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				Abby’s Personal Summer Endeavors List

				
						
						☐ 1. Add senior year schedule to academic planner

					

						
						☐ 2. Complete senior year AP English summer reading

					

						
						☐ 3. Demonstrate “character and commitment”

						
								
								☐ 3a. Volunteer with Pod Patrol: dolphin rescue group

							

								
								☐ 3b. Lead Hawaiian community service project with Senator Sina

							

						


						
						☐ 4. “Gain new perspectives”

						
								
								☐ 4a. Travel (Hawaiʻi! Italy!)

							

								
								☐ 4b. Broaden culinary palate

							

								
								☐ 4c. Shop local

							

						


						
						☐ 5. Enriching activities outside of academics to be “well-rounded”

						
								
								☐ 5a. Community events

							

								
								☐ 5b. Cooking class

							

								
								☐ 5c. Art lessons

							

								
								☐ 5d. Team sports

							

								
								☐ 5e. Do something nature-y
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				Abby’s Unofficial Summer Bucket List
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						☐ 1. Enjoy a laid-back picnic

					

						
						☐ 2. Veg out at the beach

					

						
						☐ 3. Get brain-freeze induced by fancy whipped–cream–smothered coffee latte (the perfect summer drink)

					

						
						☐ 4. Chill and savor ice cream in a huge waffle cone (the perfect summer indulgence)

					

						
						☐ 5. Dine at top foodie restaurant (no parents)

					

						
						☐ 6. Stay up all night (not studying)

					

						
						☐ 7. Watch the sun set (not rushed)

					

						
						☐ 8. Go stargazing (no agenda)

					

						
						☐ 9. Dance under the stars (alone or with someone special…)

					

						
						☐ 10. First date?

					

						
						☐ 11. First kiss???

					

						
						☐ 12. Be spontaneous. For once. [image: Megaphone icon.]

					

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“Smokeshow” and “hot guy” are phrases you don’t typically hear during Mom’s work parties, but of course my sister missed that memo years ago. Fortunately, we’re in the privacy of my upstairs bedroom, away from spying eyes and gossip-hungry ears.

			I lower my phone, where my feed shows most of my classmates at end-of-the-school-year parties. Not me. I’m mentally preparing myself to keep an eye on the “rambunctious” member of the family. My head tilts sharply as I beckon my little sister away from my bedroom’s second-floor window. The royal-blue curtain, which Mom’s designer selected, provides a stark contrast to Elle’s sparkly citrine-yellow ball gown, the gown she and Mom eventually compromised on.

			Since I’m the “dependable” one, no one had to weigh in on my dress. My white-gloved hands flatten my lavender sheath dress against my thighs—very Jane Austen meets Jackie O. It’s classic and maybe a little predictable, but I prefer playing it safe.

			A stubborn strand of my sister’s brown hair has fallen from her updo. “Tsk tsk,” I say as I tuck it back into place for the millionth time. Oblivious, Elle continues to talk about the “hottie” outside like a reporter live on the scene. I sigh. Freshman year has turned my sister boy crazy. To her, the “American dream” refers to a cute guy. For the rest of my family, it’s what everyone in this country deserves.

			I force all five feet, two inches of myself to stand tall. “Young lady”—my voice is overly crisp and clipped as I impersonate our mom—“you mean attractive and smart.”

			Elle smirks as she fans herself with her neon-green nails, a color she picked despite my repeated suggestions for Essie’s Ballet Slippers—my go-to pale pink.

			“Nope. I definitely mean smokeshow,” she says.

			“Smokeshow? Hay naku. Is something burning?” I throw up my hands, this time imitating Mom’s sister Tita Karra’s sonorous accent when she slips into Tagalog to scold us.

			Elle’s giggle is my reward. Only Elle knows that imitating voices is my thing. I’ve got several governors and many of our teachers down pat. Impersonations are one of the few things that have gotten her—and if I’m being honest, also me—through the years and years of monotonous VIP functions.

			I wrestle Elle’s sequined dress straps back into place; she was too busy with her amateur red-carpet fashion analysis of our guests to notice. “Hold on,” I protest as she turns away.

			“He might be gone,” Elle groans as she rushes back to my window to press her nose against it. My pearl earrings jostle as I shake my head at my sister.

			“Like I said, total hottie,” Elle continues. “Loving the dark wavy hero hair. And sweet! Are those Chuck Taylors with his tux?” Exhaling loudly, I stand behind her and follow her gaze, where guests in predictable black tie and grand ball gowns parade about our manicured lawn below. It’s a perfect June evening, meant for showing off the historic grounds of our home under the star-spangled night sky—but most guests aren’t stopping to smell the fragrant flowers in our rose garden, they’re rushing to get inside to the party instead.

			“None of these guests strikes me as hot unless balding and boring is your thing,” I say.

			She huffs. “He must be inside already. I’ll find him when we get downstairs.”

			My cheeks flush. That’s the last thing I want her to do. An awkward encounter with one of Mom’s VIP guests orchestrated by my sister. Hey, Abby, meet this hottie, Elle would shout across the room, causing people to stare. My number one rule in life: Don’t create any headaches for Mom. She’s got enough on her plate. “Please don’t. I’m not interested.”

			A wicked grin curves her lips. “I’m just wondering if you’re ‘not interested’ because of your date tonight?” I fiddle with my amethyst necklace.

			Heat spreads across my cheeks. “Sorry. I’m not sure what you mean.” But of course I do. Whether Oliver Darby is officially my date tonight is something I’ve been worrying about too, and something my sister has been teasing me over for years.

			Oliver, my entire family, and his entire family know my parents’ rule. None of the Cary-Alzona girls are allowed to date until senior year of high school. A rule that is apparently inconvenient to Elle but hasn’t bothered me because Oliver has always been my partner. It’s our unspoken default.

			I bite my lip, recalling that he hinted about asking me something important this past week. After school today, he even made me promise to save him a dance. Is this the night he asks me to be his girlfriend?

			Elle’s eyes gleam. I adjust some nonexistent wrinkles on my gloves, not wanting to give her the satisfaction of calling me out. “You know the rules about dating,” I remind her.

			“I do indeed.” She moves her arms like she’s making a grand reveal. “Ta-da! You’re officially a senior now.”

			“In the fall. I’ll be a senior in the fall.” Even I wince at my sharp tone, which sounds as grouchy as one of Mom’s overworked lawyers.

			My sister raises a finger like a reporter with a gotcha question. “If you believe that, then what about your unofficial summer bucket list?” I stiffen like the upper lip of a pretentious guest. Why did I let Elle read my summer bucket list?

			And worst, the pesky thing swiped right and saw page two with my private goals—aka my “for my eyes only” list, which bullets all the normal teenage things I want to experience before senior year. This is the last summer before I’m an official adult—along with all the expectations of being my mother’s daughter.

			Elle waggles her brows. “Goal eleven? That was”—she pauses dramatically—“first kiss, I believe?”

			My cheeks burn. What a mistake it was writing that down. “That was a draft!” I practically shout. “Page one is the official summer list.” The enriching activities that colleges will like when I apply this fall. I glance at the antique clock on my dresser. “Speaking of official, we don’t want to be late.” I reach for the brass doorknob, anxious to stop this discussion about my bucket list.

			“But Abby—” Elle protests.

			I cut her off. “Promise me you won’t tell anybody about my list.”

			She frowns but agrees with a tiny huff. “You know, you shouldn’t feel guilty for wanting to do stuff for yourself.”

			Her words make me pause for a second. Everything I do is for my family. How is that not more important? I fling the door open, pretending not to hear her, and step out quickly, nearly bumping into the burly man guarding the door.

			Without missing a beat, Agent Shaw steps aside. By now Shaw’s all too used to my near collisions with him and by default moves away whenever he hears me approaching. “Nice tie tonight, Shaw,” I say sheepishly. He’s always in a black suit, his tie the only thing that changes. Tonight it’s gray with green dots.

			He nods at me before speaking into his earpiece. “Rapunzel and Rhapsody are on the move.”

			Nessa, the other agent assigned to my and Elle’s security detail, joins him. She’s wearing a navy pantsuit, flats, and a simple silver watch. I can’t see it but I know she has a secured firearm under her jacket. “Ready to party?” Elle asks with a giggle. We’re rewarded with a tight smile from Nessa. And a grunt from Shaw.

			I glance one last time at the privacy of my bedroom before turning toward the sounds of laughter and conversation as our guests mingle about the White House’s Residence.

			My back straightens and chin lifts high as I switch into “First Daughter” mode. Elle stands next to me. I check her hair again, and everything is where it should be.

			Taking a deep breath, I nod at my sister, then give her my usual pep talk before one of Mom’s VIP functions: “We are Abigail and Eleanor Cary-Alzona, the sweet and charming daughters of Constance Alzona, president of these United States of America—and it’s performance time.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The second floor of the White House, formally known as the Residence, has been my family’s home for the past five years. Elle and I are part of the ultra-exclusive sorority of First Daughters who’ve lived within these storied walls—likely all having been mildly exasperated by the occasional tourist craning their neck in hopes of glimpsing our bedrooms.

			I smile pointedly at a couple whose gazes linger a moment too long before they veer off toward an incoming senator.

			As we enter the Residence’s Center Hall, which functions like a long living room, it’s bustling and full of laughter and loud guffaws with guests waiting for tonight’s state dinner to commence. Dad wanted us to meet inside the Yellow Oval Room at 19:00, and as he’s a former navy pilot and astronaut, this means no later than 18:45. Because if you’re not early, you’re late.

			My ears pick up hearty Italian accents, which makes sense because tonight’s dinner honors the prime minister of Italy. My stomach rumbles, excited for Chef’s menu—I love pizza, and I heard a fancy version will be served this evening.

			Mom’s guests mill about with wineglasses in hand, admiring the artwork on our walls—by celebrated artists modern and historic, from Claude Monet’s Morning on the Seine to Georgia O’Keeffe’s Mountain at Bear Lake—Taos.

			Some guests wander toward the Lincoln Bedroom, where an actual copy of the Gettysburg Address resides. For Elle and me, it’s kind of creepy in there, with stories of Lincoln’s ghost. Not that ghosts exist.

			As we make our way through the crowd, Elle and I grin politely. The guests up here have an extra V designation, as in VVIP. These are the select people invited to our private living space before tonight’s main event on the State Floor of the White House.

			While presumably everyone here is important in some way, the White House Residence is still an extra-exclusive space for visitors, which explains the curiosity. After all, they’re mere steps from where the most powerful person in the world sleeps. Of course, Elle and I just call her Mom.

			“Shoot,” Elle mutters as she kicks a candy wrapper under a side table. Elle has the poor habit of dropping things, including a Snickers wrapper from her dress pocket just now. Telling her to pick up after herself never seems to sink in.

			“Elle, that table belonged to Teddy Roosevelt,” I snap.

			She rolls her eyes. “Whatever. I’m sure his kids ate Doritos on it too.” She laughs at her own joke. I hold back my “the White House is also a museum” speech. Not that the White House’s staff would let our home be out of order.

			Fortunately, I don’t see any other signs of Elle’s snacks, schoolwork, or personal items. If not for our bookshelves, which display a collection of our family photos going back several generations to Mom’s family in the Philippines and Dad’s Irish roots, you wouldn’t know a real family lives here.

			As the rest of the guests circle one another in a game of “who’s most important,” I’m able to spot the route that will take us to the Yellow Oval Room fastest. “Come on, Dad’s waiting,” I say to Elle.

			“Hold on to your gloves a sec. I need to find Enzo,” Elle says, her eyes circling the room. Enzo isn’t a friend—he’s one-fifth of an Italian teen boy band who’s on tonight’s guest list. And he’s not the only celeb: Hollywood director Tyler Storm and his date (pop star Lil’ Shady) and former NBA legend turned famous podcaster Jax Romeo have also been invited. Most of the time we don’t know who’s attending the dinners until the last minute since the guest list is constantly being updated, but Elle got the inside scoop about Enzo a couple hours ago.

			I look at my gold watch, a Christmas gift from Oliver. He should already be here. Elle’s grinning as she looks up from my watch. “See, I have five whole minutes,” she says.

			“Wait,” I say uselessly to her back as she flits away. Nessa and Shaw remain a polite distance across the room. They’re usually not up here when we’re in the Residence, but with tonight’s guests they must have been asked to stay close.

			Elle weaves in between a Supreme Court justice and the Speaker of the House. I’ll give her three minutes. She deserves to enjoy herself. It’s not easy being a First Daughter, especially on nights like these with all of Mom’s high-profile guests, and the media waiting downstairs. Up here, we need to behave, but at least there are no cameras.

			My back prickles in that “someone is watching me” way. I know this anxious feeling too well. Sure enough, a couple across the hall are looking in my direction, trying to make eye contact. Judging by his impeccably well-tailored tux and her conservative designer dress, I’d say they’re rich corporate-donor types looking to get in a good word with my mom by making nice with me.

			Ugh. Those are the encounters I desperately try to avoid whenever possible. I back away slowly, annoyed that my dress is not compatible with making haste. My constricting silk skirt pulls against my legs. Note to self: Go with a stretchy material next time.

			From the corner of my eye, I see the shark couple headed toward me. Alarm bells going off in my head, I turn abruptly.

			But my escape is blocked. I gasp as I smack into a wall. Or rather, a guy.

			I rock back in shock, losing my balance, but instead of falling, I feel firm hands grip my arms. “I got you.” The voice is low, comforting, and warm.

			I go on autopilot as I utter multiple “I’m sorrys” while I regain my footing. I’m relieved to see my skirt hasn’t ripped, but my relief turns to curiosity as I spy white Chuck Taylors near my heels.

			My eyes rove upward, taking in black pants and a trim waistline, then a fitted black button-up shirt underneath a tux jacket that emphasizes a broad chest and abs (which aren’t hard to imagine are like one of those muscled marble statues in the National Gallery of Art). As my gaze reaches his face, I’m greeted by full, inviting lips and intense copper eyes framed by unfairly thick lashes. His skin is a sandy beige and his features look mixed like me and Elle. His dramatic dark brows arch with concern.

			My body burns ten degrees hotter than the summer night outside as I realize this is the “smokeshow” Elle was referring to. She’s right. It takes every ounce of effort to keep my jaw from dropping faster than a judge’s gavel. He’s so hot, it’s almost criminal.

			“Are you okay?” he asks.

			“I—yes,” I stammer. Very uncharacteristic of me. But who can focus when a guy like this has his full attention on you? My gaze flicks to his hands still holding my arms. “I’m—I’m…good.”

			He seems to notice at the same time. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to.” He removes his hands fast. I momentarily miss the pressure and warmth of his touch. His face grows red as he looks away. “I should. Um…” He doesn’t finish his sentence as he turns to leave.

			It takes me five whole seconds before I finally respond, which, again, is very un-Abigail of me. “Wait,” I call after him.

			He pauses and I can’t say I’m not admiring the view of his back. He runs a hand through his thick wavy hair as he turns to face me like he’s suddenly self-conscious or something.

			I smooth some imaginary wrinkles from my dress. First Daughters are always polite and gracious. “Thank you for the save.”

			He winces. His face is the very definition of awk. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to grab you—it was a reflex. I know you would’ve regained your balance on your own.”

			I do my best to act chill. Me regaining my balance would’ve been unlikely, but I’m good with him not knowing that. “I meant you saved me from the shark couple who were about to make me their first course,” I say, trying to sound light and funny but obviously failing given the confused look on his face.

			“Shark couple?” he echoes.

			I laugh nervously. “The power couple behind me.”

			He looks over my shoulder. “The guy who looks like the Monopoly dude without a top hat?” His eyes sparkle. “And his partner, who looks like that mean mom from Titanic?”

			My hand flies to my mouth to suppress my giggle. I looove Titanic. My eyes narrow. “Rose, you are not to see that boy again. Do you understand me?” I say in a haughty tone.

			The boy’s surprised look reminds me he’s a stranger. I never do impersonations with anyone except Elle. My face flushes hotter than debate stage lights. I don’t even know his name.

			I hold out my gloved hand. “I’m Abby, by the way.”

			He looks uncertainly at my outstretched hand, making me feel a bit self-conscious. Seconds ago, we were so close I could smell his minty toothpaste, and now he doesn’t want to shake my hand?

			I frown as a panicked look crosses his face. My hands instinctively go to my own face. “Do I have something in my teeth?” I ask.

			“No, I…there’s a smudge on your arm.” He points where seconds ago his hand gripped my right elbow. He’s right. I see what looks like black ink on my skin.

			We both stare at his hands and find the evidence on his fingertips. He grimaces. “My pen must’ve leaked. I’m sorry,” he says.

			“It’s okay, I’m sure it’ll wash off.” I look at my watch. Four minutes to get to Dad. Finding a sink will have to wait until after I check in with him, but fortunately I have a quick solution. I tug my white gloves upward to cover the stain. “There. All better. ‘Be prepared’ is my motto.” I stop myself after I realize I’m babbling. Me? Babbling?

			The boy nods politely as he goes for the inner pocket of his jacket and pulls out a black pen and a small notepad with scribbles all over it. “The culprit,” he explains. He tosses the leaky pen in a small, ornate trash can.

			I tilt my head, curious. Most folks at this party aren’t taking actual notes. “What were you writing?”

			He looks embarrassed. “I was checking out this collection of photos on the bookshelf and taking notes on their age and provenance.”

			“Provenance,” I repeat. “You mean the origin of the photos?”

			He nods. “Yeah, there are some awesome images in this collection.”

			I beam as I walk over to the bookcase of family photos I personally curated. “Thanks, I worked hard on locating and placing…” My words trail off as I look at the frames. To my annoyance, I realize four of them have been rearranged to different spots. “Hey, did you move my frames?”

			My back tingles, sensing him behind me, but my frustration at seeing my photo collection out of order is more galling. “Each of these photos was placed with intention,” I say with irritation.

			I pick up a wooden eight-by-ten frame with a photo that’s particularly important to me. It’s a sepia-toned portrait of my mom’s grandma, Lola Liwayway, when she was about my age in the Philippines.

			The photo’s angle captures her profile as she sits on a rock off to the side of a mountain road. There’s a great valley below and mountains in the distance.

			A year after that photo was taken, World War II would reach the Philippines and my great-grandmother would become a nurse and a resistance fighter, starting a tradition in our family that would eventually lead to Mom’s military service, then public service as a champion for veterans and small businesses, and now the White House. Lola Liwayway was a hero, and I’m not happy seeing the photos surrounding hers moved around.

			I can sense him frowning. “I’m so sorry, I thought I placed them back in order.”

			“These four aren’t where they belong,” I say, putting Lola’s photo carefully back in place and rearranging the others.

			“Four?” He sounds amused. “There’s like fifty frames here and you’re upset about four?”

			“Everything has a proper place,” I say primly. That should be reason enough to explain his error, but instead he doubles down.

			“I know a little something about photography. I can usually tell the era based on a photo’s characteristics. Those four photos were out of place.”

			I scoff. “I had an archivist from the National Archives help me.”

			He lifts his hands in surrender, but now it looks like he’s trying not to laugh. “Well, you might want to get a second opinion. I put them in correct chronological order.”

			We stare at one another. I can’t tell if I’m more irritated by him suggesting I’m wrong or the fact that he doesn’t care when things are out of order. Or maybe it’s the tiny, annoyingly cute smirk emerging on his face.

			As we stare at one another, it’s like the air is as thick as on a hot and humid DC summer day. I suddenly wish I wore more deodorant.

			“Everything all right here?” I jerk back at the sound of a familiar calm and confident voice.

			My best friend steps forward, looking magnificent in his tuxedo. He barely acknowledges my brief hello as he angles himself in front of me. “Hi, I’m Oliver Darby,” he says, extending his hand to the boy in Chuck Taylors.

			The boy’s eyes widen. “Darby? As in Darby Hotels?”

			Oliver’s face pinches in dismay. That is his family, but it’s not how he likes to be identified. “As in, son of Vice President Darby.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Should I bow?” the boy asks as he looks between Oliver and me. His lips twitch and I’m pretty sure he’s trying not to laugh. At our expense.

			“That won’t be necessary,” Oliver says, his eyebrows drawn together with confusion.

			I sigh. Oliver has never been good with sarcasm. I’m guessing the boy recognizes Oliver now, because everyone in America is obsessed with the possibility that Oliver and I are dating.

			Ever since our parents began campaigning together as president and vice president, there’s been plenty of stories about me and Oliver. From the clothes we wear becoming instant bestsellers to more recent stories about us dating. The press went wild when we attended junior prom together. And I get it. The eldest daughter of the First Family and the eldest son of the Second Family makes for a good story.

			Plus, Oliver would pretty much be an ideal boyfriend. He’s smart, kind, and organized. We have the same class schedule. And perhaps most important, he understands how to operate in our shared world of fancy functions, Secret Service, and family duty. Still, standing between Oliver and this boy feels like I’m in a passive-aggressive game show.

			“Gabriel of the Mystic Hollow Calabreses,” he says with a pompous bow and a wave of his hand. A quick glance at Oliver and I know from the twitch in his smile that my friend is puzzled and low-key annoyed. It’s actually amusing to see. Oliver rarely gets thrown off.

			Meanwhile, Gabriel rises from his bow, returning to his full height. Though he’s not as tall as Oliver, you wouldn’t know it. His athletic build and attitude make him feel much taller.

			Gabriel? Calabrese? My head tilts as I try to figure out how he made the guest list. My mind races to high school prize winner or artist—he certainly has that vibe about him—but likely he’s someone’s plus-one.

			Mystic Hollow sounds familiar but I can’t place it. I try not to stare as I study him for some kind of clue. A rectangular object inside his tuxedo jacket catches my attention. His phone? Whatever it is, it’s not dangerous since the Secret Service would’ve checked him.

			“See something you like?” Gabriel asks. My gaze jumps from his chest to his face to find his lips upturned into a satisfied smile.

			My nostrils flare, but my response is cut off as Oliver’s hand grabs mine. “We need to go,” he says to me, his grip tightening.

			He isn’t wrong. “It’s 18:55,” I gasp. Dad won’t be happy. With one last look at Gabriel, whose gorgeous face is as unreadable as the unsmiling portraits hanging on the White House’s walls, I let Oliver tug me away through the crowd.

			Gabriel is Trouble with a capital T. I should stay away from him. With any luck, I can avoid him the rest of the night despite my lingering questions, like why does he know about old photos? Why is he even here tonight? And what’s with the Chuck Taylors? Didn’t he get the dress code instructions? Does he even follow instructions?

			My mind hardens with resolve. No, Abby. You are not to see that boy again. Of course, that ultimatum didn’t work out too well for Rose and Jack.

			I do my best to match my stride with Oliver’s—again cursing my restrictive dress. I’m going to Hawaii soon, and for a moment I picture myself walking along the beach in a sundress and flip-flops. I can’t wait.

			I frantically scan the room for my sister. “I already directed Elle to the Yellow Oval,” Oliver confides. Oliver and I have been friends for so long he can practically read my mind. He grins at me, and thanks to our unspoken best-friends mind-melding abilities, he knows I’m grateful.

			I follow behind him quickly, holding up my skirt to allow myself to keep up. It’s not like me to be late. “And what’s your story? You’re cutting it close,” I tease.

			Oliver winces. “Sorry, my dad was going over some Hawaii plans and I tried to make it clear to him that you and I are going to have some downtime while we’re there.”

			“Did it work?” I ask.

			He grins. “I managed to negotiate about half of our to-do items away. We’ve got dolphins to swim with, right?”

			I smile. Ever since we watched a bunch of National Geographic marine life documentaries on the campaign trail, whales and dolphins have been our thing.

			The Yellow Oval Room is where mom likes to entertain VVIP guests before they make their formal entrance into the State Dining Room. True to its name, the room is painted a soft yellow in homage to First Lady Dolley Madison’s color scheme when this was the Ladies’ Drawing Room. Today it serves as a formal sitting room. Elle is not allowed to eat Doritos here. I’ve always loved the room’s long windows, which overlook majestic views of the South Lawn and the tall, marbled Washington Monument piercing the sky.

			I spot my parents instantly—surrounded by people orbiting them like planets around the sun. Mom shines in a sleek navy ball gown, rose-gold-tinged pearls glowing softly against her brown skin. President Connie Alzona has led with distinction, integrity, and respect, but it’s in these personal moments—when she’s laughing, connecting one-on-one—that she truly lights up the room. Her deep, joyful belly laugh, now a viral meme, rings out above the crowd.

			Beside her is my father, the First Gentleman, charming a small circle of guests. I catch the tail end of one of his signature stories—something about life in space, no doubt. It’s classic: He keeps everyone entertained while Mom gets a breather from the endless spotlight.

			They’re a team in every sense of the word. They just get each other.

			Mom sees Oliver and me and motions us forward. I am comforted by her jasmine-and-freesia scent as she wraps an arm around me and gestures at the couple next to her.

			A friendly-faced man who reminds me of an owl and a stately blond woman in a glamorous designer dress nod in my direction. Mom beams. “Mr. Prime Minister and Mrs. Mariano, may I introduce my eldest daughter, Abigail? And Vice President Darby’s son, Oliver.”

			“Ah, the beautiful Abigail Cary-Alzona,” the prime minister exclaims. “A national treasure, no doubt. Lovely to meet you, my dear.” I blush, admiring his musical accent.

			“Buona sera, Signor Prime Minister e Signora Mariano,” I say graciously. “Non vedo l’ora di visitare la sua casa.”

			The prime minister grins, obviously pleased that I greeted him in his language. “And I look forward to your visit to my country, signorina,” he replies.

			I nod in agreement. After the White House’s Independence Day Gala, our family is off to Italy for a state visit, which means my Hawaii trip is my best chance to check off my summer bucket list items. I’ll be under a microscope in Italy.

			I flush as I look at Oliver. He’s chattering away with Mrs. Mariano. Oliver’s Italian is much better than mine, but he’s been a world traveler since birth. Helps when your family owns hotels all over the globe.

			“You two are such a lovely pair,” Mrs. Mariano declares in the direction of Oliver and me. Oliver smiles, while my immediate response is a very mature nervous giggle as I remember Oliver had a question to ask me later tonight.

			Fortunately, Dad jumps in. “Time flies, doesn’t it? Abby’s still in pigtails as far as I’m concerned.” Okay, not sure I’d go that far, but I’m thankful for his intervention. Mental note, need to develop a new talking point regarding the status of me and Oliver. It used to be a simple best friends, but from the way Oliver is looking, I’m not so sure anymore. And I’m certain it’s complicated isn’t a relationship status Mom’s press secretary would approve.

			“Where’s Elle?” I whisper into Dad’s ear.

			His bushy eyebrows pinch together. “Giving a history lesson to some kid on the balcony,” he says. “Bozo?”

			I stifle my laugh. “You mean Enzo,” I chastise him. The Truman Balcony is just outside the Yellow Oval, and sure enough, I see Elle pointing excitedly to something in the distance. A floppy-haired boy in a gold-trimmed tuxedo who must be Enzo leans against the balcony with her.

			A woman next to Elle in a gorgeous red gown makes my smile stretch even wider. I squeeze my mom’s arm. “Tita Karra is here! I thought she wasn’t going to make it.” Mom leans out of her conversation and her lips quirk in that way they always do when she refers to her younger, pluckier sister. “She apparently had an important guest she wanted to bring.” We exchange meaningful looks.

			We never know who Tita will bring as her plus-one to Mom’s functions, but no doubt it’s someone connected to a cause she supports, like puppeteers for world peace, or even a service animal, which happened to be a potbellied pig one year. So long as the guest passes a security check and doesn’t cause any controversy, Tita is allowed some grace. It’s the least Mom can do for her sister, who is a fundraising goddess and practically raised Elle and me during Mom’s campaigns for Senate and twice for president.

			One of our military social aides whispers in Mom’s ear. She smiles at the news and claps her hands, drawing everyone’s attention. “Who’s ready for dinner?” she asks like we’re about to have an intimate meal in our home, not a fancy political-people dinner where even the salads have last names. I cast a look at Elle, Enzo, and Tita, who are slowly exiting the balcony.

			I’ll lecture Elle about paying too much attention to Enzo when we’re seated at our table together. As for Tita, I hope to get a few words with her alone before her plus-one steals the spotlight.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The energy amps up higher with anticipation as the White House staff helps usher everyone from the Residence to the floor below us, where the State Dining Room is located.

			Mom, Dad, and the prime minister and his wife make their way toward the Grand Staircase, where they’ll make their entrance, but not before Dad hugs me and shakes Oliver’s hand. I’m wary of the knowing look Dad shares with him. Like everyone is in on a secret except me. Oliver offers me his arm. I look into my best friend’s eyes and feel nervous.

			Didn’t I write page two of my unofficial bucket list anticipating us dating? Even our first kiss? Haven’t I already decided that it’s time for Oliver’s best friend label to switch to boyfriend? I feel an elbow bump me and am glad to see Elle. I lock my other arm with hers and the three of us make our way to dinner.

			As we enter our grand State Dining Room, where Mom prefers to host official functions, I’m stunned. The White House staff have outdone themselves with turning this historic ballroom into an elegant party space, with soft pink uplights, golden platters, and lush floral centerpieces. Toward the back, a few members of the press stand to capture tonight’s event.

			It’s hard to imagine First Lady Abigail Adams used to hang her laundry here. The room has hosted official state dinners for over a century, the first one in 1874 when President Grant honored the king of Hawaii. Where I’ll be soon. I push the thought of balmy breezes out of my mind for now.

			As we make our way to our seats, my sister and I do our best to smile, but not too wide. Stand tall, but not too rigid. Don’t flinch or look like you’re annoyed by the thousand lights flashing in your face. You’re happy, your parents are great, and you’re gracious and humbled to serve the American people.

			As the flashes begin to slow down, I notice one photographer who doesn’t fit in. My chest thumps. Gabriel is standing with the press taking photos with a pocket-sized but pro-looking camera.

			Wait. Is he with the press? Why was he in the Residence?

			And if that wasn’t strange, his camera seems to be aimed at the walls behind me. Everyone else is taking photos of me. What’s so interesting about the walls?

			Oliver nudges my shoulder. “You’re frowning,” he whispers between his toothy grin. Oh no. I do my best to recover, but the damage is done. Sometime tonight or tomorrow a photo will be posted of me side-eyeing a guest. And then the internet will decide I’ve personally offended democracy, and criticize my parents for whatever is the issue of the day.

			Mom and Dad will say it’s not a big deal, but I know these kinds of things are not helpful either. Rule number one: Don’t make Mom’s job harder.

			Our procession continues until we’re escorted to our table by one of the White House’s military social aides. Our round table is clothed in rose gold with twinkling crystal glasses and Mom’s White House china—the ivory-and-gold design was one she and Dad picked out together.

			As I approach the table, I see my name is handwritten in flowery script on a tiny name tent where I expect to find it. Next to me is Oliver, where I expect to find him seated. I glance at the name placard on the other side of me.

			Gabriel Calabrese, the script on the name tent reads. My stomach does a backflip. Not what I expected.

			I turn to my sister for an explanation. She rewards me with a sheepish smile as she grabs a chair at the table behind me. I try not to scowl as she sits beside Enzo.

			Of course, she must have begged to be seated next to him. I always knew Tom, Mom’s social secretary, liked her more than me. I know the seating charts are always changed up to the last minute, but Elle could have at least warned me we were at different tables. Feeling petty, I decide to make sure she doesn’t get her favorite ice cream flavor when we’re on vacation. I’ll eat all the pineapple sorbet out of spite (even though I hate pineapple).

			I summon my inner yoga girl. It’s not that I mind talking to strangers—it’s practically part of my job description as a First Daughter—but Gabriel Calabrese? He’s the rare type of person who makes me tongue-tied, and now I have to sit through an entire five-course dinner with him?

			If Oliver noticed Gabriel’s name, he doesn’t say anything. Instead, he’s already turned on the megawatt Darby charm as he greets the other guests at our table, all of whom I’ve already done my homework on. There’s Secretary Luis, our commerce secretary, and his wife, Penny. Sitting next to her is a military veteran; then a green-energy entrepreneur; and finally, an Italian arts philanthropist and his guest, a fashion influencer.

			And now, seated on my right, is Gabriel Calabrese, who’s into photography, doesn’t care about keeping things in order, and is a possible member of the press. Oh, and is ridiculously hot.

			Being on time doesn’t seem to be his thing either, since he’s nowhere to be seen.

			Oliver’s cool hand touches my arm, snapping me out of my thoughts. “You remember the name of that town we visited last summer?” he asks from his seat—my best friend’s way of looping me back into the moment.

			Flustered, I slide into my chair, offering polite nods and smiles around the table. My gaze lands on Secretary Luis as I answer. “Oh, in Virginia? We did that whirlwind trip through the countryside. So many cute towns—I remember it being beautiful, but they blur together.”

			“Including Mystic Hollow,” a low, warm voice says. I look up and see a smug Gabriel Calabrese standing behind his chair. “That is, you passed through. You didn’t stop.”

			I fiddle with my gloves, avoiding eye contact. I don’t control my family’s itinerary, but I still feel bad for not stopping at his town even though it’s impossible for us to stop everywhere.

			Oliver snaps his fingers, not missing a beat. “Mystic Hollow. That’s why I remember that name. It’s unique.”

			“And I think you’ll be hearing a lot more about that town,” says a loud and very familiar voice. Tita Karra places her hands on Gabriel’s shoulders and beams. “I’m working on a new project in Mystic Hollow with my godson’s mother.”

			Godson? I look at Tita and then Gabriel and back at Tita as I bite my tongue. Now is not the time to grill Tita about some mysterious godson I’ve never heard of. But wow, my blood is boiling at this breaking news. How long has this been a thing with Gabriel and my aunt?

			As Gabriel takes his seat, Tita greets Secretary Luis and the others at our table. Apparently, she was supposed to join our group, but Mom has Tita seated next to an Italian businessman.

			Gabriel doesn’t say a word as he sips from a glass of water. I force my gaze away from him and focus on the dinner menu atop my plate. I barely register the upscale Italian-sounding names: prawn carpaccio, tricolore salad, lamb agnolotti, and pizzetta contemporanea, which must be the pizza dish I’m looking forward to.

			As the group discusses farm-to-table menus and where tonight’s food was sourced, I scan the room. My parents are seated at the head table with Italian prime minister Mariano and his wife. The two couples look like old friends. Is that me when I’m older?

			I glance at Oliver, who’s now confidently engaged in a conversation with the table. It’s practically predestined for Oliver and me. Everyone knows it.

			The topic must’ve moved on to our upcoming trip to Hawaii, as Oliver’s discussing our plans, from snorkeling to sunset boat tours.

			“Sounds like a blast,” Gabriel says.

			I turn to him, annoyed that even his profile is gorgeous. I try to keep myself from frowning. “What’s a blast?”

			“Your summer.
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