugged, setting the camera down on a nearby bench. “Not really. I’m usually too busy cooking or editing photos. Or sanding houses, apparently.”

She leaned back against the machine, crossing her arms over her chest. Her breasts pressed together above the band of her sports bra. The fabric was tight across her nipples, which were faintly visible as small, hard points. “You should come with me more often. Get fit for Zoey. She’d like it if you were more toned. It’s way more fun in bed.”

I raised an eyebrow, trying not to let my gaze linger on her chest. “What, you think I need to impress her now?”

Brynn smirked, uncrossing her arms and letting them rest on her thighs. “Wouldn’t hurt. Besides, you’d have more energy for all the running around you do at games.”

I considered it. I pictured myself trying to keep up with her or Zoey on the sand. “I guess it couldn’t hurt. Might be nice to not feel like I’m dying after two hours on the sand.”

She picked up a towel from the bench and tossed it at me. I caught it awkwardly. The fabric felt rough in my hands. “Good. You’re starting today. Try the rower.”

I looked over at the rowing machine in the corner. I walked over, towel in hand, and sat down on the sliding seat. I placed my feet on the footplates, fumbling with the straps until they were tight around my sneakers. I reached forward and grabbed the rowing handles, the rubber grips slightly tacky against my palms.

Brynn moved closer, standing directly behind me. I felt the heat radiating from her body, and her bare legs were just inches from my shoulders. Her shadow fell across my arms as she leaned in, and her words were soft in my ear. “Pull with your legs, not your arms,” she said. She reached around me. Her hands closed over my forearms. Her skin was slick with sweat. Her grip was firm as she guided my arms through the motion. Her breasts pressed lightly against my upper back, the damp fabric of her sports bra cool against my shirt. Her breath was warm on the side of my neck.

I pulled. My legs drove the seat backward while my arms followed through. The machine rattled under me. The chain whirred with each stroke. Brynn’s hands lingered on my arms, her fingers pressing into my skin. Her chest was still pressed to my back. I felt a flush crawl up my neck and across my cheeks. My cock began to stiffen, trapped uncomfortably in my shorts.

“See? Not so hard,” she said, stepping back. The contact broke. My skin was left prickling. “You’ll be ripped in no time.”

I laughed, breathless, letting the handle return to the start. “If I survive. Between this and playing Volleyball, you guys are putting me through the gauntlet. I feel overwhelmed by the demands of both activities.”

She grinned, raising her arms overhead again. The hem of her sports bra rode up, exposing more of her stomach and a hint of underboob. Her nipples strained against the fabric, hard and visible. She arched her back and stretched. Then she dropped her arms and shook out her hands. “Come on, Owen. Let’s finish these shots. Then maybe I’ll let you spot me.”

I picked up my camera again, adjusting the lens and checking the settings. I forced myself to focus on the viewfinder, framing Brynn in the shot as she moved back toward the free weights. My eyes kept drifting to the way her shorts hugged every curve. The fabric molded to her ass and thighs, and the outline of her pussy was faintly visible. I snapped a few more photos, shifting my position to get different angles. I crouched low and then stood to shoot from above.

The gym was still empty, the only movement Brynn’s body as she worked through her routine. My heart beat hard in my chest, the rush of blood louder than anything the workout could have managed. I wiped sweat from my brow, trying to steady my breathing. I watched her move, every muscle defined, every curve on display under the harsh, even lights.


Chapter 8

Brynn and I trudged up the long, sun-baked driveway. Each step crunched over loose gravel. Sweat clung to my skin, mixing with the layer of dust from hours spent sanding cabinet doors in the garage. My T-shirt stuck to my back. The damp fabric rubbed against my shoulder blades. I flexed my fingers, feeling the dull ache in my forearms and the tremble in my biceps. My arms felt like overcooked noodles, heavy and unresponsive. Each swing at my sides was a reminder of the repetition from the gym earlier. Brynn, walking beside me, looked irritatingly fresh. Her face was barely flushed, and there was hardly a bead of sweat on her brow. Her ponytail bounced with every step. It was pulled tight and high, with the ends flicking against the back of her neck. She nudged me with her shoulder, the contact firm enough to make me stumble half a step to the side.

“You’re going to sleep like a baby tonight,” she said, her voice annoyingly chipper.

I grunted. I did not bother to look at her. “If I don’t, it’s because Zoey’s found new ways to keep me up.” I could feel the sweat trickling down my temple as I spoke. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand, smearing grit across my skin.

Brynn snorted, making a short, sharp sound. Then she pointed ahead with her chin. I followed her gaze up the driveway toward the porch, where Zoey and Presley were standing. Zoey’s sunglasses caught the sunlight, reflecting it in a bright flash as she shifted her weight from one bare foot to the other. Presley, in a neon pink micro bikini top that barely covered her breasts and a pair of frayed denim cutoff shorts, stood with one hip cocked. She held a paintbrush upright in her fist, gripping it like a dagger, her knuckles white. Zoey’s tie-dye bikini top was stretched tight across her chest. The colors swirled in uneven, faded rings. Her bikini bottoms rode high on her hips. The strings were tied in lopsided bows. Presley’s shorts were so short that the pockets peeked out from underneath the frayed hem, brushing against the tops of her thighs.

“You can’t just slap paint on rough wood, Zoey,” Presley said. Her voice was sharp as she waved the paintbrush in the air between them. “It’ll peel. You need to prime it.” She jabbed the brush toward the porch railing, then back at Zoey, making her point clear.

Zoey shook her head. Her sunglasses slipped down her nose. She pushed them up with one finger. Then, she crossed her arms under her breasts. “I’m telling you, primer is a scam. You just need a thick coat. Trust me. I watched a video." She uncrossed her arms and gestured vaguely toward her phone. The phone was sitting on the porch step beside a half-empty can of paint.

Presley rolled her eyes so hard I could see the whites from halfway up the driveway. “You watched one video and now you’re Bob Ross?” She propped the brush against her shoulder. Her lips curled in a smirk.

Brynn grinned at me. Her teeth were white against her tanned skin. “Place your bet. My money’s on the primer.” She reached up and tugged her ponytail tighter. Then she wiped a smear of dust off her cheek with the heel of her hand.

I opened my mouth to answer, but the front door swung open before I could get a word out. Kinsley stepped outside. She moved slowly, one hand pressed to her stomach. Her mesh cover-up hem lifted to reveal the tops of her bare legs. Her cheeks were flushed pink from the heat, and a few strands of her light brown hair had escaped her braid to stick to her forehead. She blinked in the bright sunlight. She squinted as she looked at the group.

“I’m starving,” she said, her voice small but urgent. She gripped her stomach tighter. Her fingers dug into the mesh fabric. “Can we eat?”

Zoey immediately dropped the paintbrush, letting it clatter onto the porch boards. “Finally. Someone with priorities.” She bent down, snatching her phone off the step and tucking it into the waistband of her bikini bottoms. The outline of the phone pressed against the thin fabric, distorting the tie-dye pattern.

Presley set the paintbrush down with exaggerated care, laying it across the open can of paint. She brushed her hands off on her shorts, leaving faint white streaks on the denim. “Burgers?” she asked, glancing at Kinsley.

Kinsley nodded. Her braid swung over her shoulder. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, the mesh cover-up clinging to her thighs. “Yes. Please.”

I looked at the group, scanning each face for agreement. Zoey was already stepping off the porch, flipping her sunglasses down over her eyes. Presley followed, hopping down the last step and landing with a soft thud on the driveway. Brynn caught my eye and tossed me the car keys. The metal jangled as they spun through the air. I reached up, catching them in my palm.

“You drive,” Brynn said, brushing her hands off again. “I don’t trust Zoey behind the wheel after breathing paint fumes all day.” She smirked, then walked past me toward the car. Her ponytail swung as she moved.

Zoey stuck out her tongue at Brynn, the pink tip visible for just a second. “That’s fine with me. I’ll take shotgun and be the DJ again.” She darted ahead, jogging the last few steps to the car.

We made our way across the driveway, stepping around puddles of spilled paint and stray sanding blocks. The car was parked under a scraggly palm, the hood hot to the touch. I unlocked the doors. Everyone started piling in. Presley yanked open the back door and slid across the seat. Her thighs stuck to the vinyl. She tugged her shorts down. The fabric was riding up as she settled in place. Brynn climbed in after her. Her knees bumped against the back of the driver’s seat. Kinsley eased herself into the middle, tucking her feet up so she wouldn’t step on Presley’s bag. Zoey slid into the front passenger seat, adjusting her sunglasses and immediately plugging her phone into the stereo.

I dropped into the driver’s seat, wincing as my sweaty skin met the hot fabric. I adjusted the rearview mirror. I caught a glimpse of Zoey’s legs stretched out in the footwell, her toes tapping against the dashboard. I started the engine, and the air conditioner kicked on. It began blowing warm air across my face. Sand clung to my calves and the backs of my knees, gritty against the seat. I shifted the car into reverse, backing out of the driveway with everyone chattering behind me.

The main road hugged the coastline, the two-lane blacktop winding between dunes and scrubby grass. The sun was still high, glinting off the ocean to our right. I kept one hand on the wheel. The other rested on the gearshift as we cruised down the road. Zoey scrolled through her playlist, blasting a pop song that made the speakers rattle.

After a few minutes, the burger shack came into view. Patty’s on the Dunes was a weathered building with peeling blue paint and faded surfboards nailed to the walls. The picnic tables out front were half-buried in sand. A crooked sign over the door read “Patty’s on the Dunes.” I pulled into the lot, cutting the engine. The salty breeze whipped through the open windows. I could see the ocean less than twenty feet away, waves crashing against the shore.

We scrambled out of the car. Our feet sank into the soft sand. Presley led the way. Her hips swayed as she walked. Her bikini top was pulled tight across her chest. The thin straps were digging into her shoulders. Brynn followed, brushing sand off her calves with one hand. Zoey grabbed her phone and sunglasses, then hopped out. She nearly lost her footing as she landed. Kinsley stepped carefully, holding her cover-up down with one hand to keep it from blowing up around her waist.

We made our way to the counter. A bored-looking teenager took our orders. I had to raise my voice over the sound of the waves, shouting my order for a classic burger and fries. Presley leaned over the counter. Her breasts nearly spilled out of her bikini top as she ordered two double cheeseburgers. Brynn stood beside her. She scanned the menu, then ordered a bacon burger and a chocolate shake. Zoey tapped her foot impatiently. She then rattled off her order for a burger, a mountain of fries, and a vanilla shake. Kinsley hung back. She kept her eyes on the menu board, then quietly asked for a grilled cheese and a strawberry shake.

We carried our trays outside, picking a table closest to the water. The wind whipped Kinsley’s mesh cover-up around her knees. The fabric billowed out behind her as she sat down. Presley slumped onto the bench, spreading her legs and propping her elbows on the table. Brynn slid in beside her, shaking her shake cup before poking the straw through the lid. Zoey dropped into her seat, tossing her sunglasses onto the table and stretching her legs out in front of her. She pointed her toes toward the surf. I sat at the end, setting my tray down and brushing sand off my thighs.

Zoey leaned back. She had pushed her sunglasses up into her hair. “This is the life. Burgers, beach, and there will be no sanding for at least an hour." She reached for a fry, popping it into her mouth and grinning.

Presley picked up one of her double cheeseburgers and took a huge bite. Ketchup and cheese dripped onto the wrapper. She nodded. Her mouth was full, then she swallowed. “We earned it.” She licked a smear of ketchup off her thumb. Then she wiped her hand on her shorts.

Brynn sipped her shake. The straw made a slurping sound. She glanced over at me, her green eyes shining. “Owen, you got paint in your eyebrow.” She pointed at my face. Then she smirked.

I reached up, rubbing my eyebrow with my knuckle. I could feel the grit of dried paint flake off, mixing with the sweat on my forehead. “That’s probably from Zoey’s ‘technique.’” I shot her a look. She just grinned wider.

Zoey shrugged, grabbing another fry. “Artistic expression.” She wiggled her fingers in the air. Then she shoved the fry into her mouth.

Kinsley nibbled at her sandwich, taking tiny bites. She stared out at the ocean. Her braid draped over her shoulder. “Do you think we’ll finish painting anytime soon?” Her voice was barely audible over the wind.

Presley shrugged, picking at the sesame seeds on her bun. “I hope so. I want to get back to real practice.” She glanced at Brynn. Brynn nodded in agreement.

Everyone muttered their agreement. The wind picked up, blowing sand across the table. I brushed a few grains off my fries. Then I looked around at the girls. Zoey had her legs stretched out. Her thighs were long and tan, and her toes pointed at the horizon. Brynn’s green eyes scanned the horizon. Her gaze was focused. Presley licked another smear of ketchup off her finger, her lips shiny. Kinsley smiled shyly at something Zoey said. Her cheeks were still pink from the sun. Even with sand in my shoes and paint under my nails, I felt pretty lucky.

After we finished eating, we lingered at the table. Our trays were pushed to the side. Presley leaned back, resting her head on her folded arms. Zoey started scrolling through her phone, humming along to a song only she could hear. Brynn picked up a fry and flicked it at Presley, who caught it and tossed it back. Kinsley traced circles in the sand with her toe, listening as the conversation shifted to volleyball. We talked about the next tournament, the competition, and whether Brynn could convince Bill to buy us a team mascot. Presley suggested a crab, making her hands into claws. Zoey wanted a parrot. Kinsley quietly voted for a turtle, her voice scarcely audible.

We sat there. The sun beat down on us, sand swirled around our feet, and the ocean stretched out in front of us.

Eventually, the sun started dipping lower, and we headed home. Our stomachs were full, and our spirits were high.

That night, I was back in my attic. The only light was coming from my laptop screen. I sat cross-legged on my mattress. The laptop was balanced on a pillow in front of me. The room was mostly dark, except for a faint blue glow that painted the sloped ceiling and made the shadows in the corners seem deeper. I could feel the warmth from the laptop against my thighs as I scrolled through the photos from Brynn’s gym shoot. My fingers hovered over the trackpad, flicking through each frame.

Brynn looked strong and hot in every shot. In one photo, she was standing in front of a rack of dumbbells. Her arms were raised overhead as she pressed a barbell. Her muscles stood out sharp beneath her skin. Her shoulders were rounded and defined. Her legs were flexed. Her thighs were thick and powerful, and her calves were tensed from holding her balance. Her abs were tight, every line visible. Sweat caught the light and made her skin shine. Her hair was wild around her face. Strands curled out from her ponytail, sticking to her forehead and cheeks. I paused on a shot where her mouth was open, teeth bared in a grimace as she strained through a lift. The effort was plain in every muscle.

I clicked to the next one. In this shot, Brynn was bent over, grabbing a kettlebell from the floor. Her back was arched, spine a long curve, and her shorts had ridden up so high I had to double-check the frame to make sure it was still PG. The hem of her shorts barely covered the crease where her ass met her thighs. The fabric was stretched tight, clinging to her skin, and the bottom curve of her ass was almost completely exposed. Her hamstrings stood out, taut and corded. I could see the way her glutes flexed as she reached forward. Her hair hung loose. The ends brushed her shoulders. I lingered on that photo. I zoomed in slightly, then forced myself to move on.

I started editing. I adjusted the lighting first. I slid the brightness up, then down, watching the highlights shift across Brynn’s skin. I tweaked the contrast, which made the shadows deeper and the muscles more defined. I cropped out the worst of the gym clutter in the background of discarded towels, a half-empty water bottle, a pile of tangled jump ropes. I straightened the horizon in one shot, rotating by half a degree so the floor wasn’t slanted. My fingers moved automatically, clicking, dragging, tapping keys. I zoomed in to clean up a smudge on the lens, then out again to check the composition.

My eyes were getting heavy. I blinked. I rubbed at them with the heel of my hand, then leaned forward until my nose was almost touching the screen. I could feel the strain in my shoulders from hunching over. My eyelids drooped, and I had to force them open. I scrolled back to the photo of Brynn bent over, staring at the way the muscles in her thighs stood out, the faint shadow between her legs, the line of her hip bones visible above the waistband of her shorts.

My door creaked open. The sound was soft, and it was barely more than a whisper, but in the quiet attic it might as well have been a shout. I jerked upright. My heart was thumping as I looked over my shoulder.

Zoey slipped inside. She was wearing an oversized t-shirt that hung down to mid-thigh. The hem brushed the tops of her legs. Her bare legs showed pale and smooth in the blue light, feet silent on the floorboards. She pulled the door closed behind her with one hand, careful not to let it slam. She padded across the room. She moved with quick, light steps. Her toes curled against the wood as she walked. She flopped onto my bed with a careless motion. She landed on her side and then rolled onto her stomach. She curled up next to me, propping her chin on her crossed arms. She peered at my screen.

She nudged me with her elbow. Her skin was warm against my side. “Editing Brynn’s shots?”

I nodded. I did not look away from the laptop. “Trying to make her look like she didn’t just run a marathon.”

Zoey grinned, the corner of her mouth pulling up. She reached over and poked me in the ribs with one finger, digging in just enough to make me squirm. “You spent all afternoon staring at her ass, and now you’re pretending it’s work?”

I laughed, shifting away from her poke. “It’s harder than it looks. She also made me work out when we were there.”

She leaned in closer, her shoulder pressed against mine. She then started scrolling through the shots herself. Her fingers were quick on the trackpad, flicking back and forth between photos. “She’s got killer legs. You think she’s cute?”

I shook my head, watching her face in the glow of the screen. “No. Brynn’s not cute.”

Zoey arched an eyebrow, her expression skeptical. “No?”

I smirked, letting the pause hang for a second. “She’s hot. There’s a difference.”

Zoey burst out laughing. The sound was muffled as she buried her face in the pillow. She elbowed me hard in the side, making me grunt. “You’re such a guy. But you’re right. Brynn’s got the whole ‘sexy gym goddess’ thing going.”

She stretched, her arms reaching above her head. Her t-shirt rode up, exposing the smooth skin of her hip and the curve of her bare thigh. The movement brought her leg into contact with mine. Her skin brushed my calf. She let her leg rest there, the warmth of her thigh pressing against me. “Hey, do you want to see something crazy about this house?”

I closed the laptop, snapping the lid shut with one hand. The room went almost completely dark, just a sliver of streetlight coming in through the window. “Yeah, sure. As long as it’s not another dead lizard.”

She grinned. Her teeth flashed in the dim light, and she hopped off the bed. Her t-shirt swung around her hips as she landed. The fabric clung to her body for a second before settling. She motioned for me to follow, and I swung my legs off the mattress, planting my feet on the cool floor. I stood up, stretching my back until I felt a pop.

Zoey led me to the far wall. Her bare feet made no sound on the boards. She crouched down by a small metal vent near the baseboard, dropping into a squat with her knees spread wide for balance. The t-shirt bunched up around her waist, exposing more of her thighs. She hooked her fingers into the slats of the vent cover, and her nails scraped softly against the metal as she pried it off with a quick jerk. The cover made a faint metallic click as it came loose, and she set it aside on the floor.

I crouched beside her, mirroring her posture. My knees creaked as I bent down, and I steadied myself with one hand on the floor. She looked back at me over her shoulder. Her blue eyes glinted mischievously in the shadows. Her hair fell forward, framing her face. I noticed a faint flush on her cheeks. “Just trust me. Look in there.”

She shifted to the side, making room for me. We pressed in close. Our shoulders and hips touched as we leaned forward to peer into the narrow vent. The shaft angled down at a steep slant, and I had to squint to see through the slats. The metal felt cool against my cheek as I pressed in. My nose was almost touching the edge.

Through the vent, I could see a thin slice of a room below. The view was narrow, but I could make out a bed pushed against the far wall, a dresser with a cluttered top, and a pile of clothes heaped on the floor. The sheets on the bed were rumpled, the comforter half-pulled off. A lamp sat on the dresser. Its shade was tilted at an angle. The pile of clothes looked like a mix of gym shorts, tank tops, and underwear. The bright colors were tangled together.

I squinted, trying to make out more details. “Whose room is that?”

Before Zoey could answer, movement caught my eye. Brynn walked past the vent. She was completely naked. Her skin was flushed pink from a shower. Water still glistened in beads along her shoulders and chest. Her breasts were round and perky. The nipples were tight and dark against the pale skin. Her stomach was flat, and her abs were still defined even in the soft light. A faint line of water ran down from between her breasts to her navel. She bent over to grab something from the floor. Her back arched, and I got a full view of her ass. The muscles in her glutes flexed as she moved, the curve of her hips leading down to strong thighs. Her legs were parted just enough that I could see the shadow between them, the shape of her pussy visible from behind. Her hair was damp, and it hung in loose waves down her back. It stuck to her shoulders in thick clumps.

I jerked back, my heart pounding. I nearly knocked Zoey over in my haste. My shoulder slammed into hers, and she rocked sideways. She caught herself with one hand on the floor.

Zoey slapped a hand over her mouth. Her eyes were wide and shining with shock. I clamped my own hand over my mouth, stifling a laugh that threatened to burst out. My breath came quick and shallow. My body was tense from the sudden jolt.

I whispered, voice barely audible, “That’s Brynn’s room.”

Zoey nodded. Her shoulders shook as she tried to hold in her giggles. “You thought you were clever finding that gap between the floor and wall? Well, the attic is above everybody and the vent is wide open.”

I shook my head, trying to process what I’d just seen. “No wonder she heard everything the other night. Her room’s right below. The vent’s like a speaker.”

Zoey grinned. She leaned in close so our faces were almost touching and whispered, “She heard us? Guess we’ll have to be quieter next time.”

I tried to act cool, forcing my expression into a mask of indifference, but I couldn’t get the image of Brynn’s naked body out of my head. The thin walls, the vent, and the way everything in this house seemed connected in ways I hadn’t expected. Every detail of her body was burned into my memory. I remembered the way her breasts moved as she bent over, the tightness of her nipples, and the way the muscles in her ass flexed as she picked up her clothes.

Zoey put the vent cover back, fitting it into place with a soft click, and stood up. She brushed her hands off on her thighs, the t-shirt riding up as she did. “Come on, perv. Let’s get some sleep.”

I followed her back to bed. My footsteps were slow, and my mind was still racing. I couldn’t stop replaying the sight of Brynn’s body, every curve and line seared into my thoughts. The attic felt smaller now, the boundaries between rooms and secrets thinner than I’d ever realized.


Chapter 9

“Who’s got the roller?” Presley’s voice carried from the porch, sharp and impatient, like she was wrangling a pack of toddlers instead of three grown women and me. She stood with her hands on her hips, weight shifted to one side. Her gaze swept over the scattered supplies and half-organized disorder of the front yard.

Zoey hopped off the step, one flip-flop slapping the wood with a wet smack as she landed on the gravel. She bent her knees. She scooped up the roller from the porch railing and tossed it in the air. It spun once. Sunlight glinted off the metal frame. “Right here! But you have to say the magic word.” She grinned, catching the roller by the handle. She twirled it in her palm like a baton, her wrist flicking with practiced ease.

Presley strode forward. His boots crunched on the gravel as he snatched the roller mid-spin. Her fingers closed around Zoey’s wrist to steady the roller. Then, she yanked it free. “Yeah, the magic word is ‘hand it over before I use you as a drop cloth.’” She didn’t smile. She turned away and flicked her ponytail over her shoulder. Then she inspected the roller for any stray bits of lint.

Brynn snorted and bent at the knees, wrapping both hands around the wire handle of a five-gallon bucket of pale yellow paint. She grunted. The muscles in her arms tensed as she dragged it across the uneven ground, gravel scraping under the heavy plastic. “We’re burning daylight. If we don’t start, the sun’s going to turn us into fried eggs.” She set the bucket down with a dull thud, then wiped her palms on her shorts. The action left faint yellow smudges.

I stood near the garden hose. My arms were loaded with paint trays, brushes, and a few old rags draped over my forearm. The metal handles of the trays pressed into my skin. My shirt was already sticking to my back, and damp patches were spreading under my arms and along my spine. We hadn’t even opened the first can yet. I shifted my weight and let the rags fall onto the grass beside my feet.

Kinsley hovered by the front door, clutching a stack of paint chips to her chest. The edge of the top card bent under her thumb. Her white mesh cover-up fluttered against her bare thighs. The breeze caught the hem and lifted it slightly. She looked like she was about to bolt. Her eyes were darting from Presley to the paint bucket to the unopened cans.

I set the trays down one by one, stacking them neatly on the grass. The brushes clattered together as I laid them beside the trays. “Alright, what’s the plan? We split up, two to a side?” I straightened, rubbing my shoulder where the tray had dug in.

Presley pointed at the south wall. Her finger was steady and commanding. “Zoey and I will take the front. Brynn and Owen, you two do the side.” She didn’t wait for argument. She just nodded at Kinsley. “Kinsley, you can help with the trim or touch-ups.” Presley turned away. He was already unscrewing the end of the roller to fit it onto an extension pole.

Kinsley looked at me. Her eyes were wide, and her knuckles were white around the paint chips. “I’ve never painted a house before.” Her voice was small, uncertain.

Zoey called out from the porch, “It’s just like painting your nails, but messier and way more dangerous.” She wiggled her fingers, then made a show of examining her chipped blue polish, grinning at Kinsley.

Brynn rolled her eyes. Her lips were twitching. “Ignore her. Just don’t get it in your hair.” She bent to grab a stir stick, prying open the bucket’s metal ring with her thumbnail.

I crouched beside the paint can, bracing it with my knee. I wedged a flathead screwdriver under the lid and pried it up. The seal popped with a metallic thunk. The lid jerked loose in my hand. I set it aside, careful not to let it tip and spill. The paint inside was a blinding, almost neon shade of yellow, Zoey’s pick, naturally. It shimmered in the sunlight, thick and glossy.

I grabbed the nearest tray and held it steady. With both hands, I tipped the heavy bucket. I guided the stream of paint into the tray. The yellow paint slid out in a slow, viscous ribbon. It pooled and spread to fill the ridged bottom. When the tray was half full, I righted the bucket and set it back. I wiped a drip from the rim with an old rag.

I picked up a roller and handed it to Brynn. She met my eyes, arching one eyebrow. “Ready to get messy?” She dipped the roller into the tray, pressing it down until the nap soaked up the paint. She rolled it back and forth over the ridges, spreading the paint evenly.

I took the second roller, loaded it with paint, and then I moved to the lower siding. I pressed the roller to the wood, feeling the slight give as the paint transferred. I pushed upward, leaving a thick, even stripe of yellow. “I was born messy.” I worked in slow, careful passes, rolling from the bottom edge up to the midpoint of the siding, overlapping each stroke.

Brynn snickered, stepping to my right. She reached above me. Her roller glided smoothly over the higher boards. Her strokes were methodical, and each pass was straight and even. The paint spread without streaks. She worked quickly. She moved the roller up and down, then shifted sideways to cover the next section.

We worked in silence for a few minutes. The only sounds were the slap of paint as our rollers hit the wood, the occasional clatter of a brush dropped in a tray, and Zoey’s voice carrying over from the porch. Every so often, Presley’s sharp tone cut through the air as she scolded Zoey for getting drips on the porch railings. Zoey would yelp, then giggle. Her laughter echoed across the yard.

The sun crawled higher. The light grew harsher. Sweat gathered at my temples, trickling down my face. After ten minutes, my shirt was plastered to my back. My arms ached from the repetitive motion. I paused, flexing my fingers to shake out the stiffness. I looked over at Brynn. Her legs were splattered with yellow. The paint dappled her shins and calves. A streak of paint ran up her thigh, bright against her skin. She didn’t seem to care, just kept rolling. Her shorts rode up as she reached higher.

Kinsley crept over, her steps tentative. She clutched a tiny brush in one hand, the bristles pristine. “Should I do the window frames?” she asked, voice uncertain.

I nodded, grabbing a roll of blue painter’s tape from the pile. I handed it to her, making sure our fingers didn’t brush against the sticky edge. “Yeah, just tape off the glass first.” I gestured at the window. Then I wiped my palm on my shorts.

Kinsley crouched by the window. Her knees were together as she peeled a strip of tape free. She pressed the edge to the glass. Her tongue peeked out in concentration as she lined the tape up along the wood. She smoothed it down with her thumb, making sure the edge was flush. She tore another strip, overlapping the corners, working her way around the frame with careful, precise movements.

Zoey’s voice floated over from the porch. “Kins, you’re a perfectionist. If you get bored, come help me paint the porch railings!” I glanced over and saw Zoey standing on the bottom step, roller in one hand, the other hand already streaked with yellow paint up to her elbow.

Presley barked a laugh, pausing to reload her roller. “She’s not leaving this window until it’s museum quality.” Presley shook her head. Then she leaned in to inspect a spot on the trim, rubbing it with her thumb.

Kinsley blushed. The color rose high on her cheeks, but she smiled. “I just don’t want to mess it up.” She pressed another strip of tape into place. She smoothed it flat with her fingernail.

Brynn gave her a reassuring nudge with her elbow as she passed by, carrying her roller to reload. “You’re doing fine, rookie.” Brynn dipped her roller into the tray, rolling it back and forth until the nap was saturated again. Then she returned to the wall, reaching above the window this time.

We settled into a rhythm. I rolled paint onto the siding, working from left to right, making sure to overlap each stroke. When I hit a knot in the wood, I pressed the roller harder. I made sure the paint filled the grooves. Brynn tackled the higher spots. Her roller extended above the window, and paint flecked her forearm and the hem of her tank top. Kinsley moved from window to window, crouching low. Her brush made small, careful strokes along the trim. She checked each line. She straightened the tape when it slipped, never rushing.

On the front porch, Zoey and Presley’s side was less precise. I heard Zoey giggling, then Presley’s exasperated sigh as she scolded Zoey for painting smiley faces on the trim. Zoey ignored her. She hummed as she painted, occasionally flicking her roller to splatter a bit of yellow onto the porch railings.

By noon, the sun was directly overhead. The heat pressed down on us. My arms were sore. My muscles were burning from the constant motion. My hands were speckled yellow. The paint had dried into the creases of my knuckles. I set my roller down in the tray, flexing my fingers as I did so, and dropped to the ground, grass prickling my legs through my shorts.

Brynn sat beside me, stretching her legs out in front of her. She leaned back on her palms. Her head was tilted to the sky, and sweat was glistening on her collarbones. “Halfway done with this side,” she said, shielding her eyes with one hand. The yellow paint on her thigh had dried, cracked slightly where her skin bent.

“How’s your back?” she asked, glancing over at me.

“Feels like I wrestled a bear,” I said, rolling my shoulders. “A bear made of paint cans.” I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling the sticky film of sweat and paint dust.

Zoey flopped down next to us. She dropped to her knees first, then sat back on her heels. Paint was streaked up her arm and a thick yellow smudge had settled across her cheekbone, just below her left eye. She didn’t bother to wipe it off, just grinned at us. Her tank top was sticking to her chest. “Lunch break?”

Presley returned to the group, her arms full. She carried a family-size bag of chips, cradled against her hip, and three water bottles gripped by their necks in her other hand. She set the bottles down on the grass. Then she dropped the chips in the middle of our loose circle. The bag crinkled loudly as it landed. Presley squinted at the sun, wiping sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “We’re not even close to halfway. But fine. Five minutes.”

Kinsley sat cross-legged on the patchy lawn. Her bare knees were propped up, and her ankles were tucked under her thighs. She unscrewed the cap of her water bottle, tilting it up to her lips. She took a long sip, her throat moved as she swallowed. Then she set the bottle down beside her shoe. Her shorts rode up her thighs. The fabric bunched where her legs pressed together. I watched her. I noticed the way her hair clung to her temples from the heat, and I was thinking about the photoshoot I still needed to schedule with her. The sunlight made her skin look almost golden. Her cheeks were flushed from exertion.

I cleared my throat, feeling the dryness in my own mouth. I reached for my water, twisting the cap off and taking a quick drink before setting it aside. “Hey, Kinsley. About your profile photos…when do you want to do them?” I tried to sound casual, but the question hung between us.

Kinsley blinked, startled by the sudden attention. She looked up at me. Her eyes were wide. Then she glanced away just as quickly. “Um. I don’t know. I haven’t really thought about it.” She picked at a loose thread on her shorts. Her shoulders were hunched.

Zoey had been reclining on her elbows. She perked up. She rolled onto her side, propping herself up on one hand. “You should do something cute! Like, on the beach with the volleyball.” She grinned. Her teeth flashed. Her bikini top hugged her chest tightly, accentuating the swell of her breasts as she leaned forward. It was already riding low from sweat and movement.

Kinsley looked down at her knees. Her fingers were fidgeting with the hem of her shirt. “I don’t know what looks good. I’ve never done a photoshoot.” Her voice was quiet, almost lost in the thick air.

I shrugged, grabbing a chip from the open bag and crunching down on it. “Don’t worry. I’ll come up with something. We’ll keep it simple. Maybe some shots outside, some with the team gear.” I brushed crumbs from my fingers onto my shorts.

She nodded. Her gaze remained fixed on the grass. Her hands rested in her lap. Her fingers twisted together. She looked nervous. Her shoulders were tense.

“Okay. Just…tell me what to do.”

Presley, sitting cross-legged herself, reached into the bag of chips. She pulled out a single chip, flicked her wrist, and tossed it underhand toward Kinsley. The chip arced through the air and landed on Kinsley’s thigh. “You’ll be fine. Owen’s good at making people look less awkward.”

Brynn had been lying on her back with her hands behind her head. She sat up. She grinned. Her hair was sticking out in wild directions. “Except himself.” She smirked at me, raising her eyebrows.

I flipped her off, holding up my middle finger without a word. Brynn only laughed harder. Her whole body shook as she doubled over, clutching her stomach.

After we finished lunch, we started gathering our things. Presley balled up the empty chip bag and stuffed it into her backpack. Zoey screwed the cap back onto her water bottle, then wiped her stomach with the heel of her hand. She smeared away a streak of sweat. Kinsley uncrossed her legs, stretching them out in front of her, and slowly stood up, brushing grass off her shorts. I pushed myself to my feet. My knees popped as I grabbed the roller tray.

The sun was relentless. It beat down on us as we trudged back to the house. Each step felt heavier than the last. I dipped my roller into the tray, coating it with thick yellow paint. Then, I pressed it to the siding. The paint glided on at first, but as my arm grew tired, my grip slipped. The roller jerked sideways, leaving uneven streaks across the wood. I cursed under my breath, trying to smooth it out, but the paint only smeared.

Brynn caught me in the act. She grabbed a wet rag from the bucket beside her, balled it up, and lobbed it at my head. The rag slapped against my ear, cold and damp. Paint flecks splattered onto my neck.

“Focus, Picasso.” Her voice was sharp, but there was a hint of a smile.

I grumbled, pulling the rag off my ear and tossing it back in the bucket. I wiped the paint off my skin with the edge of my shirt, leaving a yellow stain on the fabric.

The afternoon dragged on. I lost track of how many times I had to refill the tray. Each time, I bent down, pried the lid off the paint can with a screwdriver, and poured a fresh pool of paint into the tray. My hands grew sticky with dried paint, the skin between my fingers coated in yellow. My arms ached. My muscles burned with each stroke of the roller. Sweat dripped down my face, stinging my eyes. I blinked it away, wiping my forehead with the back of my wrist.

Brynn worked on the trim. She crouched low, her brush moving in short, precise strokes. Presley balanced on the porch railing, reaching the higher spots with a smaller roller. Zoey tackled the lower panels. Her knees pressed into the dirt, leaving smudges of paint on her thighs. Kinsley moved carefully along the edge. Her tongue poked out between her lips as she tried to stay within the lines.

By mid-afternoon, my shirt clung to my back, soaked through with sweat. My arms felt like they might fall off. I dropped the roller into the tray and collapsed onto the porch steps. The wood was hot against my skin. I wiped my face with my shirt, smearing more paint across my cheek.

Brynn flopped down beside me. Her legs were splayed out. Sweat dripped down her forehead. It left dark streaks in her hairline. Presley joined us. She sat on the lowest step, her elbows resting on her knees. Zoey stretched her legs out in front of her, flexing her feet and wiggling her toes. Her bikini top had shifted again, the thin straps digging into her sunburned shoulders. Her breasts bounced freely as she laughed at something Brynn said, and the fabric barely contained her curves.

“How many sides left?” Zoey asked, tilting her head back and closing her eyes against the sun.

Brynn pulled her phone from her pocket, squinting at the screen. She stood, walking around the porch to check our progress. She ran her hand along the freshly painted siding. Then, she peered around the corner of the house. “We finished the front and the south side. North and back still look like haunted house material.”

Presley groaned, dropping her head into her hands. “We’ll have to finish tomorrow. I’m not risking heatstroke for curb appeal.” She massaged the back of her neck. Her fingers dug into the tight muscles.

Kinsley, sitting on the porch railing, nodded. She wiped sweat from her brow with the hem of her shirt, exposing a strip of pale skin above her waistband. “I’ll help with the trim again.” She looked up at Brynn, her expression earnest.

Zoey nudged Kinsley with her foot, grinning. “You did great, Kins. Next time, you can paint smiley faces with me.” She waggled her eyebrows. She was still sprawled across the steps.

Presley shot Zoey a look. Her eyes were narrowed. “No more smiley faces.” She pointed at a spot on the porch where a faded yellow circle still lingered from earlier.

I stood, stretching my back until it popped. I rolled my shoulders, feeling the muscles loosen slightly. “Let’s clean up. I’ll text you later, Kinsley, about the photos.” I bent down, grabbing the paint tray and emptying the leftover paint back into the can.

Kinsley smiled, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. Her fingers brushed her cheek, leaving a faint yellow smear. “Okay.” She slid off the railing, landing lightly on the porch.

We gathered our supplies. Presley stacked the brushes in a pile. He placed them with the bristles up, then carried them to the hose. I pried the lids back onto the paint cans, pressing down with the heel of my hand until they snapped shut. Brynn collected the empty water bottles and tossed them into the recycling bin. Zoey rolled up the drop cloths, shaking out the dust before folding them into neat squares.

At the hose, Presley turned on the water. The stream arced into the grass. She held the brushes under the spray, scrubbing the bristles with her thumb until the water ran clear. I joined her, rinsing my roller, squeezing it between my hands to force out the last of the paint. Yellow water pooled at our feet, soaking into the dirt.

My hands were stained yellow. Paint caked under my fingernails and streaked across my knuckles. Zoey walked past me, her stomach bare, a thick smear of paint running from her navel to her bikini line. She laughed at something Brynn said. Her breasts bounced with each step, and the thin fabric of her bikini top stretched tight across her chest. I tried not to stare, but it was impossible not to notice the way her nipples pressed against the damp material, the outline clear in the sunlight.

We trudged inside, leaving our shoes by the door. The cool air hit my skin, raising goosebumps along my arms. The house already looked brighter, at least from two angles. The fresh paint glowed in the afternoon sun. The old siding looked almost new. I glanced back at the porch, satisfied with our progress.

Kinsley lingered in the hallway. Her back pressed against the wall. She glanced at me, her eyes uncertain. She shifted her weight from foot to foot. Her fingers twisted in the hem of her shirt.

“I’m kind of nervous about the photos,” she said quietly. She looked up at me, her hazel eyes hopeful but anxious.

I smiled, stepping closer. I set the roller down by the door and wiped my hands on my shorts, leaving yellow streaks. “Don’t be. I’ll make it fun. We’ll figure it out together.” I tried to sound reassuring. I kept my tone soft.

She nodded. Her lips curved into a small smile. “Thanks, Owen.” She brushed her hair behind her ear again, exposing the curve of her neck. The light caught the fine hairs on her cheek.

I left her in the hallway, heading upstairs. My legs felt heavy, each step an effort. I peeled my shirt off over my head, and the fabric stuck to my skin as I did so. I then tossed it into the laundry basket. I turned the shower on, waiting for the water to run cold. I then stepped inside, letting the spray wash away the sweat and paint. Tomorrow, we’d tackle the rest of the house, and Kinsley’s photoshoot. For now, I was just glad to be somewhere cool.


Chapter 10

“Eggs or pancakes?” I asked, spatula in hand, staring at the skillet like it might answer for me. The pan was already hot, thin wisps of steam rising from the surface, a faint sheen of oil spreading across the metal. My grip tightened on the black plastic handle. My thumb pressed into the groove worn smooth from years of use. I could feel the heat radiating up, making my palm sweat.

Zoey perched on the counter in her string bikini and an old volleyball tee. She swung her legs back and forth, her bare feet thumping lightly against the cabinet doors beneath her. The thin straps of her bikini cut across her hips, visible below the hem of the faded shirt. She pointed at the fridge with a lazy flick of her wrist. “Both. And bacon. Presley’s already grumpy.”

Presley stood at the coffee maker, her arms crossed beneath her chest. The faded towel slipped from one shoulder. The micro bikini she wore barely covered her. The triangle of fabric stretched taut across her breasts, and the strings were tied tight at her hips. She shot Zoey a look. Her eyes narrowed and her lips were pursed. “I’m not grumpy. I’m hangry. There’s a difference.”

I turned back to the counter, reaching for the carton of eggs. My fingers fumbled with the lid. My thumbs pressed into the cardboard until it popped open. I grabbed two eggs, tapping each one against the edge of the pan. The shells cracked with a dull snap. I pried them apart, careful not to let any fragments fall in, and let the whites and yolks slide into the skillet. The eggs hit the hot surface with a sharp sizzle. The edges began bubbling instantly. I tossed the shells into the compost bowl, wiped my fingers on my shorts, and picked up the spatula again. “You two could help, you know.”

Zoey hopped off the counter, the hem of her tee riding up to reveal the curve of her lower back and the thin string tied at her side. She walked over to the cabinets, pulling each one open with a clatter until she found the box of pancake mix. She set it on the counter, ran her hand through her hair to push it back from her face, and grabbed a mixing bowl from the lower shelf. She pushed her hair back from her face as she ran her hand through it. “I’ll pour. You flip.”

Presley took a slow sip from her mug. Her fingers were wrapped around the chipped ceramic as she eyed the pack of bacon resting on the counter. “If you burn that, I’m making you eat it.”

I snapped a salute with the spatula, holding it up at my forehead for a beat before turning back to the eggs. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I like it crispy,” Zoey said, tearing open the top of the pancake mix box. She shook some of the powder into the bowl, and a small cloud of flour dust rose up into the air. Then she reached for the measuring cup. She filled it with water from the tap. The stream splashed against the metal before she dumped it into the bowl. She grabbed a fork and started whisking. The tines scraped loudly against the sides.

The kitchen filled with the clatter of dishes and the constant hiss and pop of bacon as I laid the strips out flat in a second skillet. The fat began to render, curling the edges of the bacon up. I watched for any spots that might burn. Zoey started humming along to a pop song playing tinny and bright from her phone, her voice off-key but enthusiastic. She swayed her hips as she stirred, the fabric of her tee stretching tight across her chest.

Presley moved around the small kitchen with efficiency, opening a cabinet to pull out a stack of plates. She set them on the counter. Then she grabbed a handful of forks and knives from the drawer. She carried everything over to the table, laying out the plates in a neat row, spacing them evenly. She stacked napkins at the end, then reached up to adjust the towel on her shoulder. She tucked the edge under her chin. Her movements were precise, almost mechanical, like she’d done this routine a thousand times before.

Kinsley shuffled in from the hallway. One hand rubbed at her eyes while the other clutched the waistband of her baggy gray sweats. Her tank top was wrinkled, and the thin straps were slipping off one shoulder. Her hair was a tangled mess, with strands stuck out in every direction. She blinked at the bright kitchen lights. She squinted and shuffled over to the nearest chair. She dropped into it. She pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms tightly around her shins.

Zoey grinned at her. Her teeth flashed. “Morning, Kins! You look like a sleepy cute kitten.”

Kinsley ducked her head. Her eyes were cast down at the table as she mumbled something under her breath. Her fingers picked at a loose thread on the hem of her sweats, twisting it around and around. “Um, Owen?”

I glanced over, spatula poised above the eggs as I nudged the whites to keep them from sticking. She hesitated, chewing her lip. Her eyes glanced up to meet mine for a second before darting away again. “The photoshoot. You said…um, today?”

Presley slid a mug of tea across the table. The ceramic scraped against the wood until it stopped in front of Kinsley. Steam curled from the surface, swirling in the air. “You don’t have to do it if you’re not up for it.”

Kinsley shook her head. The movement made her hair fall across her face. She pushed it back with one hand. Her fingers trembled slightly. “No, I want to. I just… I’m nervous. I don’t know how I’m going to pose for it or what I’ll wear.”

I scooped the eggs from the pan, and the spatula slid under the soft yolks. I then tilted them onto a plate. The eggs slid off in a heap. The yolks were still intact. I carried the plate to the table and set it in front of her, careful not to spill. “We’ll wait until later. The light’s better in the afternoon anyway. Plus, you can take your time getting ready.”

Zoey leaned in over Kinsley’s shoulder. Her grin was wide, and her eyes crinkled at the corners. “He’s just saying that so you’re not all squinty in the sun. Photographer secrets.”

Kinsley’s lips curled into a small smile, the tension in her shoulders easing a little. “Okay. Thanks.”

I grabbed the pancake batter from Zoey, pouring a ladleful into the hot skillet. The batter spread out in a thick circle. Bubbles formed almost immediately. I watched the edges for signs of browning. Then I reached for the bacon, flipping each strip with the tines of a fork. The fat sizzled and popped, spattering tiny flecks of grease onto the stovetop. Presley hovered nearby, arms crossed. She was watching my every move.

When everything was ready, I stacked pancakes on a plate. I layered them with a pat of butter between each one. Zoey grabbed the syrup, twisting the cap off and drizzling a thick stream over her stack. Presley loaded her plate with eggs and bacon, inspecting each strip before laying it out in a neat row. Kinsley took a single pancake, cutting it into tiny bites, and ate quietly. Her eyes were fixed on her plate.

Presley critiqued my bacon-flipping skills, pointing out the one strip that was a little too dark at the edges. Zoey managed to get syrup in her hair. A sticky strand clung to her shoulder. She tried to wipe it away with a napkin, but only succeeded in smearing it further down her arm. Kinsley ate in silence, but I caught her glancing at me a few times. Her gaze flicked up from beneath her lashes before darting away. Her cheeks flushed pink, and she tucked her hair behind her ear. Her fingers shook just a little.

After breakfast, everyone scattered. Zoey grabbed her sunglasses from the counter. She slipped them up onto her head and headed out to the porch. Presley gathered up the dirty towels and disappeared down the hallway toward the laundry room. The faded fabric trailed behind her. Brynn, who had barely made an appearance, slipped back upstairs without a word, her footsteps light on the stairs.

I stayed behind, clearing the plates from the table and stacking them in the sink. I rinsed off the sticky syrup, running my thumb along the rim of each plate to make sure there was nothing left behind. The water ran warm over my hands as I scrubbed at the fork tines. After that, I set everything in the drying rack.

I pulled my camera bag onto the kitchen table, unzipping the top and flipping back the flap. The bag was packed tight, and foam was holding each piece of gear in place. I reached in and pulled out my DSLR. The body felt cool and solid in my hands. I set it down, then unzipped the lens pouch. I pulled out a 50mm lens, twisting it onto the camera body with a careful click. I pressed the power button. The small screen lit up with a flash. I checked the battery indicator. I tapped the button to cycle through the menu and frowned at the half-full icon. I swapped out the battery for a fresh one, sliding the old one into the charger. I lined up my memory cards in a row on the table. Each one was labeled with a strip of masking tape and a date. The cards looked like a deck of tiny, expensive playing cards. The gold contacts caught the light as I stacked them in order.

Zoey wandered back in. She had sunglasses perched on top of her head, and her hair was still sticky in one spot where the syrup hadn’t quite come out. She flopped into the chair across from me. Her knees were pulled up, and she propped her elbows on the table. “You look like you’re building a bomb.”

I held up the lens, twisting it off the camera and holding it between my thumb and forefinger. I blew gently across the glass. Then I wiped it with a microfiber cloth, rubbing in small circles to clear away any smudges. “Just making sure everything’s charged. Don’t want the camera dying halfway through.”

Presley leaned in from the hallway. The towel was still draped over her shoulder, and her bikini top was barely visible beneath it. She raised an eyebrow, watching me fuss over the gear. “You’re taking this seriously.”

I shrugged, screwing the lens back onto the camera and checking the focus ring. “I just want you guys to look good. These are personal shots for the fans to get to know you guys personally.”

Zoey stretched her arms above her head. The volleyball tee rode up to reveal the line of her stomach, and she let out a loud yawn. She dropped her arms and grinned at me. “You and I should take some more selfies.”

I rolled my eyes, pushing the stack of memory cards to the side. “I draw the line at bathroom selfies.”

Presley smirked, leaning against the doorframe. “Just wait until Zoey asks for a bubble bath shoot.”

Zoey gasped. Her eyes went wide, and her mouth formed a perfect O. “Ooh, can we?”

I ignored her, focusing on the camera as I ran the cloth over the lens one more time, making sure there were no streaks left. “Nope… Maybe… We’ll talk later.”

Kinsley slipped past us. Her bare feet barely made a sound on the hardwood as she hurried toward the stairs. She clutched a folded white towel in one hand, her fingers gripping it tightly enough to wrinkle the fabric. A small floral-patterned bag dangled from her other wrist. The bag’s zipper jangled softly as she moved. She kept her head down, hair swinging forward to hide part of her face, and took the steps two at a time. Her shoulders were slightly hunched as if she could shrink herself out of view.

Presley watched her go. Her eyes lingered on the spot where Kinsley disappeared at the top of the stairs. She let out a breath, then looked over at me. “She’s more nervous than she lets on,” she said. Her tone was soft.

Zoey, sitting cross-legged on the arm of the couch, nodded. She picked at a loose thread on her shorts. “She’ll be fine. Just don’t make her pose like a swimsuit model.”

I crouched by the coffee table. I was methodically packing up my camera gear. I snapped the lens cap into place, then slid the camera body into the padded compartment of my bag. I checked each battery, pressing the indicator button with my thumb and watching for the green lights to flash. I felt satisfied. I slotted them into the side pocket, making sure they were all facing the same direction. I zipped the bag slowly. The teeth caught for a second before gliding shut. “I’ll keep it simple. It’ll be relaxed. She can do whatever she’s comfortable with. Besides, that is what brings out her personality.”

I stood up, slinging the bag’s thick strap over my shoulder and pulling it snug against my back. I glanced at the stairs, half-listening for any sound from above. The house felt quiet, the kind of silence that settles when everyone is waiting for something to begin.

A few minutes later, Kinsley reappeared at the top of the stairs. She paused for a second. One hand gripped the banister as she started down. She wore a white bikini. The top was cut in a simple triangle that tied behind her neck, and the bottoms sat low on her hips. Over it, she had pulled on a sheer white cover-up that hung loose and light. The fabric clung to her skin in places and fell to mid-thigh. She tugged at the hem with nervous fingers, pinching the edge and giving it a little downward pull as if she could make it cover just a little more. Her legs were bare, pale against the dark wood of the stairs. She shifted her weight from foot to foot at the bottom, her toes curling against the floor. Her cheeks were flushed a deep pink, and she kept her gaze fixed on the floor, refusing to meet anyone’s eyes.

Zoey grinned and gave her a thumbs up. “You look adorable, Kins.” Her voice was casual but warm.

Presley smiled. Her arms were crossed loosely over her chest. “You ready?”

Kinsley nodded. She swallowed hard. She glanced up just long enough for me to see the uncertainty in her eyes. “Yeah. I think so.” Her voice was quiet, almost a whisper.

I reached down and grabbed my bag by the handle, feeling the weight settle into my palm. I slung it over my shoulder again, adjusting the strap so it wouldn’t slide. “Let’s go. We’ll head down the side beach, where there is less chance of running into tourists.” She hesitated at the threshold, then stepped out onto the porch. She blinked in the bright afternoon light. I held the door open for her. I let it swing shut behind us. The air was warm on my skin. The sun was slanting in from the west and casting long shadows across the sand.

We walked side by side down the narrow path that led behind the house. The packed sand crunched softly under our feet. The path was bordered by tall sea oats that swayed in the breeze. Their feathery heads brushed against my bare calves. Every few yards, a palm tree leaned overhead. Its fronds cast shifting patterns of light and shadow across the trail. Kinsley kept her head down, her eyes fixed on the ground. Her free hand fidgeted with the edge of her cover-up. She kept a careful distance from me, her body angled slightly away. Despite this, she matched my pace.

We took the back way, skirting the old fence that marked the property line. The wood was gray and splintered, with slats missing in places. I stepped over a broken board lying half-buried in the sand. Kinsley followed, lifting her feet high to avoid tripping. Her calves were tense with the effort. The sandy trail wound between clumps of beach grass, opening up suddenly onto a stretch of beach that was empty except for a few scattered shells and driftwood. The tide was low. It left wide patches of wet sand that glowed gold in the late afternoon sun. The water was calm. The waves rolled in slow and shallow, leaving behind thin lines of foam that snaked up the beach before fading away.

I set my bag down by the dunes, kneeling to unzip it. The sand was warm against my knees. Grains stuck to my skin. I pulled out the camera, checked the lens for smudges, and then wiped it with the edge of my shirt. I glanced up at Kinsley. “We’ll start here. Just stand by the grass and look out toward the water.”

Kinsley nodded. Her fingers were still worrying the hem of her cover-up. She stepped over to the edge of the dune. The sea oats brushed her thighs as she planted her feet shoulder-width apart. She kept her shoulders tense, arms held close to her sides, and stared out at the horizon. Her profile was outlined against the sky.

I raised the camera to my eye, adjusting the focus ring until her face snapped into sharp relief. I kept my tone soft. I was trying to keep things easy. “Look over your shoulder. That’s it. Now turn a little, let the sun hit your face. Perfect.”

She did as I asked, turning just enough for the sunlight to catch her cheekbones. Her movements were stiff. Her shoulders were locked, and her chin was tucked down. I pressed the shutter, capturing a few frames in quick succession. The camera clicked with each shot.

I lowered the camera. “You’re doing great. Try looking down at your feet, then back up at me.”

She glanced down, her hair falling forward to hide her face. Then she looked up again. Her eyes caught the light. The irises were bright and clear. I snapped the shot, watching the way the sun turned the edges of her hair almost copper.

“Okay, let’s move closer to the water.”

I slung the camera strap around my neck and picked up my bag. Kinsley followed, picking her way across the uneven sand. Her toes dug in for balance. She hesitated at the edge of the surf, watching the waves roll in and recede. The water lapped at her ankles, cool and sudden. She jumped back with a sharp squeak when a cold wave splashed higher than she expected, soaking the lower half of her cover-up and splattering droplets up her thighs. She let out a nervous laugh. She clutched the wet fabric away from her body.

I grinned, bringing the camera up again. “Stay there. That was perfect.”

She laughed. Her cheeks flushed even deeper. She covered her face with her hands and peeked out from between them. Her fingers were splayed wide.

I lowered the camera, stepping closer. “Don’t hide. Just let it happen. The best photos are when you’re not thinking about it.”

She dropped her hands, her arms falling to her sides. The smile that spread across her face was genuine. Her lips curved up, and her gaze sparkled. She stood a little taller, the tension in her shoulders easing. I caught the moment, snapping a quick series of shots as the sun caught in her hair and turned the damp edges of her cover-up almost translucent against her thighs. Her bikini top clung to her breasts, the thin fabric outlining the shape of her nipples. The chill of the water and the breeze had hardened them.

We kept moving. I asked her to walk along the shoreline. Her feet sank into the wet sand with each step. She let her arms swing freely at her sides. Her hands were relaxed. The water shimmered behind her. The sun reflected off the surface and threw patterns of light across her legs. I tracked her with the camera, shooting frame after frame as she walked away from me, then turned and walked back. Her stride was loose and easy now. Her cover-up fluttered behind her, catching the wind and billowing out to reveal the curve of her hips and the white bikini bottoms stretched tight across her ass.

When the sun started to dip, the light turned orange and soft. I led her toward the pier supports. The old wood was dark and rough, half-buried in the sand. I pointed to one of the pilings. “Lean against that one, just like this.” I demonstrated. I pressed a hand against the wood for balance, then stepped back to give her space.

Kinsley moved over. Her feet left narrow prints in the sand. She leaned her back against the piling. The weathered wood pressed against her shoulder blades. She turned her head so the sunlight hit her profile. Her hair fell in a loose wave over one shoulder. The water swirled around her calves, rising and falling with each wave. The wet sand clung to her ankles. Her cover-up clung to her thighs, the fabric nearly transparent where it was soaked, outlining the shape of her legs and the curve of her hips. Her bikini top hugged her breasts. The white fabric stretched taut over her nipples, which were still visibly hard.

I took the last shot, lowering the camera and letting the strap fall against my chest. “That’s it. You did awesome.”

Kinsley looked away, biting her lip and tugging her cover-up tighter around her body. “Thanks. I was really nervous.” Her voice was small, but she met my eyes for the first time.

I smiled, shifting the camera bag higher on my shoulder. “You couldn’t tell. You looked like you belonged out here.”

She blushed. Her cheeks turned a deeper red as she wrapped her arms around her waist, fingers digging into the damp fabric. “Thanks for being patient. I didn’t think I’d be able to do it.”

I shrugged, wiping a bit of sand from my palm onto my shorts. “You made it easy.”

We walked back up the sand together, the sky behind us streaked with pink and gold as the sun dropped lower. Kinsley stayed close. Her bare shoulder almost brushed mine with each step. She held her cover-up closed with one hand. Her other hand swung at her side. Neither of us said much, but there was a new ease between us. The tension from earlier was gone. It was replaced by a quiet trust.

When we reached the porch, Kinsley paused at the bottom step. She looked around, taking in the surroundings. She looked up at me. Her eyes were soft, and the last of the sunlight caught the curve of her cheek. “Thanks, Owen. Really.”

I grinned, shifting the camera in my hand. “Anytime, Kins.”

She slipped inside, her cover-up clinging to her thighs, legs bare beneath the hem. I stood there for a second. The camera was heavy in my hand. I was already picturing how good those shots would look when I got them up on my screen.


Chapter 11

The living room looked like a furniture showroom after a hurricane. The coffee table was askew. One leg was resting on a scatter of magazines and three overturned popcorn kernels. Zoey and Presley were sprawled on the couch. Their legs were tangled together in a tangle of bare calves and mismatched socks, both half-watching a reality show about people flipping haunted houses. Zoey had her head tipped back against the arm of the couch, one arm flung over her eyes, the other hand absently digging through the popcorn bowl perched on Presley’s stomach. Presley’s toes pressed into Zoey’s thigh. Her knees were bent, and a throw pillow was wedged between her back and the cushions. The TV’s screen flickered, throwing pale blue light over the room, illuminating the mess of blankets and the trail of popcorn that had already migrated onto the rug.

Brynn sat cross-legged on the floor, her back against the edge of the coffee table, phone in hand. Her thumbs flicked across the screen as she scrolled, barely glancing at the TV. Her hair fell forward to hide her face. The bowl of popcorn was supposed to be communal, but it was clear from the scattered kernels and greasy fingerprints on the glass that the girls had already raided it, leaving only the dregs. The rug beneath Brynn was dotted with bits of popcorn and a stray candy wrapper, the aftermath of a lazy afternoon.

Kinsley hovered by the bottom of the stairs. Her bag hung from one shoulder, and the bright blue strap dug slightly into her skin. She shifted her weight from foot to foot. Her sandals made a faint impression in the flattened carpet. Her eyes flicked to me, then to the girls sprawled on the couch, then back to me again. She hesitated. Her fingers tightened around the strap as she waited for a moment when the others weren’t paying attention.

“Hey, Owen?” Her voice was so soft I almost missed it over the TV’s canned laughter. The sound from the television was relentless. A laugh track rolled over the awkward silence that followed.

I nodded. I pushed myself up from the armchair where I’d been sitting, one foot kicking aside a crumpled napkin. “What’s up?”

She clutched the strap of her bag tighter. Her knuckles were whitening. “Can you help me carry this up? It’s heavy.” Her voice was just a whisper. Her gaze flicked away from mine as soon as she spoke.

Zoey smirked. She did not bother to look away from the screen. She dug her heel into Presley’s thigh, earning a half-hearted swat. “Kinsley, it’s a beach bag, not a safe.”

Kinsley’s cheeks flushed pink. Her gaze dropped to the floor. She nudged the bag with her foot. The fabric slumped down around whatever was inside. “It’s got sand in it. And… stuff.” Her voice trailed off, barely audible.

Presley waved a hand in the air. Her nails were chipped and painted a fading blue. “Go on, Owen. Play bellhop.” She grinned, nudging Zoey with her elbow.

Brynn looked up from her phone, a sly grin on her face. “Don’t let her guilt you into unpacking, too.” She tucked her phone into her lap. She watched me with raised eyebrows.

I stepped forward, reaching for the bag. The canvas was warm from where it had pressed against Kinsley’s hip. “Lead the way,” I said. My fingers closed around the handle. The bag was hardly heavy at all, but I didn’t say anything. I could feel the shifting weight of damp towels and maybe a book, a few grains of sand sliding around in the bottom.

Kinsley turned. Her sandals brushed against the carpet as she led the way to the stairs. I followed. The bag bumped gently against my leg with each step. The banister was cool beneath my hand as I climbed, the wood worn smooth from years of use. Kinsley’s hair swung against her shoulder as she moved, the late afternoon light from the hallway window catching on the strands.

At the top of the stairs, the hallway stretched out. It was lined with doors. Kinsley’s room was at the very end. Her door was marked by a string of little plastic seashells that clacked softly against the wood when she brushed past them. She reached out. Her fingers wrapped around the doorknob, and she pushed the door open. The hinges creaked faintly.

I stepped inside behind her. The bag was still in my hand. Her room was small. The bed was pushed up against one wall, and the covers were rumpled from where she’d tossed them aside that morning. A stack of books teetered on the nightstand, next to a glass of water with condensation beading on the side. I set the bag down by her bed, letting it rest against the side of the mattress. The bag slumped over. The top gaped open to reveal the edge of a rolled-up towel and a flash of sunscreen bottle.

Kinsley closed the door behind us. Her fingers trembled on the knob. For a second, she just stood there, her back to the door, staring down at her toes. Her cover-up hung loose over her white bikini, the fabric thin and almost see-through in the late afternoon light streaming through the window. The sunlight caught on the curve of her hip beneath the cover-up, the white bikini bottom faintly visible through the gauzy material. Her legs were bare. The skin was marked with faint lines where her towel had been wrapped around her earlier.

I waited, not sure what she needed. My hands hung loosely at my sides. The silence stretched, the only movement the slow rise and fall of her shoulders as she breathed.

She started pacing. Her bare feet made small prints on the worn carpet. She tugged at the hem of her cover-up, pulling it down over her thighs. Then she let it ride up again as she walked. “I, um. I wanted to say something. But it’s… kind of weird.” Her voice wavered. Her eyes were fixed on a spot just past my shoulder.

I sat on the edge of her bed. The mattress dipped beneath my weight. I kept my hands in my lap, trying to look harmless. My posture was relaxed. “You can say anything. I’m not going to laugh.” I watched her, waiting for her to meet my eyes.

She stopped pacing, turning to face me. Her cheeks were flushed, the color high on her cheekbones. Her hands twisted together at her waist. She bit her lower lip, then let it go. Her fingers worked at the hem of her cover-up again. “I’ve never… I mean, I’ve never been with anyone before. Like, at all.” Her voice was just a whisper. Her eyes darted up to meet mine and then away again.

I blinked. The words settled between us. “Oh. Okay.” I kept my voice calm, not wanting to spook her. My expression was open.

She looked up, searching my face for a reaction. Her eyes were wide and uncertain. “Is that… bad?” Her voice was smaller now. Her hands were fidgeting against the fabric of her cover-up.

I shook my head. “No, not at all. It’s fine. You don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for.” I kept my voice steady. My hands remained still and open on my knees.

She let out a shaky breath. Her shoulders slumped as some of the tension left her body. “I want to. I just… I don’t know what I’m doing.” She looked at me. Her eyes were shining with nerves and something else.

I patted the bed beside me. My palm pressed into the soft comforter. “Come here.” I scooted over, giving her space to sit, my knees spread slightly to make room.

She crossed the room in a few small steps, her knees drawn up as she sat beside me. She perched on the edge of the mattress. Her hands were still twisting in her lap. “I’m really nervous.” Her voice was barely audible. She kept her eyes fixed on her knees.

I smiled. I kept my posture relaxed. “So am I, sometimes.” I let the words hang there, hoping to make her feel less alone.

She laughed, a tiny sound. Then she suddenly leaned in and kissed me. Her movement was quick, almost clumsy. Her lips barely brushed mine before she pulled back. Her eyes were wide as she searched my face for a reaction. The kiss was soft. Her mouth was cool and tentative against mine.

I reached up, my fingers brushing against her cheek. The skin felt warm and smooth beneath my touch. “You can kiss me again, if you want.” I kept my hand gentle, not pushing. I was just letting her know she could set the pace.

She nodded. Her breath was shaky. She scooted closer. Her thigh pressed against mine through the thin fabric of her cover-up. This time, her lips pressed against mine longer. I could feel her breath, warm and uneven. I kissed her back, letting her set the pace. My mouth was soft and open against hers. Her lips tasted faintly of salt. Her tongue was tentative as she parted her lips just enough for me to taste her.

She pulled back. Her hands came up to rest on my shoulders. Her fingers curled into the fabric of my shirt, holding on as she looked into my eyes. “Can I… take this off?” Her voice was breathless. She flicked her gaze down to the hem of her cover-up.

I nodded, keeping my eyes on her as she reached for the hem of her cover-up. She grabbed the thin fabric with both hands, and her fingers curled around the edge. She slowly lifted it over her head. Her elbows bent and rose, baring her slim arms. The cover-up caught for a second around her shoulders. Then it slipped free. She shook her hair loose, letting the material slide down her back and off her arms. She dropped it to the floor beside her feet without looking down. Her body was small and delicate, her waist narrow, and her white bikini clung tightly to her hips. The fabric stretched smooth across her skin. The straps of her bikini top pressed into her shoulders. The bottoms sat low. She crossed her arms over her stomach, hugging herself. Her head tilted down so her hair fell forward, hiding part of her face.

“You look beautiful,” I said, because she did. Her body was tense. Her skin was pale against the bright white of the bikini.

She smiled. Her lips parted just enough to show her teeth as she caught her bottom lip between them. Her eyes flicked up to meet mine. Then, they dropped again. “You can… touch me, if you want.” Her voice was quiet, and her arms stayed wrapped around her middle. Her shoulders were hunched a little.

I leaned closer, reaching out. I placed my hand on her thigh, just above her knee, the skin smooth and cool. I slid my hand upward, moving slowly, feeling the subtle shift of muscle under my palm as her leg tensed. My thumb brushed the inside of her thigh, tracing the line where her bikini bottom ended. Her breath quickened. Her chest was rising and falling faster. She shivered. A tremor ran up her body. I moved my hand higher, and my fingers were splayed. The tips pressed gently into her skin. She watched my hand. Her lips were parted, and she was breathing shallow.

I leaned in and kissed her, pressing my mouth to hers. Her lips were soft, and she kissed me back. Her mouth opened. I deepened the kiss, letting it linger. My hand slid to her hip, gripping the curve just above her bikini bottom. She made a small sound, almost a whimper. She pressed her body closer to mine.

She turned, backing up until her calves hit the edge of the bed. She sat down, then leaned back. She braced herself on her elbows. I followed, kneeling on the mattress beside her. She reached up. Her hands were shaking as she wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me down until our faces were close. Her legs curled up against my side. Her knees were bent, and her feet were tucked under my thigh. I kissed her jaw, moving my lips along the sharp line, then down to her neck. I felt the rapid pulse under her skin as I pressed my mouth to her throat. She tipped her head back, exposing more of her neck to me. Her hands were clutching the back of my neck. I kissed lower, moving across her collarbone, feeling the delicate bones under my lips. I took my time, stopping to kiss each inch of skin, letting her feel every touch.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered. Her voice was shaking. Her fingers dug into my shoulders, holding me close.

I moved down, kissing along her chest until my mouth hovered just above the top of her bikini. I slipped my fingers under the thin strap on her shoulder, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath. I looked up at her face, searching for any hesitation. She met my gaze and nodded. Her lips were pressed together. I reached behind her, unclasping the hook. Then I pulled the straps off her shoulders, sliding the top down her arms. I tossed it to the floor, letting it fall next to her cover-up.

Her breasts were small and perfect. The skin was pale and unmarked, and the nipples were a soft pink. I cupped one in my hand. My palm covered most of it. I ran my thumb over her nipple, feeling it harden under my touch. I leaned down and kissed the curve of her breast, then took her nipple between my fingers, rolling it gently. She gasped. Her back arched off the bed, pressing her chest into my hand. Her breath caught, and she squeezed her eyes shut. Her lips parted as she moaned.

I kissed her again, moving slowly, letting her feel every movement. I pressed my body against hers, careful not to crush her, and brought my mouth back to hers. She kissed me harder this time. Her hands slid under my shirt. Her fingers brushed my stomach, then slipped higher. They tugged at the hem. She pulled my shirt up, bunching the fabric at my chest. I sat up briefly, lifting my arms so she could pull the shirt over my head. She tossed it aside. My skin prickled in the cooler air, and I looked down at her. Her eyes were wide as she traced her hands along my chest.

I reached down and hooked my thumbs into the waistband of my shorts, pushing them down my hips. I lifted my knees, shoving the shorts off and kicking them to the floor. My boxers bulged. My cock strained against the thin fabric. She reached for my waistband. Her fingers trembled as she curled them around the elastic. She hesitated. She glanced up at me, then pulled my boxers down, exposing my cock. I helped, pushing them down my thighs and kicking them off. My cock sprang free, flushed and hard. The tip was already slick. It pressed against her thigh as I leaned back over her, the heat of her skin burning against me.

She looked down at my cock. Her eyes were wide, and her mouth was slightly open. She glanced up at me, searching my face. “It’s okay?” she asked, her voice just a whisper.

I nodded. I kept my voice steady. “Yeah. Just relax. We’ll go slow.” I brushed her hair back from her face, tucking it behind her ear.

She nodded. Then she reached down, hooking her thumbs into the sides of her bikini bottoms. She tugged them down, lifting her hips off the bed to slide them over her ass. The fabric clung to her skin. Then it slipped free, baring her pussy. I reached out, helping her pull the bottoms down her thighs, past her knees, then off her ankles. I tossed them aside, adding them to the pile of clothes on the floor. She lay back. Her legs were open, knees bent and falling apart, exposing her bare pussy. The lips were parted, glistening with wetness. The skin was flushed pink.

I ran my hand along her thigh, tracing the inside from her knee to her hip. I moved my fingers between her legs, sliding them along her slit. She was already soaked, the wetness slick on my fingertips. I pressed my thumb gently against her clit, rubbing in slow circles. She gasped. Her hips jerked up, and her hands flew to my shoulders. She gripped me tight. Her nails dug into my skin.

“Please, Owen,” she said, her voice desperate.

I shifted, moving between her legs, lining myself up. I gripped my cock, guiding the head to her entrance. I rubbed the tip along her slit, spreading her wetness. She whimpered. Her hips rose to meet me, and her thighs trembled. I pressed forward, the head of my cock pushing into her, feeling her tightness resist me. I went slow, easing in, feeling her stretch around me. The pressure was intense. Her pussy was gripping me so hard that I had to grit my teeth, forcing myself not to move too fast.

She buried her face in my neck, her breath hot against my skin. She moaned softly. Her arms wrapped around my shoulders. “It hurts a little,” she whispered. Her voice was muffled.

I stopped. I held still, keeping myself halfway inside her. “We can stop. Just tell me.” I kept my hands on her hips, resisting the urge to thrust deeper.

She shook her head. Her hair brushed my cheek. “No, I want it. Just… go slow.” Her voice was shaky but sure.

I kissed her cheek, brushing my lips against her skin. I pushed in a little deeper. I felt her tense, then relax as she adjusted. Her arms tightened around me, pulling me closer. I moved slowly, giving her time, feeling her get wetter with every inch. Her pussy squeezed me. The muscles fluttered around my cock. She gasped. Her nails dug into my back, leaving red lines.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered again. The words were urgent, and her breath was coming in short bursts.

I kept moving, rocking my hips, sliding in and out of her. I watched her face. Her eyes were squeezed shut, and her mouth was open. Her body started to relax. Her hips lifted to meet my thrusts. I moved faster, feeling her open up for me, the friction slick and hot. Her legs wrapped around my waist, and her ankles crossed at my lower back. They pulled me deeper. I leaned down and kissed her, swallowing her moans. Our mouths moved together. Her hands clung to my shoulders. She was holding on tight.

She cried out. Her whole body was shaking. I felt her pussy clench around my cock. The muscles spasmed as her orgasm hit her. She arched her back, pressing her chest against mine. Her nipples were hard against my skin. I groaned, thrusting deep. I felt myself getting closer with every movement.

She held me tight, her breath hot against my ear. “Cum inside me. Please.” Her voice was pleading. Her body was trembling.

I couldn’t hold back. I thrust hard, driving my cock deep inside her, feeling my balls tighten. I came. My cock pulsed as I emptied myself into her, and the heat of my cum filled her. She moaned, clinging to me. Her legs were locked around my waist, and her body was shaking with aftershocks.

We stayed like that, tangled together. My cock was still inside her. Her chest rose and fell fast, her skin slick with sweat. She pressed her face to my chest. Her hair was sticking to her forehead in damp strands. Her bare back was smooth, the line of her spine visible as she curled against me.

After a minute, she whispered, “You can’t tell the others.” She took a moment to gather her thoughts before speaking. "Please.” Her voice was small, muffled against my skin.

I brushed her hair back. My fingers combed through the strands. I leaned down and kissed her forehead, letting my lips rest there for a moment. “I won’t,” I said. My voice was quiet.

She relaxed against me. Her breathing slowed. I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close, feeling her body soften in my arms. Her arms stayed around my chest. Her legs were tangled with mine. She drifted off. Her head rested on my chest, and her hair fanned out across my skin. I stayed there, watching the last light fade through the window. The colors shifted from gold to gray. The distant rush of the ocean was barely visible through the glass. I looked down at her. Her face was peaceful, and her lashes rested against her cheeks as I held her until she slept.


Chapter 12

“Ladder’s all yours, Picasso.” Brynn nudged me with the edge of her sandal, the side of her foot pressing against my calf with a quick, impatient push. She stood balanced on one leg. Her other foot was braced on the porch, and she held out a metal bucket of white paint. The handle dug into her palm; her knuckles were blotched with dried yellow and white from earlier splatters. She kept her other hand curled loosely at her side. It was ready to steady herself if she wobbled.

I reached out and wrapped my fingers around the bucket handle, feeling the tacky, sun-warmed metal and the sticky rim where paint had dripped and dried. The bucket was heavier than I expected. I shifted my grip, setting my thumb along the edge to keep it level. Then I looked up at the ladder. It was an old aluminum extension, and it was propped against the porch’s front wall. The rungs were already shimmering with heat. The top step was just below the gutter, and the whole thing cast a warped shadow across the porch floorboards.

“If I break my neck, someone else gets to finish the trim.” I set the bucket down on the porch’s top step, making sure it was steady. The paint inside sloshed and left a white smear along the inside rim. I picked up my brush from where I’d left it on the railing, feeling the bristles stiff and crusted at the tip from yesterday’s work.

Zoey was crouched beside the porch railing. Her knees were bent wide, one foot flat and the other balanced on its toes. She rolled a fresh coat of yellow paint over a rough patch she’d missed yesterday. The roller squeaked as she pressed it against the wood. “If you fall, I’m claiming your room. The attic has the best view.” She didn’t look up. She just angled the roller in a tight arc, making sure to fill in the pale gap with thick, glossy yellow.

Presley was already halfway down the front wall, her back to the street. She wore cutoff shorts and a faded tank top. Both pieces of clothing were speckled with paint. She moved the roller in long, vertical strokes. She pressed hard enough that flecks of yellow spattered onto her thighs. She didn’t bother glancing up. “If he falls, we’re calling Bill. He can explain to the sponsors why there’s a body outline in the grass.” She paused, leaning in, and ran the roller up to the edge of the window frame, careful not to overlap onto the white trim.

Kinsley stood by the far corner of the house. Her body was angled toward the window. She held a tiny angled brush between her thumb and first two fingers, using the tip to paint careful lines along the edge of the window’s frame. Her strokes were slow and precise, the bristles barely flexing as she traced the border between the yellow siding and the white trim. She glanced over at me. Her eyes looked up for half a second before she quickly looked back at the wall. Her cheeks were pink, and a strand of light brown hair had slipped free from her ponytail, sticking to her temple.

I bent and hooked the paint bucket’s handle over my forearm. Then, I grabbed the ladder’s side rails. The aluminum burned against my palms from the sun. I placed one foot on the bottom rung, testing the balance as I did so. Then I stepped up. The ladder creaked under my weight. The metal flexed slightly. I climbed, one rung at a time. I lifted my foot and placed it flat, then shifted my weight before moving the other. I kept my knees bent, bracing myself for the unevenness. The bucket swung against my thigh as I climbed.

When I reached the fourth rung, I set the bucket on the top step, making sure it was stable and wouldn’t tip. I gripped the paintbrush tight, holding it near the metal ferrule. I then dipped the bristles into the paint. I twisted the brush slowly, letting the thick white paint coat the bristles evenly. I scraped it against the rim to knock off the excess, watching a bead of paint drip down the side and land on the step below.

I leaned forward, bracing my left hand against the siding. The boards were rough and already hot from the sun. I pressed the brush to the trim, just above the window, and dragged it in a straight line. I was careful to keep the edge crisp. The white paint looked almost blinding against the sunlit blue sky, and I had to squint to keep the line straight. I worked in short strokes, feathering the edges so I wouldn’t leave any thick ridges.

Below me, Zoey stood up in one fluid motion, stretching her arms overhead. Her back arched, and her bikini top rode up, exposing the lower curve of her breasts. The thin yellow fabric barely covered her nipples. Her skin was smooth and tan, and a line of paler skin showed where her top had shifted. She reached behind her head, fingers laced, and twisted side to side, loosening her shoulders. She looked at the fabric and said, “This color is like, sunshine and lemonade had a baby.” She grinned, rolling her shoulders and letting her arms drop to her sides.

Brynn snorted, flicking a fleck of yellow paint off the hem of her shorts with her thumb. She glanced down. She pinched the fabric between two fingers and rubbed at the spot until it faded. “It’s like a warning sign. No one’s missing this house from the road.” She bent over. She picked up her own brush from the porch floor and dipped it into a smaller bucket of white paint. She brushed the bristles against the rim, then knelt and started painting the lower trim along the porch steps. Her knees pressed into the splintery boards.

Presley paused mid-stroke, glancing over her shoulder. She lifted a hand to her forehead, shading her eyes from the glare. “That’s the point. Tourists drive by. They remember the bright house with the volleyball girls." She gave a half-smile. Then she turned back to the wall, rolling another strip of yellow up to the corner. She pressed the roller hard, making sure to cover the last bit of faded paint.

Sweat was already running down my back, soaking into the waistband of my shorts. I kept painting, shifting my feet on the rung to keep my balance. My shirt clung to my chest, damp and sticky. I reached up, dragging the brush along the top edge of the trim, careful not to let any paint drip onto the new yellow below. The sun beat down on the back of my neck, and I could feel a line of sweat trickling between my shoulder blades.

“If they remember the house, maybe they won’t notice the yard’s still a mess.” I moved the brush down, filling in a gap near the corner where the old paint was peeling. I pressed the bristles in, twisting to work the white into the crack. Then, I smoothed it out with a quick flick.

Zoey grinned. Her lips parted as she leaned back against the porch railing. “We’ll just say it’s ‘rustic Florida chic.’” She propped one heel on the bottom rail, her toes flexing. She scraped at a dried blob of paint on her shin with her thumbnail. A streak of yellow ran from her knee to her ankle, standing out against her skin.

Kinsley finished her window, dragging the tip of her brush along the last inch of trim. She stepped back. She held the brush away from her body and checked for missed spots. She glanced over at me. Her eyes met mine for a second. Her lips curved in a shy smile. Then she ducked her head and moved to the next window. She knelt. She tucked her knees under her and dipped her brush into the paint can. She tapped the side twice to shake off the excess, then started on the next frame. Her strokes were slow.

We worked our way around the house. We moved in a loose pattern. Presley and Zoey traded off on the roller, passing it back and forth. Presley would bark out instructions. He pointed at missed spots or uneven lines. Zoey mostly ignored her. She rolled paint wherever she saw fit, sometimes overlapping the trim. Brynn crouched by the porch steps, humming a song under her breath. She dipped her brush. Then she dragged it along the lower trim, working her way from one end to the other. I kept climbing up and down the ladder, shifting it a few feet at a time. I always checked that the legs were steady before stepping up.

Every few minutes, I would climb down, set the brush across the rim of the bucket, and move the ladder along the wall. I’d grip the side rails, lift, and drag the ladder a foot or two. The feet scraped over the packed dirt and grass. I’d set it down, stomp on the bottom rung to make sure it was stable, and climb up again. My hands were streaked with white and yellow. The paint dried into the creases of my knuckles.

By midday, the sun was directly overhead, and the heat was relentless. My shirt was plastered to my chest. Sweat soaked through the fabric and left dark patches under my arms. My hands were covered in paint, white on my right and yellow smudged along my left palm where I’d steadied the roller earlier. Every time I wiped my forehead, I left a new streak of paint across my skin.

Brynn stood up. She stretched her back and brushed her palms against her shorts. She grabbed the empty sandwich bag from the porch and waved it over her head. “Sandwiches,” she announced. Her voice carried across the yard. She headed for the porch, stepping over the roller tray and setting the bag on the top step. “And lemonade. If anyone says they want soda, they can get it themselves.” She ducked inside, letting the screen door bang shut behind her.

We all dropped our brushes and rollers where we stood. Presley set her roller carefully across the top of the paint can. She then wiped her hands on the back of her shorts. Zoey tossed her brush into the bucket. Paint splattered onto her ankle. Kinsley set her tiny brush on the edge of the window frame. Then she stood and brushed the dust off her knees.

We filed onto the porch, stepping around the paint cans and buckets. The porch steps were warm from the sun. The boards creaked under our weight. We sprawled across the steps. Some of us sat cross-legged while others stretched their legs out. Presley dropped down onto the top step, her elbows on her knees. Zoey sat beside her, legs stretched out. Her bikini top was pulled tight across her chest. One strap had slipped off her shoulder, exposing more of her breast than before.

Brynn came back out, balancing a tray of paper plates stacked with turkey sandwiches and a pitcher of lemonade. She set the tray on the porch floor. Then she handed out plates, one by one. The sandwiches were thick. Slices of turkey were piled between soft white bread, with lettuce and tomato slipping out the sides. She poured lemonade into plastic cups, the liquid was cloudy and cold, and passed them around.

Presley took a bite of her sandwich, then set her plate down beside her. She leaned forward, running her finger along the fresh paint near the door. She squinted at a faint streak. Then she pointed. “Brynn, you missed a spot.” Her finger left a smudge in the soft paint.

Brynn rolled her eyes, picking up her sandwich and taking a huge bite. She chewed, then swallowed. She licked mayonnaise from the corner of her mouth. “It’s a shadow. Or artistic license.” She shrugged. She did not bother to look at the spot.

Presley jabbed her finger at the streak. “It’s a streak. Fix it after lunch.” She wiped her finger clean on her shorts and picked up her sandwich again.

Zoey leaned back on her elbows. Her legs were stretched out in front of her. Her thighs were streaked with yellow paint, and a long smear ran up her shin. She flexed her toes. Then she glanced at the wall. “I think it looks fine. Besides, the sun’ll fade it in a week.” She grinned, tilting her head back, and took a long drink of lemonade.

Kinsley sat quietly beside me, nibbling her sandwich with small, precise bites. She held the bread between her thumbs and forefingers, her pinkies tucked in. She chewed slowly, as if she wanted to make lunch last as long as possible. Every few seconds, she glanced up at the house. She wanted to see if anyone was there. Her eyes flicked over the uneven yellow siding. Then, they dropped to her lap. She picked at a crumb that stuck to the corner of her mouth, brushed it away with the back of her hand, and then she looked at me. When I caught her gaze, she glanced down again. She traced the edge of her sandwich with her nail.

I nudged her knee with mine, shifting on the step so my thigh pressed against hers. The sun beat down. The heat made the wood warm against the backs of our legs.

“You good?” I asked, leaning in a little so she could hear. My voice came out low. I watched her face for a sign of how she was feeling.

She nodded, swallowing the last bit of her bite. She dusted crumbs off her lap. Her cover-up was thin and white. It was already spotted with flecks of yellow and white paint. She picked at a dried spot near her hip. Then she smoothed the fabric flat. “I like painting. It’s… calming.” She kept her eyes on her hands as she spoke. Her fingers fidgeted with the hem of her cover-up.

Brynn grinned from her spot on the other side of the step, twisting the cap back onto her water bottle. She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “Remind me to put you in charge of touch-ups next time.” She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her wrist, leaving a faint yellow streak above her eyebrow.

Presley sat cross-legged on the grass. Her empty lemonade cup was balanced on her knee. She tipped her head back and drained the last drops, then set the cup aside and pushed herself upright, bracing with both hands against the ground. Her back arched as she stretched. Her shoulders rolled back until her shoulder blades pressed against the thin fabric of her tank top. “Alright. Five more minutes, then we finish the back wall.” She straightened, placing her hands on her hips. She then surveyed the half-painted siding with a critical eye.

Zoey lay sprawled on her side. One leg was bent while the other stretched out along the step. She groaned, throwing an arm over her face to block the sun. “Slave driver.” Her voice was muffled. However, her lips curled into a smile.

Presley shrugged, picking up her cup and tossing it into the recycling bin by the porch. “You want pizza tonight, or not?” She raised an eyebrow, daring anyone to argue.

That got everyone moving. Brynn pushed herself up, brushing grass from her shorts. Zoey rolled onto her back, then swung her legs around and sat up, stretching her arms overhead. I set my sandwich wrapper aside, stood, and dusted crumbs from my thighs. Kinsley folded her napkin neatly, set it on top of her empty plate, and rose, smoothing her cover-up down over her hips.

We finished lunch in silence, chewing the last bites and sipping from water bottles. Presley collected the empty plates, stacking them in a neat pile. Brynn wiped her hands on her shorts. Then she grabbed a rag from the porch rail and scrubbed at a streak of mustard on her knee. Zoey licked a smear of mayonnaise from her thumb. Then she wiped her hands on the grass. Kinsley tugged the hem of her cover-up down again, then bent to pick up the sandwich wrappers, folding them into a tight bundle before dropping them in the trash.

We got back to work. Presley and Zoey grabbed the paint trays from the porch and carried them to the far side of the house, balancing them carefully to keep the paint from sloshing over the sides. Presley set her tray on the porch railing. Then she dipped her roller into the thick yellow paint, turning it slowly to coat every inch. Zoey grabbed a brush, twirling it between her fingers before dunking it into the can of white paint. She flicked a droplet at Presley. She grinned when it landed on her calf.

Brynn crouched by the lower siding. A paint can was wedged between her knees. She scooped paint onto her brush, then dragged it in long, even strokes along the bottom edge of the wall. Every few minutes, she paused to examine her shorts. She muttered under her breath when she found a new fleck of yellow. She picked at the spots, rubbing at them with her thumb, then gave up and went back to painting.

Kinsley moved to the window trim. She clutched a paintbrush in her right hand. She peeled a strip of blue painter’s tape from the roll, pressed it along the edge of the glass, and smoothed it down with her fingernail. She dabbed paint onto the trim. Her tongue poked out from the corner of her mouth as she focused. Her shoulders hunched. She leaned in close, careful not to let the brush slip onto the glass. She paused every so often to check her work. Her eyes narrowed as she searched for missed spots. When she found a drip, she wiped it away with the corner of a rag. The rag was tucked into her waistband.

I grabbed the ladder from the garage and dragged it across the lawn. The metal legs left shallow dents in the grass. I set it up beneath the last stretch of white trim along the roofline, checking to make sure it was steady. I climbed up, one rung at a time, gripping the sides tightly. When I reached the top, I balanced the paint can on the small tray. Then, I dipped my brush into the thick white paint. My arms ached from the morning’s work, and my muscles burned with every stroke. Despite this, I kept going. I pressed the brush against the trim, dragging it in slow, careful lines. Paint dripped onto my forearm, leaving sticky trails that dried in the heat. I wiped sweat from my brow with the back of my wrist, then went back to painting, working my way along the edge. I leaned out, stretching to reach the last corner. My fingers gripped the edge of the ladder. When I finished, I climbed down. I stepped carefully onto the grass. I set the paint can aside, flexing my fingers to work out the stiffness. I stepped back, studying the house. The yellow siding glowed in the sun, and the white trim gleamed, sharp and clean against the bright color.

By late afternoon, we all stood back on the sidewalk, the five of us in a crooked line. Our arms and legs were streaked with paint, and there were smudges on our faces and in our hair. Brynn’s shorts were nearly half yellow now, and Presley had a streak of white running down her left calf. Zoey’s tank top clung to her, damp with sweat, and her arm was covered in yellow splatters. Kinsley’s cover-up was marked with tiny dots of white and yellow, and a lock of hair had stuck to the paint on her shoulder.

The house blazed yellow in the sun. The white trim shone so bright that it was almost hard to look at. The paint was still tacky in places, but it caught the light, making the house impossible to ignore. A battered minivan rolled past. Its tires crunched over the gravel. The driver leaned out the window. He honked twice and waved. Zoey grinned, lifting her arm high and waving back. Her skin was streaked with yellow. She laughed, dropping her hand and turning to face the house again.

Brynn lifted her hand to her forehead, shielding her eyes from the glare. “It’s so bright I’m seeing spots.” She blinked. She squinted at the siding, then dropped her hand and shook her head.

Presley nodded. She had her arms crossed over her chest. She tapped her foot against the sidewalk. She surveyed the finished house. “It looks good. Like a real team house.” She uncrossed her arms, letting them hang at her sides. Her fingers flexed as if she wanted to touch the fresh paint.

Kinsley tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. Her fingers lingered for a moment. She smiled. Her lips curved up at the corners. “It’s pretty. It has that beach house rustic look.” She stepped closer to the curb, tilting her head to get a better view of the trim she’d painted.

Zoey nudged me with her elbow, grinning. “Think Bill will notice if we painted the mailbox too?” She jerked her chin toward the battered metal box at the end of the drive.

I shook my head, brushing a fleck of dried paint from my arm. “He’ll notice when the sponsors notice.” I watched the sunlight glint off the windows. The glare made my eyes water.

We gathered up the buckets and rollers, stacking them by the garage door. Presley carried the paint trays, balancing them carefully so they wouldn’t spill. Brynn grabbed the brushes, holding them by the handles so the bristles wouldn’t touch her shorts. Zoey scooped up the empty cans, tucking them under one arm. Kinsley picked up the rags and painter’s tape. She rolled the used tape into a tight ball before tossing it in the trash. I grabbed the ladder. I folded it and hauled it back to its spot against the garage wall.

We rinsed brushes at the hose, one by one. Presley held the brush under the cold water, turning it so the paint washed away in swirling clouds. Brynn scrubbed at the bristles with her thumb, working out the last bits of yellow. Zoey ran her fingers through her hair. She picked out dried flakes of paint and flicked them onto the grass. Kinsley held her hands under the stream, rubbing at the paint on her knuckles until the skin turned pink. I washed my arms, scrubbing at the sticky lines of dried paint until they faded.

We dumped everything in the garage, stacking the buckets and trays in the corner. Presley shut the door, pressing her palm against the door to make sure it latched. My shoulders felt like I’d been hit by a truck. My muscles were tight and aching. I rolled my neck, trying to work out the stiffness. I then headed inside.

I peeled off my paint-splattered shirt as I climbed the stairs, tugging it over my head and letting it fall to the floor. I kicked off my shoes, stepping over the pile of laundry by the door. My skin was sticky with sweat and paint, and my hair clung to the back of my neck. I walked to the bathroom, twisting the knob and stepping inside. I turned on the shower, waiting for the water to run hot. I stripped off my shorts and underwear, dropping them onto the tile. I stepped under the spray, letting the water pound against my shoulders. I grabbed the bar of soap, lathered it between my hands, and scrubbed at my arms. I worked the paint out of the fine hairs and creases of my skin. I raked my fingers through my hair, and I pulled out bits of dried paint. Then I rinsed until the water ran clear. I washed every inch of my body, running my hands over my chest, down my stomach, and between my legs. I lingered under the water, letting it soothe the ache in my muscles. When I was done, I turned off the tap, grabbed a towel, and dried off. I rubbed the fabric over my skin until I was clean and dry.

I pulled on a fresh pair of shorts, tugging the waistband into place. I ran a hand through my damp hair. Then I headed downstairs, bare feet slapping against the wood.

The girls were already out on the patio. They had drinks in hand and their feet were propped on the weathered table. Presley sat at the head of the table, a bottle of cold beer sweating in her grip. She leaned back in her chair. One leg was stretched out while the other was bent at the knee.

Presley held up the beer. The glass caught the last of the sunlight. “You earned this.” She set it on the table, sliding it toward me.

I took it, wrapping my fingers around the cold bottle. I dropped into the empty chair beside her, letting my body sink into the worn cushion. The sunset was throwing gold and orange across the new paint, making the house glow. The light caught Brynn’s legs as she kicked her feet up onto the table. Her toes wiggled in the last of the sunlight. She leaned back, arms crossed behind her head. Her eyes were half-closed.

Zoey was already halfway through her drink. The glass was sweating in her hand. Her hair was still damp from her shower. Strands clung to her neck and shoulders. Her bikini top was loose. The straps slipped down her arms as she stretched, exposing the upper swell of her breasts. She tugged the top back into place, then took another sip.

Kinsley sat beside me. Her legs were tucked under her, and her knees were pressed together. She sipped from a can of soda. Condensation dripped down her fingers. She leaned in. Her voice was quiet as she said, “Thanks for helping me with the windows.” She looked up at me. Her gaze was shining in the fading light.

I grinned, twisting the cap off my beer. “Couldn’t have done it without your taping skills.” I lifted the bottle in a silent toast.

Presley clinked her bottle against mine with a sharp tap. “To the Aces’ house. May it blind tourists for years to come.” She laughed, tipping her bottle back for a long drink.

Zoey raised her glass, holding it high. “And may no one ever make me paint again.” She drained the last of her drink, slamming the glass down on the table.

We laughed. The sound rolled out across the yard. We watched the light fade. The house settled into its new, impossible-to-miss color. For once, nobody cared about the mess or the paint streaks. We were all exhausted, but that did not matter. The house looked like ours now.


Chapter 13

Presley came down the stairs mid-morning. Her robe was cinched tight at her waist, the knot pulled snug and the soft cotton bunched around her hips. Her hair hung loose. It was a dark, heavy curtain that brushed her shoulders and clung to the sides of her neck. Her bare feet made contact with every tread, and her toes curled slightly for balance. When she reached the bottom, she paused. One hand rested briefly on the newel post before she turned and headed straight for the kitchen.

I stood at the counter, hunched over the toaster. One hand was braced on the Formica while the other hovered near the lever. The toaster’s metal sides were already hot, and I could feel the faint warmth radiating up against my knuckles. My bagel was inside. The edges were already starting to blacken, and the top slice was rising just enough to show a crescent of burnt crust. I tapped the lever lightly, hoping to coax it up before it burned through.

Presley stopped directly in front of me, planting her feet shoulder-width apart. She set her hands on her hips. Her fingers were splayed, and her thumbs were hooked into the belt of her robe. The cotton gaped open at her chest, showing a triangle of tanned skin above the knot. She tipped her chin up. Her gray eyes were fixed on me. “You’re not busy?”

I kept my eyes on the toaster, watching the coil glow a dull orange. “Not anymore, apparently.” The words came out flat, and as if on cue, the toaster gave a mechanical thunk and spat out my bagel. The top was half-charred, blackened along one side. The other side was still pale. I picked it up gingerly by the edge, careful not to burn my fingertips, and set it on a plate.

Presley grinned, flashing her teeth. Her lips pulled wide. Her eyes narrowed with amusement. “Good. It’s my turn for the profile shoot. I want bold. None of that soft-focus, shy stuff you did for Kinsley.” As she spoke, she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Her hips were cocked, and the hem of her robe swayed just above her knees.

I glanced at her robe, letting my gaze travel up from the knot at her waist to her face. The fabric clung to her curves, hinting at the shape of her body beneath. “You want to do this now?”

She shrugged, rolling her shoulders so the robe slipped slightly, exposing more of her collarbone. “Why wait? The light’s good, and I’m already dressed for it, sort of.” She tugged the robe closed again, fingers tightening the knot. Then she released it.

I set the plate down and reached for my camera bag, which sat on the edge of the table. I slid my hand under the strap, lifting it with ease, and slung it over my shoulder. The bag thumped against my hip as I adjusted the strap, making sure the zipper was closed and the lens cap was secure. I glanced back at Presley. She was already heading for the door, not bothering to check if I was following.

The house was quiet. The only movement was the faint sway of sunlight across the floorboards. Zoey and Brynn were nowhere to be seen, and Kinsley’s door was closed, the pink “Do Not Disturb” sign hanging crooked on the handle. Presley didn’t pause at the threshold. She pushed the screen door open with her palm, and the hinges creaked. Then, she stepped out onto the porch. She didn’t look back, just strode across the wooden boards. Her robe fluttered at her calves with each step. Her bare feet landed silently. Her toes spread as she moved from plank to plank. She took the three porch steps in quick succession, her heel brushed the edge of each riser. Then she continued down the sandy path that led toward the beach.

I followed, shifting the camera bag higher on my shoulder. The sun was already hot, beating down on the back of my neck. Sweat was prickling beneath my shirt. Presley walked with purpose. Her stride was long and unhurried. She didn’t glance over her shoulder, didn’t check for an audience. Her footprints marked the sand behind her, each one crisp and deep before the wind began to erase them.

We walked side by side toward the lifeguard tower. The sand was soft under our feet. The tower rose up ahead. Its white paint was peeling in long strips from the wooden posts, and the stairs angled steeply toward the platform above. Presley’s gaze stayed fixed on the tower. She lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes against the glare. Her robe billowed slightly at her calves. The tie swung with each step.

She stopped at the base of the tower, turning so her back was to the sun. Without hesitation, she reached for the knot at her waist. Her fingers worked quickly to untie it. She tugged the belt loose, and the ends fell away. She shrugged her shoulders so the robe slipped down her arms. The fabric slid over her skin, catching briefly at her elbows before she let it drop in a heap onto the sand. She didn’t bother folding it, just stepped out of the pool of white cotton. Underneath, she wore a red bikini with gold accents. The glossy, saturated red caught the sunlight, and the gold glinted at the straps and along the band. The top was cut low, the cups barely containing her breasts, and the fabric stretched tight across the swell of her chest. Her nipples pressed against the lining. They were visible as pronounced outlines beneath the thin material. The bikini bottoms rode high on her hips. The cut arched up to expose the full curve of her ass and the length of her thighs. Her stomach was flat, and her skin was tanned and smooth. A faint line ran down the center where her muscles flexed as she shifted her weight. She stood with her legs slightly apart, hands at her sides, looking up at me with unblinking gray eyes.

She bent to pick up the robe, folding it once and setting it on the bottom step of the tower. Then she turned and set one foot on the first wooden stair. Her toes gripped the edge for balance. She placed her left hand on the rail, and her fingers wrapped around the sun-bleached wood. Then she pulled herself up. Her calf muscles flexed as she climbed, the muscles in her thighs shifting beneath her skin. The bikini bottoms clung to her ass. The fabric rode up as she ascended.

She paused halfway up. She turned to glance over her shoulder, lips curling in a smirk. “You going to start shooting, or just stare?” Her voice was teasing, but her eyes were steady.

I raised my camera, flipping the lens cap off with my thumb, trying to look professional. I adjusted the strap so the camera rested at chest height, then brought it up to my eye. “Just waiting for my model to get into position.” I thumbed the power switch, feeling the camera click to life. I adjusted the focus ring until Presley’s form snapped into sharp relief.

Presley rolled her eyes. The gesture was exaggerated. Then she continued up the stairs. She reached the platform and leaned against the rail. Her elbows were braced behind her, and her chest was thrust forward. She tilted her chin up, exposing the long line of her throat to the sun. Her hair fell back over her shoulders. The red and gold of her bikini gleamed against the weathered white wood of the rail. I adjusted my stance, planting my feet in the sand for stability, and began to shoot.

I pressed the shutter. The camera clicked with each frame. Presley’s profile stood out against the cloudless sky. Her body was outlined by sunlight. I adjusted the zoom, framing her from the waist up, the curve of her breasts emphasized by the bikini’s tight cut. She shifted her weight to one hip and arched her back. Her stomach tightened as she held the pose. Her skin glowed. The sunlight highlighted the dip of her collarbone, and the line of her ribs was visible just below the band of her top.

She turned her head, looking down at me over her shoulder. Her lips were parted in a half-smile. “Get my good side,” she said, her tone soft. The corners of her mouth quirked up. Her eyes narrowed in challenge.

I kept my finger on the shutter, moving around the base of the tower to catch her from different angles. I crouched low, bracing my elbows on my knees. I focused up at her, capturing the full length of her legs, the way the bikini bottoms hugged her hips. Presley tossed her hair back. The strands caught the light as she planted a hand on her hip, elbow jutting outward. She shifted her weight again. She twisted her torso so her breasts strained against the top, nipples pressing harder against the fabric. She laughed at something unspoken. Her head was thrown back, and her neck was arched. I tracked her movements through the viewfinder, adjusting the focus each time she changed position.

She didn’t need direction. She moved easily. Each pose flowed into the next. Sometimes she’d lean forward, elbows on the rail, letting the straps of her bikini slip down her shoulders before hooking them back up with a quick flick of her thumb. Other times she’d straighten and push her chest forward. The gold accents would catch the sunlight and throw reflections onto her skin. She glanced down at me. Her eyes were challenging, and her lips were parted as if about to speak. Then she looked away, feigning indifference.

After a few minutes, Presley hopped down from the platform. She landed lightly on the bottom step. Her thighs tensed as she absorbed the impact. Her feet sank slightly into the sand. She didn’t bother reaching for her robe. Instead, she strode past me. Her body was loose and confident, and the bikini left little to the imagination. I kept the camera up, snapping shots as she moved, the muscles in her back shifting with each step.

She walked straight toward the water. Her feet sank into the cool, wet sand as she neared the edge of the surf. The waves rolled in, breaking around her ankles, then her calves. She paused. She glanced back at me to make sure I was still following, then waded in deeper until the water lapped at her knees. She bent at the waist, cupping the water with her hands, and lifted it over her head. The water streamed down her hair, flattening it against her scalp and shoulders. Droplets ran down her neck and between her breasts. She straightened. She slicked her hair back with both hands, fingers combing through the wet strands until her scalp showed in a dark part. Her skin shone with water. The red bikini clung even tighter to her curves, and the fabric darkened where it was soaked.

She turned. She planted her feet wide in the sand and placed her hands on her hips. The sunlight glinted off the gold accents of her bikini, and her nipples were even more visible now. The wet fabric molded to every detail. “Get this,” she called. Her voice carried over the water. “I want to look like I own the whole damn beach.” She arched her back, thrusting her chest forward. She stared directly into the lens, daring me to capture her exactly as she was.

I snapped shot after shot, pressing the shutter button again and again, my finger quick and practiced on the grip. The camera felt heavy in my hands. The strap was digging into the back of my neck. Presley stood half-submerged in the shallows, her back half-turned toward me, and every time I pressed the button, the lens caught the way the sunlight reflected off the water and the gold shimmer of her bikini. She looked over her shoulder. Her chin was lifted, and her mouth was set in a small, knowing smile. The sun was high enough to catch the gold threads in the bikini top. It turned them bright against the darker wetness of her skin. Droplets clung to her shoulders and collarbones, glistening, running in thin lines down her chest and along the curve of her breasts where the bikini pressed tight. I tried to keep my gaze behind the camera, but my eyes kept flicking to the way the fabric molded to her, and I noticed the way the triangle cups pressed flat against her nipples, making the dark shapes visible through the thin, damp material. Her hips angled just above the waterline, the gold bikini bottoms riding up between her legs and framing the sweep of her thighs.

She stepped closer. Water sloshed around her knees. Her thighs parted as she moved, and I watched the droplets slide down. They traced the inside of her legs. Each step brought her out of the water a little more, until the bikini was fully visible. The fabric was wet and clinging to her skin. The fabric stuck to her mound, outlining the shape underneath. The narrow strings dug into the flesh of her hips. She paused, lifting one foot to shake off the clinging seaweed, then let it drop back into the sand. Her calves flexed as she shifted her weight, and her skin shone, slick with water and sunlight. She cocked her hip, tilting her body just enough for the bikini top to strain against her chest.

“You distracted, Owen?” She said. Her voice was casual but edged with teasing. She reached up. Her fingers brushed through her hair, pushing it back so it lay flat and wet against her scalp. Her arm lifted her breast, making the gold fabric stretch tighter across her nipple. Water dripped from her elbow, splattering against her stomach and running down to her navel.

I kept the camera up, hiding as much of my face as I could behind the body of the lens. I adjusted the focus ring, pretending to check the settings. “Nope. Just making sure I get the focus right.” My voice sounded steadier than I felt. My eyes darted back to the viewfinder, but I couldn’t help noticing the way her bikini bottoms hugged the curve of her ass, the way her legs looked impossibly long as she stood half-turned.

Presley smirked. The corner of her mouth twitched up. She let her hand drop from her hair. Water flicked off her fingers. “Sure you are.”

She turned away, giving me her back. The gold strings of her bikini top tied in a neat bow between her shoulder blades. The knot was wet and darkened. The sun caught the planes of her back, highlighting the line of her spine and the way her shoulder blades moved as she shifted. She stepped forward, letting the waves break against her shins and knees. Then she looked back at me over her shoulder. Her hair was slicked flat, plastered to her head. She narrowed her eyes against the glare. I snapped a few more shots, adjusting my stance in the sand to keep her in frame. My feet sank in. The sand was gritty and wet, but I barely noticed. I focused on the way the shadows played across her skin. I noticed the sharp contrast of gold bikini and sun-browned flesh.

I lowered the camera. The lens cap dangled from its cord against my wrist. “That’s it,” I said, my voice a little hoarse. “I think I’ve got enough.” I let the camera hang from my neck. My fingers were still curled tight around the grip.

Presley nodded. Her chin dipped. She waded out of the water. The waves broke around her calves as she stepped up onto the drier sand. She bent at the waist, giving me a clear view of her ass in the tight bikini bottoms. She then picked up her robe where it was piled on the sand. She shook it out, snapping it with a quick flick of her wrists, sending a spray of sand and water droplets into the air. The robe was thin, white cotton, nearly transparent in the sunlight. She slung it over her shoulders but didn’t bother to tie it, letting it hang open so the bikini was still fully visible. The wet fabric clung to every curve. She ran one hand down her side, brushing off stray grains of sand that stuck to her hip. Then she straightened up and glanced at me.

“Good. I hate standing still for too long.” She shrugged the robe into place and started up the beach. Her bare feet dug into the hot, dry sand. I followed. My camera swung against my chest as I tried to keep my eyes on the horizon instead of on the way her ass moved as she walked, the bikini bottoms riding up with every step. The robe flapped open with the breeze, exposing her back and the triangle of gold fabric between her legs.

We walked together up the slope of the beach. The sand grew hotter and softer underfoot. Presley didn’t bother to close her robe. She let it hang loose around her shoulders. The bikini top was still plastered to her chest. The wet fabric showed the outline of her nipples, and the dark circles were obvious through the gold. Her stomach was flat and taut, a line of water running down from her navel and disappearing into the waistband of her bikini bottoms. I tried to keep my eyes straight ahead, but every time she shifted, the robe slipped aside. This movement gave me another glimpse of her breasts and the narrow strip of gold between her legs.

At the boardwalk, the sand gave way to rough, sun-bleached planks. Presley’s wet feet left dark prints as she stepped up. Her toes curled over the edge. She veered off to the right, toward a faded blue shack with peeling paint and a hand-lettered sign that read “Shaved Ice, $3.” The shack’s window was propped open with a stick, and the guy behind the counter watched us approach. His bored expression barely changed.

Presley glanced at me. Her eyes squinted against the sun. “You want some?” She shifted her weight, one hip jutting out. The robe slipped off her shoulder to expose the thin strap of her bikini top digging into her skin.

I dug into my pocket. I pulled out a crumpled five-dollar bill and a few coins. My hands were still damp with sweat and seawater, making the bills stick together. I handed the money to the guy behind the counter, who took it without a word and dropped it into an old cash box. Presley leaned forward, elbows on the counter. Her breasts pressed against the wood, and the bikini top strained to contain them. She ordered cherry and lime. Her voice was casual as she spoke. Then she stepped back and waited while the guy scooped ice into a paper cup, drizzled syrup over the top, and handed it across.

Presley took the cup and a little plastic spoon. Then he walked to a nearby bench. She sat down. Her legs were stretched out in front of her, the robe still hanging open. Her thighs were bare, and her knees were slightly apart. The wet bikini bottoms clung to her mound, the fabric pulled tight into the crease. She draped the robe loosely around her shoulders, letting it fall down her arms so her chest and stomach were exposed to the sun. I sat beside her, dropping my camera bag between us. The bench was rough and splintered. The wood was warm from the sun.

She dug the spoon into the shaved ice, scooping up a chunk of bright red syrup and crushed ice. She ate slowly. Her lips were stained red by the syrup. The spoon clicked against her teeth as she took another bite. The cold made her shiver slightly. “You know, sometimes I feel like the mom around here,” she said, pausing to swirl the spoon in the melting ice.

I looked at her, surprised. She was staring out at the beach. The sun was catching the side of her face, highlighting the line of her cheekbone. “Should I call you Mommy, then?” I asked, keeping my tone light.

She snorted, rolling her eyes. “Not yours. The team’s. Someone’s got to keep Zoey from setting the kitchen on fire and Brynn from killing Zoey. Kinsley’s basically a baby bird. Bill’s never around. That leaves me.” She took another bite, her lips closed around the spoon. Then she licked a stray drop of syrup from the corner of her mouth. She glanced at me, then back at the water, her expression thoughtful.

She took another slow bite, chewing the ice before swallowing. “I like looking after them. But sometimes I worry I’ll just… fade into the background. The old one. The reliable one. Not the fun one.” She dug the spoon into the cup again, pushing the ice around. Her fingers tightened on the rim.

I shook my head, shifting on the bench so I could face her more directly. “You couldn’t fade into the background if you tried. You’re the first thing people notice.” My eyes flicked down to her chest. The gold bikini top clung to her breasts, and the fabric was still damp and nearly transparent in the sunlight.

Presley gave me a sideways look. Her lips quirked up at one corner. Her eyes lingered on my face for a moment, searching. “That supposed to be a compliment?” She asked. Her voice was dry.

“It is,” I said. “You’re bold. You make people pay attention. That’s not something you lose just because you look out for everyone.” I kept my eyes on hers, trying not to let them drift down to her chest again.

She nudged my shoulder with hers. Her skin was warm against mine. “Careful, you’ll make me think you actually like having me around.” She let her leg slide a little closer to mine. Her thigh pressed against my knee.

I grinned, feeling the heat in my face. “I do. Even if you boss me around.” I nudged her back. The contact lingered longer than necessary.

She finished her shaved ice, scraping the last of the syrup from the bottom of the cup. She stood up. She stretched her arms overhead, the robe slipping off her shoulders and pooling at her elbows. Her breasts lifted under the bikini top. The nipples were still visible through the wet fabric. She tossed the empty cup into a nearby trash can. The motion made her chest bounce slightly.

“Come on. I need a shower, and you need to get those photos up before Bill starts texting." She gathered the robe around her shoulders and did not bother to tie it. Then she started walking up the boardwalk. I grabbed my camera bag and followed. The sun was hot on my back, and sand was sticking to the arches of my feet and between my toes.

Presley didn’t say much as we walked, but she stayed close. Her bare arm brushed against mine every few steps. The robe flapped open with each stride. The red bikini peeked out from underneath, and the wet fabric still outlined every curve. I glanced at her as we walked, taking in the way her breasts moved with each step, the way the bikini bottoms hugged her hips and the narrow strip of gold disappeared between her thighs. Her legs were long and tanned. Muscles flexed as she moved.

We reached the end of the boardwalk. The sun was beating down on us, and I thought about what she’d said. She wasn’t fading into anything. Not with me, anyway.


Chapter 14

I hunched over my laptop at the kitchen table, elbows pressed into the worn wood. My shoulders rounded forward as I squinted at the screen. My left hand hovered above the trackpad, and my fingers were tense. Meanwhile, my right thumb tapped the arrow key to scroll through the photos of Presley from earlier. Each image loaded crisp and bright. The afternoon sun caught the edge of her red bikini and the glint of her sunglasses. I paused on one shot. I let my eyes trace the line of her hips, the way the bikini bottom rode high on her thigh, the red fabric vivid against her tanned skin. The background was washed out. The sky was so bright that it nearly glowed white. I clicked over to the editing panel, dragging the contrast slider up a notch, watching the colors deepen. The curve of Presley’s waist sharpened. Shadows formed along her ribs where the suit hugged her body.

I zoomed in, holding my breath as I cropped the frame tighter, centering her against the blue above. My cursor hovered over the highlights. I nudged them higher. I watched the reflected sunlight slide along the top of her breasts, the swell of her cleavage pulled up by the bikini’s thin strings. Each adjustment made the shot pop. The red fabric appeared bright and almost glossy. I leaned closer, my forehead nearly touching the screen. I was scanning for stray hairs or dust spots to clone out. My pinky tapped the edge of the spacebar, flipping between before and after. Presley’s skin glowed, but it was the shape of her body that drew my eye every time, the way the suit barely contained her curves.

The house was quiet except for the faint, irregular clatter coming from outside. Every so often, a shadow flicked across the kitchen window. It was Brynn’s silhouette, tall and broad-shouldered, moving from the garage to the side yard, hauling a roller tray in both hands. I caught a glimpse of Zoey’s legs as she dragged a blue tarp across the grass. Her knees were streaked with paint. The sunlight outside was harsh, turning the glass into a mirror and making it hard to see more than shapes moving beyond the glare.

My phone buzzed against the table. It vibrated hard enough to rattle a spoon left from breakfast. I glanced down without picking it up. Bill’s name flashed on the screen, followed by a single thumbs-up emoji. I let it go. My thumb flicked the notification away so I could keep working. I scrolled through thumbnails, flagging the best shots for the team’s socials, dragging them into a separate folder. I tried not to think about the way Presley’s bikini top had almost lost the battle with gravity every time she leaned over the railing. The triangles of red fabric had shifted with every movement. The thin straps dug into her shoulders and pulled the cups lower until the edge of her areola peeked out. My camera had kept focusing there. The autofocus red box stubbornly snapped to the swell of her breasts instead of her face. I told myself it wasn’t my fault.

From the backyard, Zoey’s voice cut through the afternoon. It was sharp and exasperated. “Kinsley, don’t dump that water on the flower bed! The paint’ll kill them!” Her words bounced off the siding, clear through the open kitchen window.

Kinsley’s reply floated in, muffled and defensive. “Sorry! I thought it was just water." The end of the sentence trailed off, lost to distance.

Brynn cut in. Her voice was a dry drawl. “It’s only mostly water. The rest is questionable.” I pictured her standing with her hands on her hips. Paint streaked her forearms as she watched Kinsley with a raised eyebrow.

Presley’s laugh followed. It was a low rumble that carried even through the glass. “Just pour it on the gravel, Kins.” The sound of her amusement lingered. It was warm and unhurried.

I heard the garage door bang shut, and I could hear the metal reverberating through the walls. Then, I heard footsteps thudding across the porch. The screen door creaked. Brynn poked her head inside. Her hair was yanked back with a paint-smeared headband. The fabric of the headband was spotted with blue and white. Stray wisps curled at her temples, stuck down by sweat. She squinted at me. One eyebrow was arched. “You alive in here, Owen? Or did Presley’s photos finally kill you?”

I kept my eyes locked on the laptop, clicking through another batch of images. “Still breathing. Barely.” I didn’t look up, but I could hear the smirk in her voice.

She grinned, her teeth flashing in the light, and disappeared again, the screen door banging behind her hard enough to rattle its frame. The sound echoed through the empty kitchen.

I closed the laptop, pressing the lid down until the logo faded. My back ached. It was stiff from hours hunched over. I pushed my chair back with a scrape. I planted my feet wide on the tile. I stretched. My arms reached overhead, and I felt my spine crack in three sharp places. I rolled my shoulders, trying to work out the knots, then let my arms fall to my sides.

The sun was starting to dip, throwing gold stripes across the kitchen floor. The light hit the edge of the table, tracing my forearms with a warm glow. I turned to the fridge, tugging the door open with a grunt. I reached inside and grabbed a bag of shrimp from the bottom shelf, the plastic cold and slick in my hand. I set the bag on the counter, I grabbed a glass mixing bowl from the cabinet above, and I tore the bag open. Shrimp tumbled out. Their tails clattered against the glass. I shook them into a loose pile. Then I reached for the skewers I’d left soaking in a cup of water.

I picked up a skewer. I slid the sharp tip through the first shrimp, piercing the tail and pushing it through the body until it curled around the wood. I threaded the next one on, careful to keep the shells facing the same direction. My fingers grew slick with brine as I worked. Shrimp after shrimp slid onto the skewers until each one was packed tight. I wiped my hands on a dish towel, then set the bowl aside.

I moved to the stove, lifting the lid off the rice pot. I measured out two cups of jasmine rice, pouring the grains into the pot. Then, I added water until it covered the rice by an inch. I set the pot on the burner, twisted the knob, and waited for the flame to catch. The blue fire licked at the bottom of the pot. Heat was rising. I replaced the lid, letting the steam build.

I stepped out onto the patio. The old grill hulking in the corner caught my attention. I twisted the gas knob, feeling for resistance. The metal groaned under my hand. I pressed the igniter button, and the grill sputtered. It coughed out a burst of gas before the flames caught, licking up around the grates. I let it heat for a minute. Then, I grabbed the wire brush from its hook. I scraped the grill back and forth. The metal bristles bit into the blackened bars, knocking loose flakes of char and old grease. I worked from left to right, making sure every inch was clean.

Once the grates were clear, I carried the bowl of shrimp outside. I laid each skewer across the grill, spacing them evenly so the shells wouldn’t stick. The heat hit instantly, and the shells turned pink almost as soon as they touched the metal. I closed the lid and began counting out thirty seconds. After that, I lifted it again to check. The shrimp had started to curl. Its translucent flesh was turning opaque.

Zoey burst through the sliding door. Her arms were full of tangled string lights. The cord looped around her neck and shoulders. The bulbs swung as she moved. Her bikini top was a neon green today, the triangles so small they barely covered her nipples. The thin straps cut across her back, leaving most of her chest exposed. She dropped the lights on the table. The bulbs clattered and rolled to the edge. “I need a ladder. Or a tall person.” She planted her hands on her hips, looking at me expectantly.

I pointed at the shed with the pair of tongs I was holding. “Ladder’s in there. Or you can stand on my shoulders.”

She grinned. Her mouth was crooked. “Don’t tempt me.” She scooped the lights back up and darted back outside. She looped them over her arm. I watched her go. The neon fabric stretched tight across her breasts, and the curve of her ass was visible beneath the low-cut bikini bottoms.

A minute later, I heard her dragging the ladder across the patio pavers. The metal feet scraped against the stone. Presley followed behind her, carrying a cardboard box of bulbs cradled in both arms. She’d changed into a fresh white tank top and a pair of loose shorts. The fabric clung to her hips. The tank top was thin enough that the outline of her bikini top was visible beneath. The red straps cut across her shoulders. Her hair was still damp from the pool. Strands were sticking to her neck.

Brynn trailed behind, clutching a handful of orange extension cords. The loops were tangled around her wrists. She kicked the screen door open with her foot, balancing the cords against her chest. She paused on the threshold. She glanced back at Kinsley, who was still rinsing out brushes at the edge of the yard.

I turned back to the grill, flipping each skewer with the tongs. The shrimp sizzled. Steam rose as the shells crisped against the hot metal. I brushed a quick coat of marinade over each one. The oil beaded and ran down into the flames. I watched the color change, making sure not to overcook them. The sun continued to drop, shadows stretching across the patio. The girls’ voices echoed off the fence as they argued over where to hang the lights.

I flipped the skewers one by one, turning each shrimp over the hot grill bars with a pair of tongs. The shrimp sizzled as I rotated them. The pink flesh was firming up. The metal tongs left faint indentations as I pressed down to keep them from rolling. The wooden sticks were warm in my hand, but not yet hot enough to burn. I nudged the skewers closer to the center of the grill, making sure every piece got an even sear. I lifted the lid of the rice pot, letting a puff of steam escape. I stirred the rice with a wooden spoon, scraping the bottom to make sure nothing stuck. The grains were plump and almost ready, just a few more minutes.

I wiped my hands on a dish towel. Then, I folded it over the oven handle and stacked five ceramic plates, balancing them carefully in the crook of my arm. With my other hand, I grabbed the bag of ice from the freezer. The plastic was stiff and crinkling under my grip. I nudged the screen door open with my hip and stepped out onto the patio. The plates clinked softly together as I walked.

The girls were clustered near the back fence. The aluminum ladder was planted at an angle. Its rubber feet were wedged into the sand, pressed up against the wooden fence slats. Zoey was halfway up the rungs. Her left sneaker was braced on the fourth step, and her right foot was on the third. She stretched up. Both arms were raised as her hands threaded a string of lights between two fence posts. The cord sagged between her fingers, and she looped it over a nail. She tugged to test if it would hold. Presley stood at the base of the ladder. One hand gripped the side rail while the other pressed flat against the lowest rung. She barked instructions up at Zoey. Her voice was clipped, and her eyebrows were drawn together as she watched every movement.

Brynn knelt beside the outlet. Her fingers curled around a thick orange extension cord. She pushed the plug into the socket. Her thumb pressed it in until it clicked. The first string of bulbs flickered. A row of soft white orbs glowed to life. The light spilled across the patio, casting round pools on the sand and making the blue sky above look even deeper as dusk settled in.

Kinsley sat cross-legged on the sand. Her bare feet were tucked under her thighs. She hunched over a mess of tangled wire. Her fingers worked at a stubborn knot. Her hair fell in loose sheets around her face. A few strands clung to her cheek as she bent closer, her lips pressed together in concentration. She looked up when I set the plates down on the weathered wooden table. Her eyes caught the new light. “It’s almost pretty,” she said, brushing her hair behind one ear with the back of her wrist.

I grinned at her, setting the ice bag on the end of the table. “Just wait till it’s dark.” I peeled the plates apart, stacking them neatly near the edge. The ice bag slumped, beads of condensation already gathering on the plastic.

Zoey climbed down the last few rungs, hopping to the ground. She wiped both hands down the front of her cutoff shorts, brushing away bits of dust and flecks of paint. “Food ready?” she called, glancing over her shoulder at me.

I nodded, picking up the tongs again. “Almost. Grab drinks?” I pointed toward the house with my chin.

She spun on her heel and jogged toward the sliding glass door. Her ponytail bounced as she ran. She disappeared into the kitchen, then reappeared a minute later. She carried a plastic tray with both hands. The tray was loaded with tall glasses of iced tea, with cubes floating at the top, and cans of soda sweating in the humid air. She set the tray down on the table, arranging the glasses in a loose semicircle.

Presley moved around the table, pulling a stack of forks and a pile of paper napkins from a bag. She set a fork beside each plate, then fanned the napkins out. She counted under her breath. She glanced around, making sure everything was in place. Then she straightened a chair with her knee. She kept up a steady stream of orders, telling Brynn to move the extension cord, reminding Kinsley not to forget the extra chairs.

Brynn stood and grabbed two chairs by their backs, dragging them across the sand. She set one beside Presley, then dropped into the other. She flopped down hard. She stretched her legs out under the table, ankles crossed. Her toes brushed against the wooden support beam. She leaned back, tilting her head until her hair brushed the top rail.

I slid the skewers off the grill, arranging them on a platter. Steam curled up from the shrimp. The pink shells were glossy, and the tails curled tight. I set the platter in the center of the table, and then I hurried back inside for the rice. I scooped the rice into a wide ceramic bowl. The grains stuck together in fluffy clumps. I grabbed the bowl of mango I’d sliced earlier. The fruit was bright yellow and uneven, piled high. I carried both out, setting them beside the skewers.

Everyone crowded around the table, reaching for plates. Zoey grabbed the first skewer, sliding shrimp off with her fork, piling them next to a scoop of rice. She took a handful of mango slices, arranging them in a half-circle on her plate. Presley loaded her plate with shrimp, then spooned rice on top. She ignored the way it stuck to the fork. Brynn stabbed a few shrimp, then used her fingers to slide them free. She licked a spot of juice off her thumb. Kinsley took smaller portions, lining up her mango slices in a neat row.

Zoey took a huge bite of shrimp, chewing with her mouth open. Her lips glistened with oil and spice, a smudge of sauce catching the light. “You’re getting better at this, Owen. Maybe you’ll graduate to steak next.” She grinned, showing a flash of teeth.

Presley raised an eyebrow, pausing mid-bite. “Don’t give him ideas. The last time he tried steak, the smoke alarm went off.” She pointed her fork at me, then at Zoey, mock stern.

Brynn speared a shrimp and chewed slowly. She kept her gaze fixed on the bowl of rice. “At least he hasn’t burned the rice yet.” She pushed a clump of rice around her plate, breaking it apart with the side of her fork.

Kinsley ate quietly. Her fork moved in small, careful scoops. She smiled. Her mouth was full, and her eyes were shining under the new lights. She pressed her knees together, hugging the pillow tighter against her stomach as she watched the others.

We ate. The conversation bounced around like a beach ball. Presley launched into a story about her first tournament in Miami. Her hands moved as she described the matches. She mimed slathering sunscreen on her arms, then grimaced. She explained how she’d gotten sunburned so badly that she’d played the second day in a rash guard and a scowl. She pulled her sleeve up to show the faint tan line still lingering on her forearm.

Zoey tried to balance a fork on her nose, squinting in concentration. She tilted her head back. The fork was wobbling, then slipped off and clattered onto her plate. She snorted. She almost spilled her drink as she grabbed for the glass. I lifted my phone and snapped a photo. I caught her mid-laugh, her head thrown back, the string lights making her hair look almost silver in the glow.

Brynn dropped her fork. The metal bounced off her plate and skittered onto the patio stones. “Shit,” she muttered, ducking under the table. She reached down. Her hand groped between chair legs, fingers brushing sand and the cold concrete. Everyone burst out laughing, and Zoey started clapping. Her palms smacked together, and her eyes crinkled in delight.

“Brynn’s aiming for the world record in dropped silverware,” Zoey crowed, tossing her hair over one shoulder.

Brynn straightened up, fork in hand, and shot Zoey a look. “At least I don’t wear my food.” She wiped her fork on her napkin, shaking her head.

Zoey grinned and flicked a single grain of rice at Brynn. The rice bounced off her forearm. “It’s called accessorizing,” she said, sticking her tongue out.

I raised my phone again and took another candid shot. Brynn had her tongue out. Her eyes were narrowed in mock annoyance. Zoey was poised to throw another grain. Her fingers were pinched together. Presley rolled her eyes. She crossed her arms while Kinsley giggled behind her hand, her shoulders shaking. Their arms and legs were still streaked with yellow and white paint. The colors were faded but visible in the lamplight. The paint clung to the creases of their elbows and the backs of their calves. It would probably take a few days for it all to wash off, especially from the thinner skin along Kinsley’s thighs.

The sun sank lower. The sky shifted from blue to deep navy. The string lights glowed overhead. Each bulb cast a soft circle on the table and sand. The house behind us looked almost golden in the lamplight. The fresh paint reflected the glow. The white trim stood out, sharp and clean, framing the windows and doors.

We leaned back in our chairs. Our plates were scraped clean, and cutlery was scattered. I picked up my glass, the outside slick with condensation, and took a long drink. Presley propped her feet on a spare chair. Her flip-flops dangled from her toes, and her arms were folded behind her head. Zoey sprawled across two chairs. Her legs were stretched out, knees bent, and bare feet hung over the edge. Brynn stretched out in her seat. Her head was tipped back, her eyes were half-closed, and one hand rested on her stomach. Kinsley curled her legs under her, folding her ankles tight and hugging a pillow to her chest. Her knees peeked out from under her oversized T-shirt.

Nobody said much. The ocean swelled in the distance, the waves hidden but steady. The breeze cooled my skin, lifting the edge of the tablecloth. The moon rose, big and bright. Its light cut a path over the water. The house behind us glowed softly, the yellow paint almost too cheerful for how tired we all felt.

I lifted my camera and snapped one last photo. The girls sat under the lights. Their arms and legs were tangled together, and their faces were relaxed and happy as their bodies were loose and slouched in the chairs. I set the camera down on the table, the lens cap dangled from its strap. I leaned back, letting the night settle in around us.


Chapter 15

Now that painting the house was complete, it was time to do the actual job Bill had asked us to do. Maybe we were all just procrastinating because we didn’t want to weed the yard. Instead, we created more work for ourselves.

“Gloves on, people. This yard isn’t going to de-jungle itself,” Presley declared, tossing a pair of battered gardening gloves at my chest. The gloves hit me squarely. The cracked leather scraped my shirt before they bounced off and landed in the grass at my feet. I bent down, my knees bending until my thighs pressed against my calves. I reached for the gloves. The grass was thick and uneven here. Blades bent under my fingers as I closed my hand around the gloves and lifted them. The leather was stiff. The seams were dark with old dirt. I straightened and looked up at the porch. I turned the gloves over in my hands.

The tools were scattered everywhere. A pile of rakes leaned against the porch railing. Their wooden handles were crossed and tangled together. Trash bags lay beside a dented metal watering can and a stack of plastic buckets. They were still folded in their plastic wrappers. There was a rusty spade, its blade caked in dried mud. There was also a pair of hedge clippers with the handles splayed open like broken scissors. It looked less like we were about to do yard work and more like we’d dumped out the contents of someone’s garage and decided to sort it later.

Brynn rolled her shoulders. The movement made her T-shirt ride up slightly at the back. She reached into her shorts pocket and fished out a faded black elastic, twisting it around her fingers. She gathered her hair, which was dark brown and streaked lighter by the sun, and pulled it back, smoothing the sides with her palms. She twisted the elastic around her ponytail, pulling it tight. She then gave her head a little shake to test that it would hold. “Let’s see if anyone finds a snake this time,” she said. Her voice was dry.

Zoey grinned. The tip of her tongue poked out between her teeth as she reached for one of the rakes. She wrapped both hands around the handle, lifted it upright, and swung it in a slow arc through the air like a sword. The tines caught the sunlight. They glinted as she pointed the rake at Brynn. “If I do, I’m naming it Bill and making it team mascot.”

Kinsley hovered near the porch steps, just out of the sun. Her shoulders were hunched a little. She held a small hand trowel in both hands. The metal blade was angled down toward the porch boards. Her mesh cover-up hung loose over a pale blue bikini. The cover-up was nearly transparent. The cover-up clung to her hips. The hem fluttered as a breeze caught it. She glanced at me, her eyes met mine for a split second. Then she dropped her gaze to her bare feet, toes curling against the edge of the step.

Presley snapped her gloves on, one at a time, using the heel of her hand to push each finger into place. The leather made a loud smack as it met her palm. She flexed her hands. Then she pointed at us with one gloved finger. “Alright, Brynn, Zoey, you’re on weed patrol. Kinsley, you’re with Owen. Mulch detail. I’ll supervise and make sure no one loses a finger.”

Zoey lunged for a trash bag, tearing open the plastic with her teeth. She spat out the corner, then shook the bag open with a flick of her wrists. The black plastic billowed out. She glanced at Brynn. Her eyes narrowed in mock challenge. “Bet I fill mine faster than you.”

Brynn snorted, stepping over a rake handle and grabbing a bag for herself. She pulled it open and snapped the top edge between her hands. “Loser has to carry all the bags to the curb.”

Presley pointed at them. Her stance was wide, and her thumb was hooked in her belt loop. “I’m timing you. No shortcuts. And no stuffing the bag with leaves from the neighbor’s yard, Zoey.”

Zoey widened her eyes, putting on a look of pure innocence. Her lips parted, and her eyebrows raised. She clutched her bag to her chest. The expression lasted about three seconds. Then she darted to the nearest flowerbed, dropped to one knee, and started yanking weeds from the tangled mess at warp speed. Her fingers dug into the soil, pulling up dandelions and clumps of grass. The roots dangled as she tossed them into the bag. Brynn crouched beside her, and her knees pressed into the dirt. She began working methodically. She dug her fingers into the earth, loosening weeds at the base, and shook off excess dirt before dropping them in. The challenge was obvious in the tight set of her mouth and the way her eyes flicked to Zoey’s bag every few seconds. Within a minute, they were both laughing. Their hands flew as they tossed weeds and clumps of grass into their bags, dirt spraying across their thighs and shins.

I bent to grab a bag of mulch from the porch, squatting down until my knees creaked. The bag was heavy. The plastic stretched tight over the dark brown wood chips inside. I wrapped both hands around the middle, feeling the weight settle in my arms. I straightened slowly. My arms flexed to balance the load. I glanced at Kinsley. She was still standing just off the step, watching me.

“You want to help me with this?” I asked. I nodded at the remaining bag.

She nodded. Her ponytail bobbed. She stepped forward. The mesh cover-up shifted against her thighs as she reached for the gloves I held out. She slid her right hand in first. She used her left hand to tug the glove down over her knuckles, then repeated the motion with her left hand. The gloves were too big, and the fingers extended past her own by nearly an inch. However, she curled her hands into fists and flexed her fingers until the leather creased. She moved to the next bag of mulch. She crouched and wrapped her arms around it. Her hands pressed into the plastic, and her fingers splayed as she lifted the bag and hugged it to her chest. The top edge brushed her collarbone. As she straightened, her hair slipped forward. A few strands stuck to her cheek.

Her hand brushed mine as she shifted her grip, the back of her knuckles grazing my wrist for a second. She looked up. Her eyes were wide, then she quickly looked away. The skin of her cheek flushed pink.

I hefted my bag onto my shoulder, feeling the weight settle across my upper back. The plastic crinkled against my shirt. I took a step off the porch. My boots sank slightly into the grass. Kinsley followed. She held her bag tight against her chest, arms wrapped around it. Her feet pressed down the soft grass. Her toes sank in with each step. We walked side by side, heading for the side yard. The sun beat down on the backs of our necks.

The grass here was knee-high in places, thick and wild. The blades brushed against my shins as I walked. Dandelions and clover dotted the ground. Their yellow and white heads bobbed in the breeze. The hedges lining the yard were overgrown. The branches were clawing out toward the sidewalk. Some shoots had grown so long they arched over the grass, casting thin shadows on the ground.

I reached a bare patch near the fence and set my bag of mulch down with a heavy thud. The plastic crinkled and the bag sagged. The wood chips shifted inside. Kinsley followed, lowering her bag to the ground. She crouched. She balanced on the balls of her feet and reached into the pocket of her cover-up. She pulled out a small pack of landscape staples. The cardboard was creased and soft from being carried around. She peeled back the flap and shook a few staples into her palm. The metal caught the sunlight.

“Do you want the rake or the trowel?” she asked, holding out the trowel in her gloved hand.

I took the rake, wrapping my fingers around the handle. The wood was rough where the varnish had worn away. “You’re better with the details,” I said, nodding at the trowel.

She smiled, faint but real, the corners of her lips lifting. She turned to the bare patch of dirt and pressed the trowel into the soil. She dug in small strokes, breaking up clods of earth and flicking them aside. Her hair fell forward. Strands swung down to brush her cheeks and the tops of her bare shoulders. She paused to tuck a section behind her ear. Then she went back to digging, her knees pressed into the grass.

I started raking the area, drawing the tines through the grass and leaves. I pulled the rake toward me. The metal scraped over roots and sticks. I gathered leaves into a pile, scooping up stray twigs and tossing them aside. Sweat began to trickle down my back, soaking into my shirt. The sun was brutal, hanging high above us. Its glare bounced off the white trim of the house and made the yellow siding practically glow. The air shimmered in the heat, and the backs of my arms felt hot and sticky.

I worked the rake through another patch, pulling up more leaves and sticks. I used the side of my boot to push the pile together. Kinsley kept at the dirt. She used her trowel to dig in short, careful motions. She paused once to brush dirt off her thigh. The glove left a streak of brown on her skin. Her bikini top, a pale blue triangle, peeked through the mesh of her cover-up as she leaned forward. The sunlight caught on her bare shoulder, highlighting the curve of her collarbone and the fine line of her neck.

I glanced at the mulch bags, then at the patch we’d cleared. I set the rake aside, leaning it against the fence, and knelt down beside Kinsley. I reached for the bag of mulch. I gripped the top in both hands and dragged it closer. The plastic rasped against the dirt as I pulled. I found the seam and tore it open. The bag split with a sharp pop. I reached in and grabbed a double handful. The wood chips felt rough under my fingers. I spread them across the bare earth. The mulch tumbled from my hands in clumps. Kinsley watched. Then she reached in herself, scooping up a handful and sprinkling it along the edge of the patch. The chips scattered. Some of them bounced onto the grass.

We worked side by side. We spread mulch in overlapping layers. I pressed the mulch down with my palms, packing it tight. Kinsley feathered the edges with the trowel and smoothed out the lines. She reached for a staple, pinched it between her gloved fingers, and pressed it into the edge of the landscape fabric. She used the flat of her palm to push it down. Then, she tapped it into place with the trowel handle.

I kept spreading mulch, reaching into the bag again and again. My arms worked tirelessly. The sun beat down. Sweat gathered in the hollow of my lower back. Kinsley’s cover-up clung to her skin. The mesh stuck to the curve of her hip as she shifted. Her bikini bottom, the same pale blue as her top, peeked through the mesh when she leaned forward to reach for more mulch.

After a while, the patch was covered. Someone spread the mulch in an even layer. I sat back on my heels, wiping my forehead with the back of my glove. Kinsley straightened, brushing dirt from her knees. Her cheeks were flushed, a few strands of hair stuck to her forehead. She glanced at me, the faint smile still on her lips. Then she looked back at the patch we’d finished. The sun glared down, making the mulch look almost red against the dark earth.

On the other side of the yard, Zoey and Brynn were waging all-out war. Zoey crouched in the patchy grass and dug her fingers into the earth. Her knees were already streaked brown. She curled her hand around a stubborn clump of weeds, yanked until the roots gave with a sharp snap, then flung the whole mess into her trash bag. The bag rustled as the clump landed inside. Zoey straightened, wiping the back of her wrist across her forehead, and shot Brynn a look. Her lips curled into a wide, competitive grin. “That’s three for me!”

Brynn, kneeling a few feet away, didn’t even look up. She dug the tip of her trowel under a dandelion, flicked it aside with a practiced twist of her wrist, and kept her eyes on the ground. “That’s three weeds and two dandelions. Dandelions don’t count.” She reached for another weed, her fingers worked with quick, efficient movements. She tossed it into her own bag without glancing at Zoey.

Presley lounged on the porch rail, one hip propped against the wood, her arms crossed tight over her chest. She watched the turmoil with a bemused look, tilting her head as she counted off on her fingers. “One minute in and you’re both losing. Try aiming for the actual flowerbed.” She flicked her gaze pointedly at the weeds scattered across the grass, not even close to the beds.

Zoey stuck her tongue out at Presley. Then she hunched over and doubled her speed. She jammed her hand into the dirt, grabbed a handful of crabgrass, and ripped it free. Bits of soil scattered across her knees. She tossed the weeds into her bag. She did not bother to aim. Brynn responded by bracing one foot against the edge of the flowerbed. She gripped a thick root with both hands and yanked upward with a grunt. The root came free, trailing clumps of earth, nearly as long as her forearm. Brynn held it up for Zoey to see. A smug little smile was on her lips. Then she dropped it in her bag with a dramatic flourish. The bag sagged under the weight.

Kinsley nudged a bag of mulch toward me with the toe of her sandal. The plastic crinkled as she pushed it. “Should we start spreading this?” She glanced at me. Her brows were raised in question.

I nodded, reaching for the garden knife clipped to my belt. I pressed my thumb against the handle to release the blade, then slid the tip along the seam of the mulch bag. The plastic parted with a soft rip, and I peeled it open. I exposed the dark, damp mulch inside. Kinsley grabbed the bottom corner of the bag, and together we tipped it over, pouring the mulch in a thick, uneven ring around the base of a struggling palm tree. The mulch tumbled out in clumps. It scattered over the exposed roots.

We crouched side by side, using our hands to spread the mulch. My palm brushed against hers as we worked, and our fingers bumped and overlapped. The grit of dirt ground into our skin. Kinsley glanced at me, her cheeks flushed as she felt a rush of warmth, then quickly looked away, a little smile tugging at her lips. She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. Her fingers lingered at her cheek for a second before she bent back to the mulch.

I picked up the rake, and the wooden handle felt rough against my palm. I then handed it to her. I let my hand linger on hers a second longer than necessary, feeling the warmth of her skin under my dirt-streaked fingers. “You’re good at this.”

She ducked her head, focusing on the mulch. She dragged the rake in short, careful arcs, working the mulch into a neat circle around the tree. “I helped my grandma in her garden every summer.” Her voice was soft, almost shy. She watched the mulch settle into place.

I grinned, watching her move. The way her white cover-up clung to her back as she bent over made it hard to focus on landscaping. The fabric was thin, stretched tight across her shoulders and dipping low at the small of her back. The outline of her bikini was clearly visible beneath.

By noon, my shirt was plastered to my chest, the cotton soaked through and clinging to my skin. My arms were streaked with dirt from wrist to elbow. Sweat ran down my spine, pooling at the waistband of my shorts. Zoey and Brynn were both red-faced and sweating. Their cheeks were flushed, and their hair was matted to their foreheads. Their trash bags bulged at the seams. The plastic was stretched and straining around the mass of weeds and roots inside. Presley called a time-out and waved her phone in the air. The screen glinted in the sun. “Alright, let’s see the damage.”

Zoey and Brynn dragged their bags over. The heavy plastic scraped across the grass. Zoey collapsed onto the grass with a theatrical sigh. She flung her arms wide, and her chest heaved. Her shorts were soaked through. The denim clung to her hips and thighs, and dark patches spread where water and sweat had soaked in. Brynn dropped her bag and flopped beside her. Her tank top was plastered to her chest, and a wide streak of mud smeared across the front. Her hair was stuck in damp clumps to her forehead. Her face was streaked with dirt.

Presley peered into their bags. She crouched down and poked at the contents with one finger. She lifted a handful of weeds, eyeing them critically, then let them drop back in. “Brynn wins by volume. Zoey, you lose by creativity. Next time, don’t try to pass off a stick as a weed.” She held up a thin, splintered branch, raising her eyebrows at Zoey.

Zoey groaned, flopping back onto the grass and covering her face with her hands. “It was a very aggressive stick.” She peeked out from between her fingers, grinning despite herself.

I walked over to the side of the house, stepping carefully around the scattered tools and bags of yard waste. I grabbed the garden hose from its hook, the rubber was cool and slick in my grip, and dragged it across the grass. I twisted the nozzle. Water sputtered out in a cold, sharp stream. I aimed it at my hands first, letting the icy water blast the dirt from my fingers. I felt the cold water as it washed away the grime. Then I turned it on my arms, scrubbing at the streaks of mud. The water splashed across my chest, soaking the front of my shirt and sending a chill straight through me.

Zoey sat up. Her eyes lit up as she spotted the hose. “Gimme that!” She scrambled to her feet. Her legs were unsteady as she lunged at me, grabbing the hose from my hand before I could react. Her grip was surprisingly strong. Her fingers dug into my wrist as she wrenched the hose free.

Brynn jumped to her feet. Her eyes narrowed in mock challenge. Zoey grinned and squeezed the nozzle, sending a jet of water arcing across the yard. The stream hit Brynn square in the stomach, soaking her tank top and sending droplets flying. Brynn shrieked. She stumbled backward, then lunged at Zoey, grabbing for the hose. They wrestled for control. Their hands slipped on the wet rubber, and their feet slid in the grass. Brynn finally wrenched the hose away, twisting it so the water splashed across Zoey’s chest and stomach, darkening her bikini top until it was nearly see-through. Zoey shrieked and grabbed Brynn around the waist, dragging her down onto the grass. They rolled, laughing and shrieking. The hose sprayed water in wild arcs, soaking their shorts and bikini tops until both of them looked like they’d jumped in the ocean fully clothed. Zoey’s top clung to her breasts, the fabric nearly transparent, nipples visible through the wet material. Brynn’s shorts were plastered to her ass, the outline of her bikini bottoms clear beneath the thin cotton.

Presley shook her head. Her lips were twitching, but she was grinning. “You two are twelve.” She pushed herself off the porch rail. She brushed dirt from her shorts and watched the commotion unfold.

Kinsley edged closer to me, careful to stay out of the splash zone. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Her eyes were wide as she watched Zoey and Brynn wrestle in the grass. “They’re going to flood the whole yard.” She pressed her shoulder lightly against mine. Her skin was warm despite the breeze.

I handed her a bottle of water from the cooler by the porch, the plastic slick with condensation. “At least it’ll keep the dust down.” I twisted the cap off my own bottle and took a long drink. The cold water slid down my throat.

By late afternoon, the yard actually looked decent. The grass was cut. The hedges were trimmed. The flowerbeds were neat and mulched. We’d raked up every stray leaf, bagged every weed and root, and lined the trash bags along the curb. The plastic bulged with yard waste. The tools were stacked by the porch. Shovels and rakes leaned against the wall in a tidy row.

We collapsed onto the porch steps, our bodies heavy with exhaustion. I dropped onto the top step and passed around bottles of water. I stretched my legs out in front of me. Zoey’s hair was plastered to her cheeks. The wet strands were sticking to her skin. Her bikini top was nearly see-through. The fabric clung to her breasts, and her nipples were dark under the thin, wet material. She didn’t seem to notice or care. Her cheeks were flushed with sun and laughter. Brynn’s shorts were dripping, water pooling on the step beneath her, but she sprawled back, arms stretched behind her. Her eyes were closed in contentment. Presley leaned back on her elbows, her legs crossed at the ankles, surveying the yard with a satisfied look. Her lips curled in a small, proud smile.

She nodded at the hedges. Her gaze swept over the neat lines. “Now it actually looks like someone lives here.”

Zoey grinned, bumping her shoulder against mine. Her skin was warm and damp. Her laughter was low and tired. “It’s starting to feel like a real home instead of a haunted one.”

Kinsley tucked her legs under her and folded herself against my side. Her thigh pressed to mine. She leaned her head on my shoulder. Her hair brushed my neck. Brynn stretched her legs out along the step. Her feet were bare, and her toes flexed against the warm wood. She closed her eyes, and a soft, contented sigh escaped her lips.

Presley raised her bottle. The sun glinted off the plastic. "Next up, pizza and showers. In that order.” She grinned, lifting her bottle in a mock toast.

Nobody argued. We sat in the sun, tired, dirty, and happy, passing bottles of water back and forth, watching the yard settle into its new, manageable shape. For once, the house didn’t look like it was losing a fight with the wild Florida jungle. And neither did we.


Chapter 16

After the last pizza box had been scavenged for crusts and the girls had scattered to their rooms, I grabbed my laptop from the sticky coffee table and tucked it under my arm. The living room was a mess. Paper plates were stacked in uneven towers, a few half-empty soda cans were sweating onto the wood, and someone’s socks were draped over the arm of the couch. I nudged a stray, grease-stained napkin onto the pile and stepped around the low table, careful not to kick over the open bag of chips that slumped against the leg. My phone buzzed in my pocket. I ignored it. I shifted my weight, feeling the ache in my lower back from sitting cross-legged on the floor for too long.

I trudged toward the hallway, the carpet felt soft under my bare feet, and made my way to the narrow staircase that led to the attic. The door creaked when I pushed it open. I ducked beneath the low frame, clutching the laptop against my chest so the corner wouldn’t dig into my ribs. The attic was stifling, the air heavy and unmoving. I walked to the battered desk wedged beneath the eaves, set the laptop down with a soft clack, and pulled out the rickety chair. The seat creaked as I lowered myself onto it. My knees popped in protest.

I flipped open the laptop. The screen lit up my face with a cold glow. My fingers hovered over the trackpad. I clicked through the folders until I found the batch of photos from earlier. I stared at the thumbnails. My eyes were burning. I selected one of Zoey, her eyes caught mid-blink, red-eye glaring. The cursor blinked in the editing window, a small, insistent line. I tried to focus, dragging the correction tool across Zoey’s face, but my vision kept blurring. I blinked and rubbed my eyes with the heel of my palm. The cursor continued its silent, rhythmic taunt.

I leaned back, and the chair groaned beneath me as I stretched my arms overhead until my spine popped in two sharp bursts. The sound echoed in the cramped attic. I rolled my shoulders, feeling the muscles loosen slightly, but the fog in my brain didn’t lift. I let my arms drop and stared at the ceiling, tracing the water stains with my eyes. I closed the laptop with a snap, the hinge protesting. I decided I needed air more than I needed to fix Zoey’s red-eye.

I stood. I pushed the chair back with my thighs and picked up the laptop again. I carried it with one hand, fingers gripping the edge. I ducked out of the attic, careful not to bump my head on the sloped ceiling. I padded down the stairs. Each step creaked beneath my weight. The hallway was empty, the doors to the girls’ rooms closed, thin slices of light visible beneath two of them. I turned left at the end of the hall. I moved past the darkened kitchen. The only sound was the soft, constant hum of the fridge. It was a low vibration I felt through the floorboards. I paused by the counter, set the laptop down for a moment, and twisted the cap off the water bottle. The water bottle was sitting there. I took a long swallow. My throat felt tight. Then I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

I picked up the laptop again, my palm left a faint print on the case. I then crossed to the sliding glass door. I unlocked it. The mechanism clicked under my thumb, and I slid the door open. The glass rattled in its track. I stepped onto the patio. The cool concrete felt rough beneath my feet. The night air pressed against me, thick and damp, clinging to my skin immediately. I felt a bead of sweat roll down my temple. The ocean was close, the silence of waves steady and slow, a constant presence behind the house.

Kinsley was already there, curled up in one of the cheap white plastic chairs at the edge of the patio. Her body was folded in on itself. Her knees were pulled tight to her chest so her chin rested on the tops of her knees. She had draped her mesh cover-up loosely around her shoulders. The fabric was slipping down one arm, exposing the pale skin of her upper arm and the curve of her collarbone. Her bare legs were drawn up, and her toes pointed down toward the seat. The muscles in her calves were taut. Her feet were clean, soles pale against the dark plastic. She looked small there, almost childlike. However, her posture was tense, and her arms were wrapped around her shins. Her hair hung forward. It formed a loose curtain that caught the porch light and shimmered faintly at the ends.

She didn’t look surprised to see me. When I stepped out, she just lifted her head. Her eyes reflected the yellow glow from the porch fixture above us. She watched me approach. Her gaze was steady but unreadable.

I walked to the empty chair beside her. The legs scraped softly against the concrete as I pulled it out. I set my laptop down on the small plastic table between us. The surface was mottled from years of sun and rain. I lowered myself into the chair, and I felt the seat flex a little under my weight. I then rested my forearms on my thighs. I looked over at Kinsley, waiting for her to say something. She just hugged her knees tighter. “Couldn’t sleep?” I asked. My tone was soft.

She shook her head. Her hair swung forward to hide her face for a moment. She tucked it behind her ear with one hand. Her fingers trembled slightly. “Not really. It’s quieter out here.” Her voice was soft, almost apologetic.

We sat like that for a minute. Neither of us spoke, and we just let the silence settle around us. The only movement was the slow shift of Kinsley’s breathing. Her chest rose and fell in small, shallow motions. The moon was out, big and pale above the water, casting a silvery light over the backyard and making the new paint on the house behind us glow in a soft, bluish haze. I traced the outline of the fence with my eyes, following it down to where it met the dunes. The porch light above us cast a pool of yellow onto the patio, sharp-edged and bright compared to the diffuse moonlight.

I could hear the occasional car passing on the highway. A brief flare of headlights was visible through the gaps in the fence, but mostly it was just the ocean, the waves breaking and retreating in a slow, predictable rhythm. I watched Kinsley for a moment. I noted the way her cover-up clung to her shoulders, the mesh catching on her skin. Her thighs were pressed together. Her knees pointed toward her chin, and her toes curled over the edge of the seat. The light caught the fine hairs on her legs, making them shimmer faintly.

Kinsley spoke first. Her voice was so quiet that I had to lean forward to hear. “I’ve been thinking about… what happened. With us. In my room.” She didn’t look at me. Instead, she focused on the railing at the edge of the patio. Her fingers traced a slow line along her shin. Her nails dug in just enough to leave faint marks.

I glanced over, watching the way she chewed on her lower lip. Her teeth worried the pink flesh until it looked sore. Her eyes stayed fixed on the railing. Her lashes cast shadows on her cheeks in the porch light. She kept going, her voice just above a whisper. “I liked you since the first day you showed up. I didn’t know how to say anything. I thought maybe you’d think I was too young, or weird, or… I don’t know.” She pressed her forehead to her knees for a moment, hiding her face. After a brief pause, she lifted her head again, exhaling slowly.

I remembered Zoey teasing me about someone having a crush. I’d wondered who it was. Now it clicked: Kinsley, with her careful glances, the way she always seemed to blush when I looked at her too long, and her tendency to linger in doorways until she was sure I’d noticed her. I remembered the way her hand had brushed mine when she passed me the remote. I also remembered the way she laughed too quickly at my dumb jokes.

I let out a breath. The air left my lungs in a slow, controlled stream. “Zoey said something once about someone liking me. I guess I was too dense to figure it out.” I looked over at Kinsley, watching for her reaction.

Kinsley gave a small laugh, the sound more relief than amusement. She uncurled her fingers from her shins and flexed them, knuckles pale. “I was scared you’d think I was annoying. Or that you’d only notice Zoey, or Presley, or Brynn. They’re all so… much.” She shrugged, the cover-up slipping further down her arm, exposing more of her smooth shoulder.

I shook my head, shifting in my chair so my knees angled toward her. “You’re not annoying. And I do notice you. I like you, Kinsley. I really do.” I hesitated, searching for the right words. My mouth was suddenly dry. “But I also… things with Zoey, they’re kind of… happening. We’re not serious," but I trailed off. The words hung between us. Kinsley’s eyes flicked up to meet mine. Her expression was open and vulnerable. Her lips were parted as if she wanted to say something else but couldn’t quite find the words. The porch light caught the curve of her cheek. It highlighted the soft, pale skin and the faint freckles scattered across her nose. For a moment, neither of us moved. We stood still, caught in the silence. I could see the tension in her posture, the way her fingers curled into the mesh of her cover-up, gripping the fabric so tightly her knuckles whitened.

She pressed her knees together. Her feet shifted as she adjusted her position in the chair. The hem of her cover-up rode up a little, exposing the tops of her thighs, the skin smooth and unmarked. She drew in a shaky breath, her chest rising. She let it out slowly, her shoulders dropping as she exhaled.

I reached out, resting my hand on the table between us, palm open. I didn’t touch her, just left my hand there, an invitation. Kinsley’s gaze dropped to my hand. Her lashes lowered, and for a moment she didn’t move. Then she shifted, uncurling one arm from around her knees and reaching out. Her fingers brushed against mine. Her touch was tentative, feather-light, but she didn’t pull away. She let her hand rest on top of mine. Her palm was warm and damp.

We sat like that, our hands touching on the table. The silence stretched out. The ocean kept up its slow, steady rhythm behind us, the sound almost hypnotic. Kinsley’s thumb traced a small circle on the back of my hand, her touch barely there. I watched her. I took in the way her hair fell over her shoulder, the strands catching the light and turning gold at the ends. Her face was open, her eyes were wide and earnest, and her lips were parted as if she was about to speak again.

I didn’t say anything more. I just let my hand stay beneath hers, feeling the heat of her skin, the gentle pressure of her fingers. The night air pressed in around us, thick and heavy, but I didn’t mind. For the first time all day, my mind felt quiet. I noticed the stillness within me.

She cut me off, shaking her head. “I know. She told me. I’m not mad. I just," the words caught in her throat. She looked away. Her eyes were fixed on the dark horizon, and she hugged her knees tighter to her chest. Her arms wrapped around her shins. Her fingers dug into the fabric of her cover-up. The hem of it bunched up around her thighs as she pulled her knees closer. She hunched her shoulders forward. Her voice dropped to a near whisper. “I just want to know if it’s okay for me to… lean on you sometimes. Not all the time. Just when I need it.”

I didn’t hesitate. I reached over, extending my right hand until my fingers brushed her forearm. I then settled gently on the warm skin just above her elbow. My thumb pressed lightly into the soft flesh, feeling the tension there. “You can. Whenever you want.”

She let out a long, slow breath. Her shoulders, which had been drawn up tight, relaxed a little. Her grip on her knees loosened. For a moment, her eyes stayed on the water, but I saw the muscles in her neck unclench. I noticed the set of her jaw soften. The air between us felt less charged, as if the pressure had eased.

We both looked out at the water again. The surface was dark, broken only by the faint shimmer of moonlight. A rippling line stretched from the horizon to the shore. The breeze picked up, the air suddenly cooler against my bare arms. It rustled the palm fronds overhead, making them sway and shift. Their shadows flickered across the deck. I could see the faint outline of the dunes in the moonlight. The pale sand rose in gentle mounds beyond the edge of the yard.

Neither of us said anything for a while. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable. I didn’t feel the need to fill it with words or explanations. Kinsley’s presence beside me was warm and steady. She sat with her knees still hugged to her chest, but her posture had softened. Her hair fell in a loose, tangled curtain over her shoulder, catching the light from the porch.

After a minute, I reached over with my left hand. I let my fingers trail through her hair, starting at the crown of her head and working gently down toward her ear. The strands were fine and smooth, slipping between my fingers as I gathered them together. I brushed the hair back, tucking it carefully behind her ear. My knuckles grazed the edge of her cheekbone, and I felt her shiver, just a little.

She turned toward me, shifting her weight so her knees angled my way. Her eyes searched mine, wide and direct, the uncertainty from before replaced by something softer. She didn’t say anything. She just waited.

I leaned in, closing the space between us. My hand came up to cradle her cheek. My thumb brushed the edge of her jaw. I kissed her. I moved slow and soft, pressing my lips to hers. This kiss was nothing like the sudden energy from the first time in her bedroom. There was no rush. There was no frantic pulling at clothes. Her lips were warm, yielding under mine, and I felt her melt against me. She let her knees fall to the side, uncurling herself, and her hand came up to rest flat against my chest. Her palm pressed over my heart. Her fingers splayed out as she felt the steady beat beneath my shirt.

We broke apart. Our breath mingled in the cool night air. Kinsley let her head fall onto my shoulder, nuzzling in close until her temple rested against the side of my neck. Her hair spilled across my collarbone. It was still warm from the sun. She tucked herself in. Her body leaned into mine, and I could feel the weight of her against my side.

Her cover-up slipped down her arm. The fabric slid over her shoulder as she shifted. I caught a glimpse of the pale blue bikini strap lying flat against her skin. The color was bright in the porch light. The thin line of her collarbone was exposed, the skin there smooth and almost luminous in the faint glow. The porch light cast a faint glow over her bare thigh, the curve of it pressed against the edge of the chair. The muscles in her leg were relaxed. Her skin was dappled with shadows from the railing.

She sighed. It was a quiet sound of contentment, and I wrapped my arm around her. My hand settled on her upper arm. My fingers traced the line of her tricep, then moved down to her elbow. I shifted in my seat, pulling her a little closer. Our hips touched. Her body was warm against mine, and her breathing was slow and even. We sat like that for a long time, her head on my shoulder, my arm around her, my hand tracing idle patterns on her arm. I let my fingers move in slow circles. Sometimes, I ran them down to her wrist and then back up to her shoulder. Every so often, I’d let my thumb brush the inside of her elbow. I felt the soft skin there. The only sounds were the ocean, the steady rush of waves rolling up the shore, and the distant creak of the house settling. The breeze shifted again, fluttering the hem of her cover-up, making the fabric slide higher up her thigh.

Kinsley shifted occasionally, adjusting her position. Sometimes she would tuck her feet up onto the seat, curling her legs beneath her. Other times, she stretched one leg out. She let her toes brush the wooden slats of the deck. Her hair brushed my neck when she moved. The strands tickled my skin. Her breath was soft against my throat. It felt warm and steady. She didn’t speak, and neither did I. There was no need.

Eventually, the air turned cooler. I felt goosebumps prickle on my arms, and I saw the fine hairs on Kinsley’s forearm stand up. She shivered, a small involuntary movement that made her press in closer to me. I tightened my arm around her, pulling her snug against my side. My palm slid down to her waist, and my fingers spread over the curve of her hip. I anchored her to me. She let out a little hum of agreement, the vibration of it traveling through her chest to mine.

She spoke again. Her voice was barely audible, and her lips moved against my shirt. “I like this. Just… being here. With you.”

I squeezed her arm, my grip gentle but firm. “Me too.” I let my thumb brush back and forth over the inside of her elbow. I felt the steady thrum of her pulse beneath the skin.

We sat in silence, watching the stars come out one by one. The sky above us darkened, the last traces of sunset fading into deep blue. Pinpricks of light appeared overhead, scattered across the sky. The house behind us was quiet and still, no movement from inside. The only light was the faint glow from the porch, casting long shadows across the deck.

For once, I didn’t feel like I needed to say anything clever or fill the space. Kinsley’s weight against me, the warmth of her skin, the sound of the waves, that was enough. I let my hand drift down her arm again, tracing the line of her wrist, then back up to her shoulder. I could feel the steady rise and fall of her breathing, the way her chest pressed against my side with each inhale.

When the breeze picked up again, stronger this time, I felt the chill cut through my shirt. Kinsley’s body tensed. She curled in closer, seeking warmth. I nudged her gently with my shoulder, shifting my weight to get her attention. “Ready to go in?”

She nodded. She did not trust her voice, and began to unfold herself from the chair. She drew her legs down and planted her feet on the deck. Then she pushed herself upright. As she straightened, her cover-up slipped off one shoulder entirely. The fabric pooled at her upper arm and exposed the thin strap of her bikini. The pale line of her collarbone was fully revealed, the skin there smooth and unmarked. She didn’t seem to notice. She was too focused on standing and stretching her arms above her head. For a moment, the light caught the gentle curve of her breast beneath the fabric, the outline of her nipple faintly visible through the thin material.

I stood as well, careful not to jostle her. I reached down to the small side table, closing my laptop and gathering it up under my arm. I checked to make sure the charging cable wasn’t caught on the chair leg, then wound it neatly around the power brick before tucking it into the side pocket of my bag. I slid the bag strap over my shoulder, adjusting the weight so it wouldn’t slip.

Kinsley bent to pick up her sandals, hooking one finger through the straps. She straightened. Her cover-up still hung off her shoulder as she glanced at me. Her hair fell forward. A few strands stuck to her cheek. She brushed them back with the back of her hand. Then she tucked her hair behind her ear.

We headed inside together, moving in step. I slid the glass door open, careful not to let it bang against the frame. Kinsley stepped through first. Her bare feet made no sound on the cool tile floor. I followed, pulling the door closed behind me. I continued to pull until I heard the latch click into place. The night settled back into quiet. The only evidence of our time on the porch was the two empty chairs, side by side, facing the dark water.


Chapter 17

We walked into the town athletic center in a loose, sunburned clump. Presley was out front. Her stride was long and confident, and her shoulders were squared under the thin white straps of her tank top. The sunlight from outside still clung to her skin. It highlighted the faint red flush along her collarbones and arms. Brynn kept pace beside her. Her hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, and a faded baseball cap shaded her face. Zoey followed close behind, bouncing a volleyball off her hip with each step. She let the ball roll down her palm, caught it against her thigh, then flicked it up again, repeating the motion. She did this as if she couldn't stand to walk without moving. Kinsley lingered near me, her steps smaller, and she tugged absently at the hem of her blue terrycloth cover-up. She kept her gaze low, looking up only to scan the old banners that drooped from the ceiling beams.

The athletic center looked tired. The banners had once been bright, but they had faded to washed-out reds and yellows, their edges curling and frayed. The floor beneath our feet was scuffed and patchy, with lines from a hundred games showing through the thin varnish. The walls bore streaks where balls had left their marks, and the corners of the room were crowded with mismatched folding chairs and battered equipment bins. The lights overhead buzzed faintly, casting a dull yellow glow that made everything look a little older.

Bill was already waiting for us. He stood by the trophy case. The trophy case was streaked with fingerprints and filled with dusty plaques and tarnished medals. His clipboard was tucked under his arm, the edge of a schedule or roster peeking out from beneath a stack of forms. His grin stretched wide as he spotted us, the corners of his eyes crinkling.

He waved us over. His free hand made a broad, sweeping gesture. “There they are! The Aces, looking like a million bucks. Or at least like you finally survived a Florida summer.”

Presley led the way to him, brushing a strand of damp hair off her forehead. She gave him a little salute, two fingers to her brow. Her lips quirked in a half-smile. “We finished the house. Even scraped the paint out of our hair.”

Zoey grinned. She was still rolling the volleyball from palm to palm. She spun the ball so it bounced against her hip, then caught it with both hands. “And Owen didn’t set anything on fire. That’s a win.”

Bill laughed. The sound echoed off the high ceiling. He shifted his clipboard to his other arm and pointed at me. "Those photos, Owen, fantastic. The sponsors loved them. Said you made the team look like actual celebrities.”

Brynn moved to the side. Her back pressed against the cool cinderblock wall. She crossed her arms, her tanned forearms bare. She tilted her head, and her gaze was steady on Bill. “Does that mean more funding?”

Bill’s grin faded. He let out a breath and reached up to scratch the back of his neck, his fingers dug into the thinning hair at his nape. His eyes darted away from us, glancing at the trophy case, the floor, the far wall, anywhere but at our faces. “That’s… what I wanted to talk about.”

Presley’s expression shifted. Her lips pressed together, the corners of her mouth tightening. She took a half-step forward. Her weight shifted onto the balls of her feet. “What’s up?”

Bill’s shoulders slumped. He let his hand drop to his side and looked down at his clipboard as if searching for answers in the paperwork. “There aren’t any tournaments scheduled. Not for the next while. The league’s reorganizing, and until they lock in dates, we’re stuck. No games, no travel, no prize money. And if we’re not playing, the sponsors aren’t going to keep writing checks.”

Zoey’s volleyball slipped from her hands. She let it drop. The ball hit the floor with a dull thud that echoed through the empty gym. The ball bounced once, then it rolled to a stop against her bare foot. She stared at it, then looked up at Bill. Her brows were drawn together. “So we’re just supposed to sit around and hope the town doesn’t go broke?”

Bill shrugged. His shoulders rose and fell. He looked helpless. His fingers tightened around the edge of his clipboard. “That’s about the size of it.”

For a second, nobody moved. I looked at each of the girls in turn. Presley’s lips were pressed into a thin line. Her jaw was working as she stared at the floor. Brynn had brought her hand up to her mouth and was chewing her thumbnail. Her eyes were distant. Kinsley fidgeted with the hem of her cover-up. Her fingers twisted the fabric into a knot. Zoey stood with her feet apart, her hands on her hips. She fixed her gaze on the volleyball at her feet.

Zoey was the first to break the silence. She bent down to scoop up her volleyball. Her knees bent, and her back straightened as she grabbed the ball in both hands. She straightened, tossing the ball into the air with a flick of her wrists. She caught it. Then she turned to face the rest of us. “Why don’t we do something ourselves? Like a raffle. Or a dunk tank. I’ll even volunteer to get dunked if it’ll bring in tourists.”

Presley’s eyes narrowed in thought. She tapped her fingers against her thigh, counting off ideas in her head. “Bake sales used to work when I was in school. People will pay five bucks for a cupcake if it’s for a good cause.”

Brynn pushed herself off the wall, standing up straight. She uncrossed her arms and brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. Her green eyes lifted to meet Bill’s. “Why not host our own tournament? Invite other teams. Make it an open event. If we can’t play away, let’s make everyone come here.”

Zoey’s eyes widened. She hugged the volleyball to her chest. Her fingers splayed across the white surface. “Yes! We could get teams from all over, well, at least from nearby. If we make it big enough, people will come. They’ll need places to eat, places to stay." She raised her hand, ticking off points on her fingers. “The motels get business, the diners, the surf shop, even the ice cream stand." Kinsley finally spoke, her voice soft and low. She shifted her weight from foot to foot. Her eyes looked up to Presley, then back down to the floor. “It should be a whole weekend. Not just one day. Like a festival. Games, food, maybe music.”

As Kinsley spoke, she reached up and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Her fingers trembled slightly. She glanced sideways at the rest of us. She seemed worried her idea would sound foolish. The blue of her cover-up contrasted with the deep tan on her legs. The hem rode up as she shifted her stance.

Presley nodded. Her expression sharpened as she considered the idea. She folded her arms across her chest. Her biceps flexed under sunburned skin. She looked at Bill, waiting for a reaction. Bill stared at the floor for a moment. His lips were pressed together. Then he looked up at the group.

Brynn moved closer to Presley. Her hand dropped from her mouth. She rubbed her palm on her shorts, leaving a faint streak of sweat on the faded fabric. She glanced at Zoey, then at me. Her eyes searched for support. Zoey bounced the volleyball lightly against her hip. Her gaze darted between the others.

Presley took a step toward Bill. Her sandals slapped against the scuffed gym floor. She tilted her head, studying him. “We could pull it off. The town’s done plenty with less.”

Bill hesitated, tapping the edge of his clipboard against his thigh. He glanced at the trophy case, then back at Presley. “It’d take work. Permits, organizing, getting the word out. But… maybe. If you girls are serious.”

Zoey tossed her volleyball in the air again, catching it with a quick snap of her wrists. She grinned. Her teeth flashed. “We’re always serious when it comes to volleyball. And I’ll still get dunked. I promise.”

Kinsley let out a small laugh. Her shoulders relaxed. She glanced at Presley, then at Brynn. Her lips curved into a hesitant smile. Brynn turned to me, and her green eyes sparkled. “Owen, you could do the photos. Posters, flyers, all that. Make it look big.”

I nodded, feeling the weight of their attention. I ran my hand through my hair, sweat-damp strands sticking to my palm. “Yeah. I can do that.”

Presley looked around at the group. She squared her shoulders. Her posture straightened as she took charge. “Okay. If we’re doing this, we’ll need a list. Teams to invite. Places to host games. Food vendors. Volunteers. We’ll need to talk to the mayor, too.”

Bill scribbled something on his clipboard. His pen scratched across the paper. He looked up, his expression more hopeful. “I’ll talk to the council. See what we can get in terms of permits and insurance. But you’ll need to get the teams lined up.”

Zoey spun her volleyball on her fingertip. Her tongue poked out the corner of her mouth in concentration. She let the ball drop into her other hand. Then, she tucked it under her arm. “I know some girls at Palm Coast. And there’s that team from St. Augustine. If we get them, the others will follow.”

Brynn nodded. Her ponytail swished against her back. She pulled out her phone, scrolling through her contacts. “I’ll start making calls. I can handle the schedule once we know who’s coming.”

Kinsley shifted her weight. Her bare feet turned in on themselves. She looked at Presley. Her voice was quiet. “I can help with the food. My aunt runs the bakery. She’ll donate cupcakes if I ask.”

Presley smiled. Her sunburned cheeks dimpled. She reached out and squeezed Kinsley’s shoulder. Her fingers pressed gently into the soft terrycloth. “That’s perfect. Every bit helps.”

Bill set his clipboard on the edge of the trophy case. He wiped his palms on his khaki shorts. Then, he picked up a stray pen from the floor. He clicked it open and closed. The plastic snapped in his hand. “If we pull this off, it could get the league’s attention. Maybe even bring in some new sponsors.”

Zoey grinned, showing all her teeth. She leaned forward, elbows planted on the table. Her hands fanned out as if she could physically shape the idea. “We could call it the Aces Invitational. Or the Beach Bash. Or… something with more puns.” She looked around. Her eyes glanced from face to face as she searched for a reaction.

Brynn rolled her eyes. Her lips curled in a half-smile. She pushed her chair back a few inches. The legs scraped against the linoleum. “We’ll need permits. And sponsors. And a lot of sand.” She ticked each item off on her fingers, holding her hand up for emphasis.

Presley nodded. Her ponytail swung. She leaned over the table, reaching for the pad of paper in front of Brynn. “I can talk to the business owners. If they see the numbers, they’ll get behind it. Maybe even throw in prizes or help with advertising.” As she spoke, she uncapped a pen and started scribbling a list of names. Her handwriting was slanted and hurried.

Kinsley was already pulling out her phone. Her fingers were moving quickly as she unlocked the screen. Her thumb danced across the glass, tapping out notes. “We could make flyers. And post on social media. If we get enough teams, it’ll look official.” She angled the phone toward the middle of the table, showing a half-formed bullet-point list as she scrolled.

Bill’s smile grew, deepening the lines at the corners of his mouth. For a second, he looked ten years younger. His posture straightened, and his eyes became distant as he imagined the possibilities. It was like he could actually see the town’s faded banners getting replaced. “Alright. I’ll start making calls. You girls start making lists. Let’s see if we can pull this off.” He pushed his chair back, the legs bumping against the wall behind him. He stood up, stretching his arms overhead.

The chairs scraped back from the table one by one. Presley gathered up the stack of flyers from last year’s event, tucking them under her arm. Brynn collected the empty water bottles and stacked them at the end of the table. Zoey tucked her napkin list into her back pocket, patting it once as if to make sure it was secure. Kinsley slipped her phone into the mesh pocket of her bag. Her fingers lingered on the zipper for a second before she closed it.

We filed out of the athletic center. The door swung shut behind us on its heavy hinge. The fluorescent lights flickered overhead as we passed through the lobby. Our footsteps echoed off the tile floor. The glass door was cool against my palm as I pushed it open. The metal frame rattled as it settled back into place. The sun was starting to dip low. The sky was turning orange over the roofs of the sleepy town. Long shadows stretched across the cracked sidewalk. The light caught on the chipped paint of the parking lines.

Outside, the sidewalks were empty except for a couple of kids on skateboards. They rolled past the edge of the lot. Their wheels clattered over a patch of uneven concrete. One of them kicked up his board and caught it under his arm, glancing at us before jogging to catch up with his friend. A dog was sleeping in the shade of the diner sign across the street. Its body was curled tight, and its chest was rising and falling with slow breaths. The neon letters above it flickered, casting a faint pink glow on the dog’s back.

Zoey walked backward in front of us, her flip-flops slapping against the pavement. She grinned at the rest of us. Her hair fell into her eyes as she glanced over her shoulder to make sure she wasn’t about to trip. “I call dunk tank duty. If I’m going in, I’m dragging Owen with me.” She pointed at me. Her finger was steady, and her grin widened as she took another step back.

Brynn reached out and shoved her. One palm pressed flat against Zoey’s shoulder. “You’ll break the tank.” Zoey stumbled sideways, laughing, and caught herself on the edge of a planter. She righted herself, sticking her tongue out at Brynn before spinning around and falling into step beside her.

Presley slung an arm around Kinsley’s shoulders, pulling her close and steering her toward the beach. Presley’s hand rested on Kinsley’s upper arm. Her thumb rubbed back and forth over the thin strap of Kinsley’s cover-up. “If we’re doing this, we’re doing it right. No half-measures.” Presley’s grip was firm but easy, guiding Kinsley as they walked.

Kinsley looked up at Presley, her smile small but sincere. She adjusted the strap of her bag, tugging it higher on her shoulder. “I’ll make a spreadsheet.” Her fingers flexed around the strap. Her knuckles pressed white against the fabric.

I fell in step behind them. The volleyball thumped against my thigh with each stride. I held it tucked under my arm. My fingers gripped the rough surface as I felt the familiar pattern of the seams. The sand was still warm under my feet as we moved off the pavement and onto the narrow path that led to the beach. Grains of sand stuck to the tops of my feet, clinging to my skin as I walked. The ocean stretched out ahead, reflecting the last of the sunlight. The water shifted from deep blue to gold as the sun dropped lower.

The girls buzzed around me. Their voices overlapped as they tossed out ideas. Presley suggested food trucks. She listed off the names of local vendors, counting them on her fingers. Brynn talked about live music. Her hands moved in time with her words as she described possible bands and setlists. Zoey jumped in with a suggestion for a volleyball skills clinic for kids. Her excitement bubbled over as she described drills and games she used to love as a camper.

Bill called after us. His voice echoed off the empty street. “Let me know what you need! And Owen, keep that camera ready!” He waved one arm above his head. His silhouette was framed by the doorway of the athletic center.

I gave him a thumbs-up, lifting my free hand high enough for him to see. I jogged a few steps to catch up with the others. The volleyball bounced against my hip. Presley was already talking about t-shirt designs, describing possible colors and logos as she drew invisible shapes in the air. She reached into her bag and pulled out a crumpled sheet of paper, smoothing it flat against her thigh. As she sketched a quick outline of a shirt, her pen moved fast. Brynn was talking about recruiting teams, her tone low and focused. She listed off the names of players from last year, pausing to remember who had moved away and who might be interested in coming back. She tapped out a message on her phone. Her thumb moved quickly as she scrolled through her contacts.

The sun slipped lower, painting the water gold. The ocean’s surface shimmered. The waves rolled in gentle, regular swells. The team house glowed in the distance, its yellow and white siding lit up by the last rays of sunlight. The windows reflected the sky. The glass caught the orange and pink of the sunset. The porch light flickered on, casting a pool of warm light on the steps.

We had a plan to make the town come alive again. It would take some work, but if anybody could do it, it was us. We walked toward the beach. Our shadows stretched long behind us, and the sand shifted under our feet. Zoey trailed her fingers through the air, tracing a line just above the ground. Presley and Kinsley walked side by side, Presley’s hand still resting on Kinsley’s shoulder. Brynn walked a few steps ahead. She had her arms crossed over her chest and her head tilted as she considered the next steps. I followed. The volleyball was tucked tight under my arm. The sun was warm on my back as we headed toward the promise of something new.


Afterword

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed.




If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps. It also helps me know whether I should continue with the series. Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well. 
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