
        
            
                
            
        

    




 
 



ALL THAT JAZZ
Copyright © 2016 by Natasha Boyd
 
Interior Design by Angela McLaurin, Fictional Formats
https://www.facebook.com/FictionalFormats
 
Editing by Judy Roth
http://www.judy-roth.com
 
All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the author.
 
eBook ISBN: 978-0-9971464-0-0
 
The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real person, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.
 
 
 




ONE
TWO
THREE
FOUR
FIVE
SIX
SEVEN
EIGHT
NINE
TEN
ELEVEN
TWELVE
THIRTEEN
FOURTEEN
FIFTEEN
SIXTEEN
SEVENTEEN
EIGHTEEN
NINETEEN
TWENTY
TWENTY-ONE
TWENTY-TWO
TWENTY-THREE
TWENTY-FOUR
TWENTY-FIVE
TWENTY-SIX
TWENTY-SEVEN
TWENTY-EIGHT
TWENTY-NINE
THIRTY
THIRTY-ONE
THIRTY-TWO
THIRTY-THREE
THIRTY-FOUR
THIRTY-FIVE
THIRTY-SIX
THIRTY-SEVEN
THIRTY-EIGHT
ALL THAT JAZZ PLAYLIST
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
ABOUT THE AUTHOR



 
 
 
 
 
 
For Stephen
 
 



 
 
Pa -
It happened. Finally! I found my best friend. She don’t know it yet, but she will soon. And I can’t wait for you to meet her. When are you coming back? She just moved here. Thank the baby Jesus. Was beginning to think fifth grade a bust. I miss you so so so so so SO so so soooooo SO much.
I miss you like a crab misses its claw. <~ Beat that one.
Love from your Jazzy Bear
P.S. She has a brother, but he’s annoying.
 
 
 




 
 
 




 
 
 
“OUCH,” I HISS as I lie down gingerly on the scratchy motel sheets in Florida for our senior year “after finals break.” The skin of my back is on fire and only getting worse.
The male body passed out next to me grunts and rolls over in his sleep, revealing his tousled brown hair and smooth, lean body.
“Sorry,” I grouch at him. “Am I disturbing your beauty sleep?” There’s no answer. So much for asking him to put some cooling lotion on my back. I’ll have to sleep on my front.
Grabbing my phone to check the time, my stomach drops, and my skin goes ice cold despite the burn. I see seven missed calls and a bunch of “call me urgently” texts from my best friend, Keri Ann.
Oh shit.
Joey.
Her brother is my first thought.
It isn’t the first time I’ve gotten a frantic middle of the night call like that from Keri Ann. First when their parents died. Then when their Nana died.
 
Me:
Sorry, phone was in room charging. Everything ok?
 
My phone dings immediately.
 
KA:
No. Nothing is ok. Can you talk?
 
As the blood drains from me, my hand trembles. I dial. I feel like I might vomit. Please let Joey be all right. Why else would his sister call me like this?
“Thanks for calling,” Keri Ann greets me without even a hello.
My stomach crunches in on itself. “What’s the matter? You okay?” I swallow. “Is Joey—?”
“Fine. He’s fine,” she says hurriedly.
My breath explodes out of me in relief. Followed by irritation at myself for being so dramatic.
“Sorry to freak you out. I’m fine, I just … Oh, God, Jazz. Jack is back in Butler Cove.”
I’m completely taken aback. Jack Eversea (yes, the movie star, and yes, he’s also an asshole) is back in Butler Cove?
“I saw him today.”
“Oh my God. Seriously?” Over the past seven months, I’ve watched my best friend hit rock bottom with a shattered heart from the way Jack left her and then haul her own way out of the carnage by sheer force of will. I’m so surprised by the news that Jack Eversea showed up after all this time that it gives me a reprieve from having to over examine my reaction to thinking the news was about her brother.
Keri Ann and I have been best friends since fifth grade. I can’t imagine my life without her in it. The problem is “she” comes with a “he.” In the form of a brother I’ve had a crush on for about as long as I’ve known her and who broke my heart at the tender age of eighteen.
I’ve finally given up on my childish dreams of Joey, and I’m dating like a grown up. Hence the lump of man-flesh next to me sharing a motel room.
Brandon.
Okay, so maybe this isn’t a grown up relationship. He’s very pretty, but it’s a wonder he’s getting through college because there doesn’t seem to be much between his ears.
On the phone Keri Ann tells me how Jack showed up out of the blue while she was changing a tire on the truck. She was with Colt, her brother’s best friend, who apparently bestowed upon Jack a long overdue punch in the face.
By the time she’s done telling me about changing the tire, the punch thrown, and her rain-soaked t-shirt that left both guys gawking at her chest and speechless on the side of the highway, I’m giggling madly.
Beside me Brandon groans again, but this time his hand snakes over to my lap and slips between my legs. I push it away. “Shh,” I whisper at him, rolling my eyes. He’s pretty and a horn dog. “Go back to sleep.”
“Is that Brandon?” Keri Ann asks. “Sorry to make you call me in the middle of the night.”
“It’s fine. I would have called you back earlier if I’d had my phone.” And avoided giving myself a heart attack. “Yeah, big choco-eyes over here has been hitting the sauce since the pool this afternoon. He is baked and done.” Hence why he left me sleeping in the sun this afternoon with no sunscreen on.
We chat a little longer, but I’m tired. I can tell from Keri Ann’s voice that Jack being back is going to put her through the wringer. I feel the need to get back home and be close by in case of fall out. It probably wouldn’t hurt if Joey knew either. If it ended badly again between Keri Ann and Jack, she’d need all the support she could get.
I glance over at Brandon’s sleeping form, his long dark eyelashes resting against his cheekbones, and feel nothing but annoyance and irritation. What am I even doing here? I know I said I wanted casual, fun relationships, and it has been. After finals break in Florida with about twenty friends. Beach, pool, dancing, drinking. Repeat.
Fun.
And just a little empty.
But now I know I need to move on. We’re graduating soon anyway. At least I am. I did it in three years. It was a stretch financially and mentally. If Brandon continues skipping classes like he has been, he’ll be at college another year.
First thing tomorrow, I’m ending our … whatever this is. I hope he’s not too crushed. He’s been trying to get me to go out with him for over a year. Honestly, I’m not sure if I was super attracted to him or if he finally wore me down. I’ve made it four weeks. His deep brown eyes, six-pack abs, and devil-may-care attitude didn’t keep me engaged for very long.
I huff and shift to try and get comfortable, hissing again in pain. Yep. Definitely over.
 

 
AFTER THE PHONE call from Keri Ann two nights ago, I drove myself straight back up to the Lowcountry. Home.
The wind is chilly this morning. Though I’m rarely up this early to know if it’s colder than most other days.
I bet myself that Keri Ann is kayaking right now and decide I’ll go wait for her at Broad Landing. When I get there, her truck is nowhere in sight. I get out anyway.
The ponds all over Butler Cove Island are rippling with disturbances as alligators seem to be making up for the cold winter that slowed their blood and deadened their limbs. In front of me though, the estuary is almost dead calm. The fresh spring marsh grasses are singeing my eyes with their vibrant green, and Broad Creek, beyond the small marina, is lake-like and glassy in its stillness. I stand and appreciate the view, giving it the moment it deserves. The Lowcountry is a hard place to dislodge from one’s heart. Once a Lowcountry girl, always a Lowcountry girl.
With Jack Eversea trying to get Keri Ann back, I know I should call Joey and let him know so we can all be on alert in case Keri Ann needs us.
Since Colt was there when Jack showed up, I’m sure Joey already knows. But how much do guys really talk? Yet I feel sure about this they would, but perhaps not. And this would be why I am a) looking for Keri Ann so I can get an update and b) debating whether I should do something that makes my palms sweat. Call her brother.
Before I allow myself to weigh the wisdom of my actions, I dial his number on my cell.
The phone against my ear rings in a far off place. I think of Joey feeling the vibration in his pocket and pulling it out, then frowning as he sees my name. Maybe he’s still in bed. A moment of clear thinking makes my hand loosen so I can slip the phone away from my ear. But then I hear it connect.
“Hey.” His deep voice slides with a shudder into my ear and down my spine, wrapping all my vital organs in feelings I’ve spent years trying to keep in check. He sounds slightly out of breath. “Jazz? Is everything okay?”
At least he still recognizes my number … or I’m stored in his phone. Probably that.
“Fine.” I wince at the catch in my voice, clear my throat, and muster my armor, going for teasing. “Yes, Doctor. Just wondering if you’ve been in touch with your sister lately.” I can’t help it, I imagine him lying in bed, the sheet kicked up and tangled around his lower body. “Did I wake you?”
“I’m up, just been for a run.” I hear the muffled rustle of clothing. “Why, is she okay?”
“I guess. Just, uh … Jack’s back.”
“I know.” His tone changes. It’ll cross his mind that I used Keri Ann as an excuse to call him. Sadly, he’ll be partially correct. “Has she seen him again?”
“I don’t know,” I admit. “I, uh …”
“Anything else?”
I swallow. Humiliated. “I just didn’t know if you knew,” I snap, then suck my lips between my teeth and close my eyes.
His sigh coincides with the rock that drops into my stomach. I promised myself I wouldn’t lose my cool, that I could handle it. Like addicts who promise themselves they can handle one last hit.
Ugh, and I just failed Best Friend Code. I barrel ahead. “Look, it’s probably nothing. She hasn’t called me back since she saw him, so I was worried …” I trail off, worrying now about his reaction to my call. About him reading more into it than concerned friend.
The quiet stretches out. Then I hear clicking, maybe it’s typing. Or maybe the signal cut off. “Jay?” My secret name for Joey slips out. Jay Bird. The awkward scale for this conversation just tipped into the red zone, and I feel a vague wash of nausea.
“Yeah, I’ll call her this morning.” He doesn’t acknowledge my slip, thank God.
I shouldn’t have freaking called. Keri Ann would be understandably pissed at me if she knew. Why didn’t I think this through better? “Please don’t tell her, I—”
“I won’t. I was going to call her anyway and catch up. I’ll see how she’s doing.”
“Okay. Thank you.”
“No problem. I’ll text you after.”
“No,” I say abruptly. “Don’t. I don’t want to go behind her back. I shouldn’t have called you anyway. But I did, so … whatever. Have a good day.”
I move to end the call.
“Jazz?”
“Yeah?” I respond with as much breeziness as possible.
“Thank you for being a good friend to my sister.”
I scowl, though he can’t feel its chilling effects, more’s the pity. “I love her. I don’t do it for you, jackass.”
Joey laughs softly. And I picture him shaking his head at my inability to control or edit what comes out of my mouth. “Of course not,” he says. “I just want you to know that I always rest easier knowing you’re there for her, and that, like now, you’d let me know if you were worried about something.”
Well, that just makes me feel like a shit. Like I’m spying on her for him or something. Gritting my teeth, I try and work out how to express myself. Joseph Butler can make me mad by just existing. Throw in shit like this, and I can’t think straight.
“Look,” he says. “I know you didn’t do this for me. But I appreciate it all the same. I hope we can be friends when I come home.”
“I thought, according to you, we were friends. My bad.” I mentally say a thousand thank yous that he can’t see my face. Friends was apparently all he ever thought we were. Even when I was eighteen and naked under his body.
“Jazz.”
“What?”
“I’m sorry, okay. I don’t know how many times I need to say it. Or for how long. I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine,” I snap, hating myself more with every passing second of this stupid, stupid, stupid lapse in judgment I’ve had by calling him.
“Clearly, it’s still not. God, I wish I could go back and stop anything happening between us. But I can’t. I can only apologize.”
“Well, that’s the difference then,” I respond, unable to be anything but honest. “I don’t. I don’t wish it away. I’d never change it. I just wish we’d had a different ending.” Or any ending at all, actually.
“Then I guess that’s what I’m sorry for.”
“Whatever,” I say and fumble as I blindly hit the button to end the call. I’m breathing hard. Why the hell did I call him?
Is there anything worse in this world than being desperately in love with someone who is simply … indifferent to you?




 
 
 
AFTER THE LONG drive back from Florida, I slip through the sliding door of my bedroom in the ground floor apartment I share with Mom. It’s always been easier than walking around to the front entrance. I dump my stuff on the floor and crawl under my blankets, wincing from the sunburn, to catch up on some much needed sleep.
Waking around two in the afternoon, I take a cold shower and stop by the Snapper Grill to find Keri Ann, figuring I’ll try there before heading to the Butler house. There’s no way Keri Ann would blow off work, Jack or no Jack. She still hasn’t called me back.
She yelps when she sees me, flinging herself into my arms.
“Dang!” I cringe as her hands make contact with my singed back. “Give a lobster a break.”
She must feel the heat from my skin. “Oh, man, I’m sorry.”
“Fell asleep by the pool and stupid Brandon just let me burn.” I turn briefly and show her.
“Ow,” Keri Ann says, arching an eyebrow. “So he’s stupid Brandon now? And what are you doing here?”
“Yeah, well. I needed a break. And I want to go check my placement up at Campus. And Florida’s even hotter than here.” I follow her and take a seat at the bar. How do I explain what’s wrong with Brandon? “Brandon’s sweet most of the time, and he’s got the prettiest face, but seriously, he just doesn’t think sometimes, ya know? And don’t get me started on his decision-making. I’m all modern woman, but I’m craving me some alpha-male right now.” I roll my eyes. “Being with him is like taking care of a child.”
She hands me an Arnold Palmer made with sweet tea and laughs. “Yet you’re the one with a sunburn?”
I stick my tongue out at her, belatedly noticing how busy the place is. Keri Ann fills me in on the fact Jack Eversea and his friend Devon showed up at the Grill last night after she’d specifically asked him to stay away from her. And that my friend Ashley from college had been here and licked his ear and offered to blow him. Nice friends I have.
We have so much to catch up on, I decide to wait out her shift and then head home with her. The place is hopping. Seriously. I guess everyone is hoping the celebrities show up again.
 

 
LATER, IN KERI ANN’S kitchen, I make the delicious discovery of left over Twice-Baked Pecan Pie Cake that Mrs. Weaton, her neighbor, has made. I’d go out with Brandon again for a slice of that. We pop some in the microwave and then carry on chatting. This kitchen feels like home. I’m so glad I left Florida early.
“So also?” Keri Ann says putting her fork down and taking her damned time eating that cake. If she leaves it much longer I’ll dive across the table.
“What?” I ask.
“Also.” She grimaces. “Jack said he hasn’t slept with anyone since we broke up.”
I stop chewing. Jack Eversea, star of recent tabloid sleaze-fest hasn’t slept with anyone? Since last October?
“But there’s tons he could have done without having to do the … actual deed,” she adds, spearing me with a look that begs me to disagree with her.
“True,” I say apologetically, not wanting to lie to her. Keri Ann lost her virginity to Jack and it rocked her world. Bitch. Would that we could all have first times like that. I’m not sure guys have the same reaction to sex. I get the impression sex is just sex. Even bad sex is good sex.
Then I have a thought. “My God,” I say and stretch my eyes dramatically wide. “Maybe you have a magic vajayjay, and you’ve …” I pause for affect and drop to a whisper. “Ruined him.”
Keri Ann chokes on her mouthful.
“Like, forever,” I go on. “Goodness, the poor guy must be desperate. Can you imagine?”
Or it was real love for Jack Eversea. Once in a lifetime, can’t ever go back kind of love. You know, that old unicorn? I swallow that thought, then bust out laughing at the look on Keri Ann’s face.
“Or,” she says, “he developed erectile dysfunction. Serves him right. And just wasn’t able to perform.”
“In which case,” I pronounce, attempting a grave tone despite my laughing, “you don’t want him anyway.” I mean what good are the pretty Jacks and Brandons of this world if they can’t give you a good, stiff—”
The screen door bangs, and Joey walks in, making us jump.
Joey is here?
“It’s nothing to laugh at girls.” He’s wearing his faded blue jeans and a blue button down shirt that turns his eyes into the kind of things that might spur a crusade.
I swallow.
“It’s a real medical condition,” he says, heaving his duffle off his broad shoulder and letting it drop to the floor with a thud. “And it sure is good to know that you all don’t grow up much while I’m away.” His gaze sweeps over me as he speaks, then zeroes in on his sister.
“Joey! What are you doing home?” She jumps up to hug him.
I guess my phone call this morning got him thinking of coming home sooner rather than later.
“Thought I’d surprise my best girl,” he says to Keri Ann.
“And make sure I wasn’t jumping into Jack’s arms?” she asks.
“And that,” he says. His gaze flicks again to me briefly as he returns her hug. “Jazz,” he nods at me.
On his feet are scuffed brown cowboy boots, and his dirty blond hair is longer and messier than I’ve ever seen it. I hate my stupid heart right now as it quadruples in size and threatens to implode my lungs.
I flash a carefree smile. “Hey, Joey,” I chirp. “We were just discussing Jack, so since he has that ‘medical condition,’ Keri Ann is probably safe.”
“And how might you all know he has this condition,” he asks, playing along.
“We’re surmising.” I huff. “Because despite all evidence to the contrary, apparently he’s been celibate since the last time he saw your sister.” I widen my eyes, letting him know how much I believe that. Which is not at all. But man, I wish it were so. The tabloid photographs from the last few months have been pretty damning.
Joey snorts. “Yeah, right.”
A look of hurt passes across Keri Ann’s face and guilt surges through me that I’m sided with Joey in my skepticism. And irritated at Joey for actually being vocal. It’s one thing to think it, but God, hadn’t the poor girl had enough hurt? “Well, it’s either that,” I aim at Joey with annoyance, “or you may have to face the fact that Jack is going after Keri Ann for real. Sometimes,” I can’t help adding, curse my stupid pride, “people just know what they want.”
I keep my glare on Joey, who refuses to break it. Damn his blue eyes. I sense Keri Ann next to us shifting uncomfortably.
“Or he’s lying,” says Joey, still meeting my look. “You girls are way too trusting of men. Guys often want just one thing and will say anything to get it.”
A dagger. That’s what it feels like. A dagger straight through my chest. I manage not to gasp or crumple by sheer force of will.
“Us girls are too trusting?” I ask, my voice deadly calm and betraying the dark swell of anguish beneath my words. “Or girls in general? And guys in general say anything to get it? Or guys like you?”
The shocked silence from both Keri Ann and Joey slams into me, waking me up from whatever dark place I just fell to. That’s twice today I’ve called Joey out. Over something that happened years ago. Shit. He must think I’m certifiable. And why the hell am I still not over this asshole?
I slump back in my seat and gasp in pain as the skin on my back connects with the chair. “Ow,” I yelp.
“What’s the matter?” Joey immediately steps forward, his brow creased in concern.
“I got burned. It’s nothing.” But I wince again. It really fucking hurts.
Joey comes around behind me before I can stop him. “Shit. That’s not good,” he says. I look up at Keri Ann’s face to see her smirking. Traitor. “When did this happen?” Joey asks, gingerly moving the strap of my dress over on one shoulder. The skin of his fingers is as hot as a blowtorch.
“I fell asleep in the sun. It’s fine really. The lidocaine I sprayed on earlier must be wearing off.”
“What the hell? Wasn’t your … wasn’t Bradford, or whatever, supposed to be with you?” If I didn’t know better, I’d think he deliberately butchered Brandon’s name.
“Brandon!” I burst out at the same time as Keri Ann and catch her eye. We chuckle at our synchronization, and I latch onto the humor like a life raft. “Of the chocolate brown eyes!” we chorus. We’d taken to calling him that for the whole year he’d spent persuading me to go out with him.
“Have y’all been drinking?” Joey asks, nonplussed at our hysteria.
I chuckle again. Something is crossing Keri Ann’s face that looks remarkably like mischief. She gets up and goes to the pantry cupboard, pulling out the first aid basket. She pulls out two items and flings them at Joey as he steps away from me. “Catch,” she says, but he’s already snatched them one after the other.
I realize what she has in mind. “He’s not—”
“I’m not—” Joey says at the same time.
“Yep,” she chirps with a mischievous grin. “Yep, you are. I’m going to shower the Grill off me. Then let’s order pizza and watch a movie.”
I watch her leave, shooting daggers at her back. No way. Swallowing hard, I turn to Joey. I can see the struggle on his face. He’s made such a big deal about my sunburn, he’d literally be defying his Hippocratic Oath by denying me relief.
I actually find myself taking perverse pleasure from his discomfort. Why not make this fun? “Fine.” Taking a deep breath, I lock eyes with him and slip my dress strap down on one side. His eyes track the movement. Then I reach for the other and I see his jaw harden.
I sigh and wink at him. “Let’s see what you’ve got, Doctor Butler.”
He meets my eyes, one eyebrow arched, his mouth twisting. “You did always make me want to play doctor, Miss Fraser.”
It takes nano seconds for his words to register and scalding shock to flood my system, and then eons for the surprise to ebb and release my tongue. By that time, Joey has cleared his throat and rolled up his sleeves. He squeezes lidocaine into the palm of one of his strong hands, then uses the other to swing a chair out to sit on.
I swallow some saliva back into my mouth. I didn’t expect him to flirt back.
“Shift around,” he says gently. “So your back is facing me.”
I do as he asks. The sound of the zipper on my sundress going down seems to reverberate around the room like a Boeing engine.
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you speechless before.” He chuckles, warm and husky just as the cold cream hits my skin. “Is there anywhere else that hurts?” he says into my ear.
Is he serious right now?
The iciness of the cream steals my outrage, and I inhale with the uncomfortable sensation. Then I moan in relief.
Finally, annoyance surges in the wake of his suggestive comments. What the hell is he playing at? Did he seriously just say that? I almost want him to repeat it. Actually why the hell not? “Did you just say I make you want to play doctor? Like sexy doctor? Like, ‘let me examine you’ suggestive weirdness?”
“Shut it.”
“No. I won’t.”
“I preferred you speechless.” He swipes more cooling lotion on my back.
“So let me get this straight. You don’t want me, but the second you hear I’m seeing someone else you start coming on to me?” I keep my back to him though I know he’s done. And feel, rather than hear, his body shift away from me. My zipper slowly rises. He’s quiet.
I scoot around on the seat until I face him, my bare knees knock against his rough jeans. “Coz that’s what you just did, isn’t it?” His eyes are cloudy and brooding and locked on my mouth. His skin is flushed. Why does he have to be so Goddamn sexy?
“I never said I didn’t want you.”
Holy—
I swallow. Speechless for the second time in the space of five minutes.
“But,” he adds. “This—us—just wasn’t advisable.”
I process his words.
What a complete jackass.
Abruptly I stand up in front of him, my dress straps are still down, it makes me feel half undressed. I’m practically standing between his legs I’m so close.
Looking down at him, I narrow my eyes. “Actually, Doctor. I do hurt somewhere else.”
He winces almost imperceptibly. His eyes flick to my chest.
My heart? Is that what he thinks?
Oh, no fucking way.
“Actually …” I lean down and grab his hand and slide it up my dress and between my legs.
Joey expels a shocked breath.
“It hurts right here.”
His blue eyes flare dark as the surprise and arousal stuns him.
I press his hand against my underwear. “Feel like soothing this ache?” I hiss.




 
 
 
I’M HOLDING JOEY’S hand between my legs. Holy shit. He flirted and I totally called him on it. Not just a call. I doubled down.
The silence, filled with the pulse of blood beating in my ears, doesn’t last long. The shock of what I’ve just done is a physical, pulsing thing.
Joey stands abruptly, and his body slams against me, pressing the backs of my thighs into the hard kitchen table. His hand, still under my dress, is wedged between us. “Doesn’t Brandon do it for you?” Joey growls, his eyes hot. “Or is he as careless of your needs as he was with your back?” His breath is warm as it washes over my cheeks and smells of spearmint gum.
“Brandon does it for me just fine,” I lie, but the words feel thick on my tongue. My heart is pounding with adrenaline.
He arcs an eyebrow. “Really?”
I feel his fingers twitch along the edge of my panties, and warmth pools. Nope. Nothing as simple as warmth. I ache. I throb. I want to shift sideways so his fingers can reach me. Not good. So not good. What the hell am I doing? God, and the smell of him. His body smells faintly of laundry soap and summer heat. I’m dying. Incinerating. Melting away.
“Yes. Really.” I’m hard pressed to make any sense right now.
He smirks. “Right.”
His fingers twitch again, and I realize he’s doing it on purpose. He’s deliberately letting me feel him almost touch me.
Playing.
“Step away from me, Joseph.”
“Why, Jazz? I thought you wanted me to soothe this ache.”
“Turns out, I’m getting that ache soothed by far more accomplished candidates. Thanks for reminding me. Now, step away.”
His eyes narrow on mine. He doesn’t believe me. His gaze slides to my mouth. His pupils almost cover the blue of his eyes.
We’re sharing breath. And mine is heavy.
His mouth is inches away, and I want it so bad. I want to remember the taste of him. The way his lips molded to mine perfectly, his teeth grazing my skin, his tongue hot as it slipped inside.
Then his fingers move and they’re on me. “Jesus Christ,” he says as his fingers make contact with my underwear, and we both realize how wet I am.
I shudder out a moan of surprise and relief. I’m shaking. I want to stop him. I’m embarrassed my arousal has been found out so easily.
Then he slips easily beneath the material and finds me, and it’s like I’m pulled under a wave of lust. The giving in to it is a sweet rush. I whimper.
Joey’s breath is rough, labored, almost a groan as he creates room between us and starts to move his fingers, slipping easily over my slick skin.
I started this. I don’t want it. But I do. Panting out air in rhythm to his fingers, I mindlessly press against his hand, my legs widening. Seeking more like I’m starving.
His mouth is closer but not touching. His fingers are moving faster.
I thrust my hips forward on a whimper.
“Shit,” he rasps and a finger slips inside me.
A loud cry rips out of my throat and reverberates around the kitchen. It’s like an alarm bell. What the hell am I doing? My hands are on his chest, and I push with everything I have.
Joey stumbles back.
I’m cold in the wake of his heat. Icy, and trembling. Desperately trying to find a semblance of mental armor before he sees how he almost laid me bare.
Our gazes clash together. Both of us are breathing hard.
His chest is heaving beneath the blue of his button down that’s molded to him.
I can’t tell what’s going through his head.
He looks angry. Shocked, but angry. I should be the one angry. Yes, I called him on his flirtation. More than called him on it. But he took the challenge. Why?
A noise sounds, and I hear Keri Ann coming down the stairs.
Joseph rakes a hand through his hair as we stare at each other.
“What the hell was that?” I whisper fiercely.
“What you wanted apparently.”
“What I—?” I glance toward the still empty doorway then back at him. I have only seconds. “That’s rich. You touched me.”
“You started it,” he says and winces at his words.
“Started what?” asks Keri Ann as she walks in with the scent of hot steam and strawberry shampoo. “Never mind,” she adds, taking one look back and forth between us.
I’m sure I’m flushed, sunburn not withstanding. But surely the air is still heavy with leftover sexual tension. Certainly feels that way to me. And a whole lot of frustration.
She heads to the cupboard and grabs three plates and some paper towel. “Pizza’s on the way, and I just queued up three new releases to choose from.”
I smooth my sundress and tie my hair up into a bun with the elastic on my wrist. “Great.” I smile brightly and vow not to catch Joey’s eye for the rest of the evening. “Let’s see what our options are.”
I can’t believe what just happened. Jesus, we didn’t even kiss.
Joey retrieves his duffel where it’s still lying on the floor. “Going up to grab a shower,” he says, his voice slightly off pitch. He walks out of the room.
The sound of his heavy footsteps fade up the stairs.
I stalk over to the sink, grab a glass and fill it with cold tap water. I absently take a sip then spit it out.
Keri Ann is watching me, the jug of filtered water from the refrigerator in her hand. “Everything okay, Jazz?” she asks. She knows I hate to drink tap water on the island, the taste of mud, sulphur, and ancient cast iron pipes grosses me out. I take the jug from her, fill my glass and drink. “So what movies did you queue up?” I ask.
She stares at me for a beat, realizes I’m not going to fill her in right now and sighs. “Come on.” She huffs and nods toward the living room. “Let’s go decide on the movie before Joey gets back down here.”
 

 
I’M STARING BLANKLY at the TV screen.
We’ve put on some movie with Scott Speedman, and as hot as he is, the movie just isn’t doing it for me. Keri Ann is curled on the other end of the sofa. On my other side, radiating tension, is Joey.
He’s freshly showered, wearing baggy workout shorts and a white t-shirt. His hair is damp and finger brushed back from his face.
That’s all the detail I can make out because I am deliberately avoiding looking directly at him.
I’m feeling the aftermath of my adrenaline surge in the kitchen and all my late nights last week. I’m tired, so I fail to catch myself glancing at him when my guard is down. Joey’s not watching the movie either.
He’s watching me.
Meeting his eyes in the dark, with the flickering screen as the only illumination, is a shock to my system again. Instinct makes me want to look away. Instead, I narrow my eyes at him. “What?” I mouth.
He shakes his head subtly then turns his attention back to the screen, but not before I see what looks like a smirk on his lips.
The hell?
“I’m done here,” I tell Keri Ann, getting up. “I preferred Scott Speedman in Underworld. I’m exhausted from the drive and frankly Brandon kept me up every night last week,” I add for Joey’s sake. “I need to get some sleep.”
She reaches for the remote. “No, don’t pause it,” I say and lean down to kiss her cheek. “Talk to you tomorrow.”
“Okay, be safe,” she says. “Don’t forget I need your help finding a dress for the Art Auction.”
“Let’s talk about it tomorrow.”
“Okay. Love ya.”
“Sweet dreams, Jazz,” says Joey as I pass his chair.
Without looking, I reach out my left hand and give him the bird as I keep walking. I’ve no doubt he sees it.
I take a few moments to sit in my car outside their house. I stare up at its beautiful old plantation bones. Its wide porches and fat columns. I love this house. And I’ve loved everyone I’ve ever known who’s lived within its walls.
But what the hell just happened in there?
The sand is shifting beneath my feet. I don’t understand it. Is this new terrain or quicksand?
 

 
THE NEXT MORNING, I check in with Faith at the boutique and field random texts from Brandon who seems to have woken up from his drunken haze and realized I was serious when I said I was leaving. I’m going to have to see the poor guy again and tell him to his puppy dog eyes that it’s over.
First though, I unpack my camera and take out the lenses to clean them. The partying down in Florida was brutal on my equipment. I didn’t take my dad’s stuff, thank God. Anyway, now that I no longer have access to the art department’s dark room, I fear I’ll be using his camera less and less. I’ve become dependent on the ease of the digital SLR I got last year. But every time I do something cool on it, or run it through one of my filters, the ache to talk to my dad about it becomes unbearable. I often wonder if he experimented with the early digital cameras. After loading the images onto my computer to look at later, I hop in the car to Beaufort.
I have to go back to campus and pick up paperwork and check the board for our work experience postings. As part of our degree in hospitality from USC Beaufort, we get assistance getting an entry-level resort position somewhere in the world. All the foreign kids in the program choose to stay in the United States, go figure. They get to roll their visa from student status to J-1 Internship Visa status and from there onto the path to citizenship. And the Americans among us seem to be split between the local crowd who lived local, studied local, and never want to leave the state, and those of us who want to experience some far-flung exotic locale. I’m in the latter. Maybe it’s my father’s blood.
 

 
I STEP ON the gas riding north toward the Bluffton campus. It’s a beautiful May day. The kind of day where you breathe a sigh of relief it’s summer again, even while knowing the brutal roasting of a hot South is dogging your heels. The sun sparkles on the rivers as I cross the bridges. On days like this I want to keep driving. Keep going past Bluffton, past Beaufort. Maybe even stop off on Edisto and see those wild and beautiful old oak trees. Maybe even keep driving and leave everything behind. Just be wild and free. Invent a new identity with every town I hit.
Joey really shocked me last night. If I hadn’t been so exhausted I would’ve been up half the night thinking about it. Did he seriously come on to me?
I’ve tried not to be the pathetic ex hook-up for the past three years, but after the phone call when I called him about Jack and Keri Ann, I feel like I just regressed. I made so many slip ups on that phone call. The kind of slip ups that would send most guys running in the opposite direction. He not only came running home, but in the same day made a pass at me.
It makes no sense and frankly it’s doing my head in to try and figure it out. One thing I learned about boys early on is there’s usually not much to figure out. So why would Joey be any different? What was he expecting last night anyway? That we would just pick back up where he left it years ago?
Didn’t he know what an asshole he’d been to me three years ago? And I was his sister’s best friend for Christ’s sake. Why would he risk messing that up?
I shake my head. The alternative scenario is one I can’t even bear to think about. If I even open my mind to the possibility that Joey might finally want something with me, I fear my heart may crack in two from the impact.
Besides, I have plans for next year.
On that note I find a parking spot right outside the Gateway building. I turn off the ignition, take a deep breath, and go to find out whether I’m even staying in Butler Cove at all.
 




 
 




 
 
 
THAT SPRING BEFORE I turned eighteen was fast and easy.
Before I knew it, my best friend and I were melting in the sticky Lowcountry heat. It was easy because back then I didn’t know loss. Fear, yes. Instability, of course. But not loss, yet. For right then, life took on a kaleidoscopic glow of fun. It was vibrant with dreams and plans, hopes and infinite possibilities.
And boys.
It was the end of high school, and the beginning of the rest of our lives.
Then it was summer.
I lost a lot of things that summer.
That summer changed me forever.




 
 
 
I SECURED MY paddle by sliding it down inside the fiberglass hull of my kayak and reached for the green slime-covered trailing rope on the back of the moored Catalina sailboat.
Coasting in, I pulled myself alongside and tied my vessel to the larger boat. Balancing my weight, I performed the tricky maneuver of climbing out without falling into the dark briny estuary water of Broad Creek. In my hand, held tight, was our mail. The mail had been delivered to the bar at Captain Woody’s, instead of our apartment, for as long as I could remember.
The morning breeze whipped my ponytail across my face, the strands sticking to the Cotton Candy Clouds lip gloss I wore. It was a better smell than the marshland pluff mud exposed by low tide. The mildewed sails also had their own familiar scent. That of must and abandonment. They were bundled into long logs of dirty canvas that used to be white and were now blackened, perhaps Charleston Green, and holding leftover stagnant rainwater in various divoted pockets. Salty air had left a thick residue over the boat, dulling the once shiny metal and frosting the cabin windows.
My dad’s boat, his girl, even though her real name was All That Jazz, was considered one of the abandoned boats in Broad Creek. There were a few of them, anchored just far enough from the marina to not be under the jurisdiction of the harbor master and just close enough to give the impression they were allowed to be there. Some were probably lived on, some were not. Who knew the real reason some of the boats were anchored one day and abandoned the next? My daddy would spin me tales of wanted men hiding out, love affairs, drug smugglers, and people dropping anchor to swim with the baby dolphins in the creek and loving it so much they simply never returned to their boats.
I knew how All That Jazz had gotten here. My dad dropped anchor, then left Butler Cove and me and my mom, for good.
I grasped the cold metal handle on the hatch door, twisting hard against the ravages of time and the elements. I climbed down into the cockpit. The smell of mildew, wood varnish, and salted metal was like coming home. Only my father being here too would complete that feeling. Sliding the fabric back from the windows along its string to let some dull morning light in, I sat on the orange vinyl cushion and reached beneath me. My finger looped into the brass ring pull, and I slid open the wood veneer panel exposing the storage compartment that extended toward the fiberglass hull. I pulled out my old shoe box. Pink Cowgirl Glitter Boots. Size one. I remembered the day I got them. Of course, the box didn’t contain them still. I’d worn them every day until they fell off my feet. I cried the day Momma threw them away. No, this box held my hopes and memories. This box held, as tangibly as I could, my relationship with my father.
It was stupid really. A roll of tokens we always said we’d use again at the county fair the next time they came. They did. And we didn’t. An Indian head penny on a leather lariat to go with my cowgirl boots that Daddy got me when he was photographing some tribes out in Utah, but Momma never let me have anything around my neck. An assortment of dumb receipts that were as faded as the memories they were supposed to remind me of, and postcards. Lots and lots of postcards. Of those I had too many to fit in the box. Cairo, Phuket, Kuala Lumpur, Sydney, Bombay, Baghdad, London … the stack was immense. And I kept every last one.
This was my ritual. I knew if I delayed looking at the mail delivery as long as possible, the more time I had before the disappointment of not hearing from him hit. But I was a junkie. Most people would shut it down, stop looking, stop waiting, stop hoping. Not me. The hope was fresh each time, and each time there was no news the hurt cut deep. If my mom knew I still did this she’d have nipped it a long time ago. Stopped anyone at Woody’s giving me the mail. Done something.
I carefully laid aside each envelope. An offer for a new phone line. A coupon card for the Laundromat. A credit card bill for a big box store over in Bluffton that my mom could never get paid down. More junk. Nothing for me. I swallowed my disappointment, set the stack of mail aside, and pulled out a blank postcard I’d picked up from the marina store. It was of an alligator in mid thrash, it’s mouth open and head bent around to face the camera. “See ya later!” the caption read in cartoon yellow. I turned it over and clicked my pen.
 
David Fraser
C/o The Colony Apartments
42 1/2 West Congress Avenue
New York, NY 10021
 
Pops/Dad/Daddy/Papa/David
What do you expect your almost 18-year-old daughter to call you these days? I haven’t heard from you since last year (yes, I’m counting), and you’re starting to freak me out. Let’s not even talk about how long it’s been since you’ve
seen
me. I think maybe I’m old enough to call you David, what do you say? Can you even be a
dad
when you never show up? Wait, I didn’t mean that really. But I’m not crossing it out because maybe you should think about it a bit. I’ve decided on college without you. Remember we talked about doing that together? Well, time slows for no man, right? I’ll tell you where I chose
when you write me. So I may as well tell you then that I’m also planning on losing my virginity this …
 
I ran out of room on the postcard. Fumbling in the box for the writing paper set that Keri Ann’s Nana had given me, I rewrote my father’s address on an envelope, then opened up a pre folded piece of paper.
 
...ctd from postcard: As I was saying, I may as well tell you that I’m planning on losing my virginity this summer. Shocked that I’d tell you that? Good. So if you have something to say about that too, then I suggest you write to me soon. I still hold hope that you’ll show up on my birthday like you promised you would. I haven’t told Momma I’m hoping, she’ll shit all over that parade. She hates when I expect too much from you. Quick updates: Keri Ann is still my best friend. Dirty Harry is still propping up the bar at Woody’s. Woody is still Woody. I still sneak out the sliding door of my bedroom rather than the front door. Momma is still working two jobs. She’s starting a new one at the hospital soon. I finish high school
forever
(forever, forever!) in a few weeks. I’m writing to you from your boat and it is still here, although I’ve heard people at Woody’s saying the county is talking about having the boats towed away. If that happens, I’ll stage a sit-in. Don’t worry. I won’t let them take it. Yours isn’t the only one anyway. What’s up with that?
All right — I guess I used up my bonus space. I love you, Dad. I miss you. But, you know that. It’s probably not enough, but can you just come back anyway?
With love, Jazzy Bear.
 
I paused, then added,
 
Jessica.
 
I was too old for nicknames.
Dammit. Depressing. I quickly folded the letter and stuffed it with the postcard into the envelope. I licked it closed and rummaged for a Forever stamp. Sticking it on, I thought about all the letters I hadn’t sent. Ones that had been a bit too … unlike me. I was a positive, happy, person. I hated being down. I refused to be depressed. Most of the time when I tried to wallow, I got bored fairly quickly. I endeavored not to send the letters and postcards I wrote when I was too much in that mood. I mean, if you were a glamorous award-winning photojournalist, would you give up the excitement of life to come home to a small town on the Carolina coast that was home to a woman you didn’t love and the sad, whiny offspring you accidentally produced with her?
I wouldn’t.
“Jazz?” a male voice called.
I started, then hurriedly stuffed the box under the bench. I frowned. Was that Joey’s voice?
Sliding my newly written letter under the mail I’d brought on board, I cleared my throat as I heard the unmistakable sounds of someone tying a kayak up next to mine. There was the dull and hollow bang of our fiberglass hulls colliding, followed by the rough sound of abrasive sliding.
I gritted my teeth at the way my heart fluttered. I’d been planning on staying here a while longer and maybe pulling out some of my dad’s old Duke Ellington records. Standing, I smoothed my shirt and glanced at my reflection in the tiny mottled mirror opposite me. Whatever. I ran my hands over my blonde hair that was pulled off my face like I always wore it for kayaking.
“Jazz,” he called again on a grunt as he presumably pulled himself aboard.
I hoped for a good tone. “Yeah? I’m coming.” I picked up the stack of mail. Sticking my head out, I grabbed the railing and made quick work of pulling myself up into the bright morning air and squinted against the sight of Joseph Butler in dark board shorts and a white fitted Under Armour shirt, the low morning sun just above his left shoulder. His dark blond hair was unkempt and wind tossed.
“Hey,” he said, an amused smirk dancing around his lips. “What’s up?”
“You’re wearing a halo,” I muttered with a scowl. “And I, for one, know that’s been misplaced. Step out of the sunbeam, Kelly Slater.”
“Hmmm. Naming me after a surf god. I’ll take that comparison. Thanks.”
“Ugh.” I rolled my eyes, but I was amused. “I was making reference to the surf bum look. The crazy hair. Not—”
“He’s bald now.”
“He shaves his head.”
“Because he’s going bald.”
“You know that’s not the point.”
“I know. You’ve never complimented me voluntarily, you’re hardly going to start now.”
I frowned. “I haven’t?” I stayed on the top step just below deck level and leaned my weight on one side of the opening, cocking my head. “And I didn’t realize you were tallying.”
Joey snorted, smiling, and ran a hand through his hair, darker blond from being away at college studying and not here on the coast where he’d grown up. “It’s hardly a memory challenge of keeping count. The number is always zero.”
“Well, what are you good at, then?” I asked, crossing my arms. “I’ll be sure to look out for it and compliment you.”
“Finding my sister’s best friend. Knowing her habits.”
I cocked an eyebrow.
“Annoying the shit outta her,” he added, reaching out a hand to balance on the mast when the boat rocked gently.
“Now you’re talking.” I pursed my lips.
“Why is that, by the way?”
“Why’s what?” The wind picked up across the water bringing the scent of bacon and biscuits from one of the marina restaurants serving breakfast. My stomach growled.
“Why is it that I annoy you so much?”
I shrugged. “You—” I stopped. Why was I getting drawn into this?
“You don’t even know why, do you?” Joey ventured.
Thinking back to the first time I met Keri Ann and saw her brother Joey, I rolled my eyes. “I do. But I doubt you remember it.” My stomach growled again, earning me an amused laugh.
“I’ll bet you breakfast that I do.”
“I didn’t realize you were already back for the summer.”
“Yep. Semesters over. You missed dinner last night. Keri Ann said you were coming over.”
I looked away. “My mom needed me. What are you doing out here, anyway?”
“I went for a morning kayak and saw yours. What are you doing out here on your own?”
I shrugged, unwilling to tell the truth that I just needed to feel closer to my dad today. “Breakfast sounds good.”
We climbed back into our kayaks, Joey holding mine steady, and pulled ourselves in silence back toward the marina. I’d never shared a meal with Joseph Butler, just the two of us. This would be a first.
 

 
JOEY’S EYES DROPPED to the stack of mail I’d put on our outside table at Sunrise Cafe. “You hear from him?”
I started, surprised.
“I assume you go to his boat when you miss him? Maybe?” Joey sat back in his chair angled away from the table and propped an ankle over his knee. “I wish there was somewhere I could go to feel closer to Mom and Dad.” Joey smiled crookedly, then cleared his throat.
A small burn stung my eyes and nose, my chest swelling as I acknowledged my own sadness for the loss both he and my best friend had endured when their parents died three years ago. Both their mom and their dad … gone.
My dad was just terrible at staying in touch. Some days though, I felt it would be easier if he was dead.
I focused on the light dusting of hair on Joey’s athletic legs rather than look at him.
“It’s not easier, trust me,” Joey said quietly, surprising me again. I flicked my eyes back up to his, vibrantly blue in the morning light. “When they’re gone, you can never take back anything you said. You agonize over every time you were a little shit. You wonder if you remembered to tell them you loved them, or if they knew how much you did. You want to go back and be a perfect kid. Like maybe if you had been better, your father would have been at home more. And your mom would have been happier. And maybe they’d still be alive.”
I inhaled deeply.
“I feel like that,” I responded to his honesty. “Maybe if I’d been a better daughter, he and my mom would have worked it out. Maybe he’d still be here. And not picking the most dangerous and remote places in the world as if he doesn’t care that he may never come back.” My cheeks burned, and my throat closed as I tried to stem my embarrassing word vomit. Why was I being so honest? Just because he was, didn’t mean I had to be.
As if he knew I felt I’d said too much, he sat forward and grabbed his menu. “So how about breakfast?”
I nodded jerkily and followed suit. We placed our orders with the server, and I watched as Joey ignored the milk and sugar for his coffee, pushing them toward me. He took a tentative sip of the black brew, his lips tightening and his eyes creasing as he tasted the bitterness.
“Good?” I laughed.
“Perfect. Any better and I’d drink too much of it.”
I added three sugars and started pouring milk.
He raised his eyebrow. “Would you like some coffee with your milk?”
“What? If I had it like yours, I wouldn’t drink enough of it to keep me awake.”
I stirred it and took a tentative sip. “Mmm. So this is … different.”
“What is?”
“You and I having breakfast together. Talking even. Not that I don’t consider you a friend … or at least a friend because you’re my best friend’s older brother.” I narrowed my eyes. “You want something, don’t you, Joseph?”
Joey smirked and looked away toward the sparkling waters of Broad Creek. His profile was familiar, the same as it had always been and yet so different. His cheekbones seemed a little harsher, his jaw a little rougher, the crinkle at his eyes a little more serious. A little more beautiful. He looked back at me suddenly, and I widened my eyes in challenge as I waited for him to confess.
“I need a favor.”




 
 
 
JOSEPH NEEDED A favor.
“And here I thought you were buying me breakfast out of the goodness of your heart.”
“Who said I was buying?”
“You bet me breakfast.”
“If I couldn’t remember the event that started your irritation with me. You’ve been irritated with me since the moment we met. So it has to be that day.”
“Well, you love to irritate me. So why are you complaining?”
“Who’s complaining? I love our verbal sparring. I just want to know what you think happened that day.”
“I don’t like people fighting my battles.”
Joey frowned, looking genuinely confused. “I’m not sure I’ve ever done that for you. But I’m also not sure I wouldn’t help you, if you needed it. I don’t see the problem.”
“Well, you did it and I don’t like it.”
He frowned. “Because …?”
“It makes me feel weak and incapable.”
Joey let out a snort of laughter, wheezing as his eyes crinkled. “You? Weak? Puh-lease.”
I squirmed uncomfortably at his complete dismissal of my response.
“I’ve never seen you as weak, Jazz. Quite the opposite. I value your friendship with my sister because I know she has someone strong at her side. I saw how you were there for her after Mom and Dad in a way I couldn’t be. And I appreciate it more than you know.”
The problem was I didn’t feel strong, not really. I was the sad girl who missed her dad and hid behind humor and brashness. The girl who just wanted her dad to come home and help her figure out who she was. I often felt like half a person. A person waiting to be actualized. Waiting to get to know the other half of the duo that created her so she could really know herself. It was complete garbage, I knew. Many people didn’t have the luxury of knowing their parents. Conversely, some had the utter misfortune of knowing their parents. I recognized I was in the midst of some angsty, existential coming-of-age moment, and that for sure didn’t make me feel strong. Not at all.
Or maybe I was due for my period. Yeah, that was it.
“So what are you doing for the summer?” I asked in a blatant attempt to change the subject.
“I’m still waiting to hear back on a couple of internships in local doctors’ offices.”
“Oh, okay cool. No beach patrol for you then this summer?” I was bizarrely disappointed. It was quite fun to be down at the beach when he was lifeguarding. I wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like we hung out or anything. But knowing him meant I had an excuse to gaze in the general direction of all male lifeguards. Okay, gazing at him. Specifically. Thank God for large, opaque, over-sized shades.
“Probably, not. You should do it though.”
I shrugged. “I’ve probably left it too late.”
“I can put in a good word for you with Lisa, she’s doing the scheduling this year.”
“Thank you. Anyway, I got a job at the new boutique that opened up near the circle last year. Plus I’m working with Resort Housekeeping again this summer on Saturdays. I have to get over there in a little bit and pick up my list of houses.”
“You could do all three. The scheduling for beach patrol is pretty flexible.”
“Maybe. So where did you apply for internships? And isn’t that something that fills up quite far in advance?”
“Yeah, I had an offer lined up in Columbia. But then, well, you know Nana has been getting more frail. I felt I should come back here.”
“And your sister misses you too. It would have been kind of thoughtless not to come back this summer.”
Joey’s eyes narrowed infinitesimally at me, then he blinked as the server suddenly arrived with our food.
My mouth watered as the aroma of a fluffy omelette and a side of crispy bacon invaded the table. I plucked a piece of bacon up and moaned as my mouth closed around it. So good. “Seriously,” I managed between crunching the delicious salty and greasy goodness, “if someone told me that either bacon or chocolate was going to disappear from the earth forever and it was up to me to decide, I think my brain would short circuit.” I looked up and Joey, an amused look on his face, dropped his blue eyes from my mouth to his plate.
“You?” I asked.
“Me what?”
“What would you pick if you had to choose?”
“Hmmm. Easy. Chocolate should disappear.”
I grabbed my chest. “Stop.”
He picked up his bitter, unsweetened coffee. The breeze picked up and blew a dark blond lock across his forehead, causing him to absently run his hand through his hair.
“Oh, you bitter, bitter old man. Don’t you like anything sweet?”
He shrugged with a cheeky grin playing around his lips. “I like sweet girls.”
“Oh God. Don’t even. We are so not going there. Retch.”
“Hey.” He cocked his head back in mock hurt. At least I think it was mock.
“Dude.” I shook my head.
“And I’m not that old.”
“I’m just teasing. Come on, Joseph. Keep your sense of humor.”
“My sense of humor is just fine, thank you.”
“So you have a sweet girl at college? Is that why you wanted to stay there this summer?” As the question came out of my mouth, I felt a sense of dread in my belly. The reminder of how much of our lives were changing, perhaps. School would be over soon.
The Butlers were family to me. To think one day Joey would bring home some girl and we’d all be expected to love her like an additional sister to Keri Ann and me was … uncomfortable. I cleared my throat.
“Nah. I mean, yeah, there have been girls. Sweet girls and … not so sweet girls.” He winked. “But no, I wouldn’t change my plans for a girl.”
“Guess you haven’t met the right one.” My inflection indicated I knew the cliché of that phrase.
He scoffed lightly. “Whatever. No, I thought the internship opportunities were better in Columbia, but my concern for Nana won out.”
I smiled, satisfied with that answer. “So you did in fact change your plans for a girl.”
“You’re right. I guess I did.” He laughed.
“Holy shit.” I grabbed my phone.
“What are you doing?”
“Looking for my voice recorder. You just told me I was right about something. Will you repeat it?”
He shook his head, smiling at me. It was an unguarded and blinding smile.
I dropped my eyes back to my food. “You have ridiculously perfect teeth, you know that?”
“Ha, thanks? I think?”
“I just haven’t seen you smile much. You should do it more often.”
Joey took the last bite of his omelette and chewed thoughtfully. “So what do you do out there on your dad’s boat?”
Laying my fork carefully back on my plate, I took a last sip of coffee. “I read his letters and postcards. Listen to his records. And sometimes I write to him.” We were certainly having an honest breakfast.
A faint line appeared for a split-second between his eyes. “I knew you got letters from him, I didn’t know you had an address for him.”
“I don’t really. More of a last known address. I’m hoping they still forward his mail. I know for a while they did, since I’d at least get some responses.”
“How long has it been?”
“Since I’ve heard from him? About six months.”
“Is that unusual?”
“Not really, I just …” I really needed him right now.
“What kind of music?”
The sun was heating up the morning, and I shifted in my seat, the vinyl slats of the chair becoming slick on the backs of my thighs. “Jazz.”
“That how you got your name?”
“I guess.”
“He called you Jazz?”
“Jazzy Bear. He thinks I’m still five.”
The server appeared at our table. She reached for our empty plates, stacking them on one arm. “Y’all need anything else?”
Shaking my head, I glanced at Joey who was doing the same. “Just the check please,” he said.
She laid it down between us with her free hand and stepped away.
“So?” Joey asked, looking meaningfully at the check.
“So, as you know it was the first day I met Keri Ann. We were waiting for the bus at school.”
“You were watching me play soccer,” Joey interjected, his mouth twitching at one corner, his gaze focused.
I bobbed my head back as I regarded him. “That’s right, you were playing in the middle school field, just over the fence. And I was watching soccer, not necessarily you.”
“Go on.”
“Bethany Winters—”
“Tripped you.”
I inhaled. “Yeah. And you called her over and told her not to mess with me.”
He was quiet as he regarded me. “Well, you’re wrong. I never told her not to mess with you.”
“Well, what on earth did you say to her then? Seriously, she never messed with me again.” I stared incredulously at Joey.
“A superhero never gives away his secrets.” He tapped the side of his nose and winked.
I let out a snort. “Arrogance is your most defining characteristic, did you know that? Now you’re a superhero?”
“I was joking. Obviously.” He rolled his eyes.
“No shit.”
“But really, assuming you were relieved she stopped messing with you, a simple thank you would have been sufficient rather than holding it against me for,” he raised his eyes and counted out some fingers, “seven years.”
I swallowed, my cheeks feeling hot. Way to make me feel like an ingrate. “I’m sorry. Thank you,” I mumbled.
He leaned forward, using two fingers to bend his ear. “I didn’t hear that last part. What?”
“Thank you,” I said loudly and stuck my tongue out.
“No problem. But I figure you owe me. So about that favor … I’m not sure exactly when I’m going to need it, but at some point this summer, maybe at several times, I need to call it in. It won’t be a big deal. But you’ll be saving my ass. Say you’ll do it.”
“I don’t even know what it is yet,” I exclaimed.
“It’s not a big deal, you don’t even have to do anything really except go along with it if anyone asks.”
“Just tell me.”
Joey’s eyes flashed, and he looked at me earnestly. “First, say you’ll do it.”
Dammit, he could make an Eskimo buy ice with those eyes. “Fine.” I huffed. “I’ll do it. But you said several times, that sounds like several favors. I’ll do it once.”
“Three times at least.”
“Once,” I said firmly. “And you buy breakfast.”
“Three times.” He smirked and sat forward on his arms, his blue eyes intently boring into mine.
My heart hammered, and I snapped my eyes away folding my arms across my chest. What could be the worst thing he would ask me? Seriously? And I didn’t have to do anything, just agree with something. That sounded doable. “Fine. Three times I will go along with whatever this favor is.” I rolled my eyes and tapped my foot, irritated that I’d given in so easily. “So? What the hell is it?”
Joey let out a deep breath and sat back, linking his hands behind his head, his shirt stretching across his chest. He grinned. A super, killer, megawatt smile. “Three times this summer, when I ask, I’d like you to pretend to be my girlfriend.”




 
 
 
KERI ANN’S EYES ALMOST popped out of her head. “Holy shit! What? Why?”
“Exactly what I said. I also think I looked about as horrified as you.”
She sat back and blinked. “Sorry. I’m not horrified at the possibility.”
“You’re not? I am.”
“Well, he said ‘pretend’ right?”
“Yes. God. Do you think I would have agreed if he’d needed me to actually do it?” I shuddered. We were sitting cross-legged on her bed trying to get last minute studying in before our practice test in science the next morning. Way to start the week.
Keri Ann cocked her head to the side, assessing me. “Well, what did he say? Why does he need you to do that?”
I shrugged. “Something to do with his arrogance.”
She laughed.
“No, seriously. He thinks some girl he was seeing at school is going to show up here this summer.” I flicked through the pages of our study guide to get to the next section. “And he said he already told her he had a girlfriend back home so she’d get the hint and leave him alone. But apparently, that wasn’t quite enough to deter her.” I rolled my eyes. “He’s just soooo awesome that she won’t stop trying to be with him. Thinks it could take at least three attempts to get the message across.”
Keri Ann shook with silent laughter. “Joey has a stalker! I love it. He’s so not living this down. At least it’s not three separate girls.”
“I just hope it doesn’t interfere with my V-card plan. Knowing my luck he’ll need me to be his girlfriend at a mission-critical moment.”
“I can’t believe you’re serious about going through with that.”
I shrugged. “Why not? The longer I wait the more of a big deal it will be, don’t you think?”
Keri Ann made a face.
“Not that I’m saying you should do it too. I just … well, you know.”
“You want it out the way, I know.”
“Well, I mean, I want to enjoy it too. But yeah.”
“Staying for dinner tonight?”
“And engage in a verbal sparring match with your bull-headed brother as his welcome home present? Color me there.”
She cocked her eyebrow.
“I mean, sure, I’d love to. Thanks. Just let me text my mom.” I grabbed my phone and quickly tapped out a message. Honestly, her work schedule meant I rarely saw her for dinner anyway.
“How’s her new job going at the hospital in Hilton Head?”
“Good. It’s good. She’s working with the new cardiac surgeon, with scheduling and stuff. He’s complicated and difficult but he pays well, so she’s happy she found it.” My mom had been looking for steady office work for so long so she could be home more in the evenings. “Unfortunately she found the one office job that seems to keep her at work later and later these days. At least she’s been able to cut back on hours at the convenience store. And we finally have good benefits.”
“That’s awesome. I’m happy for you guys.”
I was too, it had been too long since we’d had something permanent. I was proud of my mom, she’d worked hard to get trained and get this job while working to get food on the table. We owed a debt of gratitude to the Butlers—who had pretty much been my bonus family since I was eleven years old—that we could never repay.
 

 
“SO WHAT ARE you girls going to watch? If it’s a chick flick, I’m out.” Joey stacked the plates at the kitchen table where we’d all just gorged ourselves on Nana’s famous shrimp n’ grits. “Thanks for dinner, Nana.” He leaned down and kissed her papery cheek, bringing a warm smile to her face, then stood, unfolding to his six-foot-three height.
“You’re welcome.”
“Depends on your definition of a chick flick,” I joked and reached to clear up the spare unused silverware. “We could be watching Immortals. It’s action-adventure, but Henry Cavill’s bare chest lumps it firmly in chick flick status for me.”
Joey put the plates in the sink that Keri Ann was currently filling with water. “Hmm. My definition of chick flick is movies where some chump says all the crap guys don’t say in real life, and you all sigh and swoon and shit.
“Joseph Walter Butler,” Nana admonished. “Watch your language.”
I snorted a giggle.
“Sorry, Nana.” Joey glared at my outburst before addressing her. “But do you honestly condone these unrealistic expectations the girls are getting of men?”
Nana stood gingerly, her frame frailer than it used to be. “Ah, Joey. A girl has to dream and expect more. If women expected nothing from men, men would never amount to much.”
“Here, here,” Keri Ann added. “Maybe you’d have a girlfriend rather than a stalker if you actually learned a thing or two.”
Joey chuckled. “I have no problem getting what I need from girls. Getting a ‘girlfriend’ is not one of them.”
“Joey!”
“Sorry, Nana. But it’s true.” He shrugged with a grin. “And I have enough female companionship right here in this kitchen not to want anything more than sex with a girl and too much going on in the rest of my life to worry about some chick who’s going to start dreaming of marriage and babies.”
Nana shook her head. We’d always had open and honest conversations around her. “I’m leaving you three to your discourse and heading to bed,” she said. “Joey, one day you’re going to catch a direct hit from a woman and realize you’d change your whole life for her. I just hope you don’t run when it happens.”
“And I hope she doesn’t leave you swinging in the wind,” I added, raising my eyebrows. “But that’s highly likely.”
He pursed his lips. “Night Nana. It’s good to be home.” He pulled her in for a hug, her grey-haired head only reaching his chest, and kissed her forehead. His brow furrowed as he concentrated on the gentle hug he gave her.
“Thanks for dinner,” I said as they released and stood to hug her myself.
“Sweet girl.” She hugged me back, then patted my cheek before releasing me.
I turned back to Joey. “Ugh. You’re such a pig. Not all girls dream of marriage and babies.”
“Really, Jazzy Bear?” He lifted a sardonic eyebrow. “Are you dreaming of your future career every night or one of those ridiculous heroes from a movie or romance novel to come and sweep you off your feet?”
God, he was annoying. “Actually, I dream of being a journalist. And traveling the world.”
He stopped what he was doing and looked up at me. A split second of curiosity and interest crossed his expression, then it was gone.
“And hotelier,” added Keri Ann affecting a French-accented inflection to her words. “She wants to run a hotel one day.”
He glanced at her, then shook his head. “Whatever.”
“Ugh. You’re a complete chauvinistic—”
“Jessica,” Nana interjected from the doorway. “Y’all try not to dissolve into insults. Good night.”
“Sorry. But it’s true. Night, Nana.”
Joey shrugged. “I guess I am. But it suits me just fine.”
I ground my teeth. “Did it ever occur to you that women might want the same?” I glanced over my shoulder to see Nana had left. Keri Ann followed her out to make sure she got to bed okay. “None of the male idiocy like you’ve just displayed. Just some great sex now and again that doesn’t interfere with the way they want to live their lives.”
“Please. You’re naive if you don’t think you’ve conditioned yourself by what you watch and read to attach every gooey emotion possible to sex. I’m just warning you before life gives you a healthy dose of reality.”
“God, you talk shit. I plan on having lots of lovers in my life. Handsome, mysterious men from exotic places who don’t expect me to be chained to the kitchen sink and who I will happily move on from.”
“And you won’t fall in love with any of them and want to get married?”
“Nope.” I shrugged. “That would impede my career plans.”
Joey snorted, then wheezed. “Right.”
I wanted to shove the dishtowel he was holding down his damn throat.
“Right, what?” I snapped.
“Right, I believe you,” he added with barely concealed sarcasm. His eyebrows raised.
“It’s true. I don’t see what the big emotional deal is with sex anyway.”
“Because you’ve had so much of it?”
I glanced away. That was way more information than he needed.
“So the almost eighteen year old virgin is going to try and tell me she understands what sex without emotion is like?”
“Not for much longer,” I said with a haughty tone, irritated he just assumed I was a virgin, and clasped my hands in front of me on the table. “I plan on getting rid of that status as soon as possible.”
Joey yanked his chair back out and sat down opposite me, his glare intense, the blue of his eyes darkened to grey.
I pulled back at his abrupt move and his hand reached out and snared mine, pinning it to the table. “What?” I managed after a few beats of uncomfortable silence where my hand was burned alive.
Conflicting thoughts seemed to flit over his face for what seemed like long minutes instead of the few seconds it probably was. Then he let out a long breath.
“You’re playing a very dangerous game, putting so little importance on sex.”
I scowled. “What does that even mean?”
“It means …” He swallowed. “You should respect yourself enough not to give it away to just anybody.”
My face throbbed with heat as my temper rose. “I respect myself just fine. Big brother,” I hissed.
“Good,” he growled. “Because if you don’t, nobody else will.”
I yanked my hand from his. “I don’t understand you. So you’re allowed to have meaningless sex, but I’m not? Again with your double standards, Joseph. It’s unbecoming, you should watch that.”
He shrugged. “You said it. You’re like a little sister to me. I care that you don’t get hurt. And for God’s sake don’t be roping Keri Ann into your stupid quest. I’m just warning you to be careful.”
“Of what exactly?” I said through my clenched teeth. Because seriously, I was completely angry and humiliated by this stupid argument.
“You don’t even know yourself, do you?” He laughed, his strong jaw tilting back to reveal his tanned throat. “You, Jazzy Bear,” he rested his blue eyes back on me, “will fall madly in love with the first boy you sleep with.”
“I will not. And for the love of cheese grits, please don’t call me Jazzy Bear again.”
“You will. It’s written all over you. And,” he sobered as he looked at me unflinchingly, “he will break your heart. I’m sorry. In advance.”
I scraped back my chair with a loud whine and slapped my hand down on the table.
He watched me with a bemused expression, a lock of dark blond hair falling across his forehead.
“I’m going to find the perfect candidate,” I said in a low voice. “And the sex will be amazing.” I pointed a finger at him as I spoke. “And then, just to prove you wrong, I’ll go find someone else to have delicious sex with again. And again. And again. All summer long. In fact … I think the problem will be all the boys with broken hearts I leave in my dust.”
Joey’s eyes narrowed, then dropped to my pointing finger before flicking back up to mine, a muscle in his jaw ticking. “Be careful,” he drawled, wrapping a hand round my finger and pushing my hand down to the table. “You might be labeled a slut. Don’t forget all those double standards. Besides, I’m not sure I’ll be giving your sex life much thought. But good luck with that.”
“You certainly seem to have a lot of opinions on it right now,” I retorted, stung by his tone.
He looked thoughtful, then shook his head. A silly smirk overtook his mouth as if to remind us both we were being far too serious. And weird. This was weird. “A mistake I won’t be repeating any time soon.” He laughed and stood, stretching nonchalantly, his shirt pulling across his chest. “Although …”
“What?” I frowned.
“I’ll have to exercise my big brother duties and make sure you don’t end up with some chump.”
“I really don’t need you giving me your opinion on my choices, Joseph.”
He let out a puff of amused laughter, then his face straightened. “And don’t forget that favor you agreed to. As long as it doesn’t interfere with that, then whatever. But, seriously, Jazz. Don’t give it away to someone who won’t appreciate what you’re giving him.”
I blinked and looked away. God, why did he have to complicate everything? Was I supposed to have sex with emotion or without? Feel too much for the person and I might be in danger of falling in love with him? Not that I agreed with Joey’s assessment. But if I didn’t feel anything for the person, why would I do it?
Right.
To get it out of the way.
And that’s why I would lose my virginity with a tourist. Someone I was attracted to, but who would leave before I even had a chance to feel clingy and needy.
It was perfect. An in-built ejection seat out of any potential plane crash of feelings.
I knew there was another positive to living in a resort town.
Mission V-card had to be moved up the priority list as soon as possible. Tomorrow after school I would check in with the boutique, and I’d go and see about the lifeguard position, adding a third job to my already busy schedule. What better way to meet tourists than on the beach? “Joey, can you text me Lisa’s number so I can see if there’s a spot for me on beach patrol this year?” I was going to need to do urgent mouth-to-mouth on some hot tourists.




 
 
 
THE NEXT WEEK flew by and it was Saturday morning again before I knew it. The closer we got to summer the earlier I had to get out to the boat before it got too stifling. I lay back on the narrow berth in the musty interior of All That Jazz, some Ella Fitzgerald crooning softly on the turntable that was balanced on the galley table.
I aced the practice tests early in the week and felt confident about the state tests starting the following Monday. Faith, the boutique owner was amazing. She was completely understanding about my finishing up high school, and I would be starting with some occasional afternoon hours until school was out, which allowed me to learn the ropes slowly.
Lisa, who ran beach patrol for the island, got me a spot in the evening training the following week. It was under the wire, as they were full, but she said she always liked to have back up and needed everyone trained and working in time for Memorial Day weekend. I still needed my certifications in lifeguarding, CPR, First Aid, and oxygen administration. I pulled up my text from Joey when he’d sent me Lisa’s number.
 
Me:
Hey, it’s Jazz. I need to get CPR training etc. Where should I do that?
JB:
You need help with mouth to mouth? That’s a bit forward isn’t it?
 
My stomach flipped over. Frowning, I hesitated for a moment before tapping out a sharp rebuttal, then grinned.
 
Me:
Not if you’re offering. No offense.
JB:
Offense utterly taken. Anyway, you’d have to be the last girl on earth etc …
Me:
Wow, I really did bruise your ego, huh?
JB:
No chance. It’s made of titanium.
 
Wasn’t that the truth? I pursed my lips to bite my smile away and got back to the topic at hand.
 
Me:
Ok, Jay Bird, where do I go????
JB:
Thought Lisa would have given you info on that. Jay Bird?
Me:
She did, but there were options: Savannah, HH, Beaufort etc. thought you’d be able to steer me in right direction. And you called me Jazzy Bear (only my dad is allowed to call me that), only fair you should have a name too.
JB:
Jay Bird. I like it.
Me:
Don’t. Blue Jays are assholes.
JB:
OMG. Jazzy Bear. You are something else.
Me:
Yep. So anyway??? *Tapping foot*
JB:
HHI. I’m headed there later. You need a ride?
 
Damn. I hated that I was just mean to him, no matter I was joking, and now he was doing me a good turn by offering to drive me over to Hilton Head island. Way to make me feel like the asshole.
 
Me:
I can’t. Have resort housekeeping from 9 til 3. It’s “changeover day” — And haven’t even looked at times for certification.
 
He didn’t respond right away, and I went into the contacts of my phone and changed JB to Jay Bird, making his name official.
 
Jay Bird:
Okay. Just went online. There’s a class running at the Beaufort YMCA on Sunday afternoon. Can you do that one? I’ll take you, but you have to preregister. It’s $200.
 
Damn. I’d have to take that money out of my car savings fund. But lifeguarding could earn me $300-500 a week. It was worth the investment. I’d have a car by the end of the summer hopefully. I needed one before classes started at USC Beaufort.
 
Me:
Why are you being so helpful?
Jay Bird:
I have nothing else to do.
Me:
Well thx, you don’t have to do that.
Jay Bird:
How else will you get there? Bike?
Me:
Funny. Did you not get an internship/job yet?
Jay Bird:
Not for lack of trying. That’s why I’m over in HH tomorrow. A cardiac surgeon.
Me:
Which one?
Jay Bird:
Dr. Martin Barrett.
Me:
My mom works for him! I’m on it.
Jay Bird:
Shit. Seriously?
Me:
Yep. Let me call my mom right now.
Jay Bird:
The favors you’re doing me this summer are tipping the balance. I almost feel bad, but not sure I’m capable of that emotion.
 
I snorted, grinning in spite of myself.
 
Me:
I know. Job not a sure thing tho. Don’t worry I’ll call in the favors at some point. Like a ride to training for starters …
Jay Bird:
That’s hardly adequate repayment. But if you’re sure …
 
I could almost see his sly look.
 
Me:
Not so fast. You don’t have the job yet, but *WHEN* you do, I’ll let you know what I require.
 
I quite liked that Joey might owe me something. I’d have to judiciously call it in. The possibilities were endless. I chuckled to myself.
 
Jay Bird:
Okay, let me know, Jazzy Bear. P.S. You are now Jazzy Bear in my contacts.
Jazzy Bear:
Will do, Jay Bird.
 
I swallowed the strange bubble crawling up from my chest, not quite sure what to do with it, and dialed my mom’s cell.
“Jessica, honey? Is everything okay?” My mom answered her phone in a no nonsense tone.
“I’m good, Ma.” I smiled. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to freak you out by calling.”
She let out a light laugh. “No, No, it’s okay. I’m just headed in to work at the store, and I didn’t see you this morning.”
“I went out for a kayak. Gotta enjoy the cool part of the day, you know?”
“Are you at the boat?”
I sighed. “Yeah, I am.”
In response, she sighed too. I knew it bothered her I spent so much time out here. “Jess—”
“I know, Ma. Look, I need to ask you something. You know Nana’s been frail.”
“How is she doing?”
“Okay, I think. But really I think she could probably stand to see Dr. Barrett.”
“She is already. I saw her on the schedule for July. Do you need me to squeeze her in earlier?”
“That would be great. Will you call her and tell her?”
“Of course.”
“Thanks. That’s not the only thing I’m calling about though. With Nana worrying everyone, Joey came home for the summer and let his internship up in Columbia go. He’s coming in to the hospital today to meet Dr. Barrett after his rounds. Do you think …? I know you can’t give him a job. But do you think you could put in a good word for him with Dr. Barrett?”
“Oh, Jessica. Martin Barrett’s done so much for me already. I’m not sure I—”
“Please, Ma. The Butlers have done so much for me too. Can you just ask? Just say something to help Joey?”
“Of course. I know The Butlers have been amazing to you. To us.” She let out a breath. “I’ll see what I can do. I’ll call him now and see if I can catch him between rounds. I’m not promising anything you know.”
I made a fist and punched the air. “I know.”
“And I can’t push it.”
“I know, Ma. Thank you.”
“Okay, Jess. Just get off that damned boat. It makes my happy baby depressed.”
“I will. I’m headed in to work myself.”
“What properties do you have today?” she asked.
“Some of the big ones down on Magnolia Road.”
“Okay, well be careful. Don’t touch anything without your gloves on.”
I winced. “You know I won’t.” If my mom only knew the gross stuff I’d seen cleaning out houses after tourists. I’d take dirty diapers and spilled food any day. It was used condoms under beds and drug needles in the couch cushions that were the top of my Rare-But-I’m-Not-Sure-How-Much-Longer-I-Can-Do-This list. But one day of cleaning the big beach front rentals on “changeover day” could earn me about $300 dollars. I needed a car and money for gas and insurance. I was probably only going to be able to keep one job when I was at college, so the more I earned this summer the better.
“Okay. Bye, baby.”
“Bye, Ma,” I said fondly and ended the call.
 
Jazzy Bear:
Ok. Good luck, Jay Bird. My mom’s calling him now.
Jay Bird:
Thank you. I’ll let you know how it goes. I owe you.
Jazzy Bear:
I won’t forget ;-)
 

 
I LOVED THAT my work colleague, Tamsyn, always suggested splitting up our load. It was easier to work faster when I could be alone and just put my earbuds in and listen to music full blast. Today was no exception. If the house was five or more bedrooms, we had to clean it together, but most of our current list were threes and fours.
I took the four bedroom ocean front. I dropped the mound of laundry from the first three bedrooms in the upstairs hall and entered the last bedroom, stopping suddenly in the doorway as I realized clothes still hung over the back of a chair by the window. Shorts. And in the open armoire. A dress shirt. Blue. And running shoes were kicked off to the side. It wasn’t unusual to have people leave stuff. The Wombats sang their Brit Pop loudly through my earbuds as I contemplated the scene before me.
A sharp tap landed on my shoulder and I leapt off the ground, my heart staying up lodged in my throat in shock. “Shit!” screeched out of my mouth before I could stop it. I whipped around with a loud yelp to be confronted with a half naked looming male and stumbled back a step, yanking my ear buds out of my ears.
“Hey,” the guy said, wincing. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I called out, but I guess,” he motioned to an ear, “you had your music on fairly loud.”
He had brown floppy hair and light eyes, and his mouth eased into a faint smile. My eyes did a quick inventory for concealed weapons but was distracted by his athletic and naked upper body, I never got as far as his navy blue swim shorts. And not looking for concealed weapons in his shorts felt like a supreme act of human will. Wow, he was cute. Or I was in a heightened state of response having just had a thousand mini heart attacks in the span of three seconds.
“I’m Chase. We’re here for three weeks sooooo …”
I swallowed and shook my head to clear my shock and my dismay at realizing we’d entered a house that was occupied. “Oh wow, sorry. I didn’t, um, uh, I’m not sure if my papers said that.” I’d left them downstairs with my cleaning bag.
“No, it’s okay. We requested cleaning service while we were here because my family’s coming this week. Today, actually.” He dipped his head and pulled on a tuft of soft hair. “It was just me and my buddies last week.”
“Oh, right. So do you need me to change your room, or …”
“If that’s okay? I was just coming up to grab something.”
He looked at me expectantly. I stared back. What?
“Uh, I need to get past you?”
I startled. “Right. Sorry.” I scrambled to the side and out of the doorway.
He chuckled, his grin deepening. Hottie alert. Gah!
“What were you listening to?” he asked, nodding at the earbuds I was holding before grabbing the book that was on the bedside table of his unmade messy queen bed. I couldn’t see the title. And anyway, his tanned shoulder blades were too distracting to worry about what he was holding in his hands.
He turned back around, an eyebrow raised.
“What?” Oh my God. Where was my brain? “Oh, um. The Wombats. They’re—”
“A British band. I know.” His brow furrowed even as his mouth showed he was amused, and he shook his head. “Terrible name. Great music.”
I nodded, agreeing completely.
“Okay, well,” he waved his book absently, “I’ll just get out of your way. Sorry for scaring you.”
“Fine. That’s fine. I mean, it’s not fine. But I’m fine. No harm done.” Stop talking! “What are you reading?” I imagined an out of body experience where I walked over to the wall and hit my head against it repeatedly.
No fraternizing with vacationers was at the top of our Rules and Conduct Manual. Not that we were fraternizing. Wait, what did fraternizing mean, exactly?
He looked down at the book in his hand as if he didn’t know, which was my first sign that he wasn’t as cool and calm as he was letting on. The tiniest part of me preened as I thought he might also think I was attractive. I did a quick mental inventory of what I must look like. No make up, ratty and extremely short jean cutoffs I didn’t mind messing up, stained t-shirt, sweaty skin and wild hair yanked into messy bun with head band to keep wisps out of my eyes. No. And no.
I deflated immediately.
“Uh …” He read the title of the book in his hand like it was the first time he’d seen it. “Um. The Wolf of Wall Street.”
“That who you hope to be one day?” I asked, totally overstepping my boundary. The hired help did not ask questions like that. No fraternizing with vacationers.
“How do you know I’m not already?” He faced me, his eyes friendly but challenging and whoa, I took a direct hit of charm.
“You don’t look old enough,” I responded, my cheeks warming under his gaze.
“Or corrupt enough?”
“That’s not for me to say.” I laughed, awkwardly.
“You local?”
I shrugged. “Yes.”
“Do you have a name, local girl?”
No fraternizing with vacationers. “Jessica. But my friends call me Jazz.”
“Jazz,” he stated, then nodded and turned back for the door, gracing me with his impeccable back muscles again. Was he a rower? He could totally be a rower. He was probably an Ivy League frat boy rower.
My shoulders slumped a little in disappointment as he started to leave. No fraternizing with vacationers, I reminded myself. What had just happened? Probably the reverse of the rules on his side, which stated: No fraternizing with the help. Anyway, what was I thinking? He was cute, but I didn’t know the first thing about him. He looked about college age, but for all I knew his family that was supposedly arriving today could be his wife and kids, rather than his parents, which I’d originally assumed.
I turned back to the unmade bed.
“Hey, Jazz?”
He stood a few treads down the stairwell out in the hall where he could see directly into the room. Good thing I wasn’t sniffing his sheets. Which, duh, I was totally not going to do. But I was intrigued, and curious, and my lady parts were telling me he smelled as yummy as he looked. “Yes, Chase?”
And he smiled at my use of his name. “What do you do here on a Saturday night?”
My stomach swirled giddily. What was I doing? Or what did one do? Totally different questions.
“Tonight I’m going to a party on the beach with some friends.” I purposely left out that it was an unofficial High School seniors’ graduation party. No need for him to know my age. But for some inexplicable reason I added: “At Marker 11” giving him the exact closest beach access point to where we would be. No fraternizing with vacationers. “You should come.” NO FRATERNIZING WITH VACATIONERS! I bit down on my tongue
“Maybe I will.” He nodded and turned, heading down the stairs.
I dropped my face to the sheets, just as much out of sheer mortification over my hastily thrown out invite that wasn’t fully accepted as for my previous reasons. My nose was rewarded with the scent of sunscreen and stale male sweat. What else had I expected? Still, he was cute. And he might be a good candidate for mission V-card. Who was I kidding? He was the perfect candidate.
Tourist? Check
Cute? Check, check, check
Older-ish? Check
Possibly attracted to me too? Check.
This was going to be more simple than I’d thought.
So why did I get the distinct impression my life was about to get really complicated?
I quickly stripped date bed and grabbed all the towels out of the bathroom, dumping them with the other stuff out in the hall. The large window by the stairwell looked out over the pool deck and the dunes and ocean beyond. What I wouldn’t give to be out on the beach today.
My phone buzzed in my back pocket. It was Keri Ann.
 
KA:
What time do u want to go to the beach 2nite?
Me:
Maybe 8?
KA:
Cool. I think Joey’s going to come. That okay?
 
I thought about his job interview this afternoon. I so hoped he got it. Below me, Chase appeared and stood at the end of the pool. He executed a perfect racing dive and proceeded to cross the pool with powerful strokes.
 
Me:
Sure. Guess what? Met hottie tourist today, he may show up at beach tonight.
 
But even as I typed, I felt weird about Joey meeting Chase. If Chase even showed up. I hoped Joey didn’t get all judgmental and big-brothery or scare him off.
He wouldn’t, would he?




 
 
 
KERI ANN AND I rode our bicycles along the warped decking of the beach walk access. The evening ocean breeze was cool on our warm skin. We were supposed to walk our bicycles down to the sand, not ride them, but off season, we locals pretty much did what we wanted. The season on Butler Cove Island geared up in fits and starts as the round robin of week-long spring breaks staggered into town around March and April. Then we had blessed relief until Memorial Day weekend. Enjoying our last few weeks before then was a necessity. “So tell me about this hottie you met,” Keri Ann asked.
“He probably won’t come, but man he was soooo cute. Don’t know a thing about him though.”
Keri Ann laughed. “So what did you talk about then? I mean how did you get to the point of inviting him to the beach?”
“I don’t really know. I mean we talked about a book he was reading. Then he asked what people do here on a Saturday night, and I just kind of invited him.”
“Well, I’m sure Joey will protect you if this guy’s not on the up and up.”
“Oh joy. Just what I need. When’s he coming anyway? Did he say if his meeting went well with Dr. Barrett?”
“He didn’t say. Thanks for doing that by the way.”
“Of course. Oh shit, I meant to give it to you at the house … no wonder my bag is weighing me down. I finally finished the Erath book. Holy schmexy. It was amazing. I can’t believe we have to wait a year for the last one! But at least we have the movie to look forward to.”
Nearing the end of the decking, we were forced to hop off to push our wheels through the soft dry sand until we reached the hard packed stuff left behind by the earlier tide. Then we jumped back on and rode.
“Was it weird to read it now that they’ve cast the actor who’ll be playing Max?” Keri Ann asked. “Personally I prefer leaving those things to my imagination.”
“It was better. Jack Eversea is sex on a stick. Please hurry up and read book two though, seriously, I need to rehash it with you.”
“Dang, Jazz. Gimme a chance, you haven’t even given it to me yet.” She laughed as we rode our bikes over the hard damp sand, our hair streaming behind us, our baskets full of firewood, newspaper, spicy corn chips, and chocolate milk. Oh and Nana’s pimento cheese spread and crackers. Dinner of champions.
The setting sun behind us turned the blue sea to deep iridescence. If we were on the other side of the island right now and facing the sun, it would have set the water to flame. The left over gullies from the tide were carved into the sand and gleamed silver in the low light. “We live in the best place on earth,” I yelled and reached out my hand, laughing. Keri Ann did the same and we rode side by side, our fingers touching.
We saw the group of our classmates up ahead. The wind whipping past our ears stole our laughter as it passed and drowned out any sound from the group, but a faint bass beat of their music grew louder as we approached.
Someone let out a whooping yell. Cooper. I shook my head, amused. “Yeah,” he yelled. “Now it’s a party.”
“Glad to oblige.” I laughed and let him take the handlebars and steady the bike as I climbed off.
“It’s my favorite gypsy girl.” He tugged my long braid that hung loosely over my shoulder, giving me his goofy grin and grabbed the firewood bundle out of my basket.
Cooper was everybody’s good friend, but he had a problem with authority and for a while always seemed to be in trouble. It didn’t help that his father had been away fighting in Afghanistan for most of his teen years, and then died two months before his tour was up when we were in tenth grade. It had been a tough time for Cooper, but we all loved him to bits and felt his pain along with him. My mother had a lot of opinions about Cooper Jenkins being part of our friend group, as did most of our parents and teachers. But we pretty much ignored them, and Cooper calmed down eventually.
The fire had already been started in a hollowed out dip in the sand, and Cooper threw our log bundle to join the other wood supplies off to the side. I looked over and caught another friend, Vern’s eye, and he gave me a wave as he chatted with a boy I recognized from the grade below ours. Keri Ann was chatting to our friend Jasper.
“So,” Cooper said as we flopped down cross-legged on the sand. I knocked my chocolate milk against his can of Cheer Wine. “When do you leave for college?”
“I’m going to Beaufort, idiot.” I smiled and took a sip. “I’ll be living at home and driving to classes if I get a car. I’ll still be around.”
Cooper scratched his head. “Oh yeah, I forgot. I keep thinking everyone’s going off to school and leaving me behind.”
“What about you? You decide what you’re doing yet? Are you going to stay on at the garage?”
“I like it there, you know. Makes me feel closer to my old man. And I’m good at it. My only other option is to enlist. But I’d give my ma a damned heart attack if I went and did that.” He shook his head. “Hey, so I’m working on a VW Bug right now, and I think the owner might be looking to sell it. It needs a new transmission, and the guy doesn’t want to pay for it. But once that’s done, it’ll be rolling.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Do you know how much he might ask?” I asked. I was excited but I still had to earn enough cash. “Or if he’d be willing to get paid in installments.”
“I can ask.” Cooper shrugged.
I bumped his shoulder affectionately. “Thanks, Bud.”
“Oh my God!” I heard my friend Liz whisper behind me to Keri Ann who was sitting next to her. “Did you guys invite Joey and Colt?”
I looked to where she was pointing. Sure enough, Keri Ann’s brother and his friend Colton Graves who was a tad stockier and darker haired than his high school buddy were walking down the beach toward us. I turned and caught Keri Ann’s eye. Her cheeks were pink. “I didn’t know Colt was home too,” I said.
She shrugged and shot me a threatening look, begging me to shut my mouth. She’d had a tiny crush on Colton when we were in eighth grade. “Me neither.”
“Ugh,” moaned Liz. “Could they be any hotter?”
Chase hadn’t shown up and probably wouldn’t so hopefully I wouldn’t have to worry about Joey being a bonehead to him.
I wanted to know how Joey’s interview had gone. Somehow since our breakfast last weekend, it felt like we were finally becoming friends in our own right rather than just through Keri Ann. It made me feel warm inside. Like my family just expanded.
 

 
THE SUN HAD set, we were all cast in firelight, and Chase hadn’t shown up. People arrived in dribs and drabs, and there ended up being about thirty of us. Joey and Colt had been surrounded and peppered with questions about college and memories of Butler Cove’s football glory days when they’d been on the team. Butler Cove High hadn’t had a great team since they’d left. Music pulsed from the old school battery-operated stereo Vern had brought down. Ever the traditionalist.
Joey finally got a break and wandered over to me as I pulled my cardigan out of my bicycle basket.
“I shoulda worn jeans,” I said as I pulled it on. “Who knew it would be so chilly in May.”
He shook his head. “Right? And it was sweltering today.”
“Sooo?” I sang, cocking an eyebrow. “Dr. Barrett?”
He grinned. “So. I got it.”
“That’s fantastic!” I held out a fist, and he bumped it. We drew a few curious glances. “Tell me everything.”
Joey shrugged as we sat down on the sand nearer the fire. He leaned back on his hands and extended his long denim-clad legs out in front of him. “Not much to tell. I just have to thank you. And thank your mom. Dr. Barrett was expecting me, and he basically said if your mom vouched for me then we’d figure something out.”
“Wow.”
“Then we spent about five minutes going through what my interests and strengths were and about twenty-five minutes going over his accomplishments.” Joey rolled his eyes with a laugh. “There might be a burgeoning God complex going on with that one.”
“Is he married? I always meant to ask Mom.” The way she spoke about him made me think she had started developing feelings for her new boss.
“There’s a massive family portrait of him with a lady and two young girls,” Joey said, confirming my fears. “So I’m assuming, yes.”
I looked off toward the ocean and for a moment wondered if my dad was looking at an ocean right now too.
“What is it?” asked Joey.
“It’s nothing. Was just thinking. So, Joseph,” I said brightly. “When’s your stalker due to show up?”
“That’s the downside of a stalker, isn’t it? I don’t think you know when they’ll pop up.”
“The downside?” I laughed. “There’s an upside?”
“Point,” said Joey. “So when do you start on beach patrol? I didn’t hear back from you about CPR Training at the Beaufort Y tomorrow. Did you preregister?”
I sighed thinking of the money for that plus the VW Bug Cooper just told me about. “No. But I’ll call in the morning and see if they can get me in. Is it still okay to drive me?” I cut my gaze over to him.
His blue eyes were dark indigo in the fire light, watching me. “Of course. I offered to do it. The offer is still good. Are you sure everything’s all right? You seem different tonight.”
“Different how?” I asked and registered another person walking toward us from the beach access.
“I don’t know. Preoccupied, maybe.”
I squinted at the approaching figure, my heart picking up a few extra beats. As he got closer in the almost faded dusk, I saw it was Chase. He wore rumpled cargoes, a sweatshirt with a red and yellow striped scarf wrapped around his neck. His brown hair was as messy as I’d seen it this morning. He was scanning the sea of unfamiliar faces. He looked relaxed to be approaching a bunch of complete strangers. He had more guts than me, that was for sure. “Sorry,” I said to Joey. “I invited someone. Looks like he just showed up.”
I leapt to my feet, leaving Joey with a surprised expression on his face, and jogged over to Chase. “Hey, Wall Street. You lost?”
“Hey, Local Girl.” His grin was broad.
“You showed up.”
He reached up and pulled at a tuft of his hair. “That I did. He looked past me at my group of friends. “You in high school?”
I pursed my lips and put a hand on one hip. “Yeah, about to graduate. So?” I glanced behind me briefly imagining what he thought when he looked at everyone. They were all laughing and chatting. Joey had moved and was talking to Colt again, but he was staring at me and Chase.
“So you probably don’t have anything real to drink to keep you warm,” Chase answered.
I shook my head. “Nope. We’ll get moved on by Colton’s father soon anyway. He’s the sheriff. For now he’ll let us be as long as we don’t get crazy.”
“Just so happens I come prepared. You wanna walk with me?”
“Sure,” I said. “Not far though.”
He breathed out with a small chuckle. “Of course.”
We wandered away from the group. I had the feeling Chase wanted to go farther, but I stopped him. “Here’s good,” I said, plopping down on the cool sand. “So what’s with the Harry Potter scarf?”
“The what?” Chase laughed.
“Your scarf. It’s the Gryffindor colors.” My heart climbed into my throat as I realized how juvenile I’d just painted myself.
He raised an eyebrow while he unscrewed the lid on a metal flask.
“Ugh,” I said. “I should really hide my dorkiness until we know each other better. Not a Harry Potter fan?”
“Not really.” He handed me the flask. “I mean I probably don’t think of him one way or another.”
“What is this?”
“Whiskey.”
I’d drunk beer, wine, and wine coolers but had never tried whiskey. I’d already shown my youth with my dumb Harry Potter comment, so I felt a bit stuck. I took a small sip, letting it burn my tongue. Yikes! My eyes watered, and I blinked rapidly.
“So what are you into, Chase? Apart from Wall Street and whiskey?”
He took the flask back from me, not bothering to wipe the opening, and set it against his lips. “You,” he said, watching me over the metal as he tipped his head back for a drink.
My stomach flipped over. I dropped my gaze from his in surprise, not knowing how to respond. But God, that had felt really, really … good. “Um, I uh—”
Chase’s fingers slipped under my chin. I looked up. He leaned close, his gaze on my mouth. His lips caught the light just as they lowered to mine. He tasted of whiskey and wildness. He tasted delicious. Of things I shouldn’t be doing. My eyes fluttered closed.
I didn’t even know him, but in the moment I felt his tongue slide into my mouth, I didn’t care. I felt triumphant! This was so easy! I wanted to tell Joey. You see? I can find someone awesome. Someone who’s not a chump. He kisses beautifully. He’ll make my first time great as well. He’s so into me.
Wait, I wanted to tell Joey?
Suddenly, Joseph’s face was in my mind. Blue eyes, not brown. Dirty blond hair, not Chase’s hair. I tried to refocus on the soft slide of Chase’s mouth and wondered if Joseph’s skin felt the same. Was Joey’s skin stubbly?
I definitely refocused on Chase when his warm hand that had suddenly materialized on my side, slid purposefully around to my front and dangerously toward my breast. Oh. Okay this was interesting. Warmth spread through me.
I expected his hand to stop. To wait for permission. To see if it was okay with me.
I mean I’d kissed a few boys at school. This was how it went, right?
But his hand continued gliding … right up over my breast.
I gasped, breaking the kiss.
The sound of a throat clearing behind me caused me to jump. “Jazz,” said Joseph’s hard voice. “How about you introduce me to your friend.”




 
 
 
MORTIFICATION FEELS VERY much like a heavy load of lava rolling around in your gut. You burn from the inside out, all your blood and organs pushed uncomfortably out of the way, including your tongue. I was dying. I mean, to be caught mid feelup?
Gah!
Caught by Joseph?
Die.
Chase hopped to his feet and reached for my hand, pulling me up. Well brought up boy that he obviously was.
“Hi, I’m Chase Kennedy,” he said to Joey with a hand out. Holy shrimp guts, I didn’t even know his last name, and he was almost on a first name basis with my girls. I folded my arms across my chest to belatedly keep them safe.
“Chase, this is Joey,” I managed.
“Joseph Butler,” said Joey and shook the proffered hand. “So how do you and Jazz know each other?”
Chase glanced at me, smirking.
“Uh, through work?” I said.
“We met today.”
Joseph’s eyebrows rocketed upwards, and I winced, looking away so as not to catch his eye.
“So how about you guys?” Chase asked Joey. “No offense, you don’t look like you’re in high school.”
“We’re family friends,” said Joey. “I’m back from college for the summer.”
“Oh yeah? Where are you at school?”
“South Carolina.”
“Gamecocks?”
“Yeah. You?”
“Tar Heels.”
So he went to Chapel Hill in North Carolina? That wasn’t far. Oh my God. Where was my mind going? My plan didn’t include staying in touch. It had to be quick, fun, and easy.
“Nice. Battle of the Carolinas,” said Joey referring to the hundred-year-old rivalry between North and South Carolina. “We’re rivals.”
I snorted without meaning to.
Then Colt walked up. A regular college boy sausage fest. I slunk away to find Keri Ann as they talked sports scores, Greek and fraternities.
“I just got cock-blocked by your brother,” I moaned to Keri Ann as I flopped to the sand next to her and our friend Liz.
“He’s just making sure no one takes advantage of you,” defended Keri Ann after I filled them in.
I let out a groan and fiddled with my anklet, digging my toes in the sand. “What if I want someone to take advantage of me?”
“I know the feeling,” said Liz. “What does a girl have to do to get some anyway?”
Both Keri Ann and I whipped our heads to look at our class valedictorian. “Lizzie!” I gasped in delight and watched Liz’s face turn puce. “Did you really just say that?”
“I did,” she admitted with a grin, setting her chin up. “Seriously, though.”
“You did what?” asked Jasper coming up to us. By far the most good-looking boy in our year, he was doubly blessed by being smart too. Liz had probably totally stolen his thunder by being named valedictorian.
“Finish my valedictorian speech?” she offered in the kind of cautious questioning way that meant she was totally making it up and seeing if he’d buy it.
“Right,” he said. “So, Liz. I, uh, was wondering if you wanted to take a walk or something? I wanted to chat with you about next year.”
There was a long awkward pause where Liz, ever cautious, went through a very obvious internal struggle, then abruptly got to her feet. Her blush had returned with a vengeance. “Yes, sure,” she squeaked and cleared her throat. “See you in a bit, girls.”
We waved.
“You’ve got a long second toe,” Keri Ann, observed with amusement next to me where our feet lay in the cool sand. The firelight flickered over our bare suntanned legs.
“We’ve been friends, how long? And you just now noticed?” I glanced at her small milk and honey feet next to my darker ones and grimaced. As Nana always told me, my skin was as brown as a gypsy. I swear just the thought of the summer vacation almost within reach was enough to turn my skin. Keri Ann’s toenails were bare and perfect, where mine still had chipped turquoise polish on the long toe in question. Sand and seawater weren’t a match for cheap dime store polish.
“Way to point out my flaws, bestie.” I pouted and flopped back to lie down. “Wow, look. The stars are coming out.”
“It’s lucky, you know. It means you’ll be super successful one day,” she said joining me. “Anyway, according to Joey, you have really pretty feet.”
My belly flipped. “Ugh, when did he say that? That’s totally pervy.”
“Oh, I don’t remember. Maybe the one time we were all down here at the beach together.”
“God that must have been like last summer. You have the weirdest memory for inconsequential b.s., but you can’t tell me what a male gamete is,” I said seriously. Keri Ann had missed it on a quiz once in eighth grade, and it had become a huge source of amusement ever since.
“Oh grow up. It’s a sperm, you gross child,” Keri Ann chided, elbowing me in the side as I barely suppressed my laughter.
I elbowed her back and we fell silent. I looked over to where I’d left Chase. Still chatting with Joey and Colt, he didn’t look up. I sighed.
Keri Ann turned her head toward me. “It’s going to be really different next year. I’m not sure I like different.”
I swallowed. “Yeah. But even though I’m studying, I’ll be here.”
Keri Ann shifted her face back to the dark night sky.
“I still don’t understand why you didn’t at least apply.” I couldn’t help bringing the subject up again.
She shrugged. “What would be the point if I’m not going.”
“Yeah, but—”
“We’ve gone through this. I’m not like you. Or Joey for that matter—”
“Thank all the shrimp in the ocean for that.” I chuckled.
She smiled. “You’ve both known exactly what you want to do for as long as I can remember. You’ll go to college, do what you need to and get out. Apart from us not really having the money for me to go, it would be a waste of tuition for me to spend the years figuring out what I want to do. I need to earn money not—”
“Waitressing at the Snapper Grill won’t earn you big cash off season. And you could still go to school—”
“I know but I also need to be near Nana. You’ve seen how frail she’s become. And she keeps getting chest pains—” Keri Ann paused, and her throat bobbed.
Emotion flooded me too. It had always felt like Keri Ann’s Nana was my Nana too. That was just the way of her. I fumbled for one of my best friend’s hands that were folded on her belly and took it in mine and squeezed. She sniffed and shook her head. It was too big to fathom that Nana might pass away only a few short years after Keri Ann and her brother lost both their parents, and she’d be left all alone. It was a legitimate reason to stay close to home, I just really wanted my best friend to start college with me.
I swallowed over the tightness in my throat, and we both lay there in the sand, the sounds of our friends, music, and the ocean swelling around us. “You’ll never be alone, you know. I’ll always be your family,” I vowed. “And no matter what happens I won’t let anything come between us or stop me from being your friend. In fact we should just go ahead and accept that we were probably sisters in a past life. And once family, always family. So I guess you all can add me to the family collection of ghosts in your old house. But seriously?” I let go of her hand and linked my pinky with hers. “Sisters?”
She smiled and lifted up our hands to see. “Sisters,” she confirmed. “But you do realize that means you officially have an older brother.”
“Small price.”
“What? You mean you don’t mind having an annoying, over-bearing, over-protected hambone for a brother?”
“Jeez,” I rasped. “Tell us how you really feel.”
“I’m using your words, you mullet.”
“Yeah,” I conceded. “That does sound like me.”
“Anyway, I hope he’s less priggish this summer.”
I barked out a laugh. “Priggish? You been reading Nana’s historical romances again? What kind of a word is priggish?”
“Well someone hasn’t given me the next Erath book so I had to read something.”
“Sorry! It’s in my bag, remember? But seriously I want to read it again coz I’m greedy, and now I get to fantasize with the image of who’s playing Max in the movie. Sigh,” I added and actually did sigh with a dreamy smile on my face.
“Who is it again?”
“Oh eff off,” I groused. “You know exactly who. If you don’t know then forget sisters, we can’t even be friends.”
“Yeah, yeah. Jack Eversea, I know.”
“Ugh. How can you be so neutral about him? He is spectacular.” I sighed dramatically. “Didn’t you read that tabloid I gave you? He’s dreamy.”
“I’m not neutral, he’s gorgeous. But I can hardly be ga ga over someone I’m never gonna meet. It’s a waste of ga-ga-ing.”
I chuckled. “So on the subject of boys though … Chase could be the ideal candidate. If he’ll stop bromancing your brother for a second.” I scowled, noticing Chase, Joseph, and Colt were still deep in discussion. Joey was definitely the most eye-catching of the three. I shook my head. “I mean, I’m not interested in dating anyone. Hang out, maybe. But I’m thinking someone who’s here on vacation, a summer fling. Chase fits the bill. He’s here for two weeks.”
Keri Ann sat up and crossed her legs giving me a scowl. “Are you serious?”
“As a heart attack.” I sat up too. “Look, I just don’t see what the big deal is.” I really didn’t. “We don’t live in a society where virginity is some big prize for our future husbands. Anyway, I’ll never get married. Remember, I’m planning on being an eccentric photojournalist and hotelier who travels the world and has amazing affairs with interesting men. Starting now, I’ll perfect the art of getting in and out without getting my heart broken. I just need to get the first step out of the way.”
“About this being a photojournalist and a hotelier? I’m not sure how that works. Wouldn’t owning a hotel require you to stay in one place?”
“Ugh,” I complained, laughing. “Trust you to focus on the logistics of my career choices and not my sexual plans.”
“Well, at least you have career choices.” She chuckled. “And I just don’t want to see you let down.”
“Well, if I don’t put much stock in my virginity, I won’t be let down right?” I raised an eyebrow, proud of my reasoning.
“But don’t you want your first time to be with someone you really trust? I mean, it’s so intimate, and I don’t care what you say but sex for sure has emotions attached. I can’t believe otherwise.”
“You read too many romances, K.”
She shrugged. “Probably. But you need to find someone you trust, even if they’re here for a short time,” she added at my warning look. “And preferably someone with a bit of experience, at least one of you should know what you’re doing so it’s not awful.”
I grinned. “So you’re on board with my plan?”
“I didn’t say that. I think it’s ridiculous.”
“But you’ll help me anyway?”
She sighed. “You’ll do it anyway, no matter what I say. So yeah, I guess I’ll support you.”
“Yes,” I said gleefully and pumped my fist in the air. “Now, I just need to get your brother out of the way.”
She chuckled. “God, you two. Is it too much to ask that my brother and my best friend actually get along?”
“Is it too much to ask that my best friend’s brother not be an arrogant asshat?”
“Honestly, don’t you think he’s mellowed somewhat? I think he’s been so busy trying to get done with school in three years and trying to get into a med program, that he seems a bit more … humble.”
“Joseph Butler? Humble? I’ll believe it when I see it.” I glanced off toward him. He was taller than Chase. The kind of tall that could make a tall girl like me still feel delicate. He was laughing at something. “Unless he didn’t get to rely on that smile of his. Or if he lost an eye. Or developed a wart nose and grew a hunchback. I can’t imagine that guy getting humble.”
“I knew it!” Keri Ann exclaimed.
“Knew what?” I said.
“You think my brother is hot.”




 
 
 
“MOM,” I WHISPERED, standing at my mother’s bedroom door. “Are you up?” I heard her come in really late last night, later than she usually did when she was the one locking up at the convenience store. A job I hated for her to do by herself. I was hoping now that she got the job at the hospital she could dump the store hours.
“Yeah, baby,” Mom said, her voice tired.
I pushed open the door, holding the hot cup of coffee I just made for her. She was cuddled up under the new duvet set I bought her for her birthday.
“Hey, I’m sorry to wake you, Mom.” I set the mug down on her white painted wicker bedside table. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” She stretched. “Just tired.”
“I’m heading out for the day. I won’t see you till later. I’m sorry I can’t spend our day off with you, I’m going to a CPR course on Hilton Head Island so I can work beach patrol this summer.”
My mom sat up and pushed her blonde bangs out of her eyes. Her eyes were blue like mine. She was still attractive for her age, and she’d been taking care of herself more lately, which I was glad about. It probably had something to do with her new job at the hospital. It had certainly raised her clothing game from the casual attire she wore at the convenient store.
I perched on the edge of her bed. “So, were you working late last night? I didn’t hear you come in.”
“I went out with a friend,” Mom said, then her eyes shifted to the side, and she reached for her coffee.
“Who?” My tone dripped with suspicion. For a while she’d become friends with a woman she worked with and by extension hung with a really rough crowd. The woman was dating a biker from a biker gang and well, Shona or Shonda, or whatever her name was, was now in prison for aggravated assault. Classy. That was the end of that friendship. Luckily, I got my mom back.
“Nothing’s going on, baby,” she began and I was immediately on edge. “We’re just friends … but Martin asked me out last night for drinks so we could—”
“Dr. Barrett? Are you kidding me?”
“No. No, baby.” She grabbed my hand. “It’s not like that. He just needs someone to talk to. And you know he’d just done me a favor seeing Joey, I couldn’t—”
“Joey was already meeting with him, Ma. All I asked was you put in a good word for him not offer Dr. Barrett a blow job!”
“Jessica!”
I swallowed, my cheeks burning. “Sorry, Mom.”
“Jessica. Jesus.” She flung the covers off and got out of bed.
“I’m sorry. I said sorry.”
“Yeah, well. I know you better than that. You may be sorry for being crass, but you’re not sorry for the message.”
I stood too. “You’re right. I’m not. What did he need to speak about so urgently that he couldn’t wait until Monday morning?”
She walked to the mirror, wincing at her reflection and scraping her dyed blonde hair back into a low ponytail. She grabbed a tissue, wetting it with spittle and dabbing the old mascara beneath her lashes.
“You’re beautiful, Ma. You don’t need some sleaze ball doctor to take you out for that to be true.”
“I’m not getting any younger. Anyway, what’s the harm? We get along well, and it was just a drink.”
“You know he’s married, right?”
“Of course.” She glanced at me in the reflection of the mirror, then leaned down to rummage in her drawer for her yoga pants. “You know I’d never do that.”
“Never do what? Go out for drinks with another woman’s husband.”
“That’s enough, Jessica.”
“Whatever.” I turned away and headed for the door. I hated the panicked feeling she gave me in my chest. Like everything would fall apart. She’d lose her job, we wouldn’t have benefits, or be able to pay rent, or help me with tuition. I pulled the door, letting it swing back hard. “I’ll see you later.”
 

 
I CYCLED FAST to Keri Ann’s house, dumped my bike in the front yard, and ran up the porch steps almost tripping on my yellow flip flops. Flinging the front door open as I looked down to get them properly back on my feet, my head collided with the corner of something hard. Pain burst through my temple and I rocketed back, losing my balance as my ankle twisted. A howl left my throat, and I landed hard on my ass in the doorway just as a grunt sounded and a box came crashing down on top of me with a mountain of paper floating out of it.
“What the hell?” a deep male voice emanated from above. “Oh shit. Jazz, are you okay?”
“God, Joseph,” I yelled as the paper cleared to reveal the tall male in front of me looking down. Irritation, confusion, amusement, and contrition all crossed his face in record time, leaving me staring up into his steel blue eyes. I scowled and cringed in pain. “Ow,” I whimpered as I acknowledged the pain in my ankle joining the one in my head.
“Oh shit, I’m so sorry,” he dropped to a crouch in front of me, denim stretching over muscled thighs, and reached for my foot, his large warm hand closing around it.
My foot felt tiny in Joey’s strong hand. Flinching, I yanked my foot away. “I’ve got it,” I snapped.
Joey looked up in surprise at my tone.
“Is everything all right out there?” Nana’s voice came from behind me. “Oh my word. Joey, be a dear and help Jazz onto the porch swing and come get her some ice.”
“I’ve got it,” I said and held the doorframe, trying to bear weight. I couldn’t. Joey stepped in close, wrapping an arm around my waist and hauling me up against his firm side. “Come on,” he chastised. “Let me help you.”
I released a breath and let him help me limp to the swing. The wood was cool under my bare thighs. I was literally wearing the tiniest pair of cut off jean shorts known to man. It hadn’t bothered me this morning when I put them on, but now I felt practically naked. I did a quick inspection of my legs to make sure I’d been thorough with my razor. Not that I cared. It was just Joey. But still. Anyway, I might see Chase later, so …
Joey got down in front of me again, lifting a sardonic eyebrow. “I’m gonna touch your foot, okay? Try not to be a freaky filly.”
“A filly?”
“A horse.”
“I know what a filly is.” I snorted. “I can’t believe you just called me a horse.”
“Well,” he said and gently palpated up my foot toward my ankle. “Looks like your hoo—”
“I swear to God, Joseph, if you call my foot a hoof, my other foot is feeling just fine and it will happily meet your face.”
Laughter erupted out of him, his blue eyes creasing up. The hand holding my foot let go and reached up to run through his dark blond hair. “Fine. Let me go get you some ice. Looks like it’s a slight sprain. You probably shouldn’t ride your bike, though. And we can probably reschedule the CPR training this afternoon.”
“No!” I yelped. “I really need to get that done. It’s not like I need a foot to do mouth to mouth, right?”
“I guess not.” He stood up just as Keri Ann came out the door.
“Nana gave me an ice pack to bring out here. What happened?”
She came over and inspected my foot as Joey took the icepack from her. He gave her a quick hug, kissing the top of her hair. “Morning, kiddo.”
Then she plopped down next to me, causing the suspended bench to jolt and then swing.
I sighed and winced at the ice cold of the pack Joey applied gently to my ankle. “Your brother just called me a horse.”
“A filly.”
“A horse. And my foot, a hoof.”
Keri Ann grinned, looking from me to Joey.
Joey chuckled and shook his head. “And a beautiful hoof it is too. I need to get this elevated. Be right back.” He unfolded his tall frame, and I noticed how built he’d gotten under his blue shirt. Not that he hadn’t been before, playing football and all, but he seemed a bit leaner, more chiseled now. What was I thinking? This was the third time I’d caught myself noticing Joey as a guy and not my best friend’s brother. My face flamed, and I raised a hand over my eyes.
“You see? I told you he has a thing for your feet,” Keri Ann whispered.
At her words, my body had the strangest reaction. My throat and chest snapped tight mid inhale, like I was a drawstring bag and a boulder was just dropped inside it. I hoped the hand over my face muffled most of the odd choking noise I made, and it certainly hid the instant burning heat on my skin. I mashed my lips together. Holy shrimp guts, boulders suddenly dropped into your insides didn’t feel that great. The first time she’d mentioned his comment about my feet, it slid right over me with little consequence. Now, suddenly I found myself wanting to ask her what he said exactly, and when, and whether he was being serious and what had been the context. And my feet? Was she sure he mentioned my feet? And I also never wanted to speak of it again.
A normal person would have responded to her comment. Now it was weird that I hadn’t said anything.
Jesus, Mary, and Joey.
Bright light and cool air hit my face as Keri Ann pulled my hand off.
“You okay?”
I nodded and tried to release a breath that couldn’t get past my lips. I ended up puffing my cheeks out.
Keri Ann reached out and popped my cheeks with a grin. “Seriously, Jazz, what’s up?” she asked again.
“I, uh, just felt weird for a second.” Had I seriously developed a crush on my best friend’s older brother? I’d known him since I was eleven. I’d had crushes on him throughout the years. Silly crushes. Childhood type hero worship. And I’d also seen him at his worst.
When he was gross.
When he was smelly.
When was annoying.
And while still annoying, now he was all grown up. And stunningly hot. And I was older, and …
Oh holy shit buckets.
I had a legit crush on my best friend’s brother. A massive one. Like huge. And for some reason it was like I’d just discovered something I’d known all along.
 

 
“YOU REALLY DIDN’T have to drive me, you know.” I was sitting in Joseph’s red pickup, leaning as far away from him as possible in case I accidentally inhaled the smell of him and moaned or something.
“Oh shut up, already. We’re almost there.” He shook his head, amused.
I kept testing myself. I’d glance at his forearm, or his thigh, or his profile and check my body reactions. It was awful. Every single damn time, my belly clenched or did this weird bubbling thing. And when he changed gears and his fingers closed over the gear stick and his thigh muscles tensed, it was excruciating. God, I needed a Pepto Bismol. What the hell had happened to me? It was like I woke up in Narnia or Wonderland or an alternate reality. Or in Erath. God, I wished it was book world Erath instead, and this was Jack Eversea I was crushing so hard on. But, no.
I grunted, disgusted at myself. “Well, you don’t have to wait on me, I’ll—”
“What? Catch a taxi home? Do you know how much that will cost? What’s going on with you?” He glanced at me before concentrating back on the road. “I offered to help you, you accepted. Now you’re being weird.”
“I’m not.”
“If I didn’t know any better I’d think you were trying to avoid me. And here I was thinking we were finally becoming friends.”
“We are. I’m not. I …” I trailed off.
“Whatever.” He shook his head. “Okay so, look, I’m glad we’re alone so we can talk.”
I swallowed, my ribcage growing tight. “Yeah?”
“So is he the guy?”
“What?”
“Chase Kennedy?”
“Who?”
Joey took his eyes off the road and looked at me, making me feel like a middle schooler who’d just forgotten to hand in my assignment.
“Oh. Chase,” I managed. “Yeah. So yeah. He’s the guy. The lucky dude,” I finished lamely, looking out the window. “Hey, can we roll these down?” I asked reaching for the window crank.
“I don’t like it.”
“What? The windows open?” I asked knowing full well that wasn’t what he meant.
“No. Him as the guy.”
“I don’t care.”
“He’s a player.”
I shrugged. “Probably.”
“He was drinking last night.”
“Aaaand?” I snorted.
“So did you have any?”
“Oh my God. Are you serious right now?”
“Yes. I think he was trying to get you drunk so he could sleep with you.”
I choked out a laugh. “On one sip of whiskey? Yeah. Right.”
“There could have been something in it.”
“Oh for fuck’s sake, Joseph.”
“What? Don’t be mad at me just for caring about you. You’re like a little sister to me. I’d say the same thing to Keri Ann.”
My heart thudded heavily. “Well, I’m not. Your sister I mean. So quit it.”
“Anyway, why do you want to give your virginity to some frat boy player?”
“As opposed to?”
“Dammit, Jazz.” He growled, changing lanes as we crossed the bridge over the Broad River Estuary toward Beaufort. “I’m just trying to stop you from making a mistake.”
I chewed my lip. I felt faintly nauseous. Here I was coming to terms with a massive crush, and he was still lecturing me like I was his baby sister. “Too late,” I muttered. I’d managed to inadvertently make the biggest mistake possible. Developing feelings for my best friend’s brother.
“What is?”
Taking a breath, I looked over at him. “I did it already.” But obviously he thought I was talking about sleeping with Chase.
It felt like the transmission in the truck slipped, but I realized Joey had pressed down on the clutch momentarily.
Why did I just lie to him? Could he tell?
His hand went back to the gear stick, then he let go and flexed his fingers. Then he put his hand back on the wheel, then back on the gear stick. Movement of his throat swallowing caught my eye. He stared straight ahead. What was he thinking right now? God, why did I just say I’d slept with Chase?
“Hmmm,” he said finally. “And you’re … okay?”
“Yep.”
“And you’re not in love with him?”
He was referring to his ridiculous theory that I would fall madly in love with the first guy I slept with.
“Nope,” I sang, forcing levity to my tone.
“I usually hate to be wrong, but in this case I’m glad,” he said. “We’re here.”
Pulling into the parking lot, he found a spot. As soon as he killed the engine, he jumped out the car and slammed the door. Was I imagining he’d slammed it harder than usual?




 
 
 
JOEY CAME AROUND to my side of the truck outside the YMCA. “So how’s your ankle?”
“I took painkillers, but I can feel it still.”
“We could have rescheduled this. You should be keeping it elevated.”
Before I realized what he was doing, he’d scooped me up effortlessly from the truck seat, his arms around my back and under my knees.
I yelped in surprise. “Don’t you dare friggin’ drop me, Joseph.”
“Ye of little faith. Just hold on,” he said and kicked the door shut behind me.
“Of course I’m freaking holding on. If your arms give out, I plan on hanging from your neck.”
The scent of his warm skin and traces of laundry detergent invaded my senses, and I didn’t like the way my instinct was to breathe deeper. I held my breath and clung to him as he shifted and gathered me up against his hard body.
“Ahh. So there’s a chivalrous side to Joseph Butler,” I said.
His chest vibrated as he chuckled, maneuvering across the parking lot and toward the entrance of the YMCA.
He grunted as he reached the door. “And you’re not exactly light as a feather.”
“Joseph!”
Joey chuckled. “I’m kidding. Sort of.”
Luckily someone exited just as we strode up—an older guy in workout gear, his eyebrows raised in surprised amusement and held the door open for us.
“I’ll have to carry you all the way to your class.”
“Good.” I looked up at him innocently, “coz … Oh, Joooooeeeey, I forgot I had to visit the little girls’ room? Would you mind?”
He scowled at my sing-song tone and studied my expression for a second, then rolled his eyes. “Seriously?”
I really did need to go, but his suspicion was priceless. I stretched my mouth into a wide smile and nodded. “Seriously.”
“Fine.” He huffed and rolled his eyes. “I didn’t get to work out yet today anyway. Come on.”
I pointed out the signs for the bathroom as he strode past the check in desk and the amused expressions on the staff members’ faces.
“I’m not going in there with you.” Joey huffed. “Just so we’re clear.”
“Oh,” I said, disappointment lacing my tone. “I thought—”
“You thought what?” Joey reared his head back and then seeing my expression pursed his lips. “You’re kidding.”
“Yes, I’m kidding. You should have seen your face though.”
“Funny, ha ha.” He let me down, sliding me gently to my feet.
I let go, and grabbing the doorframe, hopped inside. Spinning on my good foot I went to close the door. Joey leaned up against the wall opposite the bathroom to wait for me. He took his phone from his pocket and one hand casually scrolled the screen, the other shoved into his jeans pocket. His dark blond hair was curling over his ears and the collar of his white shirt, teasing his forehead and looking artfully messy.
Oh shit buckets. I had it bad. So, so bad.
I quickly closed the door before he looked up.
 

 
AFTER MY CLASS, Joey gave me an arm rather than carrying me to the truck.
I tried to squash the disappointment. “What did you do while you waited?”
“Not much, went for a coffee, caught up on the news, and all my friends’ Facebook posts. So how did it go?”
My phone buzzed in my back pocket. I pulled it out with my free hand.
 
Chase:
Plans tonight?
 
I put it back without answering. “Good,” I answered Joey. “I passed.”
“Congrats,” he said. “You’re coming to school here in Beaufort, right? Let’s ride around and check it out.”
I glanced up to see if he’d read my text, but he was looking ahead to the truck.
“Sure,” I said, surprised at Joseph being so friendly to me. This was us hanging out again. “That’d be good.”
We rode down Boundary Street, heading toward the water and taking the curve to the right. The buildings got older and more beautiful. Old clapboard houses with double porches and moss swaying in the trees. Little alleyways strewn with crushed oyster shells ran between them. Boundary Street took us right past the University on the left. “You gonna find a place in town? These old houses are awesome. I bet you could find tons of them that have been converted to student apartments.”
I sighed. “I wish. I have to live at home and commute. Maybe sophomore year. Anyway, I haven’t been told yet whether I’m assigned to this campus or the Hilton Head gateway campus in Bluffton.”
“That would sure be closer to Butler Cove if you’re driving.”
We passed a few cool looking little cafes and restaurants and a shop called the Chocolate Tree. There was a gathering of people outside. “Stop!” I yelped as I saw the sign.
“What?”
“Farmer’s strawberries are in. I’ve heard about this. Turn around!” I added when he didn’t seem to be obeying my command.
“I’m just looking for a safe place to turn.” He chuckled. “Hold your hormones.”
I stuck my fingers under my bare thighs and bounced in my seat as he turned the truck around and found a parking spot next to a law building across the street. He got out and came round to my side, but I’d already opened the door.
“Okay, spill. What are we doing here?” he asked as he helped me down. “You look like a kid on Christmas morning.”
“So they get a delivery of fresh strawberries from a local farm and dip them in fresh chocolate.” He looked unimpressed. I went on, “And when they’ve run out, they’re out.”
“Chocolate covered strawberries? That’s it?”
I smacked Joey’s bicep. “Trust me. They’re not just chocolate covered strawberries.” I made quote marks with my fingers in the air. “Do you think there’d be such a fuss if they were just chocolate covered strawberries?”
He exhaled patiently, his lips curved up, and waved his hand out. “Lead on, then.”
We waited in line, but it moved quickly. “So are you excited about next year?” Joey asked as we shuffled forward closer to the prize.
“Of course,” I said. “I’m excited to learn something again. We’ve been going over and over stuff at school for the exit exams. It’s been mindless.”
“Most people are excited for college life, not learning.” He laughed.
“Well, I’m looking forward to that too obviously. Making new friends and stuff. But it’ll be different for me not living near campus.”
“Yeah, I can see that.” He frowned.
“So you’re done, right? Your undergrad?”
He nodded. “I start the med program in September.”
“I can’t believe you did undergrad in three years. I’m planning on doing that too.”
“Really?” He looked impressed. “I had a bunch of credits from senior year. I didn’t realize you did too.”
I folded my arms. “I’ll try not to be offended at your surprise. I probably don’t have as many as you, but enough that if I work hard I can probably get it done.”
“So you know your major already?”
We shuffled forward again. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the lady behind the counter bring another tray of strawberries through from the kitchen. “I do. Hospitality. I mean I’d like to do photojournalism too. And I really want to travel. But for my major, for sure hospitality.”
“So Keri Ann wasn’t kidding when she said you wanted to work in the hotel industry.”
“I want to own an inn or small boutique hotel one day.”
“That’s cool.”
We finally got to the front. I’d insisted on paying, but only had a few dollars on me, so I ordered us one strawberry each. I handed Joey his.
“All that, and you only ordered one?” he asked.
I raised my shoulders as we moved back outside and stood in the dappled sunlight. “You may hate them.”
“Unlikely. And you obviously don’t.”
“Bad for my figure,” I quipped and bit down, the cool chocolate cracking softly and sweet strawberry juice flooding my mouth. I moaned and closed my eyes.
Joey made a sound like a groan.
I opened my eyes as he dropped his gaze from my face to his own strawberry. “You were right,” he said. “Spectacular.”
“Told ya.” I grinned. We finished up and I leaned on him as we headed back to the truck. “Let’s ride down to Bay Street and drive along the water, it joins back up with Ribault Road and then we can head home.”
“You want to get something to eat first?” he asked as we got to the truck. Seriously, this wanting to spend time with me thing … I wasn’t sure what to do with it.
I was starving, that strawberry had barely hit the spot, but also poor. “Sounds good, but I don’t have any cash. Can we just grab a snack bar or something from a gas station?”
“No way. I need a burger. It’s on me.”
I hesitated. Joey had bought me breakfast last week, had just done me the hugest favor by driving me to Beaufort, and now was offering me dinner.
“Why are you being so nice?”
His eyebrows snapped together. “What do you mean? Am I usually not?”
“No, not always.”
His frown deepened. “Why do you say that?”
I shrugged. “Honestly, you’ve always acted … superior. I don’t know how else to describe it. Like I’m dumber than you or not good at making decisions or something. Case in point your lecture the other night on my decision to lose my virginity.”
“I still think it was dumb. Dumb and dangerous.” We got to the truck, and he opened my door.
“Oh, please.” I rolled my eyes and climbed up into the seat.
“You don’t even know him,” Joey said, still standing with the truck door open.
“Neither do you,” I argued.
“I know enough from chatting with him that he’s not the guy for you.”
I stared at Joey and could feel the frown on my face. His eyes flicked away, and he ran a hand through his hair. Then he closed the door and walked around the front to his side.
I focused on what my heart did as I watched him, which was beat double time. That was not good. I made a decision.
He climbed in his side and slammed the door.
“I can’t grab a burger,” I said, drawing his eyes to me again. “I forgot I have plans tonight.”
His gaze narrowed, then he glanced down at the phone in my hand. “You have plans you suddenly remembered?”
I cleared my throat. “Yeah.”
“With Chase?”
“Yes.” I nodded, losing count of how many times I’d lied to Joey today.
“Wow, you really meant that Jay Bird name huh? You really think I’m an asshole.”
I swallowed, speechless. I felt like shit. I’d somehow managed to turn the whole lovely day to crap.
“Right,” he said. “Let’s get you back to Butler Cove.”
 

 
THE DRIVE BACK was excruciating. The silence was awkward and filled with tension. I couldn’t think of one thing to say to break it or get back to the friendly chatting we’d had earlier. Instead I pulled out my phone and texted Chase.
 
Me:
No plans. You want to grab a burger?
 
There was no response.
I sighed and put my phone down, leaning my head against the truck window. I needed air. “Can I open the window?”
“You don’t need to ask.”
“Thank you,” I murmured.
I cranked the window down, letting the salt marsh breeze in, and laid my head against the frame. The warm air streamed over my skin and through my hair. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. As chagrined as I felt, I tried to tell myself it was better this way. When Joey was being nice, it felt like it slid dangerously toward flirting. And flirting would mess with my head. Mess it up more than it was already. I should be thinking about Chase. Good looking frat boy Chase.
I must have fallen asleep because when I opened my eyes we were pulling into the driveway of the Butler house. I blinked my eyes and stretched my stiff neck. My phone had slid to the seat next to me. I grabbed it.
“Oh shit,” said Joey, his voice grim, and he killed the engine.
“What?” I said looking up at him. He shifted close. Too close.
“I’m so sorry,” he said and winced. “But you remember that favor?”
“What? Well, yes but—”
His mouth closed over mine.
Oh my Holy God, his mouth. His lips were soft. Minty. A warm hand ran around the back of my neck, and a hot tongue slid over my bottom lip. A thousand sparklers detonated under my skin. The shock of it dropped my lips open, and the tongue slid inside.
Heat and hunger shot through me. Without thinking, I met his tongue with mine.
A groan sounded, like an echo of my own aching response to the taste of him. Oh my baby Jesus, that groan was from him. The hand on my neck tightened. God, my body. Burning. His mouth. Strawberries. Chocolate. Silk and heaven. Oh God, oh God. This was, this was … Joseph was kissing me.
Joseph was still kissing me.
Joseph was freaking kissing me?
I ripped my mouth away from him. My fingers went to my lips.
His blue eyes blinked open as if a fog suddenly cleared, and he sat back abruptly. He looked as shocked as I felt.
“Fuck,” he muttered and scrubbed a hand down his face. Then we both jumped as a fist pounded on his window.
Who the …? Wait. I blinked. There was a girl standing outside the truck. “Is that …?”
“Courtney? Yeah.”
“From Butler Cove High? Your ex from senior year? I thought she moved.”
“She did. To stalk me at college.” He sighed.
“Are you kidding me right now? Your stalker is the chick you went out with in high school? She followed you to college?” I snorted a giggle.
If Joey wasn’t annoying enough in his senior year, he had to go and start dating the most vapid girl there ever was. Okay, now I was just being bitchy. She was super nice. Like really, really ridiculously sweet. Like a meringue. All air and no substance. Gah. Bitch again. What was wrong with me? I don’t care. I don’t care.
“We dated for, like, two seconds,” he said, his voice grim.
Courtney banged on the window again and glared at me. She’d had brown hair in high school. Now it was blonde. And wavy. Not altogether unlike mine. Huh.
“Is she stable?” I asked.
“She’s stalked me to college and back and is now banging on the window after watching me kiss you. What do you think?”
I swallowed, wincing. “Uh, no.” And about that kiss I wanted to add but swallowed that thought. There were more pressing matters. “Is she going to attack me? She looks a little pissed.”
“Oh shit,” Joey said, exhaling roughly and grabbing the back of his neck. “That scenario didn’t occur to me when I asked you for help.”
“And you’re supposedly the smart one out of the both of us.”
He rolled his eyes. “Okay.” He breathed out. “Let’s do this.”
“You so freaking owe me,” I muttered. There were favors and there were favors.
Opening the door gently so he didn’t hit the poor girl, he eased out of the truck.
“Joey?” Courtney asked, her chin wobbling. Her eyes darted frantically back and forth between Joey and me. “Are you cheating on me?”
Oh Christ on a broomstick.
I pursed my lips and got out on my side.




 
 
 
I LEFT JOEY and Courtney to talk through their issues in the driveway and hobbled up the steps to find Keri Ann. As I entered, I remembered Keri Ann was doing a shift at the Grill this afternoon. Nana was sitting in her favorite chair by the fireplace. “Hey, Nana,” I greeted.
She started. “Oh goodness,” she said clutching her chest.
I hurried over. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“Oh, it’s okay, dear. I must have nodded off.” She looked around her as if coming back from somewhere far away and pulling her shawl tighter. “It’s so cold down here. Look at you all bare legs. You’ll catch your death.”
I smiled and perched on the ottoman by her chair. “I’m fine Nana. It’s, like, eighty degrees out there. Can I get you anything?”
“You’re a dear girl. I’m fine. I need to think about getting dinner started. Are you staying?”
I thought how Joey and I had almost grabbed dinner and felt bad. I hadn’t heard back from Chase. Sitting across from Joey after what had just happened outside was too much. I needed some space. “I should probably go spend some time with my mom.”
“Oh, she called yesterday to tell me Dr. Barrett could see me sooner. Did you have something to do with that?”
I pursed my lips. “I may have mentioned something to her. What’s the good of working for a cardiologist if you don’t get some perks,” I quipped, then my mind slipped to the kind of perks my mom could end up getting, and I winced.
Luckily Nana didn’t notice. She patted my hand. “Well, thank you. Maybe Keri Ann and Joey will stop fussing at me so much.”
The front door swung open. “Hey,” said Keri Ann. “Do my eyes deceive me or is that Courtney out there?”
“Your eyes do not deceive you, and it seems she’s the reason for the favor he asked.”
“What favor?” Nana asked.
Keri Ann kicked the door closed and hung her messenger bag up on the hat stand. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope. How was work?” I asked.
“What favor?” Nana asked again.
I sighed. “Joey asked me if I’d pretend to be his girlfriend on a couple of occasions this summer.”
Nana’s eyes narrowed. “Indeed? And what does that entail exactly?”
Heat crawled up my skin, and I fervently hoped it wasn’t also visible in the form of a flush. “Kissing!” my brain screamed like it had been injected with truth serum. Incredible, combustible, hot and sexy kissing. I swallowed. “Uh—”
“Don’t you just have to say you’re his GF if she asks?” Keri Ann went to peer out the window. “In fact, shouldn’t you be out there right now? It looks brutal. Maybe you could rip the Band-Aid off? Let her know quickly? Short burst of painful truth, so she can get over it already.”
“He’ll ask if he needs help, I’m sure.” I headed for the stairs ahead of her. The last thing I needed to see was Joseph fending off some poor girl. It struck a little close to home if I couldn’t get these feelings under control. On that note, I was going to have to rescind my offer of a favor. I had a slight conflict of interest. Added to which, he might ask me to step up right when things were going well with Chase or whoever else may show up later in the summer.
As if he knew I was talking about him, my phone buzzed.
 
Chase:
Burger sounds good. I’m at the beach right now, wanna join?
 
I chewed my lip as I read and re-read his text. So much had happened between my text and his reply. And I really should go spend time with my mom. Not to mention it was a school night. And God, I just needed to breathe for a second and get my head together. I stepped backward down the stairs. I needed to go home.
 
Me:
Rain check on beach and dinner.
 
“Hey, K,” I called to Keri Ann who was fussing over Nana. “I’m gonna head home.”
Keri Ann looked up. “Everything all right?”
“Yeah, I gotta spend some time with my mom.”
“Tell her, hi.”
I hopped to the bottom step and back to the entryway. “I will. Bye Nana.”
Taking a deep breath, I opened the door and faced the two backs sitting on the bottom step of the porch. One broad back, muscles defined through his t-shirt and one smaller skinny body with wavy blonde hair. They both turned at the sound of me coming outside. Courtney’s eyes were red rimmed, and Joey’s were troubled.
“Hey,” I said. “I’ll just grab my bike. Leave you guys to it.” I held the rail and hobbled down. Joey stood and reached up to take my hand.
“I got it,” I said.
He looked meaningfully at me. “Let me help.” His tone didn’t match the determined and pleading look he gave me that Courtney couldn’t see. I grit my teeth and stretched my mouth to a smile that came out as more of a grimace as I took his outstretched hand. God, even taking his hand felt too intimate. My bare skin touching his bare skin. I shuddered.
“Cold?”
“No,” I snapped.
A sniff sounded. “So you two are really together?” Courtney said, looking at me.
“Yes, we are,” said Joey.
“I was asking Jazz.”
Butler Cove High was a fairly small school, it was no surprise she knew my name as her ex-boyfriend’s sister’s best friend. Instead of answering, I shrugged. I’d told one too many lies today, and I didn’t feel like adding to the tally. If she stuck around long enough she’d know it was a crock anyway.
“I have to get home.” I picked up my bike and righted it from where I’d practically thrown it in the azaleas this morning.
“You shouldn’t ride with your ankle like that,” Joey said, laying a hand on the handlebars. “Let me take you in the truck.”
“I’m fine, really.”
He sighed. “See you later then?”
Was he seriously continuing the farce? Ugh. “See you later,” I returned and hid my pained wince as I put my foot down on the peddle.
 

 
THE NEXT FEW days at school were uneventful. It was ridiculous that we were even having to show up. If we hadn’t learned it by now, it was never going to happen. It was one more week until the senior exam, and then Memorial Day weekend would hit the island. It would be Chase’s last weekend. It was bad timing really that I still had school every day when we could be hanging out. I hadn’t seen him since I blew him off on Sunday evening. By Thursday, after three full days of distance from my Joe Glow, it seemed like maybe I’d had a hormonal blip. It worked great as long as I didn’t remember his kiss. Anyway remembering the kiss was stupid because obviously, obviously, he’d only done that for Courtney’s benefit. But the look on his face after the kiss. The look that said it had been completely unexpected was what my mind couldn’t let go of. And unexpected because something had happened he hadn’t planned. And God knew, Joseph was a planner. Control the variables as much as possible. Avoid risk.
Smart, really.
I met up with Keri Ann after last period at the bike rack. The afternoon heat had built up to a heaviness that foretold coming thunder.
“You want to come over and hang out?” she asked as she spun the combination lock.
I took a deep breath. Hang out at the Butler house and possibly see Joseph. Inhale intelligent grownup. Exhale hormonal teenager. “Sure,” I said.
Keri Ann pushed her brown wavy hair off her face as it caught her lips. I envied her easy beauty. Maybe it was because my mom worked so hard on her appearance, dyeing her hair and staring at her wrinkles in the mirror every day. I always felt beauty had to be worked at, and since I definitely didn’t, I was always going to be passable. I just didn’t have the need to primp like other girls my age or like my momma thought I should. It was part of why Keri Ann and I were such perfect friends. I think we accepted our normalness, and we were okay with it. She was the exception though. She was very pretty. And her normality made her beautiful.
Faith, who owned the boutique, was always telling me to be unique. Telling me how black pearls were more prized because they were so rare. Be a black pearl, she’d say. Or even better. Be a color no one’s ever seen before. So when I’d show up dressed for work with an outfit put together from my ma’s sixties clothes and several bright color ribbons tied around my wrist or in my hair, she’d just smile approvingly and lend me a new color lip gloss she’d come across.
“So?” Keri Ann asked.
“Yeah. Cool. I can come over. Aren’t you and Nana working on a sea glass project?”
She sighed. “She’s been so tired recently. I think we’ll pass today.”
We wheeled our bikes out of the Butler Cove High parking lot and headed for the bike paths that cut all around our island. The loud sound of a truck engine revving along with catcalls, hoots, and hollers was deafening for a moment. A shiny black truck that had never seen hard work screeched past us and slowed. It was filled with some of the football team hanging out of its windows and piled illegally in the bed of the truck. I rolled my eyes. “Sand Bar tonight, girls!” someone yelled. The voice belonged to a friend of Cooper’s, who was sitting in the back with another guy I recognized from chemistry.
I waved. “When my date with Prince Harry falls through,” I called.
“Aw c’mon.” He clutched his chest. A friend of his moved his hand down to between his legs. They laughed raucously. Then he banged on the cab, and the truck roared off.
I shook my head, but I was chuckling. Keri Ann was smirking. “You’re going to be that girl, you know?”
“That girl?” I asked.
“The one they always remember from high school. The one they were too intimidated by to actually ask out, but the one they always think about.”
“You’re one to talk. I think Jasper’s the only one who had the guts to ask you out, but I know we’ve counted about seven who wanted to.”
“Ugh. They’re all afraid of Joey.”
I put my right foot on the pedal then pushed off the ground and slung my other leg over the saddle. My ankle finally felt better today. “God. That Joseph. Cock-blocking at every turn.”
We whooshed down the path through the trees. “Hey,” I said. “You mind swinging by the marina with me? I want to drop my backpack in my room and check if the mail came.”
“Did you hear from your dad yet?” Amazing she just knew what checking the mail meant to me.
My stomach sank. “No. The last postcard I got was the one I showed you in November. I’ve written to the address in New York I’ve had for years, hoping maybe someone knows something.”
“I’m sorry.” Keri Ann’s brow furrowed.
I looked back at the path.
“But he’s had other long stretches of no communication, right?” she asked. “This isn’t the first time?”
“Yeah, I guess.” I took the right fork through the pines toward the marina. “I just … I know he’s never been around. But having him there at the end of a letter or postcard was something. And I think, thought,” I corrected, “he might be planning on moving back here soon.”
“Really?” Keri Ann sounded shocked, but I didn’t slow down. “You never mentioned that.”
“That’s coz I didn’t dare believe it,” I said quietly, then shrugged and pursed my lips. “Turns out that was a good decision.”
My best friend fell silent. I could tell she wanted to say that could still happen but didn’t want to give me false hope.
“He promised once he’d be back for good for my eighteenth birthday,” I admitted. Why was I admitting it aloud? Now it was real and he wouldn’t show up, he never did. “But obviously, if that happened, I’d die of shock, so that would make for a pretty shitty way to spend a birthday.” Summoning up a smile, I slipped my hand under the strap of my backpack on my shoulder.
“Okay, well, it’s three weeks away. I agree you’d know by now if he was coming,” she said carefully.
I nodded. He’d said he would be. Said he’d come straight to Captain Woody’s Bar and buy me an illegal drink.
The bike path emerged out of the trees to the sand and shell gravel that covered the marina parking. My apartment complex was to the right and the path to the bars and the docks to the left. I was about to tell Keri Ann to wait for me at Woody’s so I could run to our ground floor apartment and dump my bag when I saw Chase, looking damn fine, leaning against a concrete post light on the walkway to Woody’s, wearing baggy cargoes, flip flops and an artfully distressed t-shirt that probably cost more than I made in an afternoon. He stood up when he saw me and gave a two fingered mock salute. I’d told him I lived at the Marina apartments.
I slowed, a leg coming down to balance me.
“Whew,” Keri Ann whispered. “He’s even cuter in daylight.”
“He’s certainly a distraction,” I whispered back.
“You told him where you live?”
I grimaced. “I may have mentioned it.”
“Are you sure about this?”
I realized upon seeing Chase that my father was instantly forgotten, and so was Joseph. Mostly. “Yeah, I’m sure.” He was a distraction I really, really needed.




 
 
 
I TOOK CHASE up to the bluff on the north of the island. It was one of my favorite places. There was a beach that was only useable at low tide, but there were rocks to sit on and old gnarly tree trunks that grew out over the water. Many times there were dolphins to watch, and this afternoon there was an awesome display of a lone kitesurfer flying across the surface of the water and kissing the tops of the waves.
I was bored of Chase within hours. Okay, no. Make that minutes. I just couldn’t keep my mind on anything he was saying.
I’d rather be out there with the kitesurfer, taking my chances of being taken by a hungry bull shark at feeding time than listen to a moment more of Chase’s plans to throw the biggest frat party the college had ever seen.
I’d brought my camera, and while I’d had this fantasy of taking sunset shots of my college hottie¸ I ended up being far more interested in the twisted trunk of the red cypress skeleton snaking over the rocks.
When the kitesurfer crossed my viewfinder again, I zoomed in and started snapping shots as he caught some air. His legs bunched, his back flexed, and his arms braced, the wind picking him and his board up into its arms. Almost in slow motion with the suspension of the kite helping him, he gracefully executed a somersault into the wind, coming back down to skim the water. I exhaled and realized I’d held my breath. I lowered my camera from my face hoping I’d captured at least some of that. I hadn’t set it up for action shots, but the kitesurfer, while on the surface water went super fast, had slowed when hanging in the air.
“That’s like the dumbest sport ever,” Chase observed, snapping me out of my trance.
I shook my head and put my camera away. “What sport?”
“That windsurfing thing. I don’t get it.”
“It’s kitesurfing. And what don’t you get?”
“Well, I mean, if you want to surf, go surf, right? Seems a bit dumb to have a kite pull you along.”
My eyebrows seemed to go up to my hairline without my consent. “Seems too easy, huh?” I happened to know a few people who did it. Apart from being ridiculously expensive as a sport because of the equipment—the last thing you needed was the kite coming apart or tearing loose as you were in mid spin at sixty miles an hour, you’d hit the water like it was a wall of concrete—it was also unbelievably difficult to get the hang of. It required a shit load of strength.
“No, I mean it’s dangerous too, right? Did you see how high he was? It’s an idiotic sport.”
I looked back out at the kitesurfer and saw he was heading the kite back to the rapidly narrowing beach.
“Yeah. I guess.” Actually, I thought it was pretty spectacular.
“So listen, babes, let’s—”
And that was all I heard because my attention was completely trapped by the kitesurfing guy skating his board toward the beach and then managing to quickly unstrap it from his feet and hop off onto the sand. It was freaking Joseph. He planted his feet, his muscles straining as he brought the kite into submission, landing it safely up the beach about fifty yards in the other direction from where we were.
“Oh, hey, isn’t that your friend from the beach the other night?” Chase said when he realized I was paying him zero attention.
“Yeah. My best friend’s brother.” My tone was incredulous. He was such a stick in the mud about anything risky. And here he was freaking kitesurfing? I’d had no idea, and I bet Keri Ann didn’t either. She was gonna freak out.
“Oops. I’m gathering you didn’t know he did this?”
I shook my head, my mouth still open. I snapped it closed as soon as I realized how I must look. “No. Jeez. His sister is gonna be so mad at him.”
“You don’t need to tell her.”
I looked at him. “Um. I tell her everything.”
“Everything?”
“Yes. Everything. That’s what best friends do.”
His expression said he was unconvinced. Whatever. I looked back toward Joseph who’d reached his kite and managed to roll it so it didn’t catch the wind again. He detached the ropes. Then he stood and his head turned toward us.
I swallowed.
“So is that cool?”
Was Chase still talking? “Huh?”
“You coming back to my place this evening? My fam’s in Savannah for some show.” He cocked an eyebrow, and taking my hips in his hands, pulled me in close. “We’ve got the place to ourselves.”
“Oh, uh …”
He leaned in and nuzzled my neck. Regardless of the fact that Chase getting into my pants had been my motivation to get to know him in the first place, I honestly couldn’t have felt less like giving up my V-card. I didn’t even want to kiss him again. I actually felt a bit nauseous when he leaned in for a kiss. I blamed it on the fact I hadn’t eaten anything other than a banana from the school cafeteria at noon.
I glanced back toward Joseph. He’d turned away and was dealing with his board and kite.
“We should go,” I said. We should go before Joseph felt compelled to come over and say hello. It was awkward enough when all I could think about was the fact I’d kissed both these boys within the same week. And I was comparing kisses. Chase definitely wanted me, and Joey had only kissed me to avoid a stalker, but now his lips were all I could think about. It must have been because of his impressive display out on the water.
Chase chuckled. “Enthusiastic. I like it.”
I cringed inwardly. Now his confidence started to seem smarmy, where before I’d found it cool and flirty.
We walked to where we’d parked our bikes. He’d rented a lime green one from Road Fish on the south end of the island. “So you’re a senior next year, right?” I asked conversationally, trying to salvage what was left of my attraction for him. I had a mission to accomplish after all. Operation V-card. And now that I’d told Joey I’d done it, I really needed to get on with it. “What are you doing after you graduate? Are you traveling or anything?”
We rode side by side, heading toward the bike path that bordered the main road cutting across the island. An evening breeze had picked up, but it was still warmer than the wind had been up at the head.
“God, no. I hate to travel. I can never find Diet Dr. Pepper in any of the countries I visit.”
I glanced at him to see if he was joking, but he was dead serious.
“I’m going to work with my father in New York,” he went on. “He runs a hedge fund.”
“Oh yeah? What does that do exactly?”
“Fuck if I know. He just makes a shit ton of money, so I figure I may as well get in on it too.”
“Right,” I said. “At least you’re honest.” I laughed uncomfortably. “So why go to college if you already have a job lined up? Seems like an expensive waste.”
He shrugged. “My dad told me I needed to party it up and get it out of my system so I didn’t go off the rails in New York. Apparently the parties are sick up there. Guys get hooked on coke and shit and go nuts. He needs me sober.”
“Smart advice from your father,” I said. My tongue was so far stuck in my cheek I was surprised I didn’t gag.
“Right? He’s the coolest. And I fucking love New York. The clubs are beast. So it’s, like, totally good advice.”
“Right.” Oh God, was this guy for real?
“Anyway,” Chase went on, oblivious to the fact he’d verbally snuffed out any lingering attraction I may have had for him at all. “My dad was Phi Delt. A fraternity,” he clarified. “And being Greek goes a long way in business. He still gets deals done with fraternity brothers or other Phi Delts from other schools. So obviously I had to rush Phi Delt too.”
I gave a nod. “Obviously.”
“Can you imagine if they hadn’t accepted me?”
“No.” I sucked in my cheeks to keep from laughing. “That would have been terrible. You would have been resigned to making deals on the golf course. Totally old school.”
“I know, right?”
“I need to send a text. Mind if we stop?”
“Nah, sure.”
We slowed our bikes, and I dropped a foot down to stop moving, slipping my phone out my back pocket. Chase stopped a bit ahead of me just before the path emerged out of the trees toward the main road.
 
To: Jay Bird.
I fucking hate it when you’re right.
 
There was a text from Mom asking if I’d be home for dinner. Damn. I hated to miss nights she was home. She’d sent it two hours ago. That meant she’d probably gone out with one of her friends by now. Maybe I could catch her at Woody’s back at the marina.
An incoming message displayed across the top of my phone.
 
Jay Bird:
I’d ask what you mean, but I know. He’s a dick. Also? When will you learn I’m always right.
 
I rolled my eyes.
 
Jazzy Bear:
Not true. When you are it’s a rare and major event. Hence my text. It deserved a mention.
Jay Bird:
Need an excuse to ditch him? Coz I think I saw Courtney loitering at the house *scared face* I might need you.
Jazzy Bear:
I think you redeemed all three favors in one go. That kiss was not sanctioned.
Jay Bird:
It was necessary.
Jazzy Bear:
It was gross.
Jay Bird:
It was a surprise.
Jazzy Bear:
A hideous one. Did I mention I hate surprises?
Jay Bird:
Whatever. You loved it.
 
My belly flipped over.
 
Jazzy Bear:
About as much as I love being at the dentist.
 
I looked up at Chase. He raised his eyebrows as if to ask if I was coming.
 
Jay Bird:
Being at the dentist doesn’t taste like chocolate and strawberries.
Jazzy Bear:
I have to go.
 
I pocketed my phone and caught up with Chase.
“Hey,” I said. “So my mom texted. She was expecting me for dinner tonight.”
“Ah, really? That sucks.” He climbed off his bike and leaned it against a tree trunk.
“I know, sorry. I better just ride home from here.” I smiled apologetically.
He shoved his hands in his pocket. “So can I call you? You’ve been hard to catch up with the last few days.” He looked away and back at me. A cute and unsure grin teased his mouth, and for a moment I was reminded of why I thought he was cute in the first place. He had a knack for looking innocent. Like a mischievous child. I’d bet he’d get away with quite a lot in his lifetime. If he hadn’t already. “I was beginning to think you were blowing me off,” he said.
Right then would have been the time to let him know he should probably find someone else to chalk his cue, but for some reason I chickened out.
“Nah, I’ve just been busy.”
He nodded slowly, his lips pursing. “Okay. I mean, it’s cool. If you’ve got something with your best friend’s brother, or whatever. I mean I’m leaving next weekend. I’m not gonna stand in your way.” He stepped in close and before I knew it, brushed his lips across mine. “He never has to know if we get together, you know?” He nipped at my lips again, his hands slipping around my waist.
I guess it was his comment about having something going with Joey that paralyzed me momentarily. The fact that someone else had noticed there was something going on with us. “There’s nothing going on with Joey.”
“Okay, babe. Just, I’m cool with it, yeah? You seem like you’d be up for some fun. We’d have fun together.”
What did looking like I was “up for some fun” mean?
Chase smoothed a finger between my eyes. “Stop over thinking. Go do what you’ve gotta do tonight.”
He was right. For some reason, I’d been looking at him to see if we were relationship compatible. Clearly we weren’t. But fun? Yeah, we’d probably have fun together. I wasn’t looking for someone who’d want to stick around. I didn’t want that danger. I’d asked for this. If he was any nicer, or we had more in common, I’d be charmed. And sad when he left. This was what I wanted, an affair without messy feelings. I was being an idiot. It was just sex. One time and my virginity was gone. I wouldn’t have to think about it anymore.
“Fun sounds good.” I smiled. “Just fun is what I’m looking for.”




 
 
 
CHASE LEANED DOWN under the shade of the trees on the bike path and kissed me again. It was okay. No sparklers. His hand slipped down to my ass. The only thing I could think of was I hoped we were still sufficiently hidden in the trees and no one I knew was driving past. We lived in a small town after all.
He pulled away. “I can’t believe I’m going to ask this, but you’re not a virgin or something are you?”
Blood rushed to my cheeks, then to my feet. I guess my face showed it.
“Ah, shit. Really?” Chase took a step back.
I shrugged as I figured out what to say. I wasn’t going to lie about it. “So? It’s not a big deal. Here one minute, gone the next.”
“Yeah, but … shit I thought you …” He blew out a breath.
“What? You thought all us small town girls started early and often. I mean what else is there to do around here, right?”
“No, of course not. You just had this confidence about you, this … sexiness.”
“And now I suddenly don’t? Thirty seconds later?” My tone betrayed my skepticism. And I was still a little mortified. God, was virginity suddenly that obvious.
“Have this sexiness about you, not had. I totally cocked this up. I really didn’t mean to make you feel bad. It’s just …”
“Don’t tell me. You think I’ll fall in love with the first person I sleep with. You think I might follow you up to North Carolina or something. Like flipping Courtney. Holy shit. Do all guys think they have magic penises?”
Chase was staring at me like I’d gone mad.
“Fucking, Joseph,” I muttered.
“Which clearly you haven’t.” He smirked.
“Hahaha,” I said. “You’re funny. I can appreciate that. It’s the kinda thing I would have said. Except I really don’t feel like laughing.”
“Look, I like you. I just don’t think I should be the one to, you know … I kind of have a rule about that.”
I scowled. Dammit. Mission V-card was turning out to be Mission Impossible.
“But, hey, messing around is cool, and I don’t have a problem with virgins giving blow jobs.” He waggled his eyebrows at me.
“Chase, sweetie, I preferred it when you acted honorably.”
He winked. “It was worth a try.”
“There’s always next summer,” I deadpanned.
We said our good-byes and I began cycling home. My phone buzzed. I stopped and pulled it out.
 
Jay Bird:
You ditch the dick yet?
 
And suddenly Joey’s text just made me mad. Even though I’d gone along with it before. Who the hell was he to call Chase a dick?
 
Jazzy Bear:
Actually he turned out to be very, very far from a dick.
 
There was no answer. Good. Let him stew on that for a while.
 

 
I GAVE CHASE’S rental house to Tamsyn to clean on Saturday morning. Maybe they’d hit it off. Chase and I had texted a couple of times since our good-bye. I’d invited him to another beach bonfire we were having the following Friday, our last day of school and the day before our little island town got inundated by Memorial Day Weekend tourists. It was also the night before my eighteenth birthday.
Instead of spending a few early hours before housekeeping on my dad’s boat, I had to go do lifeguard training down at the beach. By nine-thirty in the morning, I’d swum out to the buoys and back four times and run three miles as well as countless small sprints and piggy backs. My calves burned and my arms felt useless. I cringed with pain through my cleaning schedule, so by the time I was done and had dropped off the van filled with laundry at the Housekeeping office, I felt like a dead fish. Crusted in salt and practically in rigor mortis.
I limped into the Snapper Grill to see Keri Ann and collapsed onto a bar stool. She was probably in back loading the dishwasher since it was toward the end of her shift. Paulie, the owner, finished a perfect head on a beer, and then came over to me. “Darlin’ you ain’t old enough to be propping up my bar. And though you look like you could use a drink, I ain’t serving’ you one.”
“Gee thanks, Old Man. I was gonna order a Coke straight up, but I guess I could take my business over to Woody’s.” I made to get up, hiding my grin that turned into a grimace as my muscles screamed in protest.
“On the rocks with lemon?” he asked.
I let out a long suffering sigh. “Fine, I’ll stay. But only because I’m physically handicapped at this particular moment. Lifeguard training and housekeeping,” I added, by way of explanation.
Paulie arched a bushy white eyebrow. “Coke coming right up. So how’s your ma? Heard she got a job over at Hilton Head Hospital.”
“She did. She loves it. Working for Dr. Barrett. Joey Butler’s gonna intern with him too this summer.”
“Oh yeah? I thought that boy was too high and mighty to stay down here with the likes of us.”
I chuckled. “Me too. But I guess Nana’s getting older.”
He put a tall glass of ice cold Coke in front of me.
My mouth watered. “Thanks,” I said.
“Very fond of that lady, I am. Her and her neighbor Mrs. Weaton kick my ass at Canasta every Wednesday. Though haven’t seen Mrs. Butler in a while.”
“I’m sure she’ll be back soon enough. She hates to miss it.” Keri Ann exited the kitchen in my peripheral vision. I wrinkled my nose. “Your bar top is sticky,” I said loudly. “I guess you can’t get good help around here.”
“I’m not allowed near the bar according to Paulie,” Keri answered untying her apron. “So don’t blame me.”
Paulie pushed the dollar bill I’d put down back at me, and I blew him a kiss. “You’re not old enough to serve alcohol,” he said to Keri Ann. “You done for the day?”
“Hector kicked me out of his kitchen. Said I was messing with his system. So yeah.”
“Best employee I ever had that guy.”
“Thanks,” Keri Ann muttered, pretending to be offended, and slid into a stool next to me. Paulie jetted a Coke into a glass for her too.
“So,” she said to me as Paulie walked away from us farther down the bar.
“So,” I said.
“Haven’t heard how it went with Chase the other night.”
I laid my forehead down on the wooden bar top that was actually spotlessly clean.
“That bad, huh?” she asked.
“Worse,” I grumbled. “I’m so not cut out for this. So I want him for casual sex, right? But I spend the whole time analyzing every douchey thing he says.” I lowered my voice. “Until the very last thing I want to do is get naked with him. Then I realize we don’t need to be compatible to do the dirty. In fact, it’s him who points out we’re just having fun. And I guess a beacon blared across my forehead because it was like he suddenly knew I was a virgin.” I glanced around making sure we were still alone. “Coz apparently,” I make air quotes, “he has a rule about that.”
Keri Ann covered her mouth with her hand, half laughing. “Shit. How? Did you do something?”
“We were kissing. But, like, is there a virginal kiss? I mean there was tongue. I was a … participant. What the hell?”
“The only person I’ve kissed is Jasper, so who knows?”
I shrugged. “He did say he wasn’t averse to me giving him a BJ though.”
Keri Ann choked on her Coke. “Ouch,” she howled as the soda came out her nose. I winced in sympathy almost feeling the burn, my own laugh erupting.
“That was big of him,” she said when she could finally breathe.
“I guess I’ll never know how big,” I said stoically.
 

 
WE RELOCATED TO Keri Ann’s house. Though how I made it, I have no idea. My body was finished. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be getting out of bed with any ease tomorrow morning.
Nana was chatting with Mrs. Weaton in the kitchen, so we called hello as we headed up to Keri Ann’s room. I promptly collapsed on her bed.
“I may never leave,” I wailed. “My body hurts so bad! Let me just stay here and read. Do you have any trashy mags? Of course you don’t. Ugh.” I massaged a kink in my neck. I hadn’t seen Joey’s truck earlier when we arrived and wondered where he was. For years I could ask any question about Joey, if I ever wanted to. Not that I had. But suddenly if I so much as thought about him I was paranoid my weird feelings would be written all over my face.
“So have you decided what you want to do for your birthday?” Keri Ann asked.
I stuffed her pillow under my chest and propped my chin on my hands. “Let’s just pretend our class party on the beach next Friday is my celebration. It’ll be my birthday at midnight.”
The bedroom door crashed open and I jumped.
“Joey,” Keri Ann yelped in surprise. “Dang it. Why do I have to knock on your door and you feel like it’s no big deal to come barging into mine?”
I turned.
Chest.
It was all I could see. Skin.
Blink. Blink, quickly. Shut eyes. I tried the command again.
Nope.
He was fresh out of the shower, cargo shorts and no shirt on, one hand rubbing a towel rapidly back and forth over his light brown hair, the water making it darker than usual. I’d never seen so much of his chest. Okay, I had. At the beach. But it was different there where you’re supposed to see it. Not when he was fresh from a shower and his shorts were not for swimming. And he was muscly. Not steroidal, but perhaps he’d lost his football bulk he’d had in high school and he was lean and cut and … ugh. What was I saying? He’d always had a good body. This was no different than seeing him my whole teenage life. It was just … I was different. I was seeing him differently.
And. I. Hated. It.
“Big brother privileges, I guess,” he shrugged with a smirk, answering whatever Keri Ann’s question was that I’d long since forgotten. Then he looked over at me with his steel blue eyes, his hair sticking up all over the place, his chin nodding up once. “Hey, sidekick.”
You see? Like this shit. He was annoying as hell. The moment we moved toward having our own friendship he reminded me I was still just his little sister’s best friend.
I kind of grunted at him, then turned away to look at the books on Keri Ann’s night table. Smooth.
It was weird that I hadn’t told Keri Ann, but I kind of thought my weird crush on her brother, if that was what it was, would pass like a quick summer cold.
The crush just hadn’t passed yet. It had kind of … gotten worse. I couldn’t figure out why. It’d be way easier to be all like, “Hey so, funny thing, I thought I had a crush on your brother, but it passed, so all’s good. Anyway.” But no.
“There’s a bonfire and Shrimp Boil on the beach tonight to raise money for the Island Rec Center,” he said. “I’m offering you girls a ride if you’re coming.”
“Another bonfire,” I muttered to Keri Ann. “Yay. People might think that’s all we do around here.”
“It pretty much is.” Keri Ann lifted a lip in mock disgust. “Did you tell Nana?” Keri Ann asked Joey. “I think we’re all supposed to have dinner together.”
“Yep. We’ll head out after if that’s okay. Eat light. I said I’d meet Courtney there.”
Do not look at him, do not react. I looked back at the books with determination.
“You two together now?” Keri Ann asked the question I wanted to. My ears perked up as I pulled open one of her books like it was the most interesting piece of literature I’d ever come across. I couldn’t have told you if I was holding it right side up.
I risked a glance up and saw that Joey was watching my ham-handed attempt to pretend I was reading. I slid the book back onto the side table.
“Nah, we’re just hanging out,” he said, a small furrow between his eyes. He slung the wet towel around his shoulders and his blue eyes skimmed over both of us with our cutoff jean shorts and tank tops and lingered on my ankle with it’s raggedy colored string I always keep tied around it. “Well, I’m leaving after we eat. With or without y’all. I told Courtney I’d meet her before eight.”
I let out a small snort that I covered with a cough. “Scuse me.”
“I’m trying to assure her,” Joey clarified, “that we are better as friends. It would be awesome if you guys were there,” he directed at me. I suddenly realized he didn’t know if I’d told Keri Ann about the favor he’d asked of me.
“So Jazz can pretend to be your girlfriend for the evening?” Keri Ann scowled, answering his unspoken question. “Can I just say? That is a pretty large favor, Joseph.”
“I know,” he said, staring at me hard.
I stared back.
“Whatever,” he said. “Come or don’t come.” He turned and walked toward his room, leaving the door wide open behind him.
“Grr,” my best friend growled after her brother’s exit.
I concurred. Perhaps not exactly with the same sentiment behind it. And now I felt like I was lying to my best friend.
“Well, I think I heard Nana say she was making chicken fried steak and potatoes tonight.” Keri Ann rubbed her annoyingly concave stomach.
“Like I need anymore comfort food padding my bones,” I grumbled.
She stepped in front of her dresser and grabbed a brush and began redoing her hair. “Your bones are absolutely perfect. Most girls would kill for your body and you know it.”
“Not you though.”
“Nah, I can do without the attention the guys give you. I wouldn’t know what to do with it.” She laughed.
It was true, over the last year or so, I’d shot up another two inches, which had been perplexing and annoying as far as my jeans went. But suddenly my breasts, which I’d thought of as a bit on the large and cumbersome side and had been a source of embarrassment, fit my frame. They were now a source of pride. And attention. Though some days, like Keri Ann, I didn’t know what to do with that attention either.
“What are you going to wear to the bonfire?” I asked. “I don’t think I’ll have time to go home and change.”
Keri Ann looked down at her own clothes. “I guess we can just go like we are. So, are you okay?”
“Yes, what makes you ask?”
I looked at her. A thousand and one things flew through my head like what would Joey expect me to do at the bonfire in front of Courtney? I mean, did he plan to kiss me again?
“I knew it,” Keri Ann exclaimed.
“Know what?” I huffed, squinting even though I thought I knew exactly what she knew.
“You have a crush on my brother.”
I let out a long, low groan. What would be the point in denying it?
“I’m sorry,” I whined and covered my face.
“Oh my God. Serious?”
“Are you mad?”
“Mad? No. Surprised. I guess. He’s annoyed you since we were in fifth grade.” She sounded confused, yet amused.
“I know.” My voice was still pitiful. I was talking with my hand slapped over my eyes because I couldn’t bear to look at her right then. “Is it weird? It’s weird, isn’t it? Oh God. I tried. I reaaaaally tried not to.”




 
 
 
“WHAT ON EARTH is wrong with you?” Joey asked as I winced, and cringed, and moaned, climbing out of his truck in the beach parking lot. The sun had set, the air was warm on my bare legs.
Keri Ann laughed. “A hard day’s work, that’s what.”
“How did you do it, Joseph?” I asked. “This beach patrol thing. Lisa is a bear.”
“Oh, she’s just hazing y’all. She’ll ease up by the next go round. I may have told her to work you all harder when I called her to see if there was room for you.”
I glared at his teasing eyes and punched him on the arm. “Ow!” I yelped as pain ricocheted up my already tired arms. “Shit.”
“Serves you right.” Joey chuckled. “You really shouldn’t hit people, Jessica.”
“Oh my God, you two.” Keri Ann rolled her eyes. “You’re making me feel nauseous with your flirting.”
Joey’s attention snapped to his sister, and a weird look crossed over his face. Had it just occurred to him that we were flirting? I guess it had to me too.
I arranged my fingers so when he looked back at me I was giving him the bird. When he saw it, he shook his head.
We headed to the boardwalk entrance where the Island Rec Center had set up a table to buy tickets to the bonfire. We each paid our couple of dollars, and then Joey bought three bowls for the all-you-can-eat Shrimp Boil.
“We just ate, Joey.” Keri Ann scrunched up her nose.
“It’s for a good cause. Plus Colt will eat whatever you don’t.”
The boardwalk down to the beach and a large area of sand were both lined with flickering tiki torches. There was a small band set up all the way to the left with a guy playing a fiddle and another with a bass. A huge bonfire roared in a circle that had been marked off with wooden posts crisscrossed over each other like a large octagon. They had to have worked fast to set it up once the tide went out. There were kids roasting marshmallows at a smaller fire with parents, and about ten long rectangular tables were set up off to the right where people could peel and eat their shrimp.
Keri Ann and I separated from Joey and headed over to see some friends we knew from school. Cooper was sitting on a cooler he told us was filled with Pabst Blue Ribbon, and by his giddy face I figured he’d already had several. I snuck a beer too, figuring it would probably act as a bit of a painkiller for my sore muscles. Keri Ann stuck to bottled water.
My eyes wandered over to the tables several times once I’d caught sight of Courtney, Joey, and Colt standing together. Joey looked up and caught my eye, waving me over. I took a deep breath. Game time. I nudged Keri Ann. “Time to go play girlfriend to your brother. You coming?”
“Holy shit,” she said. “I didn’t think about it before, but this is a real problem now that you have a crush on him.”
“Will you stop saying it? When you say it, it sounds really real.”
“Isn’t it?”
“I don’t know.”
“How do you feel when you see him?”
“Sick,” I admitted.
“That doesn’t sound fun.”
“Well, look at his smug mug,” I nodded in his direction, “lapping the attention up from his stalker. Of course it makes me feel sick.”
“That’s not what you meant, and I know it.” She laughed.
“Why are you so cool with this?” I blew out a pent up breath. “It can only crash and burn into Awkwardville, and you’ll be the one who has to live with the two of us.”
“Why do you think it will crash and burn?”
My stomach lurched. “Um. Okay. Now you’re being weird.”
“He keeps looking at you. And frankly, naive though it may be, I think I’d like nothing more than my brother to end up with my best friend.”
“What in the actual fudge?” I whispered so forcefully, I squeaked. “Did you seriously just say that?”
Keri Ann shrugged. “Yep.”
“Excuse me, but I think I need to go vomit up this beer.”
“You’re starting to offend me. This is my brother we’re talking about.”
“I know. Shit. I know.”
“I’m kidding. Not about you ending up together but about being offended. Personally I’m strapping in for the ride. I should’ve made popcorn. C’mon.”
She stood and pulled me up. My legs did feel better after the beer. Cool. Not letting go of my hand, Keri Ann led me across the sand toward the tables. I tried not to look up, but I could feel Joey watching our approach. Okay, I could do this. What would his girlfriend do?
I took a breath and smiled, looking up to meet his eyes. He held my stare, silently asking me if I was going to blow his cover? Or just looking at me? His eyes were dark in the firelight. My heart beat wildly, and adrenaline flooded my body. “Hi guys,” I chirped. “Colton. Good to see you.” I immediately shifted my attention to Joey’s friend.
Colt gave Keri Ann and I brief hugs. “You too.”
“Courtney, nice to see you again,” I told her.
She smiled at me, the expression not quite reaching her eyes, and stepped marginally closer to Joseph. “Hi,” she said. Then she turned to Keri Ann. “Oh my God, it’s so nice to see you. You look so amazing! You’re so pretty! I can’t believe how much you’ve grown up. I’m so sorry I didn’t get to say hi the other day. Joey and I were having a really good talk, you know?” She flicked her hair.
“No problem,” Keri Ann returned, a little shell shocked by the girl’s enthusiasm.
I sucked my lips together to contain my reaction.
“Hey, babe,” Joey said to me, then his hand snaked around my waist and hauled me up against his side. He dropped his face to my cheek and kissed me. The rough texture of his jaw and warm breath detonated goose bumps across my skin. “Thank you,” he whispered in my ear.
I nodded dumbly.
Shit. Shit. Shit.
I could feel Courtney watching us, so I tried not to blow Joey’s cover by looking too unfamiliar with his touch.
He caught sight of the skin on my arm. “Cold?” He smirked.
I glared at him. “I guess so,” I muttered.
He leaned in again. “Thinking of our kiss though, I bet,” he whispered in my ear again. “I am.”
He released me.
“Actually I was thinking about Chase,” I snapped under my breath so only he could hear.
We stared at each other.
Then he busied himself with peeling a shrimp. I watched him as he slipped his finger along the body of the shrimp, prying it open. Then he peeled the shell off, dipped it in the bowl of red cocktail sauce, and popped it in his mouth. He went to work on another. Instead of eating this one himself, he held it out to me. I hesitated a split second, then grabbed his hand and brought it close, closing my mouth over the shrimp. “Mmmm,” I murmured. “Thanks.”
Joey cleared his throat. “You’re welcome.”
Around us I heard Colton and Keri Ann taking turns chatting to Courtney, keeping her occupied. There were a lot of “So, Courtneys.”
“Are you seeing him tonight?” Joey asked, his voice tight.
To lie or not to lie. It seemed I was pretty indiscriminate with what I lied to Joey about these days.
I took too long to answer. Courtney was back in our faces. I thought I could use another beer. “I’ll be right back,” I said to the group.
“Don’t be too long, babe,” Joey sang. “I’ll miss you.”
I fake smiled, discreetly bugging my eyes at Keri Ann, then hurried over to Cooper. “I need another PBR,” I told him. “And a coozie to hide it.”
“Everything okay?”
“Just peachy,” I muttered. “Thanks for the beer, Coop. I owe you. I’ll see you this week about the car, yeah?”
I squeezed his arm and wandered back over to the tables, sipping at the can.
Keri Ann saw me and raised her eyebrows. “You want some more shrimp, maybe the potatoes? Something to eat?” she asked pointedly, looking at my beer.
“I’m stuffed from Nana’s dinner,” I said. But I really loved shrimp. I should have passed on dinner, but Nana’s chicken fried steak was impossible to resist. Joey caught my eye and winked.
Grr.
I honestly couldn’t figure out the deal here. I know I was pretending to be Joey’s girlfriend, but why would he whisper that shit in my ear about kissing me? No one heard that, so it definitely wasn’t part of the deal. I almost felt like really flirting with him so he’d get a fright and back off.
This edgy feeling I’d had since my weird crush had materialized was getting on my last nerve. It made me irritable. Not even beer number two was helping. Keri Ann dragged Colt away to help her track down marshmallows to roast.
“So, Jazz,” Courtney said.
I pasted on a smile and turned her way. “Yes?”
“I don’t think I really believe you guys are seeing each other. And I’m kinda ticked off that you thought you could do this to me,” she said, accusingly. “It’s mean and hurtful.”
“Is she for real?” I looked at Joey who was starting to look nervous. “Like, you are standing right here, and I’m the one she’s mad with? Really?” I looked back at her. “Really, Courtney?”
She nodded, scowling at me.
“Gosh,” I said. “Now what on earth would make you think I’m not crazy about Joseph?”
She folded her arms. “Well, for one thing you always called Joey an arrogant asshat,” she said. “I can’t believe that’s changed.”
“How do you know I called him that? Ok, now you’re being creepy, Courtney.”
“Jazz,” Joey said with a warning tone.
“What? She is.” I looked at her. “You are. What’s the deal, anyway? You can’t just beg someone to want you, you know.”
Courtney looked pissed that I’d called her out. Joey looked like he wanted to murder me. Keri Ann rejoined us and watched the events unfold with wide eyes.
“Look,” I said to Courtney. I was trying to be sympathetic, I really was. “Do your parents know they are paying tuition for you to stalk someone at college? I mean, do you even go to class?” Okay, maybe I wasn’t that sympathetic.
Joey touched my arm. “Stop talking, Jazz.”
“I won’t.” I shrugged him off. “Here’s the thing. You’re a stunning girl, you know? And by the way, your eyes looked way better with your natural hair color. You sort of had this cool Jennifer Lawrence vibe going on. Anyway, whatevs. The deal is, I’m sure there are a gazillion guys who’d give their left nut to date you, and I bet you haven’t even noticed coz you’ve been goo goo eyes over this loser.”
Joey made a strangled sound. “Gee, thanks.”
“You’re welcome,” I said to him, then directed my attention back to Courtney. “Anyway, you can do better, trust me.”
“Again,” Joey muttered. “Thank you.”
I looked at him and rolled my eyes. “You’re welcome.”
Keri Ann snorted.
“And he’s got a tiny dick,” I said.
“Jesus,” hissed Joey. “That’s enough.”
“Sore point?” I asked him.
Joey took my arm again. “Please excuse us,” he muttered at Keri Ann and Courtney, then led me away from the bonfire, away from all the people, and into the darkness.
Out of the light of the torches and the fire, the stars roared into brilliance above us. I lifted my head back. “Wow!” I gasped.
“That’s probably what you’ll say if you ever see it,” Joey said, irritated.
“I—” A giggle erupted, then morphed into a full-blown lose-my-fucking-mind cackle.
“What the hell? You’re drunk, aren’t you?” He took the can from my hand that was pretty much finished and sniffed it. “How many of these have you had?”
“You’re so bossy,” I said. “Why are you so bossy?”
“How many?”
“Just two.”
“Two PBR’s, and this is how you act? They’re practically water. You’re a lightweight.”
“My mom calls it being a cheap date.” I wasn’t remotely drunk. I wished I was drunk.
He let out a long sigh.
I stared back up at the black sky studded with tiny pinpricks of light. Losing a point of reference, I swayed a bit and realized Joey’s hot hand was still on my arm. “You’re hot,” I said.
He chuckled.
“Not you’re hot. I mean, your hand is hot. Your skin … ugh. Whatever. Your arrogance is showing again. Just because I say hot doesn’t mean you’re sexy.”
“Who said anything about me being sexy?”
“Not me.” I shook my head vehemently.
“Did you really refer to me like that, even back when I was in high school? An ‘arrogant asshat’?”
“Always.”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
“Am not.” He smirked, his eyes glinting in the darkness.
I stared at him. “Are too,” I challenged.
“You’re impossible.”
We regarded each other in the almost darkness. The lack of visibility seemed to be dialing up the intimacy level. Wow, maybe the beer really had made me lightheaded.
“Why did you kiss me?” I asked.
“To make sure Courtney believed it.”
“Did you plan to do that? I never would have agreed if you’d told me up front.”
His throat bobbed in the shadows as he swallowed. “I’m sorry,” he said.
I’m not, I wanted to say. It was spectacular. You set a standard by which all future kisses will be measured. And actually so far they’ve already all fallen short.
His lips caught a glint of light. Shit. I was staring at his mouth. I looked up quickly, but he caught me. Think, think.
“I need to head out,” I said quickly. “I said I’d meet up with Chase later.”
“No.”
“No?” I ask.
“I’m taking you home. Tell Chase you’ll see him some other time.”
“What the hell, Joseph.”
He clenched his jaw. “Just do it.”




 
 
 
JOEY ASKED COLT to give Keri Ann a ride home and under the light of hundreds of tiki torches led me by the arm off the beach and toward the parking lot. I kept shrugging him off. He kept holding my arm.
“What the hell, Joseph?”
“What?”
“Let me go already.”
“If I let go, do you promise to come with me so I can take you home?”
“No.”
He lifted his shoulder. “Then I’m not letting go.”
We made it half way down the boardwalk through the dunes. I tried again to free myself but his grip tightened.
“You’re hurting me,” I said.
He instantly let go.
It surprised me so much I stopped, my hand coming to my arm that felt cold after the heat of him.
“I’m sorry.” He grimaced, stopping too. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you. I just …”
“Yeah, well …” He hadn’t hurt me at all.
He blew out a breath and raked both hands through his short hair. “Shit,” he said and looked up at the sky as if it held answers.
For whatever reason, I hadn’t taken the opportunity to go back to the beach. I realized I never had any intention of it. I was more fascinated by what was going on with Joey. He seemed to be going through some kind of mental struggle.
I exhaled and leaned back against the handrail, propping my elbows on it. I crossed one foot over the other. “So, Joseph?”
He rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “Yeah?”
“I was wondering if I could ask you a favor. You kind of owe me one or two.”
His gaze caught mine. “Why do I have the feeling I’m not going to like it?”
“Since you are pretty much always wrong, I’d say that means you probably will like it.” I arched an eyebrow.
“What is it?” he asked warily, not rising to my comment about him being wrong.
“Come here first. I don’t want to yell it. You’re fourteen thousand feet away.”
He rolled his eyes and took the two steps toward me. It put him next to me against the railing. He rested his elbows on the railing too but facing into the darkness. His broad shoulders hunched over next to me, and I traced the outline of his shoulder blades with my eyes.
Adrenaline flooded my system in preparation for my question.
“Well?” he asked, cutting his eyes over to me. His hair was disheveled from his hands and the sea breeze, his eyes were broody and dark.
I steeled my nerves. “I’d really like you to kiss me again.”
Joey straightened abruptly, pushing away from the railing. I’d totally caught him off guard. Shit. I babbled on. “It’s just, it was really nice. And, I mean, as an experiment, I’d like to … I mean Chase’s kisses are nice too but—”
“Shut up about Chase.”
“Oops.” I swallowed. Then chuckled idiotically.
Joey shook his head. “This is a really fucking bad idea,” he muttered before leaning down and taking my mouth with his.
My heart raced.
He moved in front of me. His hand slid into my hair behind my head and his lower body connected with mine, pressing me against the railing.
Oh, God.
My arms skated up his biceps to his hard shoulders until they grasped at his neck.
I was terrified he’d suddenly raise his head and stop kissing me. The feel of him against me, against my body, the heat of his mouth, the skin of his neck under my fingers was like what I imagined a hit of ecstasy felt like. It was sudden and overwhelming and euphoric. I let out a low moan of need, my mouth opening under his. God, yes.
His hands tightened on me. He lifted his mouth fractionally as if the sound shocked him. His eyes were dark, his brow furrowed. We each took a breath against each other’s mouths.
I licked my bottom lip. Please let him not stop, I want more. I leaned up and nipped at his mouth.
He let out a shallow breath that caught. “A really, really bad idea,” he murmured before his mouth was on mine again. His tongue licked into me. His hands couldn’t seem to find where to hold me as they moved from my hair, to my back, to my face. He held my face, angling my mouth to suit him. Jesus. My body strained against his without me even meaning to. I felt his erection thick and heavy between us. Holy shit. Yes. I pressed closer. Damn, he tasted good. I kissed him back with everything I had like I could imprint the taste and feel of him on me forever.
His mouth pulled from mine, his wet lips and hot breath skating to my ear and down my neck. I held his head, my fingers slipping into his silky hair.
“But really, really … really good,” I whispered, gasping as his teeth and tongue worked down my neck. The sound of his ragged breathing almost did me in as much as the feel of it against my skin.
“Fuck,” he murmured, his tone tortured as if he had no will against what he was doing.
An aching and relentless need had taken root low in my belly. The urge to open my legs and wrap them around him, seeking relief was almost becoming tunnel-like. I could barely think. How had a simple kiss moved from hot to … this … in less than two minutes? This was no kiss for anyone’s benefit. This was no favor. This was pure, raw, unadulterated want. This was what I wanted sex to feel like. This was not even close to how it felt when Chase kissed me. Chase was definitely the wrong choice. Joey. I wanted this with Joey. I wanted him to be my first. The sudden image of him naked on me, my legs wrapped around him as he kissed me like this, went off like a lust-bomb in my stomach and I whimpered—a strange tortured sound.
Fisting my hands in his hair, I pulled his face back to mine. His hips rocked against me, and his tongue sank into my mouth. We kissed, and we kissed. It was like we couldn’t stop. He became my air, and I thought I’d rather die kissing him than ever breathe again.
I vaguely became aware of voices and the tremble beneath our feet that told me people were walking down the boardwalk.
Joey pulled his mouth from mine, immediately stepping away.
Both of us were panting.
My heart pounded heavily against my ribs.
He exhaled sharply and ran a hand down his face. He stared at me. Shocked. He looked shocked.
Make that two of us.
I couldn’t help bringing my hand to my lips. They throbbed. The skin of my chin tingled where it had met relentlessly with his rough jaw.
A group of people were suddenly about twenty feet away walking toward us from the beach. Joey adjusted his shirt, pulling the bottom of it as if he could make it longer, then he stepped to the railing again, leaning forward over it, hiding evidence of his arousal.
Hysteria bubbled up inside me and I laughed. “Holy shit,” I said.
He huffed out a laugh too.
“Evening,” one of the group said as they passed.
Joey nodded his chin, looking over his shoulder at them, but still leaning forward. “Evening.”
I smiled dumbly.
As soon as they had passed, Joey pushed away from the railing. He grabbed my hand and headed up the boardwalk. “I’m taking you home.”
It was obvious his brief lapse in judgment was over. He was silent and brooding as we got into the truck.
He turned the engine over and flicked the headlights on. They washed over the palmetto scrub that surrounded the Islanders’ Beach parking.
“So you want to talk about that?” I asked eventually when the drive to the marina apartments was almost over and I could stand the silence no more.
“Nope. I sure don’t.”
“So, like, we pretend it didn’t happen?”
“Exactly. You asked me to kiss you, I kissed you. That’s it.”
Wow. Okay. A stab of what felt weirdly like panic zinged through me. I’d analyze that another time.
“Okay,” I said.
He flicked a glance at me.
I smiled.
“Okay?”
“Yep,” I said breezily. “A kiss is just a kiss. Sex is just sex. I think we’ve had this conversation before.”
He cleared his throat and flexed the fingers that were wrapped around the steering wheel.
“So about that comment I made to Courtney,” I said
“Which one?” he asked, his tone wary.
“You know. The one where I said you had a small dick. I think I can safely say I was mistaken.”
Joey made a choked sound.
“I’ve only felt it against me, mind you, but I’d say it’s really quite impressive.”
“God, your mouth.” Joey shook his head. “Seriously, I don’t know whether to keep a hand across your mouth when I see you, or—”
“Or put your hand down my shorts? I’d say shorts. Or maybe both. That’s probably wise. One down my shorts, the other across my mouth in case I make too much noise.”
“Jesus,” Joseph barked the word out. He pulled into the marina and slammed the car into park. His hands gripped the steering wheel hard. He straightened his arms, pressing his body back into the seat.
Okay, I probably went a tad too far. I winced internally. But I seemed to be on a mission to make sure he didn’t dismiss his attraction to me. I wanted him thinking about me and sex in the same beat. I needed him to. Maybe it came off as me being too forward, but it was like I innately knew I needed to keep him from relegating me back to the mistake drawer. Or worse, his little sister’s best friend drawer.
“So what is this?” he asked. “You sleep with one guy,” his lips curled a little as he referred to Chase, “and suddenly you’re sex obsessed? I hope I’m the only one you’re soliciting like this because at least I’m gentleman enough not to take advantage. What’s going on with you?”
“Nothing is going on with me.”
He sighed. “I’m not going to sleep with you, Jazz.”
“I don’t recall asking you to, you arrogant beast.” I shoved at his shoulder. “And how does me mentioning something you were obviously dying to do out there on the boardwalk turn me into being sex obsessed? You were there too.”
He laid his forehead on the steering wheel.
“You’re right. I was there. I was caught up in the moment.”
Asshole.
He looked at me. “I don’t want or need a girlfriend right now. I have work, college, plans, and decisions. Decisions that don’t include thinking of someone else’s feelings. So forgive me for being blunt and cocking up my delivery, but I just want to be clear.”
My mouth hung open.
“Fuck you very much, Joseph. How you managed to turn this first into me begging you for sex, and then worse begging for a damned relationship like some poor desperate version of Courtney, is beyond me. It defies belief. You’re completely deluded. And whenever you find yourself wondering—that right there is why you will always be known as an arrogant asshat.” I reached for the handle, kicking the door open. “I don’t need to get off that badly, thank you very much,” I said and jumped out.
He got out on his side.
“What are you doing?” I snapped.
“Getting your bike out the back,” he replied.
“Oh. Fine. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
He opened the tailgate and pulled my bike out, setting it on its wheels and flipping the kickstand down. Then he closed the tailgate back up.
I took the handlebars.
“I don’t know what happened just then,” he said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean us to end up arguing.”
“You opened your hambone mouth, that’s what happened.”
I could tell he wanted to point out that I’d opened my mouth first and shocked him, which started this whole thing.
He slipped his hands into his pockets. A breeze blew up and flicked through our hair. I grabbed mine to hold it off my face.
“Whatever,” he said instead. “Again, I’m sorry. And I probably shouldn’t have kissed you either.”
“Probably not. Because it definitely showed me one thing.”
“What’s that? And you’ve already mentioned my impressive size.” He smirked.
I rolled my eyes. “It showed me that even though we drive each other bat shit crazy, you are really, and I mean really, attracted to me.”
He pulled his hands from his pockets and crossed them over his chest. “Is that so.”
“Yep,” I said and stubbed at the kickstand of my bike with my foot so I could leave. “And that, my dear Joseph, scares the absolute shit out of you.”
I wheeled my bike home without looking back.




 
 
 
THE DAYS LEADING up to my eighteenth birthday were a blur of activity. School, friends, work, lifeguard training. I didn’t see Chase, obviously, but I mentioned him as many times as I could when Joey was around because it was entertaining to watch him bristle. He really didn’t like the guy. It was amusing.
I checked the mail every day. Woody tutted at me. “Baby girl,” he said one day when I came in three times. Once before school in case the mail had come after I checked the day before and twice after school. “I’ll let you know the first moment you get somethin’, but you’re drivin’ me crazy running in here all hopped up every afternoon.”
“But you’re not always here, and sometimes the mail is late and—”
“I’ll check it if Woody’s not here, okay.” This came from Harry, a charter boat fisherman who was at sea so much when he wasn’t at the bar, he blended into the sun warped decor.
“See? Dirty Harry’s got you covered. Between the two of us we’ll send you a message or something.”
“But it’s my birthday soon and he said he’s coming,” I complained. “Fine.” I huffed and left.
Mid week of our last week of school, we had a total scare when Nana went to see Dr. Barrett and he made her check into the hospital for observation. Joey had driven Nana to her appointment when he went to work that morning, and he was supposed to bring her home, only her tests results came back saying she might possibly have a blockage.
I made Cooper come and get Keri Ann and me in a borrowed car and drive us to Hilton Head Island. Turned out he brought the yellow VW bug he’d told me about that he’d been working on. It was as cute as I’d imagined.
When we arrived at the hospital, I decided to go pop in on Mom. I hadn’t expected her to be dolled up and pasting on lipstick in the waiting room of Dr. Barrett’s medical offices.
“Why are you here, Jazzy?” she asked.
“Um, Nana Butler?”
“Oh. Oh yes, I meant to call you.” She smiled wide. “She’ll be fine. Martin says it’s just a precaution.”
“We dropped Keri Ann at the hospital entrance, and I had Cooper go park while I came to see you.” I waved my hand in front of my face. “What’s with all this?” I asked, referring to her heavy make up.
“Oh.” Her eyes darted to the side, and she tugged on her tight turquoise blouse. “Martin’s had a long day, what with Nana and all. He just asked me if we could go grab a bite.”
My stomach sank. “Going to grab a bite doesn’t mean you need date make up.”
She laughed a little loudly and turned back to applying some mascara. “Pshaw.”
“So I guess Joey and Dr. Barrett are over with Nana?” I attempted to reel in my annoyance.
“Joey is, yes. Martin had to run home quickly, then he’ll be back to get me.”
I folded my arms. “No doubt to go see his wife and kids and lie to them about seeing a patient tonight.”
“Jessica,” she warned. “Besides, it’s not a lie, he plans to come back here and check on Nana later. So it’s just convenient that he stays close by.”
I shook my head. “I wish you could hear yourself.”
“I can hear myself just fine, Missy. And I hear myself needlessly defending myself to my teenage daughter who doesn’t know what it’s like to be my age and single.”
My blood pounded in embarrassment and irritation. Turning on my heel before I said something hurtful, I left the offices without saying good-bye. I crossed the road over to the hospital, then stopped.
Shake it off, Jazz.
Taking a deep breath, I headed inside.
When I located Nana’s room, Joey and Keri Ann were flanking her, one on either side. Each one holding a hand. They both looked like emotional wrecks and Nana looked fine, but mildly amused by their fussing.
“Jessica,” she said. “Sweet girl.”
“Hi, Nana.”
“Could you be a dear and take these two worrywarts home? Put on a movie, order some pizza, and generally keep their mind off me? I’m fine,” she stressed the last word, looking meaningfully at Joey. “I feel fine. As good as I did yesterday and the day before that and the day before that.”
Joey’s jaw began to tick, but he managed to hold his tongue for once. As someone who was about to start med school, he probably knew just enough to be dangerous. I imagined biting his tongue was killing him right now. His gaze clashed with mine for an instant, and my belly fluttered.
“Besides,” Nana went on. “They’re bringing round dinner in a moment. There’s a Law and Order marathon starting at six that I plan to watch. I feel like I’m away at a hotel.”
Keri Ann started fluffing Nan’s pillows. “Fine,” Keri Ann said, a note of false levity in her tone. She was as nervous as Joey. Nana was the only family they had left. “Well, you know where we are. You just get better so you don’t miss my graduation on Friday.”
Joey caught my eye. “You okay?” he mouthed.
I stretched my lips into a smile of sorts and nodded. Then I looked at Nana. “I can take care of these two, Nana. We’ll stuff ourselves with pepperoni pizza, and I’ll make Joey suffer through a romantic comedy.”
Joey rolled his eyes.
“You’ll stay with the girls, Joseph, all right? Watch whatever they want. Be the man of the house tonight.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
“STOP. I CAN’T take it anymore,” Joey grouched. “Oh, and there’s an airport scene. Kill. Me. Now.”
“What is your problem?” I asked him. “He loves her. He has to stop her getting on the plane.”
“No, not that. Well, yes that. But seriously, do all chick flicks have to have an airport scene?”
“They don’t all.”
“Yeah, they do. Or at least some moment on a plane, a train, a car ride, moving across country, whatever, and oh my gosh it’s gonna be too late. Will he make it? Will she make it? If the other person has gone as far as packing up their entire lives to leave, I can promise you just showing up and saying I’m sorry or I love you is not gonna cut it.”
“You have a lot of opinions on relationships, Joey. Are you sure you just have a stalker, and you don’t have a girlfriend stashed away somewhere?” Even as I asked it, I felt a paper cut of jealousy slice my good mood. Joey having a girlfriend bothered me. Big time. And the fact I was bothered, bothered me more.
Keri Ann’s face moved side to side as if she was watching a tennis match.
“Okay, name them,” I challenged Joey.
“Name them? They’re all the same. Ok, How to Lose a Guy Forever.”
I rolled my eyes. “In Ten days. It’s How to Lose a Guy in Ten Days.”
“Uh huh. Well, it’s How to Lose a Guy Period as far as I’m concerned.”
“And?”
“Cruel Intentions, The Wedding Singer, I can’t even remember the titles because they all blend into one long cliché-fest. Oh and, wait for it … Casablanca! Which is actually great because it has an epic airport scene, yet it’s not actually a happy ending.”
“That’s a matter of opinion. You’re all bluster, Joey. You believe in happy endings.”
He smirked. “I’m definitely not opposed to them.”
“Gross, Joey,” I snarled. Then curiosity got the better of me. “Wait. Have you ever had one of those? A legit happy ending at, like, one of those places?”
“Are you seriously asking me that right now?”
“Yes, I want to know if it’s a real thing.”
“Yes, it’s a real thing.” He stood. “And I definitely do not have to answer that. I’m going out to meet Colt for a drink.”
“Didn’t Nana ask you to stay and be man of the house?” I asked.
Keri Ann yawned. “I’m going to bed.”
“And this man of the house is going out to see Colt.” Joey shrugged. “We’re meeting at Woody’s, you want a lift?”
I looked at Keri Ann.
“I’m going to bed.” She yawned again. “We haven’t heard anything about Nana, and as far as I’m concerned no news is good news. She has people waiting on her hand and foot, I bet she’s loving it. You guys go do what you like.”
Riding the cycle paths at night freaked me out a little. I’d come face to face with an alligator once. Okay, my face to his side as he crossed in front of me. And granted he was only about three feet long, and on a mission that didn’t include me, but still. “That would be great,” I said to Joey. What was worse? Seeing another alligator or being in close intimate proximity to Joey Butler? I guess it depended on your definition of worse. And the idea of being alone with Joseph again definitely made my pulse rate spike the same as meeting an alligator might.
Interesting.
 

 
WE CLIMBED IN the truck, and I immediately rolled my window down to feel the night breeze.
“Do you mind if I choose the station,” I asked, pointing at his radio.
“Sure.”
“There’s a jazz hour on Wednesday nights they record out of the Jazz Corner on Hilton Head. Did you know the principal of the middle school plays the saxophone there? He’s amazing.”
I fiddled with the knob, passing over a rap station and a hard rock station, then stopped on an eighties song I recognized and loved.
“No jazz?”
“Ha. I love this song.” I frowned. “Weird. Actually I think my mom loved it. I just recognize it.”
We listened to the lyrics about being sorry for not knowing the right words to say, and how the singer promised someone if they stuck around, he’d make her fall for him.
“Angsty,” Joey commented.
I raised my eyebrows. “Yeah,” I agreed and kept turning the knob.
A beautiful cover of “Summertime” flooded into the car. The vocals were less deep than Ella Fitzgerald but no less stunning. Haunting, really. Certainly for the slow beginning before the rhythm picked up. A shiver crossed my skin.
The song came to an end as we pulled into the marina parking under a bright street light and Joey killed the engine. I wound up the truck window with the crank handle.
Joey hadn’t made a move to get out yet.
I glanced at him.
“You’re … never what I expect.” Joey reached out and twirled a piece of my hair around his finger.
My heart flew wildly against my ribcage.
“It suits you.”
“What does? My hair. I should hope so. I have to live with it.” I tried to sound jovial, like I didn’t care that he was six inches away from me with my hair touching his skin. If only hair could feel.
“The music. The jazz.”
“Oh.” I felt my eyebrows bunching together with confusion.
“There’s an impulsiveness about it,” he continued, looking thoughtfully at my hair like he was examining fine metal. “You expect it to do one thing, but it does another. Not quite out of key … but out of expectation. Like, a color that’s been drawn outside the lines.”
“If it’s a perfect color, does it matter? Perhaps it’s more about how the color makes you feel. Or how the music makes you feel.”
He let go of my hair abruptly, and it fell across my cheek. His blue eyes narrowed as he watched it.
After an awkward pause, I reached up and tucked the strand behind my ear.
“Anyway,” he shifted, putting a hand on his door handle. “The music was good, but I’m an inside the lines kind of guy.”
“Well, I’m not an inside the lines kind of girl.”
“No,” he said quietly. “You’re not.” And he got out to get my bike from the back.
“How’s it going with Chase?” he asked as I took it from him and we walked toward the buildings.
“Fine,” I answered.
“Isn’t your apartment that way?” he pointed to the path.
“Yeah. I thought I’d go hang out on my dad’s boat for a bit. Listen to some more outside of the lines music.”
We walked to Woody’s. He peeled off to join Colt who was sitting at the open air bar two stools down from Harry and tipping a beer bottle to his lips. I caught Harry’s eye and waved. He waved back with a slight shake of his head. No mail.
I kayaked out to the boat on the silent, dark water. The moon was bright, cutting a white swath across the surface.
I climbed below deck and after turning the battery-powered turntable on, climbed into the front berth. Some nights I just wanted to sleep out here, but Mom would freak. She said the boat was so old it could sink one day and refused to worry that I might be asleep on it if that happened.
Clearly I did actually doze because I was startled awake by the sound of my phone buzzing.
 
Jay Bird:
You okay out there?




 
 
 
I GLANCED AT the time. Shit. I fell asleep on the boat. Mom would kill me. It was after midnight. Weird that my mom hadn’t texted.
 
Jay Bird:
I’m stealing a kayak.
Jazzy Bear:
Why? Is this the Joseph version of going for a drunken joyride? How reckless.
 
Maybe sarcasm didn’t come over via text.
 
Jay Bird:
Thank God. You’re alive.
 
I snorted a laugh and suddenly realized he meant stealing a kayak to come over from Woody’s to the boat. I sat upright and fished some cinnamon gum out of my bag. I waited. Then fidgeted. I should leave. Intercept him. I climbed up on deck just as Joey tied his “borrowed” kayak up next to mine and then lurched aboard.
“Jeez,” I said and grabbed his arm, laughing. “Careful. I’d say you are a little drunk.”
“Nah. Not even close. Only had three beers. Sobering up already.”
“Okay, let me just close up down there and get my stuff. I’ll kayak back with you.”
“M’kay,” he said and swayed.
I raised my eyebrows, and he put up a hand. “Just the waves,” he said. “Just the waves.”
“Right.”
I turned and went back down the stairs and poked my head in the front berth to straighten up. Joey followed me down. “Whoa,” I said. “And there’s definitely not room for both of us down here.”
“Sure there is,” he said and sat on the vinyl bench. He reached behind me and grabbed a stack of postcards.
“Give me those,” I said.
He pulled away, squinting at them. “These from your dad?”
I nodded.
“He’s been a lot of places,” he said flipping through them. He was looking at the fronts, not the words on the back.
“Yeah. He’s a photographer. He travels. So …”
“I guess he thinks about you a whole lot if he sends these to you all the time,” Joey said.
“Maybe. Or maybe it’s guilt.”
“You can’t feel guilty if you don’t care.”
I shrugged. “Anyway, I haven’t heard from him in over six months.”
Joey frowned. “How often did he send you postcards before?”
“Once a month at least. According to the date stamps. They always arrive erratically though.”
He kept flipping through. “Lebanon, Durban, London, Gibraltar, Palma, Buenos Aires, Tokyo, Kuala Lumpur, St. Petersburg, Jakarta, Nairobi, Cairo.” He reeled off city after city after city.
I blew out a breath. “Yeah.”
“Doha, Qatar, Kuwait City …” his pace slowed. “Kabul, Baghdad.”
He looked up at me.
“Yeah,” I answered his unspoken question.
“He started taking pictures from war zones?”
“He always did. In all those places, he was following or documenting some atrocity or some human rights violation. Or someone important who perpetrated such things. But yeah, his ‘war zones’ got … hotter.” I gulped a breath of air and swallowed. I hated talking about this stuff. Which was why I didn’t. Ever.
“Have you seen any of his work?”
“Why do you always ask the hard questions?” I asked.
“Well, have you?”
I nodded and crouched down in front of him. I heard his sharp inhale of breath and felt it stir the hair at my temple. There was no room for this. We were practically on top of each other. But I kept leaning forward until my hand reached the sliding wood panel behind his calves, sliding it open.
“It’s all down here,” I whispered. “The ones I know about, anyway.”
“Show me one.”
I reached under and pulled out the cowgirl shoe box so I could get the magazine from the top of the stack. It was a National Geographic from the nineties detailing the diamond trade in the Congo.
He was staring at the shoe box with its picture of pink sparkly cowgirl boots on it. “You had these?” he asked with a grin.
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah.”
He smiled again.
I handed him the magazine and he turned to the marked section. I had no interest in seeing the pictures again. Joey’s face remained largely expressionless as he went through the pages, though his eyes flickered occasionally, and his jaw tightened once or twice. He closed it and handed it back to me.
I leaned down and put it back in its place, replacing the shoe box and closing the sliding panel.
Turning my head, my lips met Joey’s. They were just there.
I took to them like a life raft. A shelter. A sanctuary. They were soft and all I wanted to think about.
He inhaled deeply through his nose, his hands coming to my face.
“Wait,” I said and he blinked. I chuckled and took the cinnamon gum from my mouth, dropping it into a small grocery bag I’d brought water over in a few days back.
Then I sank back to his mouth.
He pulled back.
“Please kiss me,” I begged and nipped at his lips. “I love kissing you. I want to think about kisses not postcards. Help me not think.”
He sighed, taking my face in his hands again and opening his mouth over mine. His tongue had the slight bitter tang of beer, and I loved it. I loved how he angled my face to suit him. How his hand, when it wasn’t holding or caressing my jaw, snaked into my hair and massaged the back of my head.
All too soon, my breathing rate had notched up with my pulse, and my hands tightened in the hair at his nape. The fire I felt each time he’d kissed me unfurled at lightning speed low in my belly. I gasped into his mouth, opening wider, seeking more.
He made a low growling sound and pulled me to straddle his hips. The position put me half a head higher than him. His face dropped to my neck, my ear, and my shoulder, his mouth hot and wet over my skin. Goose bumps erupted over my flesh, and the close quarters meant we were leaning at an odd angle. I put my hands up on the cabin roof to avoid banging my head. It was feverish and awkward and I never wanted it to stop.
His hand roamed from my waist until he was gripping my ass and pulling me forward. Grinding me against him.
“Shit,” he said, his eyes half-lidded, his mouth slack and a flush across his cheekbones. “I’ll never be able to have cinnamon again and not think of this.” He took my mouth again, tasting, and I kissed him back. “But we should stop,” he managed, pulling his mouth from mine.
I rocked against him, hitting pay dirt as his erection made contact with me, making him hiss a breath through his teeth. “I know,” I moaned. “But this feels so good.”
The hand on my ass squeezed. “I need to get you safely home.”
I sighed. “Okay. But for the record. You can kiss me any time. Your lips are delicious.”
He chuckled. “So are yours.”
“This is just between you and me,” I said. “I don’t need the whole world knowing we are kissing buddies.”
He didn’t say anything, so I took his face and tilted it up to me. He resisted slightly but let me. His pupils were large and dark, almost covering his denim blue eyes. He stared at me unblinking and I looked back at him. “Nothing to say to that?”
His shoulders moved. “Nope.”
“Okay, lets go.” I climbed off his lap.
He blew out a breath and rubbed his face. Then he got up, promptly bashing his head on the cabin ceiling. “Ouch,” he yelped.
I burst out laughing. “Sorry.” I winced. “Shit. You okay?”
He sat back down and rubbed his head. “No,” he moaned. “I’m too big for this boat. How was this comfortable for your father?”
“It was just him.”
“He left it here?”
“When he left my mom and me. Left it for me I guess. He always said it would be mine one day.”
“How old were you?”
“Around five.”
“Pink cowgirl boots age?”
“Yeah.”
He nodded his head toward the berth in the bow of the boat. “You ever slept in there?”
“The night? No. But I dozed off tonight before you texted. My mom would tan my hide if I did that.”
“You’re a bit old for a tanning, aren’t you?”
“It’s an expression, jackass.”
“I know.” He laughed, then sobered. “Actually, on the subject of your mom—”
“You think she’s seeing Dr. Barrett,” I finished for him.
He turned his head to me. “Yeah.”
“I think so too. If they aren’t yet, they will soon.”
Joey swallowed and rubbed his hand over his short hair. “I’ve met his wife and his girls. They are so nice.”
I squished onto the bench next to him and traced my fingers over the engraved brass plaque on the galley next to me that had the name of the boat: All That Jazz. “I bet they are.” I looked at Joey. “I’m sorry.”
He frowned. “It’s not your fault.”
“Sometimes I think it is, you know? Like if she hadn’t had me to look after she could have gone on dates, maybe met a better man who was better to her than my father. One that would have at least stuck around.”
“That’s not your fault.”
“Well, I’ve been a burden I guess. Not important enough for my dad to stick around for and a drain on my mother’s time and resources. A crimp in her lifestyle.” I slapped my thigh. “Sweet baby Jesus. Listen to my pity party.”
“I am,” said Joey. “I understand more than you know. But you know what?”
I looked at him warily, and he took my hand where it was still tracing the name of the boat over and over. “What?” I asked.
“You’re all that, Jazz,” he deadpanned. Then he clamped his mouth shut, his eyes bugging out as if trying to keep looking serious.
I mashed my lips together and glared at him. Oh shit. I tried really hard not to laugh. But suddenly a giggle snort erupted out of me.
I wheezed. “That was, like—”
“The worst fucking joke ever?”
I gave up trying to hold my laugh in and laughed out loud. Joey laughed too. We had cabin fever or something. Literally. “Yeah,” I admitted. “Terrible.”
“You ever brought anyone to this boat?”
“Keri Ann once or twice.”
“Chase?”
I shook my head.
His fingers traced my hairline and tucked my hair behind my ear. “Good,” he said. “I like that you’ve only shared this with me.”
 

 
WHEN I WOKE up for our second to last day of school, I heard voices in the kitchen of my apartment. Sleep was gritty in my eyes after staying so long on the boat with Joey the night before. I was already running late, though it was hard to care when we weren’t doing anything in class. Frankly you could tell some of the teachers would prefer we didn’t show up. But most of us did if for nothing else than to see our friends before we all scattered for summer plans and jobs. Someone of us were staying in the area. Some of the people from our class would go away to college and perhaps never come back.
Hearing my mother’s laugh again, I went on alert. This was her flirty throaty laugh. Which meant—
Oh, hell no. I kicked back the covers and threw a cardigan over my tank top before following the smell of fresh coffee to the kitchen.
Dr. Martin Barrett, keys in one hand, leaned down to kiss my mother. “I have to go,” he said, smiling indulgently at her. “But see you when you get in?” I recognized him from his website. Thick brown hair, greying at the temples, and a tall forehead. He was lean with long legs.
Mom was wearing tiny shorts, one leg tucked under her, and clutching a cup of coffee. She was smiling adoringly up at him.
I cleared my throat from the doorway.
They both startled and looked up.
“I seriously hope you all had time to remember to go back and check on Nana Butler before this little escapade,” I said, walking to the coffee machine and pouring myself a cup. “What did you tell your little girls, Doctor Barrett? Daddy has to work late saving lives?”
“That’s enough, Jessica,” Mom snapped, her eyes pained. She turned to her guest. “Martin, I’m sorry.”
I snorted and found the milk in the refrigerator.
“It’s okay, love,” he said.
Love? What in the ever loving hell?
“I have to run,” he said. “Good-bye, Jessica, I presume.”
“You presume correctly. Would you like me to let Joseph know you’re running late?” I took a small sip of coffee, looking over the rim wide-eyed.
Dr. Martin Barrett leveled me with a cool stare. “You do whatever you need to.” Then he picked up his blazer from the back of a kitchen chair and headed to the hallway and out the front door.
The whirring of the refrigerator was the only sound in the kitchen. The front door banged shut.
Mom got up and walked to the sink, slamming her cup down in it. “I hope you’re satisfied.”
“Nope. Not even close,” I snapped and walked back to my room.
I slammed the door hard.
Thinking about graduation tomorrow felt bittersweet. I could feel the cotton wool protection of youth getting flimsier. Real life looked like it was going to be a bitch.
Receiving my diploma tomorrow would feel lonely. I hoped my mom had remembered to schedule time off work. Then I thought about my best friend. Hopefully, Nana would be able to make it because Joey and Nana were going to have to be there for me too.
Joseph, as crazy as he made me, was a part of my security blanket. He and his sister and Nana made up a surrogate and dependable family for me. I closed my eyes and envisioned Joseph, the way he’d looked at me last night, the way he’d asked me about my dad, and I felt the area around my heart grow warm. If I wasn’t careful, my attraction to Joseph and the connection I felt with his family, could very well lead to me falling desperately in love with him.




 
 
 
LIZZIE’S VALEDICTORIAN SPEECH at our small Butler Cove High graduation ceremony was beautiful and uplifting. Nana, having been released from the hospital, Joseph, and my mom all sat together clapping and cheering when first Keri Ann, and then I, walked across the stage to receive our diplomas.
We made plans for an early celebratory dinner on the patio at Woody’s for the five of us. It was busy when we got there, the first tourists trickling in early to begin their Memorial Day weekend getaways.
“Here’s to you two gorgeous, smart girls,” my mom raised her glass.
Nana joined in. “I’m so proud of you two.”
We raised our glasses. “And early happy birthday to Jazz,” said Joey. I looked over at him, quickly covering my surprise that he remembered.
He winked at me.
“Yep, my baby’s going be eighteen tomorrow,” my mom cooed.
“You don’t look old enough to have an eighteen year old daughter, Ms. Fraser,” Joey said to her.
Mom blushed. “Why thank you, Joseph.”
I silently thanked him.
“So are you enjoying working with Dr. Barrett?” my mom asked Joey.
“I am. I’m thinking that I might like to move in the direction of cardiac care as a specialty.”
Nana patted his hand. “Imagine. A heart surgeon in the family.” She beamed.
“Well, I don’t know about surgeon, but I’ll sure try.”
Everyone seemed impressed. I was too, but wasn’t that a lot more years of study? When was my best friend going to get a chance at going to college? I knew Joey was using some of their parents’ life insurance for tuition. Would there be any money left when Keri Ann wanted to go?
We chatted and ate burgers and then finally Nana was too tired to stay out any longer.
“We still going to the bonfire?” asked Keri Ann as we got up from the table.
“Damn straight,” I replied. “Remember, we’re pretending this is my birthday party. I won’t have time to do anything tomorrow. I have housekeeping in the morning, and my first official stint on beach patrol in the afternoon. Wish me luck.”
“Luck.” Keri Ann scrunched her nose.
“I won’t be good for shit by the time that’s over.” I sighed. “Then I still have to do a few hours in the boutique with Faith from five ‘til eight. This is a huge weekend for her.”
“I know. I’m on lunch and dinner shift tomorrow at The Snapper Grill. Okay, so tonight it is!” She leaned in. “I persuaded Joey to get us some booze,” she whispered. “And he’s going to drink with us.”
“Serious?” I asked.
We pulled ahead of the group.
Joe was helping Nana maneuver a path through the tables and chairs. “I bet that went over well,” I said. “Mr. Super responsible wants to get buzzed with us?”
“Well, let’s put it this way. I told him he wasn’t invited unless he got drunk with us. We can ride bikes to the beach so it’s not like we have to have a designated driver.”
“Joey’s not going to stay sober so he can be a buzzkiller later? I’ll believe that when I see it.”
Seeing Joseph cutting loose for a little bit was definitely going to be unmissable entertainment. A thrill went through me. I knew how much kissing I could get him to do when his inhibitions were lowered. Like last night on the boat, for example.
We approached the turn off for our apartment. “So I guess I’ll meet you at the beach. Makes more sense than coming to your place first.”
 

 
SOON AS WE got home, my mom started to get changed.
“Where are you going, Mom?”
She paused and looked at me through her open bedroom door. “Honestly, Jessica, I don’t think you really want to know.”
Dammit. My hands clenched and unclenched. A mild panicky feeling clawed at my chest. “You’re right. I don’t.” I folded my arms and came to stand in her doorway as she turned back to her dresser. “God, Mom, is it too much to ask that you just find your own man and not somebody else’s? It’s humiliating.”
“It’s got nothing to do with you. How is it even humiliating?”
“Joey suspects. I hope you know that.”
“You haven’t said anything, have you?” she asked.
“Of course not, Mom. Unlike you I think about other people before I do stuff.” I spit out the words. “I’m hardly going to tell Joey in case he has to see or speak to Dr. Barrett’s family. Can you imagine how awful he’ll feel? No,” I answered my own question, my voice rising. “I’m sure you can’t. Because if you were able to think of anyone else, you’d never put us all in this position.”
I walked into the bathroom.
“Hey, I was going to shower,” Mom called.
“Too damn bad, Mom. Apparently, we just do what we like in this family without thinking of each other, and I’m showering first.” I slammed the door.
My God, I’d slammed the door twice this week. I would have thought by the time I turned eighteen I’d be over doing that as a way to express my frustration. Well, I guessed I got an extra one in just under the wire.
I’d styled my hair that morning because it was graduation day, so now I clipped it out the way and took a quick shower. I moisturized from top to bottom with vanilla-scented lotion and then applied some light make up and mascara. Unclipping my hair, I shook out the loose waves, satisfied that I felt pretty without having tried to hard. It was infuriating that Joey was front and center of my consciousness in every single one of my beauty rituals. I even argued with mental Joseph about wearing the short sundress vs. the shorts. Dress, he said. Shorts, I argued. I didn’t ask his opinion when I chose my nicest bra and panties. It was none of his business. But it didn’t stop him folding his arms and raising an eyebrow. I was losing it, seriously. He’d turned me into a certifiable nut job.
I slipped back into the bathroom recently freed up by my mother. My phone was blowing up in the back pocket of my shorts. I quickly brushed on some metallic bronzer and used a metallic gold arm band tattoo I’d been saving for a special occasion.
“Jessica, are you done in the bathroom?”
I flung open the door. “Yes,” I huffed. “Have fun with Dr. Barrett.”
“You look lovely,” she said as I wafted past her. “Where are you going?”
“Honestly, Mom, it’s probably best if you don’t know.”
I went to my room and pulled out my phone.
 
KA:
You on the way?
Chase:
Hey, that bonfire still on? You going?
 
Nothing from Joey.
But a text from an unknown number.
 
Hey, it’s Harry. Woody says mail came for you.
 
My skin prickled. My dad.
I slipped my feet into my yellow flip flops, grabbed my lip gloss, twenty bucks, and slipped the elastic with my apartment key on it onto my wrist.
The sliding door closed behind me, and I ran down the path to Woody’s, my heart beating erratically. I hadn’t heard from him in forever. Seven months? I’d stopped counting weeks when they ventured upward of fifteen. He was supposed to be coming for my birthday.
I skidded around the corner of the boardwalk to Woody’s. The place was crazy. Dirty Harry was in his usual spot though. He saw me and his eyes widened as he looked me up and down. “Your mama know you look like that?”
“Like what?” my chin bobbed back, offended.
“All prettied up. You look pretty. Prettier.” He shook his head. “Ahh, give an old man a break. Can’t compliment a young gal without being creepy.”
I grinned and held my hand out.
He pulled a postcard out of his top pocket and slapped it on my outstretched hand. My dad! I grabbed Harry in a brief and tight hug. “Thank you!”
“Damn, I woulda made sure I got to hand you your mail all the time,” he said. “There was other mail too, but I figured you would want this one.”
“You figured correct. Okay, gotta go. And thank you.” I skipped back to the boardwalk, the postcard pressed to my chest. I’d waited so long, I almost didn’t want to look. This moment could last forever as far as I was concerned. If my dad was sending me a postcard, he was all right. And he hadn’t forgotten about me. Normally I read his postcards on the boat, but I was due at the beach. I chewed my lip. Just once I could break tradition, right?
I pulled the postcard away from my chest, picture up. The path lamppost was dim but I could see. It was a mountain with a completely flat top as if a massive scythe swung through the air and sliced through the rock like butter. A city was nestled at the foot, tucked in between the mountain and the shore. The shot was taken from the water. It was beautiful. I turned the postcard over.
 
Cape Town, South Africa
 
This place is beautiful, Jazzy Bear. You remember I told you I thought Rio was the most beautiful city on the planet? Well, I changed my mind, it’s this place. Even if it’s Christmas in summer. I hope you can visit it one day. You must be a few months into your senior year. Keep your head down, don’t be hard on your mother, and graduate. Then your life can begin. I hope I’m with you to celebrate the momentous occasion. It’ll be around the same time as your birthday. I’m still planning on coming to Butler Cove for that. Don’t you dare turn eighteen without me. Love always, I miss you like a penguin misses its waddle (<~ You can’t beat that one. A penguin without a waddle just isn’t a penguin).
Love, Dad.
 
A few months into senior year? I squinted at the smeared postmark, pulling out my phone to use the flashlight. There was a text from Joey and I ignored it. December. My heart sank. The disappointment felt like lead in the pit of my stomach and the soles of my feet. I thought I should just sit down. I wasn’t feeling that jovial.
I pulled out my phone when it buzzed again.
 
KA:
Everything okay? I can’t imagine you’re primping. Wait, are you?
Jay Bird:
Courtney’s here. You’re coming right?
 
I rolled my eyes.
 
Jazzy Bear:
Grow some balls Joseph. Cut her loose. And stop pretending you need a reason to see me.
I’m all that, remember?
 
My raw emotions at getting the postcard obviously needed an outlet.
There.
I got that off my chest.
 
Jay Bird:
You got me.
 
My heart beat wildly in my chest as I stared at his text. The joy, the emotional roller coaster of how I felt with all my interactions with Joseph, was like a beacon in the fog that had descended with my father’s postcard.
“Hey, Jazz!”
I looked back toward the restaurant. “Woody?”
“Yeah, Harry stole the postcard, but there’s some mail for ya. With you celebratin’ your birthday an’ all, figured you’d want it.”
I walked back toward Woody’s, following him behind the bar and through a side door into a hallway that smelled of old fish and spilled milk. I wrinkled my nose and sewed my lips tight so my cheeks were like twin pouches of air. He leaned down and grabbed a small plastic crate that held a bunch of envelopes and junk mail. I nodded, eyes wide and took it, managing to give Woody a thumbs up of thanks before backing out. I carried the crate back to my apartment, opened the sliding door, and deposited it just inside my bedroom.
My phone buzzed again.
 
KA:
Come on! What’s taking so long? Joey’s pacing like a caged lion (do NOT tell him I said that). Chase is here too. Chatting with Lizzie right now. You’re missing important coming of age memories *smiley face*
 
I huffed out a laugh. “Mom?” I called through my open door. I hated that we left our last interaction in such a state. It was a small apartment so she’d hear me. “You here still?” Clearly she’d gone.
Checking my makeup one last time, I knew I needed to get going. As I stepped over the crate to get back through my sliding door, another text came in.
 
Jay Bird:
Okay. This is ridiculous. Coming to get you.
 
But as I read Joey’s words, something caught my eye amongst the mail. A legal letter. A law firm in New York. Addressed to the mother or guardian of, Jessica Fraser.
I stilled.




 
 
 
REACHING DOWN, I fingered the textured linen envelope. The contents clearly concerned me, but it wasn’t addressed to me. My conscience capitulated in less than thirty seconds, and I slid my finger under the flap of the envelope and slid a letter out.
I started to read, and the blood drained from my head. My ears buzzed and my skin prickled. Words seemed to bleed over each other but certain ones like missing, and last known communication, and last will and testament leapt out at me. My heart labored to keep pumping and the contents of my stomach lurched violently. Panicking, I realized I didn’t understand what I was reading. I sat on the end of my bed, miscalculating, and slid down to the floor.
My hands were shaking as I tried to reread and understand. My father, David Fraser, hadn’t been heard from in a long time. It had come to the attention of the law firm who held all his documentation. They had been instructed that in an event such as this they were to notify my mother and commence an investigation into whether he was still alive before passing his estate on to his only daughter, Jessica.
I became aware of my rapid breathing. The sound was loud and panicked. I was hyperventilating. Closing my mouth, I attempted to calm myself and folded the letter back up. I needed to call these people. But tomorrow was Saturday, which meant I would have to wait through the entire weekend including Monday, since it was a holiday.
Shit.
I dropped my head back on the bed.
The idea of meeting everyone down at the beach held little appeal. All I wanted to do was go out to my dad’s boat, crawl into the berth, play some Ella Fitzgerald, and read every single one of the letters and postcards he’d ever sent me. I picked up the Cape Town postcard again and ran my shaking fingers over the ink, caressing the edges where he might have held it. Flipping it over, I stared at the picture. Table Mountain. I wondered if the law firm even knew where to look. If they knew where he’d been last. It had taken months and months to get to me, with nothing in the interim. South Africa was most likely the last place he’d been.
How crazy was it that I’d received the postcard today, and he’d written about this day, my graduation and turning eighteen. Celebrate, he wrote.
I’d thought he was going to be here. Now I might never see him again. I almost couldn’t process it.
Fuck it. I wouldn’t know anything more for days. I needed to focus on good stuff. Silly stuff. Fun stuff. Kissing stuff. Joey had mentioned kissing me kept his mind off things. I already knew it did the same for me.
I stood up, swiped a little more Cotton Candy Clouds lip gloss on, and slipped out my sliding door, closing it behind me. My face hit something solid. Joseph’s chest.
“Oof!”
So much for more lip gloss. I reared back. “Sorry.” I looked up to see a smiling Joey. “Jay—”
“Hi. What took you so long?” His eyebrows immediately snapped together. “Are you okay?”
“I just got caught up with … family stuff.” I forced a smile, wondering how to distract him. “I just smeared cotton candy lip gloss on your shirt.”
He looked down at his white t-shirt and the pale pink smear. He lifted it up and inhaled.
“What are you doing?” I laughed.
“That’s good shit,” he said. “Does it taste as good?” Leaning in before I could react, his lips covered mine. It was brief, too brief. “Mmmm,” he murmured, standing back up, leaving my mouth tingling and heat sluicing through my body. He grabbed my hand and walked us down the path. “Yep. As if it weren’t hard enough to keep my mouth off you.”
My heart wouldn’t be able to take much more tonight. “That’s twice tonight you’ve admitted you are kinda addicted to me,” I said, going for a breezy tone.
He shrugged. “There’s no kinda about it.”
I stopped dead still, yanking on his hand. Lust or whatever this weird fizzy feeling was swirled through me and left me hot and achy between my legs. Annoyingly, it also did a dance in my chest.
He turned around. His blue eyes were sincere. He rubbed his free hand across his chin.
“So, are we really like kissing buddies now?” I asked. Because he’d been loud and clear about not wanting a girlfriend.
“I guess.”
“Exclusive kissing buddies?”
He arched an eyebrow.
“I just want to know where your mouth has been. Obviously, it would be preferable if I wasn’t getting Courtney cooties.”
He puffed out an amused breath. “No Courtney cooties.”
“Any other cooties?”
“No. Am I catching Chase cooties?” He shook his head. “I can’t believe I just used the word cooties.”
I laughed.
“Well?” he asked.
“You may have caught a few in the beginning. But I think they’re out of my system now.”
He stepped in close, and I looked up into his face. His skin was smooth and freshly shaved, even since this afternoon.
I traced a finger across his jaw, getting close to his beautiful lips.
“Put some more of that lip gloss on. I want to kiss it off,” he said.
“You’re so bossy.” But obviously I immediately fumbled the tube out of my pocket and swiped a thin layer over my bottom lip, then mashed my lips together. “There.”
He leaned down, putting his face close to mine, inhaling against my mouth. Then he licked his tongue across the seam of my lips.
Oh, good God. A tiny whimpering sound came out of my throat.
“On second thought.” He raised his head. “I think I’ll make you wait.”
“Are you joking?” I said, outraged.
“Nope. Let’s go, Jazzy Bear.”
The use of my dad’s name for me hit me like a low blow, snuffing out any further smart-assery I may have been able to conjure up. Joey walked ahead, my hand in his. I used the moment to concentrate on the feel and taste of Joey’s mouth on mine, consciously pushing thoughts of my father out of my mind. I’d hardly thought of him in the few minutes Joey and I had been talking. I liked that very, very much.
 

 
THE BEACH WAS full of the usual cast of characters. Keri Ann told me she’d seen Chase and Lizzie pairing off. I hoped she knew what she was doing. Looking around I saw Jasper chatting with Cooper and Vern. I raised my solo cup when I caught his eye and he returned the gesture. I would have totally thought he and Lizzie would finally get together. Perhaps not.
I tried to keep my mind off my dad, but it was really hard. Perhaps I should just try and call the law office in the morning. One never knew. Perhaps a paralegal or something was in over the weekend. They probably needed the information about South Africa.
“Are you okay?” asked Keri Ann.
I wanted to tell her but could sense a wobble imminent in my chest and knew if I started talking, I’d bawl. And who wanted a sobbing wreck of a chick at a party.
“I’m great,” I said. “Let’s get a shot. What liquor did Joey buy?”
“You’re drinking it. Firefly iced tea.”
My eyes widened. “I thought it was just barely spiked ice tea. I heard this stuff is strong.” Now that she mentioned it, I was feeling a little buzzed already.
“I know. Pace yourself,” she said. “Stuff’s addictive.”
Joey and Colt were throwing a football with some guys from the Butler Cove football team. Or ex-football team. I sighed. It was weird thinking we were truly done with school. As if he’d felt me watching him, Joey turned and looked straight at me.
“So, I know I’m only your best friend, and he’s only, like, my brother, but are you guys … hanging out? No idea what to call it.”
“I don’t know what to call it either. But yes, we are … that. Whatever it’s called.”
“Not dati—”
“Nooooo,” I drew out the word in a deep and dramatic tone, bugging my eyes wide and shaking my head.
“Got it.” Keri Ann laughed. “I won’t mention that word again.”
“Kissing. Just lots of kissing.” I chewed my lip. “Kissing buddies.”
She scrunched up her nose. “This is weird. Talking about this. I mean, it’s my brother.” She gave a mock shudder.
I laughed. “I kinda feel that way too. But, not.”
“I’d hope not. Oops, he’s coming over here.”
I swallowed hard and steeled my nerves before turning around.
Joseph was almost to where we stood. He actually might have been getting better looking with each passing moment. And it wasn’t like I didn’t think he was easy on the eyes before.
“Hey,” I said and raised my glass between us, ensuring some distance. “You drinking some of this?”
“Yeah, I had a bit.” He slung an arm around his sister’s shoulders and brought her in for a squeeze. “Come walk with me?” he asked, but he was looking at me.
I shrugged.
“You guys go on, I want to go catch up with Vern.” Keri Ann winked in my direction and then pinched her brother in the side before walking off.
“Let’s refill.” Joey took my cup and got one of his own, then we walked down the beach and toward the surf.
“No stars tonight,” I said, looking upward, remembering the last time we were on the beach at night. “So are you serious about specializing, maybe becoming a surgeon?” I asked remembering the conversation at dinner.
Joe shrugged. “I’m kind of in awe of Dr. Barrett. He’s a kick ass surgeon. Watching him and hearing him talk about his patients and how many lives he’s saved, it’s just incredible.”
I snorted.
“Yeah, I know he’s arrogant,” Joey responded to my less than impressed reaction. “But it doesn’t make him any less good at what he does, you know?”
“So you want to be ‘just like him’?” I asked, crooking my finger to make air quotes.
“Ha, ha. Not just like him, no. But I bet it’s probably hard to keep a wife and kids happy with the hours he works. Who knows, maybe she has her own life too. If you know what I mean?”
“That’s so incredibly sad, Joey.” Irritation surged through me. “Surely no woman marries someone knowing they’re going to be having affairs on each other for the rest of their marriage. What would be the point in getting married?”
“I don’t know. Maybe she just wanted to marry a rich doctor. She had to have known he wouldn’t have time for a real relationship.”
My blood pressure was zinging dangerously close to needing a cardiac specialist myself. “Are you listening to yourself? You’re sounding as douchey as he is. And he does have time, he just prefers to spend it screwing my mother.”
Dammit. Me and my big mouth.
Joey stopped and stared at me. “Shit,” he said.
“I suspect,” I amended and downed another massive gulp of my drink.
“You know, don’t you?”
“Joey, you should continue to live in ignorance, thinking the sun shines out of his ass.”
“Look. I’m not saying it’s okay that he and his wife live separate lives. Okay?”
“It sounded that way.”
“It’s not what I mean. Whatever, let’s drop this.”
We continued walking, this time in silence, the sound of the waves washing up and back over the sand.
“I want to be a doctor,” Joey said.
“I know—”
“Just listen to me for a moment.”
I snapped my mouth closed.
“I want to be a doctor. A damn good one. I want to save lives and do something important. Help people like Nana stay around a bit longer. But more than that I want to do something solid and stable, dependable. I owe it to Nana and Keri Ann to keep the house and make sure I can always provide.”
I laid a hand on his arm, but I didn’t speak.
“My father never did find his passion or what mattered to him,” he went on. “Always searching for a quick success. Unwilling to put in the time and work to really do something grand. He was away all the time, worked so many hours, was away from his wife and us, his kids. And for what? For nothing. Spinning wheels. If you asked what my dad did when he was alive, I couldn’t even really explain it to you. Sales? Who the hell knows? But he wasn’t changing the world. He didn’t have something that mattered.”
Joey stopped and walked down to the water until the waves washed over his feet.
I joined him.
He shoved a hand into his pocket, downed his drink, and stared out into the dark horizon. “But my mom? I know who she was. She was a dancer. Or should have been. That was her thing, you know? The thing that mattered. But she gave it up for my father to fuck around figuring out what he wanted to do, and it killed her spirit. Weird, that I’d recognize that even though I was a kid. I couldn’t have put it into words back then, but I knew. It was hard to miss. She should have left him. But she was too good to him. He should have at least done the honorable thing and cut her loose. She could have lived her own life. Remarried someone who believed in her. Something.” He kicked a foot in the waves. “Fuck, she may even still be alive if she’d done that. So no,” Joey looked at me briefly. “I don’t want to be like Dr. Barrett and fuck around on my wife.”
Because you won’t have a wife. I wanted to finish his thought because I heard the words clear as day, even if he didn’t say them. It was an echo of his I don’t want or need a girlfriend speech.
“But I do want to be a damn good doctor,” he finished. “That’s my thing that matters.”
“Mrs. Barrett could be like your mother was,” I said and squeezed his arm. “Maybe she has a thing that matters, something she gave up. I bet she didn’t know what she was signing up for when she married him, but I bet she gave up her own dreams to be with him.”
“Probably.” Joey let out a breath. “Fuck. Talk about bringing the tone down. Sorry.” He looked down into his empty cup, then into mine.
The alcohol made my limbs feel languid and my head feel bold. I snaked a hand around Joseph’s taut waist. “Hey Jay Bird, I think some kissing could up the tone a bit, don’t you?” I pulled a lip between my teeth and gave him what I hoped was a saucy look.
“Hell, yes,” he answered with a smirk.




 
 
 
I SPENT THE day of my eighteenth birthday working my ass off. Literally, I think my ass actually shrank. I took an early shift for Resort Housekeeping. Then I was on lifeguard duty, and as I parked my shrinking ass in the deck chair, my mind wandered to my father. I hadn’t had a chance to call the law firm yet. Or maybe I was stalling.
I was nervous about my first shift on beach patrol. What if I missed someone drowning? Luckily, only one little girl was stung by a jelly-fish, but after I sprayed her leg with what I called mermaid water, she was fine.
Keri Ann, Joey, and Lizzie came down to the beach at around three. I’d been assigned up near one of the resort hotel markers, so I was surprised to see them.
Keri Ann jogged up to me. “Happy birthday!” she yelled and grabbed me in a big hug as soon as I stood. Over her shoulder I saw Joey stick an umbrella post in the sand and hammer it down with a mallet, opting to get their spot set up instead of saying hello to me.
Lizzie hugged me too. “Here ya go,” she said and handed me an oversized It’s-My-Birthday button. “To pin on your swimsuit,” she explained.
I chuckled and pinned it on. “Thanks. Great speech yesterday,” I told her.
“Thank you. I couldn’t believe all the good-byes. I wanted to cry. Didn’t you just want to cry?”
“I’m sure you did, Miss Valedictorian, you’re off to some fancy college on scholarship and we’re both staying here.” I grinned, keeping one eye on the water and the swimmers. “Keri Ann and I will probably see those losers from high school everywhere we go.”
“You’re going to college too,” she said to me.
“Right down the road. And I’ll be living here.”
“We need to work on this one.” She pointed at Keri Ann.
“I agree.”
“Stop it, guys. When Joey’s done I’ll go.”
“So, you and Chase, huh?” I said to Lizzie, changing the subject. Keri Ann hated it when I bugged her about college.
She punched my shoulder softly. “Nah. Not really. He sure is cute though. So you and Joey?” she returned. Then she glanced at Keri Ann. “Is it weird? It’s gotta be weird, right?”
We started to walk to where Joey was setting up.
Keri Ann shrugged. “It’s taking some getting used to.”
“What is?” asked Joey, clearly having supersonic hearing.
“You and Jazz dating,” said Lizzie.
Oh shit. An awkward moment that felt like an eternity ensued. In reality it was about one millisecond.
Joey stilled.
“Not dating,” I said hurriedly and saw his body relax infinitesimally. He busied himself with the umbrella.
“Yeah,” covered Keri Ann. “Like Jazz would date this oaf? She’s smarter than that. But,” she looked at Lizzie and made an Ew! face with a mock shudder. “But I think they’re doing a lot of kissing.”
“It’s about all he’s good for.” I shrugged and looked over to catch his eye. I winked at him, trying to let him know I was fine. We were keeping it casual. Honestly, the way he was fidgeting, he looked like he was about to remember he had somewhere to be.
“So how’s Nana today?” I asked, changing the subject when he avoided eye contact. I did a quick look around that beachgoers were safe.
“Nana’s going to need surgery,” Keri Ann responded. “An angioplasty.”
I sucked in a quick breath. “Oh wow. I’m so sorry.”
“That’s major surgery, right?” asked Lizzie.
“I think so, I don’t know,” Keri Ann said and looked toward Joey.
He nodded. “Not as major as it could be. She has a narrowed artery. If it were to get blocked she’d have a heart attack. So apparently Dr. Barrett recommends we do this surgery as soon as possible. If he can, he’ll put in a permanent stent so it won’t happen again. But he won’t know ‘til he gets in there.”
“Anyway,” said Keri Ann. “Nana pretty much kicked us out of the house for fussing over her. Mrs. Weaton’s there. They’re playing Spite and Malice.”
“What the hell is that?” I asked, intrigued.
“A card game apparently,” said Joey with an amused smirk.
I glanced back to my vacant post. “I need to get back to my chair. One more hour then I’ll be done.” I said good-bye and walked back to my deck chair parked under the shade of a red umbrella.
I kept my eyes away from Joey and scanned the water. Time crawled until I only had a half hour left. Normally my beach time was about catching up on all my celebrity gossip. This was like torture.
I unwrapped a stick of cinnamon gum and slid it between my lips.
A shadow fell across my feet where I was tanning my legs outside the circle of umbrella shade. I looked up to see Joey and hated that my belly flip flopped.
“Hey, Jay Bird,” I greeted him. “You need some mermaid water?”
He laughed. “What?”
“For jellyfish stings.”
“Oh. No. But could you rub sunblock on my back?” he held out a tube.
“Can’t you get your sister to do that?”
“I could, but then I’d miss out on having your hands on me.”
I took the cream and stood up. “Turn around.”
He smiled and turned.
“It’s your funeral,” I said, fighting a smile. “I guess you didn’t think through what having my hands on you would do to your body. There are kids around, Joseph. Someone could call the police.”
“Shut up,” he said jokingly. “I can handle it.”
“Are you sure about that?” I squeezed the cream onto my hand and handed the tube over his shoulder. Then I began a long slow swipe from between his shoulder blades down his spine. I took my time. “Ooooh,” I moaned softly. “Your back is so strong.” I brought my other hand in on the act and smoothed upward and over his shoulder blades and back down. “Wow,” I breathed. “So muscle-y.”
“Jazz,” he warned.
“Mmmm,” I emitted the sound as I worked the cream in, massaging and caressing. My moan was hardly faked. He really did have a magnificent back, and I was getting one-on-one time with each and every muscle, ridge, and curve. “Massaging you makes me think about those happy endings you mentioned,” I said.
“Jazz,” he choked and turned around leaving my hands up in mid air.
“What?” I asked innocently.
“Thank you,” he said tightly and stalked back to his towel. He flung down the tube of sunscreen.
Keri Ann saw him. “Hey, Joey, I was thinking—”
He ignored his sister and stalked straight down to the water and dove into the surf.
I laughed out loud.
 

 
JOEY WAS STILL in the water when my shift was over. He’d been doing laps out to the buoy and back. I dropped my stuff near Keri Ann’s towel and jogged down to the water. He saw me coming and waited. The top half of his torso was out of the water.
I waded in, then dove into a breaking wave, swimming until I came up right in front of him.
Joey’s lips landed on mine, and he pulled me flush against his body.
“You’re still hard.” I giggled.
“You’re a minx. And no, I wasn’t, but seeing you come down here in that ridiculously tight red swim suit …” He shook his head.
The waves lapped and pulled at us. I kept losing my balance, so I wrapped my legs around his waist.
“Christ,” he said. “You’re killing me.”
“Mmmm,” I moaned as he slipped his tongue into my mouth. He smelled of sunscreen and tasted of salt and Joey. I grabbed his hair to hold him still so I could taste him over and over and over.
“Kissing you is, like,” I gasped in a moment between kisses, “the thing that matters.”
His hands roamed over my body, up and down my back and into my wet hair. “Happy birthday,” he whispered into my ear, then ran his tongue over my lobe.
I quaked.
“This is getting x-rated,” I said as the tip of his erection kept bumping against me. “We need to stop.”
He breathed heavily against my cheek and nodded. “Yeah. We do.”
“I have to work at the boutique. I have to go.”
He walked us to shallower water, then set me down where I could find firm footing. The sole of my foot skated over something hard in the sand. I grasped at it with my toes.
“What?” he asked, looking at my face.
“Shhh. I’m concentrating.”
“Do you always concentrate with your tongue out the side of your mouth.”
I snorted a giggle. “Oops. Ah, got it,” I exclaimed as I got the slim smooth object gripped firmly with my toes and raised my knee. I reached into the water.
With a flourish, I pulled my find out the water. “Ta da!”
“A sand dollar.”
It was covered in slick green fur. “It’s still alive,” I said. “We can’t keep it.”
Joey took it from me. “Make a wish,” he said and flicked his wrist, sending it sailing out over deeper water. It plopped into the sea and disappeared.
I closed my eyes. What should I wish?
Please let my dad still be alive. I kept my eyes closed and squeezed them shut as hard as I could, wishing with everything I had.
When I opened my eyes, Joey was staring at me. He brought a finger up to my cheek. “What was that?”
I blinked rapidly, my eyes had filled with tears. “I’m worried about my dad.”
He nodded. “I’m worried about Nana.”
“Do you think we both get a wish from one sand dollar?” I asked.
“I hope so,” he replied. Then he gave me a swift kiss on the lips. “Go,” he said. “You’ll be late.”
I started back for the beach.
“Hey,” he called. “Can I see you tonight?”
“Text me,” I tossed over my shoulder.
 

 
I WAS WORKING at the boutique five until closing at eight. But at seven fifteen Faith flicked the sign over to closed. She turned to me, her hands on her generous hips. Her almost white blonde hair, tied with a purple scarf, contrasted with her ruby lips. On her ears hung large colorful plastic baubles like Christmas tree ornaments.
“Why are you closing early?” I asked. “It’s been busy.”
“Take a seat,” she gestured to the upholstered wingback chair that held a three thousand dollar price tag.
I looked at the chair and back at her to make sure she wasn’t kidding.
“You been rolling in the mud?” she asked.
“No.” I frowned. “But—”
“Then sit.”
I sat. Perched really.
Faith pulled the stool from behind the cash resister and sat in front of me. “Now talk.”
“What about?”
“I can practically smell the smoke from the gears turning in your head. You are completely distracted. Sometimes you look giddy and other times like you want to throw yourself into oncoming traffic or burst out crying. I’d say you’ve fallen in love, but I think there’s more going on than that.”
My mouth had apparently dropped open, so I closed it.
“Come on. It’s not hard. Unburden yourself to Auntie Faith.”
I laughed in spite of myself and thought about everything that was on my mind. “Honestly, there’s too much. I’d bore you to tears.”
“Give me the Cliff notes then.”
I took a deep breath. “Okay, then. So today is my birthday—”
“Happy birthday!”
“Thanks. So my dad was supposed to be here for it. For my birthday. That was the vague plan, anyway. Except instead he’s missing, perhaps dead.”
Faith gasped, a hand coming to her mouth.
But I went on. “In the meantime, I’ve been making out with Joey Butler, who’s already made it very clear that he does not want a girlfriend. I say I’m fine with that. But he keeps kissing me, and his kisses are just so, so good. God, they’re so good. I like him so much. And finally, my mom is having an affair with a married man. A man who just happens to be her boss. Just when she finally has something stable for us, she goes and does this. And to make matters worse, it’s the heart doctor who is looking after Nana Butler, who’s just been told she needs heart surgery. And—”
“There’s more?”
“And Joey’s working for him too. My mom got him the job. And everything is about to blow up in my face.”
I got done and let out a long breath of relief. “Wow, it really does help to share.” Then I burst into tears.
Faith said nothing. She got up and walked to the store room. She returned with a box of tissues, a bottle of white wine, and two plastic cups and plonked them down on the counter. She poured two generous servings. Then grabbed one of the over priced candles she sold to tourists and lit it with a long match. “I’d stick you in a hot bubble bath right now, if we had one. But this will have to do. Here.” She handed me one of the cups, a tissue, and set the candle down on the one-of-a-kind coffee table made from an old barn door.
“Thank you,” I said gratefully and took a sip of wine. My crying jag was thankfully brief. I blew my nose.
“So let’s break this down,” she started, and we proceeded to get a handle on my problems one by one. The ones I could control and the ones I couldn’t.
“So you need to call the law office. You’re putting it off. I understand why but just call and leave a message with your number. At least then you’ll know you’ve done something there.”
I nodded.
“Next, what your mother does is, unfortunately, out of your control. I know it’s hard. But you talk about it like you feel responsible and you’re not. I understand your fear that she’ll get fired. But you’ve lived with less household income before, you can both do it again. And you will always have a job here.”
“Thank you.” I sniffed.
“Now.” She refilled my wine and leveled me with a look. “This thing with Joey Butler has disaster written all over it.”




 
 
 
IT REALLY WAS a disaster. This thing with Joey. But I was helpless to stop it. After leaving Faith and cycling home, I dumped my stuff in my room, noting my mom was out again, and headed for Woody’s. I hadn’t even had a chance to tell Mom about the letter yet.
As I walked around the corner, a long table filled with people suddenly erupted into the birthday song. I jumped in surprise, then saw Keri Ann amongst them and all my friends. And Joey of course. Joey, who winked. I bugged my eyes at Keri Ann. “Surprise,” she mouthed and grinned. I was filled with warmth over the thoughtfulness of my friends. They had no idea I’d had plans to be at this very place tonight, but with my father. Then I noticed Woody and Dirty Harry, who was actually off his barstool, standing on his two bandy legs off to the side. They were singing their hearts out too. I teared up. Damn, I was emotional today.
“Thank you,” I managed as everyone finished. The whole restaurant had joined in and whistled cheers when it was over. I went over and hugged Harry and Woody.
“You have a package,” said Woody. “I’ll bring it over in a bit, okay? And dinner’s on me. Happy birthday.”
I gave him another hug, too choked up to say much. Joining my friends, I sat on a chair pulled out for me between Keri Ann and Joey, who’s hot hand immediately landed on my thigh under the table. I was starving, having only had time for quick snacks all day. So I ordered a burger with fries and proceeded to devour the whole thing and all the fries before getting started on Joey’s plate.
He watched me, amused.
“What?” I asked. “Used to dating girls that pick at their food?” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wanted to bite my tongue clean off.
“I don’t date,” Joey said before I could backtrack and brought his beer bottle to his lips.
“That’s right. Thank the baby Jesus.” I gave a theatrical shudder. “I’m just speculating. But at least now you know how much I can fit in my mouth.”
Joey choked, spewing beer all over his plate.
“Ugh,” I complained. “Now you’ve ruined your fries. I was going to eat those.”
Grinning, I handed him a wad of napkins.
“Hey, Joseph,” Colt called from the other end of the table. “Come down here, dude.”
“Excuse me,” said Joey, still shaking his head and got up.
Lizzie took his place. “Okay, watching you guys is as addicting as crack. Seriously.”
“He’s addicting,” I admitted to her. “I’m in so much fucking trouble.”
“Relax,” she said. “It’s just a chemical reaction in your brain. Don’t you remember studying dopamine in chemistry?”
I stared at her blankly.
“You know,” she said.
I really didn’t. I remembered enough to pass the final.
“Remember dopamine is the pleasure chemical in the brain. It responds to unpredictability, small pieces of information, and reward cues.”
When I still had no response, she went on. “It’s why we get addicted to things that are not good for us. To things that are unpredictable or hard to pin down. And when we pin them down for a moment, we get a reward, and so we seek more and more and more. Yes, you’re addicted. But it’s just because of dopamine. If you know that, then you can keep it in perspective.” She shrugged.
“You are such a nerd,” I said finally.
“Yep, but you love me.”
“Yes, I do.” I laughed.
But as I looked down the table at Joey, I wasn’t sure it was just a chemical reaction.
Keri Ann clapped her hands. “Guys,” she called. “I think it’s time for her present.”
“What did you do?” I asked her warningly.
“Just wait.” Her eyes sparkled with excitement and she bit her lip.
Cooper walked around the table and handed me an envelope. It looked like it was a birthday card, but there was something inside it. I took it and looked nervously around at everyone because they were all grinning like lunatics.
Even Woody and Harry had walked over.
I opened the envelope and pulled out the card. Opening it, a key fell out. A car key. I held it up. “What on earth?”
“The VW Bug,” said Cooper. “It’s yours.”
I gasped. “What?”
“Yep, so remember I told you the guy didn’t want to pay for the new transmission? Well, he ended up signing the car over to the shop. Well, we all clubbed together and paid for the cost of the transmission as payment to buy it back from the shop. And so, we bought you a car.” He shrugged. “It’s parked in the front lot.”
“She’s speechless,” said Woody and guffawed. “Never thought I’d see the day.”
“Are you serious?” I whispered.
“Yeah. We all signed the card. Anyway, it could be a lemon. But I promise I’ll work on it if it ever needs fixing.”
I grabbed Cooper and squeezed him hard. “Thank you,” I said. I was tearing up again. Jeez. I spent the next little while moving around the table to each person, hugging and thanking them, including Woody and Harry who had both contributed. Reading the card, I learned I’d also be thanking my mom, Nana, Mrs. Weaton her neighbor, and even Paulie from The Snapper Grill.
 

 
I’D HAD WINE earlier, so I had to wait a few hours for it to wear off. But before everyone started for home, we all moved to the parking lot for our good-byes, and I got behind the wheel of the VW Bug. Keri Ann jumped into the passenger seat.
“When was the last time you drove?” she asked nervously.
“Ha,” I responded. “That’s my worry too. Not much since our learners. Mom always has her car and it’s been easier to bike.”
“I know,” she said. “I’d feel the same. And now you have an audience. Eek.”
My own car. I couldn’t believe it. I started it up, moving immediately into first gear. Luckily, I’d learned how to drive in a stick shift car. I rolled forward and turned out of the parking space, and everyone cheered and clapped.
“So far, so good,” I muttered and eased into second, making it without lurching the car.
“Cool. Just stay in second and bring this baby home. I’ll come over tomorrow so you can practice.”
I did just that, turning at the end of the row and driving slowly back to where we started. “Thank you so much for organizing this, K. Tonight could have—”
“Really sucked. I know.”
“Yeah,” I said. I thought briefly of telling her about the letter, but it was late and I might get emotional again. “Thank you for being the best friend a girl could have,” I said instead as we pulled into the parking space and I shut off the engine. “And for having a hot brother who’s been doing a fine job of keeping me distracted.”
Keri Ann gagged loudly.
I chuckled.
“But, be careful, okay?” she said in a serious tone.
“I will. I have my eyes open.”
“Good,” she said and we got out to say good-bye to everyone.
I really wanted Joey to stay, but I knew he had to ride home with Keri Ann since it was pitch o’clock at night.
I needed to go see about the package Woody had mentioned anyway. I wondered if Mom had ordered something for me. We’d been talking about maybe getting one of those small laptops I could take to class. I’d left for work before she got up this morning, and I’d barely been home.
Woody was wiping down the bar when I got back.
“Thank you for a lovely evening, Woody,” I told him.
“It’s been a pleasure watching you grow up, girl. Happy to do it. So you like the car?”
I smiled at him and clapped my hands together. “Absolutely, fantastic. It’s amazing, thank you for being part of that too.”
“You’ve got some great friends.” He leaned down and pulled a box wrapped in brown paper out with both hands. “Almost forgot,” he said. “This came for you from New York.”
My heart thumped heavily, swimming with equal parts anticipation and dread.
I took the box and read the sender’s address. It was the same one I used to send mail to my dad. Oh, thank God! If he was sending me a birthday gift then he was okay. Relief made me lightheaded, and I took the box to one of the tables and sat down. Ripping the paper off revealed a regular packing box with a letter taped to the front. A photo dropped out the envelope as soon as I opened it. It was me as a small chubby girl wearing a pink frilly swimsuit, a snorkel perched on my head, and wearing my pink glitter cowgirl boots. I gave a startled laugh.
Damn, I was a cute little girl. I set it aside and opened the letter.
 
Dear Jessica ~
You don’t know me, but I used to work for the magazine that commissioned your father’s work. Your father and I were friends for a long time, and as you know, for years he used this address for correspondence. I’m so very sorry for your loss. It was a terrible blow to hear that the world had lost such a special soul. Your father was an amazing and talented man, and an even better friend.
 
I stopped reading. I must have made some sound because Woody was in front of me. Crouching in front of me.
“You okay?” I saw his mouth form the words. But he spoke them from very far away.
“Jazz,” he said again.
I was shaking. No, he was shaking me. He was holding my shoulder.
“Jazz, are you okay?”
No. No, I was not okay.
Woody took the letter from my hands and read the words. His brow furrowed and then he brought a fist up to his mouth. His grey rheumy eyes filled with water.
He looked up at me. This dear, dear man who’d watched me grow up. Who was there for me when my mom wasn’t. When my dad wasn’t. I reached out and laid my hand on his. “It’s okay, Woody.”
“I’d never have given this to you if I’d known.”
“I know,” I said. “Can you read it to me. I only got about half way.”
“Are you sure?”
I nodded.
Woody pulled up a chair next to me and sat.
“...and an even better friend.” He picked up where I’d stopped. “I have informed your father’s lawyer of the news I received from the magazine. I’m sure they’ve been in touch. I believe they will want to do their own investigation and get confirmation and reports etc. before dispersing his estate, but in the meantime I thought you’d want to have this, his most beloved Leica camera. It was his first professional camera. Still works like a beauty, but he preferred to take equipment he didn’t mind losing or damaging. I am enclosing the last letter you wrote him unopened and this picture of you. You look like you have his fire.”
Woody smiled lightly at that. “Ain’t that the truth.”
I swallowed. “Go on.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t call,” Woody read on. “I only have this address for you. If you are ever in New York, please look me up. I’d love to meet the daughter of such a talented man. David Fraser had a gypsy soul and a free bird’s heart. A bird who liked to fly too close to the sun. He will be sorely missed. Warmest regards and deepest sympathies, Albert Hoffman.”
He folded the letter. I gripped my hands together, squeezing hard. Then I squeezed my eyes shut as hard as I could. Then my teeth. As if I could keep the shock and grief contained.
Woody laid his hands over mine. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”
I opened my eyes. “It’s fine, Woody. I didn’t even fucking know him. So is it really a loss?”
He pursed his lips. “You’re hurting.”
“Actually, I’m not. Not at all. I feel quite … pain-free. I grew up just fine without him. What did he really contribute in the whole grand scheme of things, you know?”
My heart thumped erratically. It pounded in my ears and beat in my throat. I needed to be alone.
I stood up, accidentally dropping the letter and picture. I picked them up clumsily, stuffing them in the envelope.
Woody stared nervously at me.
“I’m fine, Woody. Seriously. It was just unexpected. Of course I’m sad. But I’m fine. I’m gonna go put this in the apartment.”
I gave him a hug. “Thank you.”
“You sure you’re okay?”
I nodded and grabbed the box. “Yes.”
Hurrying to my apartment, I slipped into my room through the sliding door and dumped the box on my bed. Then I took the picture and walked through to the kitchen. Mom was still not home, which suited me fine at that moment. I reached up into the cupboard above the fridge and pulled down the vodka. There was only about a fifth of a bottle left. Dammit. I stuffed it in my back pack and then slipped back through my bedroom and out the door. I took the long way around and made it to my kayak without Woody seeing me. I glided over dark water to All That Jazz.
As soon as I was down inside the cabin, I turned on the camp lantern and put some Ella on really low. I wished I could play it loud and lose myself but sound carried over the water. I swallowed down a shot of vodka. Followed by two more.
Ugh, it made me feel ill. I put the rest of the bottle away.
I was at a loss. It didn’t feel comforting being here at all. The music wasn’t helping. I fidgeted and pulled the photo of me in my cowgirl boots out. I couldn’t even summon up the happy feeling I’d had upon first seeing it. I think I’d even laughed. How was that possible?
Had my father taken this photo, or had my mother sent it?
Why was I even out here? I let out a long sigh.
Then I heard the unmistakable sounds of someone outside, tying up a kayak. I knew it was Joey. And tonight I was going to make sure he helped me forget everything.




 
 
 
I POPPED MY head above deck, and as soon as I confirmed it was Joey, I climbed down without saying a word. Perfect.
I felt cold and lifeless in my chest, which was unexpected. I thought I’d be sadder about my dad by now. At least now that the shock had worn off. But maybe it hadn’t.
Running shoes and bare calves appeared on the ladder.
I sat on the bench and waited for him to climb down. Joey turned, and I grabbed his hand, pulling him down toward me.
He laughed lightly at my enthusiasm and dropped his lips to mine.
Opening my mouth under his, I kissed him hard. I kissed him like I was wild with want. I was wild. But it was wildness borne of a frantic need to feel something. To feel anything. I grabbed his hair and stroked his tongue with mine.
“God, Jazz,” he groaned against my mouth. “Slow down. You okay?”
“Fine,” I responded and kissed him again. And suddenly I knew what I needed to fill this empty aching. I was going to do exactly what I’d told my father I was planning. Lose my virginity. And I was doing it right now, with Joey. There was no better time than right now. No other time I needed this more than right this very second.
I pulled my lips off his.
Joey’s cheeks were flushed. Like the sun had kissed the tops of his cheekbones. His blue eyes were like dark denim.
Finally the three shots of vodka I’d had earlier were making their presence felt in the loosening of my inhibitions. My fingers went to the buttons of my shorts, and I crept backward into the berth in the bow of the boat. Sitting on the soft vinyl mattress I shimmied my shorts over my butt and down my legs. I was in my most boring pair of white panties. Typical.
Joey stood still hunched over in the small galley, hands braced either side of him staring at me intently. “What are you doing, Jazz?”
I pursed my lips, I lifted a shoulder. “My shorts were uncomfortable?”
He shook his head.
“Come on over here, Joseph. I won’t bite.”
“I’m not altogether sure about that.” He leaned down and crept forward onto the mattress. “But I’m not sure I’d complain.”
“I think we better stack,” I grinned and held onto his neck, pulling him in on top of me. “Not much room for both of us to have our own space.”
With all of the kissing we’d done, we’d never lain down together, and as our bodies connected, his heavy frame settling between my legs, we both groaned.
I laughed at us and felt his smiling lips on my neck. And I wondered how when I was with Joey, the rest of the world completely melted away. It was remarkable and addictive. And so very necessary.
His mouth found his way back to mine, his weight on his elbows. Within moments the low banked passion in our kisses roared into a hot blaze as our tongues stroked, our hands caressed, and our lower bodies rocked together.
“I love your mouth,” Joey whispered, and his tongue skated down my neck, making me shudder. “And the taste of your skin. You taste of salt and vanilla.”
“That tastes good?”
“Funny. Stop talking.”
“No, wait.”
He lifted his face up, looking down at me. His eyes were heavy. Like he was tired, but the look that glittered under his lids said it was arousal. Not that I had much experience recognizing this expression, but on Joseph it was like there’d never been a time when I didn’t know what it meant. It was so obvious. And damn, it felt so good. The way he looked at me scorched me clear down to my toes.
“What?” he asked.
“What?”
“You said wait.”
I swallowed. “Oh, yeah. I was thinking, with all of this kissing, we’re still at first base.” I watched Joe’s throat bob as he swallowed too. “And I think the run is clear to second.”
Joey expelled a sharp breath. “Thought you’d never ask. Boobs first?”
A giggle erupted out of my throat. “Sure.” I laughed. “Boobs first.”
He shifted his weight to one arm, resting his head on his palm. His free hand came to the buttons of my simple cotton shirt. They made quick work, hastily popping one after the other.
It felt as though my heart may have moved to my throat as I watched the intensity with which Joseph’s gaze tracked his movement. The last button popped free, and his hot hand slid onto the skin of my belly. I pressed my lips together to keep my reaction contained. His skin on mine felt so good.
His fingers trailed up my sternum and parted my shirt to reveal my cotton bra. A small sound accompanied his breath, and I knew he was as caught up as I was. “You’ve always had the most spectacular rack.” Joey smirked. “I’m so glad you’re old enough now I don’t have to feel pervy.”
I smacked his shoulder and he chuckled. “Just saying that is totally pervy,” I said.
He winked and leaned down to kiss me.
Threading my hands into his hair, I deepened the kiss, hiding my quickened breaths.
My insides buzzed.
His hand slid over the fabric of my bra.
My kiss grew deeper and he responded in kind.
Our slow teasing was quickly forgotten, a feverish wave washing over us.
His hand squeezed, his thumb pinching at my nipple, and I gasped loudly into his mouth and arched into his assault. Within seconds his hand slipped under the fabric and I moaned, my mouth pulling away from his as my head fell back. Between my legs, the weight of him rocked against me.
His mouth devoured my neck, my ear, the skin of my chest. His fingers pulled the fabric of my bra until my breasts were free and covered in the heat of his mouth.
The buzzing inside my body had morphed to an aching throb. “Ahhh,” I managed, and my hips bucked against him.
It was moving fast, his mouth hot, his hands moving like he couldn’t get enough and didn’t know what to touch, what to taste.
A hot needy heat pooled between my legs and deep in my gut. I moaned, and strained, and sought more of his mouth, more of his hands.
My own hands roamed his body, squeezing, pulling. I grabbed at his t-shirt, suddenly needing to feel the hot smooth skin of his chest against me.
The sound of our breathing was labored and frantic to my ears. The groan he emitted as his erection pressed hard between my legs flooded me with a sharp need that was so acute it bordered on painful. He assisted me with his shirt, and I breathed in relief at the feel of his skin on mine. “God, this feels good,” I said.
“Too fucking good,” he agreed, and his tongue slipped greedily back into my mouth. “We should stop,” he said in a pained tone.
“God, no. Why would you do that?” I rocked against him and he pressed back. “There’s a lot more second basing to be done.” But honestly, I knew, even if he didn’t, we were heading to home base at supersonic speeds. And I had no intention of stopping.
I pushed him up enough to slip my hand between us and popped his shorts button free and his zipper.
“Jazz.” He groaned, but he didn’t stop me.
“Jay,” I whispered back and slipped my hand into his shorts and felt his hot and heavy length.
His mouth left me and he squeezed his eyes closed, holding himself up just enough for me to reach him. I ignored the unfamiliarity of what I was doing, going on instinct. It seemed to be working. I squeezed my hand, moving it up and down. Once. Twice. Then I slipped my hand under the waistband of his boxers and closed around his bare skin.
“Christ,” he hissed out.
He shifted again to give me better access. And his hand fumbled between my legs.
I spread them wide and let out a keening whimper as his fingers slipped under the fabric and over my slick wetness.
His fingers moved erratically. We were angled awkwardly. There were two many clothes and not enough space. I knocked his hand out of the way, and after a swift hard kiss on his mouth, reached down and shimmied out of my underwear. Then I got to work tugging his down. His erection sprang free. I stared at it. I was really doing this.
“Jazz,” he said warningly.
“Joseph,” I returned. “Is that a normal size? I haven’t seen that many.”
Joey chocked out a laugh. “Yes. It’s a normal size.”
“Kick your shorts off, they’re in the way.”
“Already on it,” he said. Then he was back and coming to lie half on my side, but I grabbed him under the arms and urged him up my body.
“No, Jazz—”
I cut him off with a kiss. His body settled on mine and immediately the feel of us naked, his erection against my melting heat, was too much. “Fuck,” he groaned, and at the same time I arched my hips up toward him, the tip of him slid into me. I couldn’t breathe or swallow for the pounding want.
His shoulders trembled under my hands. My mouth fastened on his to stop any words or resistance he was thinking of offering. I rocked and moved under him, urging him.
He gave in and thrust into me.
Pain exploded through my body, wrenching a garbled scream from my throat. Shit. My immediate thought was I’d given myself away. I grabbed his head and shoulders, his face in my neck. I held tight as he tried to lift his head. “So good,” I lied through gritted teeth into his ear, the sound of my words a hiss.
“Jazz,” he moaned desperately. “We shouldn’t have—”
I moved my hips toward him. My face scrunched tight. This was, hands down, the most fucking uncomfortable thing I had ever, ever, done. I wanted to stamp my foot on the bed and bite down hard on something. I rocked under him, panicked he’d realize what I was trying so desperately to hide. He pulled out slowly dragging my insides with a shaft of nails. Maybe I wasn’t wet enough all the way inside? God knew, I was sure I no longer had a hymen. I mean I was pretty active. Didn’t they break all the time? The myth that virgins were ‘intact’ was just that. A myth.
Mother fucking shit, sex was awful.
Don’t get me wrong, the opening act was spectacular. All that kissing, that need, that building desire. But the main event? The main event was a damn nightmare.
Joey pushed back into me.
I gave up holding back and cried out, my teeth closing over his shoulder.
Oh my God. How long would it last? This was diabolical. Wait. Okay, it was easing up. Okay this could be okay I guess. I mean it wasn’t that bad after the initial insertion. When I said not bad, I meant it didn’t feel that good either. It just kind of felt … wet.
Maybe the earlier pain had flooded my body with pain killing chemicals and I was numb. Or the vodka was really doing its thing.
Focus, Jazz.
This was Joey. I ran my hands over his muscled shoulders and into his gorgeous hair. It was Joey. My heart fluttered, and my body arched into him. His lips found mine, and his tongue. God his tongue. Yes, okay. Okay, shit yes. This was good. This was amazing. We were so connected.
The aching need inside me pulsed back to life. And this time the need was being met.
Joey’s shoulders bunched, his hips thrust, his breathing rasped. His kisses were punishing and sexy as all hell.
And, this felt really good. Actually, after a bumpy start, it was starting to be amazing.
He opened his eyes and our gazes caught. I’d never noticed, but he had a small brown dot in those blue oceans. I moaned, rocking up to him, meeting his thrust. His body responded to mine, and his pace picked up. “Jazz,” he breathed the word against my mouth.
“Oh holy shit!” I yelled. We had no protection. The realization slammed into me.
Joey stilled, shuddered, and jerked away from my body. Breathing hard, his eyes squeezed tight and looking like the sexiest man on the face of planet earth, he erupted all over my stomach.
“Oh my God.” The words were wrung from deep in his chest. He covered his eyes with his palm and collapsed next to me. “What the fuck did we just do?”
“What every girl wants to hear,” I said sarcastically. “That was the perfect thing to say right after. And you don’t last very long, do you?”
“Sorry, I just … Oh my God, we—”
“Had unprotected sex.”
He pulled his hand from his face. “Please tell me you’re on the pill?”
I swallowed and shook my head, pain and dread flowing into my body like a tidal wave. Semen dripped off the side of my belly.
“Oh, Jesus.” Joey jammed the heels of his palms against his eyes.
“Pull it together, Joseph. You’re being a selfish prick right now.”
He blew out a breath and shook his head. “Sorry. Shit. Are you okay?”
“Fine. But I could really use a towel. There’s one in the galley.”
He turned over and scooted down the bed and backed into the galley. He pulled on his boxers, then grabbed the dish towel that hung on a small hook and tossed it to me. I wiped my belly, around my side and pulled my shirt closed, fumbling with the buttons. Then I wiped the vinyl mattress cover. This was awkward, messy, and utterly heartbreaking. I felt empty and used and like my “kissing buddy” had turned into a complete stranger.
He knew, I realized.
He’d obviously figured it out that I had lied to him about sleeping with Chase.
“Jazz,” Joey said quietly.
I squeezed my lips together and looked up.
He’d pulled on his shorts and t-shirt and looked like the last twenty minutes had never happened. Apart from the pained look in his dark blue eyes.
“Don’t you dare say it,” I started, my jaw tight.
“This was a mistake.”




 
 
 
“A MISTAKE?” I pulled my shirt closed, but I still felt naked. “That’s what you call what we just did? A mistake is accidentally dropping a can of paint, losing your footing, accidentally slicing your finger while chopping carrots. They happen in milliseconds. That was the longest most conscious mistake I’ve ever experienced.”
“Okay. But the point is the same. It shouldn’t have happened. And I can’t believe I forgot protection. I never forget protection with anyone I’m with.”
My heart imploded at the thought of him with other girls. Outwardly, I winced. “Fuck you, Joseph.”
“Look.” He blew out a breath. “Shit. I’m sorry. What I meant about the mistake was we should’ve kept things the way they were. I don’t want you reading more into this than there is.”
Reading more into it? Joey had been as addicted to me as I was to him. Of course I read more into it.
“I like you,” he went on. “I consider you a really good friend. We’re friends, right?”
I realized my mouth was hanging open as I listened to his garbage. “Friends?” I managed.
“Yeah.”
“Just friends?”
“Well, I mean—”
“You’ve had your tongue down my throat every chance you get, and your penis just met my vagina. And we’re just friends?”
At least he had the wherewithal to look sheepish when I pointed out his stupidity.
“Get the fuck off my boat, Joseph.”
“Jazz—”
“Just go.” I fumbled for my panties. I was sore between my legs. It was a tiny thing in comparison to the huge gaping hole in my sternum.
He didn’t make any move to leave, his face a myriad of confused emotions.
“Go away!” I screamed, and then stared blankly at him while my heart exploded into a million tiny pieces.
And then he did.
 

 
THE VODKA WAS long gone. I’d burned through all my dad’s vinyl looking for something appropriately suicidal. I’d played Miles Davis, and no, Someday My Prince would not fucking Come, Branford Marsalis’ “Mo Better Blues” weren’t blue enough, and finally I settled on “A Love Supreme” by John Coltrane. It wasn’t low-key because he wrote the four track in the middle of a heroin addiction. But that seemed kind of fitting for the moment. I’d been addicted to Joey. And I’d gone against all reason and judgment to get a bigger, better hit of him. A hit of oblivion to try and avoid thoughts of my dad.
My dad.
I grabbed a stack of postcards and took them into the berth with me. The whole place felt compromised by Joey being here. But I lay down, trying not to think about what we’d done here.
I scanned through the postcards one by one. I looked at the pictures. I couldn’t bring myself to read the words. That was too much. One day I would. I’d read through all of them all over again and really appreciate them. And I suddenly realized how grateful I was for the gift my father gave me. He wrote to me every month from the day he left. I’d felt more connected to him than even my own mother, even though I lived with her and never saw him.
I knew I could tell my father anything. And I had. I’d told him my hopes, my fears, my plans, my failures, my mess-ups, my embarrassments.
What I’d just done with Joey flashed through my mind, and I wished I could share that with him too. Even though I knew I wouldn’t have. What father would want to know that shit?
One day, I would arrange all these postcards in chronological order. Rows and rows. And I would track his movements around the world with a big world map. Maybe I would even follow in his footsteps. Maybe when I got to all these places I would understand the compulsion that kept him going and kept him away from me. It would all make sense when I put it together.
The boat rocked gently. I couldn’t feel anything anymore. My emotions had drained away. I was empty. I knew the entire day—the news and what I’d done—would hit me hard tomorrow morning and for bonus points, I’d be hung over too.
I fell asleep as the player hissed, and clicked, and turned endlessly, having reached the end of available revolutions on the record.
 

 
MY EYES SNAPPED open and I cringed at the blinding light. Even through the murky windows the sun was strong. Something had woken me. I’d lurched across the berth in my sleep, and there’d been a sound. A loud sound. Now, I heard voices shouting. My head throbbed and my mouth tasted like a pigeon vomit.
Thanks, vodka.
I slept with Joey last night. Oh my holy shit.
My dad. Oh my God. My dad. As soon as I thought about it, a cavern opened up inside me. An emptiness and a nothingness like nothing I’d ever felt before was at the center of every feeling. It was sucking everything, every part of me, in on itself.
My body curled up.
Grief?
Was this grief?
The shouts got louder. The boat lurched.
I groaned and clutched my head. I couldn’t clutch the empty pain inside my gut. Curling into a ball, I covered my head with my hands.
Daddy.
Daddy, this was a dream.
Please, Daddy.
You’re coming home.
I know you’re coming home.
There was another loud shout—a male voice close by. My bed tilted and I rolled. Oh shit. I opened my eyes. This was not a dream. There was water. Coming in down one side of the ladder I could see through the galley. My equilibrium told me we were leaning dangerously sideways. Thinking of the mast and the center of gravity of the hull, my heart exploded into a hurricane of fearful pounding. The boat was sinking. I was already moving. As I got upright, my head wanted to roll in pain off my neck but I shook it off, adrenaline surging through my veins.
A stack of postcards were floating in an inch of water, the ink bleeding all over the pace. A large guttural cry sounded and it was me. I made that sound.
I forgot trying to get to safety and tried to grab at the cards.
“There’s someone in there,” a male voice shouted in a desperate tone.
Before I could even think, I was in two feet of water. Everything was sideways. I was standing barefoot on the wood veneer sliding panel door that hid my cowgirl boot shoe box. The magazines holding my fathers pictures. Oh God. The magnitude of everything was too much. I watched in slow motion as the pile of vinyls slid off a shelf that was no longer a shelf hitting the water with a thud like a boulder.
The water gushed in. The boat was flipping.
I didn’t want to move. I could hear shouts getting frantic. And I watched as every memory I had of my father, every interaction, my entire relationship with him was swimming and sinking around me. I thought perhaps I should go with them.
Everything around me blurred, and I realized I was crying. Finally. I was crying. A face appeared in the drastically reduced opening.
A man.
He was yelling something at me.
I tried to engage my brain.
“We have to wait for the exit to submerge before you swim out okay?”
I stared at him.
“Okay?” he yelled.
I nodded.
Then the opening was closed off and the space filled so fast I could hardly take a moment to breathe. But somehow I did. I grabbed a final breath, sank and grabbed the hands in front of me. Salt stung my eyes. The water was cool but not cold. I let the hands pull me up and kicked to aid them. We were free of the boat. We popped above the surface and I spluttered, brushing the hair off my face and blinking against the burning salt.
Woody was in the water with me.
A big cheer sounded.
I looked around me, treading water, turning round and around. My father’s boat was gone. I let out a huge sob.
A boat I didn’t recognize bobbed nearby. A few men in preppy looking clothes and Nantucket red shorts, some on cell phones looking shell-shocked, were on board. There was a huge scratch on the hull of the big white boat. They’d hit my dad’s boat.
I turned my head and saw Harry’s boat too. He’d thrown a life ring and was pulling us in. We were moving through the water.
 

 
WOODY GOT ME onto the boat and they got me ashore. My body was shuddering. I was so cold. Even with the blankets around me. The EMT’s from the North End Fire Station looked me over. I was dehydrated, and they immediately stuck a drip into my arm. I didn’t even feel the needle as it went in. Big surprise as I was legit hungover and saltwater-logged. From my spot on an outside bench at Woody’s, I saw Sheriff Graves arresting one of the people on the other boat. Apparently they’d been drinking. Boating While Intoxicated carried a pretty harsh fine in our area.
My mother miraculously appeared from wherever she’d been. Perhaps Woody had called her. I wanted to want her. I wanted to need my parent. But the pain inside me seemed to have sprouted barbed needles that extended around me like a porcupine, and I couldn’t let her near me.
Woody called Keri Ann, and before long I was in bed in my own room. I’d had a hot cup of herbal tea and she was reading Warriors of Erath to me out loud. I was surprised to find myself there, actually. The whole morning was a blur.
“I’ve lost it all,” I interrupted her. “All my dad’s things. Everything.”
She laid the book down and squeezed my hand. I was grateful she didn’t try to say it was okay. Because it wasn’t. And she didn’t even know everything. What else I’d lost.
“I just found out last night after you left that he died,” I whispered.
Her eyes grew wide and filled with water as her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my God.” Her voice caught. “I’m so sorry.”
And then my best friend in the whole world crawled into bed with me. And she held me as I cried.
To give her credit, Keri Ann handled it like a pro. She had never really seen me cry in all the years we’d been friends.
If I hadn’t lost him before, that day I truly lost my father in every way. Every memory. Every piece of him in the way I knew him.
Apart from one postcard from Cape Town and an old Leica camera.
 

 
TUESDAY MORNING AFTER the Memorial Day weekend, I dragged myself from my room and wandered into the kitchen.
My mom was reading The Island Packet newspaper with a cup of coffee.
“Mom,” I said, startled. “Shouldn’t you be at work?”
She looked up. Her eyes were stark and red rimmed. Next to her was my father’s camera. She’d unpacked the box when I’d told her to take it away.
Swallowing, I went to the coffee maker.
“I offered to travel with him, you know?”
“Who?”
“Your father. It wasn’t that I was holding him back. He had this idea we’d travel together. Sail around the world as soon as we could get a bigger boat. We’d be gypsies together. See every part of the world. But he deposited us back here, a place I thought I’d left behind forever. He had a brief moment of wanting to settle down, I guess, when I was pregnant with you. At first, he was so excited. Intrigued even. He’d get on his knees and press his face to my belly, talking to you. Singing to you. Playing jazz loud enough to be sure you heard it. But then he started taking these assignments. At first, because of the pregnancy, it was tough to be able to go. Then after you came, you were too young for some of the places. I argued you’d be fine. People in those places have babies, I’d tell him. They make do. We’ll handle it. Then the places became more dangerous. Of course he’d go. You and I, we’d stay. I worried so much. But it was like he became a junkie for those trips. After two to three weeks back here, he’d get restless again. He loved us Jazz. He loved me. He loved you. But he had a gypsy soul. He couldn’t live unless he was wild and free and testing every new boundary. Being in the most dangerous places and surviving.”
My mom’s hands shook as she reached for her coffee. “He loved going to those places, taking the most dangerous and unfathomable pictures possible. He loved that more than he loved us. And that’s just the hard fucking truth, Jessica. He died doing what he loved doing best.”
She finished her monologue and set her coffee cup down.
“You don’t even know how he died. What if he wasn’t doing what he loved best?” My voice sounded strained to my ears.
“I don’t know,” she agreed. “But I know your father. I know that whatever situation he was in that led to his death, he’d put himself there out of choice. He never made the safe choice. He always pushed the boundary. And if he could have picked a way to go, that’s the way he would have wanted it.”
I sucked my lips between my teeth, willing my stinging eyes not to leak again. I couldn’t think about it anymore. Surely there were no tears left. My mind shifted to Joey as for a split second I found myself wanting to share this conversation with him. It was an evil twist of time that had made me confide in him about my father, share the boat, share my memories, and ugh, share my body. All in the weeks running up to me losing my father forever. Now memories of my dad would forever be mixed up with what I’d shared with Joey. I hated him for that. I hated them both for that.
I added milk to my coffee and came and sat down opposite my remaining parent. At least she’d stuck around. Suddenly, I felt overwhelmingly sad for her, and for us. My damn father had been a complete dick. He’d made life plans with Mom, then bailed and left her to bring me up on her own. What about her plans and dreams? Memories of talking to Joey surfaced. What mattered to my mom?
“So why aren’t you at work?” I asked.
“Because I put in a transfer request to a new physician. Martin and I are no longer seeing each other.” She took a sip of coffee. “You can gloat,” she said.
“Why would I want to gloat?” I asked.
Mom shrugged. “You could say I told you so.”
“Well, you’re not the only one to make poor choices. You could very well be a grandmother soon.”
My mom went pale and set her coffee down.
“On the night we lost Dad,” I went on. “I could have very well thrown my future away.”




 
 
 
IN THE DAYS following sleeping with Joey and losing my father on the same night, my mom and I grew closer than we had ever been.
And so when I got my period, she was the first person I told. But after ten days I hadn’t stopped bleeding.
Mom took me to the gynecologist and held my hand while the doctor told me she’d given me a pregnancy test and it was positive.
I had elevated pregnancy hormones, but with the bleeding like it was, my body was probably spontaneously aborting the fetus. The way the doctor spoke was all so clinical. I was grateful because I couldn’t feel anything anyway. Someone else inside my head took the news. It had been like this since a few days after everything happened. I couldn’t feel much of anything either good or bad.
Apparently, I’d need another test in three to five days to determine if the hormone levels were indeed going down. My mom worked for a doctor in the hospital and our insurance wouldn’t pay for an ultrasound. Go figure.
As we left the office and made our way back out to the main waiting area, my mother’s hand gripped mine so hard, I lost feeling. “There’s no point worrying yet,” she said firmly.
“I know,” I said. I wished I could feel enough to worry.
“Or telling him.”
“Mom—”
“No, listen. You’ll spook him and he’ll run. They’re all the same, Jazz. He’s in college. He has plans. Plans that don’t include you.”
God, I knew that. There was no way I would be telling Joey unless there was something to actually tell him. But hearing my mom’s words was like a punch through my hard shell. “If he’s an asshole about it,” she went on, “it will break your heart. And if he’s the good guy, he’ll resent you forever.”
I swallowed. Looking up, I saw Lizzie, our school valedictorian, frozen in the hallway ahead of me. Oh shit. So much for keeping a secret.
She looked pale as a ghost.
“Lizzie,” I croaked.
She pushed past us. “We never saw each other,” she muttered and caught up with a nurse who was holding a chart.
“Will she keep it to herself?” Mom asked.
I nodded. “I think so.” I wasn’t sure how much she’d heard.
 

 
I MADE IT twenty-four hours before I went over to the Butler house. Between Keri Ann’s work schedule and my own, somehow I’d managed not to have to be there at all. We’d seen each other at our respective jobs only. And I hadn’t asked about Joey once. I could tell Keri Ann wanted to ask me or talk to me about it. She knew something was up. And I’d tell her sometime. Of course I would. She was my best friend. But somehow the longer she didn’t know, the less real it felt that I’d so royally fucked up with her brother. So I shut it down whenever it got close. The future of the Butler family, and their home, depended on Joey’s success. Somehow I’d forgotten that fact.
Bizarrely, through my self-imposed exile from the Butler home, the person I missed the most was Nana. Her quiet, no nonsense, steady kindness. It was the thought of her that finally made me decide to go see Keri Ann at home.
Except Keri Ann was working at the Snapper Grill.
“Oh Jazz, sweet girl,” Nana pulled me into a soft lavender hug as soon as I walked into her kitchen. “I’m so sorry about your dad.”
“Thank you. I’m sorry I haven’t been by, Nana. Work, you know?”
Nana released me and shuffled around the kitchen. “I’m baking. Come on in and sit for a while. I could use a little company.”
“What are you making?”
“Mini pecan pies for Canasta tomorrow. It’s my week to bring something. Something to drink?”
“Sure, thank you.”
Nana grabbed two glasses and the pitcher. Then she sat down opposite me at the kitchen table. “So what happened between you and Joseph?”
I blinked, and immediately felt ill. “How—”
“Honey. I don’t know what happened Memorial Day weekend, but he was just in such a state. He heard about your father, and your father’s boat, and he just stood right there,” she indicated a spot on the vinyl floor by the cooktop, “and just held his hand over his mouth for around twenty minutes. He was white as a sheet.”
She took a sip of lemonade and patted me on the hand. “Then a few days later he fed me some cockamamie bullshit—”
“Nana,” I choked.
“What? I can’t curse?”
“No, I mean, sure. Sorry, go on.”
“At my age, I think I’ve earned the right to say bullshit, don’t you?”
I nodded, a faint smile breaking through my lips. “Sure.”
“Well,” she went on. “He fed me some long song and dance about not being able to work for Dr. Barrett anymore because he was having an affair. It put him in an awkward spot.”
I winced but kept my mouth shut.
“Then he said a spot had opened up at his original choice in Columbia, and it was early enough for him to take it and still get full credit.”
My heart plummeted to the bottom of my stomach.
“Joey’s left?” I croaked.
Why hadn’t Keri Ann told me? Why hadn’t Joey told me? I hadn’t heard one word out of him. Not even to say he was sorry about my dad.
“He left a few days ago. You haven’t seen him?”
What a complete jerk.
But any real anger eluded me. I simply felt utterly crushed.
Empty.
My heart had already been pounded with grief, and now it just seemed to liquefy into my stomach cavity.
“Oh,” said Nana softly. “Oh dear.” She laid her hand on top of mine.
I shook my head. “I’m so stupid, Nana.”
“No, dear. You’re young. You both are. Boys don’t know how to deal with tough situations.”
I nodded but my throat closed up. There was no way I was going to tell her everything, anyway.
“He’ll be back for a few weekends and also for my surgery late this summer.”
I nodded.
“Are you going to be all right?”
“I hope so, Nana.”
“Good, because Keri Ann’s going to need you after I’m gone.”
“Don’t say stuff like that.”
She shrugged. “It’s a fact of life, sweet girl. As you know. I’ve lived a fairly long life, outlived my son, which I might add is simply unnatural. I’ve seen my youngest grandchild through high school. I feel complete. Any more time than this will be a bonus.”
 

 
WHILE MAY HAD seemed to explode with colors, hopes, and dreams, the rest of that summer after I turned eighteen was long and lifeless. It was punctuated by only a few events that crowded to the forefront over the dull roar of everyday drudgery. One was confirmation that I had indeed miscarried. There was a hospital visit to see Nana after her successful surgery in July where I somehow managed to avoid running into Joey. And then, inexplicably, by a middle of the night phone call from Keri Ann saying that Nana Butler had passed away in her sleep.
Keri Ann, coming home from a late shift, had seen Nana’s light still on and gone to check on her. Nana was sitting up in bed, her photo album of the children growing up in her lap.
When I arrived there as fast as I could, I sat with Keri Ann as the EMT’s and then the coroner confirmed her death. Keri Ann showed me the last picture Nana had been looking at.
It was taken back around the first couple of weeks I’d started coming over to the Butlers after school every day. Keri Ann and I were sitting on the front steps smiling. Fourteen-year-old Joey was stopped on his bike to the side. He was alone. He was staring at us. Actually he was staring at me.
“Have you called him?” I asked.
Keri Ann nodded. “He’s driving back.”
“I’m so sorry,” I said, and it seemed so lame.
Right then, the coroner and two EMT’s carried a stretcher to the front door.
Keri Ann folded her face into my neck and began to cry. I held her for what felt like hours. Long after the door closed and the house became silent again.
We were still sitting there when Joey burst through the front door before dawn.
Seeing Joey sucked the breath from my chest. The stark pain and fear etched across his face, his eyes hollow and bleak, broke my heart. His gaze caught mine and held, then slid to his sister. I let go of her and she lurched up toward her brother.
He headed straight for her and gathered her up against his chest, his arms wrapping around her shoulders and her head.
I quietly left the room before I added my grief to their brother-sister moment.
When I heard a sob come from Joey, I walked out the front door, tears streaming down my face.
Normally, I’d take my kayak out to my dad’s boat at times like this. This time, I went home. I woke my mom up early by crawling into her bed.
“Jazz?” she asked, groggily.
“Nana Butler died,” I managed, the words wheezing out of me.
“Oh, baby. Oh no.” She cuddled my back against her and kissed my hair. Spooning herself around my frame, she held me tight until I stopped crying and fell asleep.
 

 
JOSEPH BUTLER AND I didn’t have a proper conversation again for almost three years. Not until Keri Ann fell in love with a movie star and went through her own heart break.
The sad truth was I had fallen in love with him. Completely. He was right about me falling in love with the first boy I slept with. I only wished I hadn’t lied to him about it. For three years my heart never fully recovered. And a secret part of me, a part I tried to expunge like it was a stubborn stain, believed we might still have a chance together one day. Maybe if I hadn’t lied to him, he wouldn’t have reacted the way he did. Maybe I wouldn’t have kicked him out. We might still be together. Laughing, and kissing, and driving each other crazy. Pretending he didn’t want a girlfriend. And pretending I didn’t want to be one.
It was stupid.
Completely stupid.
But eighteen year olds tended to be stupid about things like love.




 




 
 
 
I WALK INTO the Gateway campus of USCB in Bluffton. It’s hard to believe I won’t be back here after this. I’ve finished college!
There’s hardly a soul around. Picking up my photography portfolio that my art teacher has left for me in the administrative office, I head to the boards to check for our hotel management placements. Running my finger down the names and looking for the F’s, I find my name then run my finger sideways to the geographical posting. Holy shit! My stomach lurches.
“Yes!” I scream loudly. It reverberates around the empty halls. The sound of something dropping and a muffled expletive emanates from the office I was just in. “Sorry,” I call.
I’ve gotten the posting I wanted. I’m leaving Butler Cove. My heart is pounding. But I can’t freaking wait. I’ve grown up here. I love South Carolina. I love the Lowcountry. I’ll be back, I know, but right now there’s nothing tying me to it. Joseph flits briefly through my thoughts. Thank God, I’ll finally be somewhere different so I don’t have to be “that girl.” You know, the one who’s always waiting at home for him. My heart squeezes with nostalgia, but mostly it’s filled with hope and excitement.
My phone buzzes.
 
KA:
So … I have news.
 
Yeah, well, so do I. I’m not ready to share it, though. I need to tell Mom first for one thing. I put my phone away without texting back. I’m relieved Keri Ann’s starting college this year. Typical that she would finally start the same year I graduated. But at least I don’t have to worry I’m leaving her behind or something. And I need to deal with Brandon. I head over to the upperclassmen dorms in Palmetto Village, hoping he’s back from Florida so we can talk. Alas, he’s not. I scribble a note and push it under the door. I guess I’ll have to do it over the phone.
 

 
MY NEWS FEELS like a land mine inside my chest, one stumble and it will explode out of me and I’ll blab to everyone who’ll listen. As soon as I get home, I call the placement liaison about booking my flights. She gives me a link to download the relocation brochure and my flight options.
In less than an hour my life has taken on an entirely new direction.
The rest of the day is a whirlwind of telling Mom who’s excited, but nervous for me, telling Faith at the boutique and swearing her to secrecy, and making lists. Lots and lots of color coded lists. What to pack, what has to happen before I leave, what I want to do there, shots I might need. Research about climate. Who am I kidding? I already researched the shit out of my potential location options. I fall into bed that night, exhausted again, and it’s only as I’m drifting off I realize I forgot to text Keri Ann back about her news. Though I’m pretty sure it’s about Jack Eversea. It’s still hard to believe the Hollywood actor I “fangirled” over for years came to Butler Cove last fall and had an affair with my best friend. The fact he’s back means my girl’s life is about to change.
I guess this is where our lives begin.
 

 
MY PHONE BUZZES at seven-thirty and I check it, bleary-eyed. It’s Keri Ann. Inviting me out on a boat with Jack and Devon. Color me there.
I shower and shave my legs, wash my hair, letting it air dry into its natural wave and pull on a white eyelet maxi dress over my bikini. Skimming my eyes with the least amount of makeup possible, I find my oversized sunglasses so I can ogle men’s bodies without getting caught and stuff my oversized beach towel and sunblock in my bag. Boat ready.
I slip out the sliding door of the bedroom and head to the marina office to wait for Keri Ann. There’s a cool morning breeze, but the sun is bright and sparkling across the water. Today’s going to be a scorcher. I’m almost to the jetty when I hear Keri Ann’s excited shout from the parking lot. I turn around, and she comes jogging along the wooden decking toward me dressed in short white jean cut offs and a pale blue halter top. She’s radiating happiness. I open my arms, and we hug madly. “So it’s on?” I whisper into her hair looking behind me to see Jack Eversea in loose jeans and a tight white t-shirt, a ball cap, and aviators striding toward us. “Jesus, he’s hot. Bitch.” I laugh. It’s still crazy to see him in real life. Jack’s friend and producer, Devon is walking down the dock too.
I pull back. “You forgiven Jack already?” I ask.
She nods. “It’s a long story, but yeah. And we’re taking it slow.”
“I bet Joey’s pleased,” I say, meaning the complete opposite.
“Right?” She rolls her eyes. “I need your help with him today.”
“Wait, he’s coming?” Shit. Shit. Double shit. Thank God I brought the big sunglasses.
Jack Eversea reaches us.
“Jack, you remember my friend, Jazz,” Keri Ann introduces us again. “And this is Devon.”
Devon has blond tips in his shaggy hair and large friendly brown eyes. I shake both their hands, a little star struck. But they’re, like, regular people who say good morning and shit. It’s weird. I immediately relax in their company. They head into the marina office.
I slide my glasses back over my face. “How do you not just say holy shit, it’s Jack Eversea every time you see him?” I smile.
“I do.” She laughs and I believe her.
Joseph is approaching, and I decide it’s a good time to look around at the boats and work out which one we’re going on. I can feel his approach, and I refuse to look his way. Mature, I know. I just need a few minutes to pull myself together. I feel like if I look at him, I’ll look at his hands and remember what they did a few nights ago. “Hey,” says Joey and I don’t know if he’s talking to me. “Let’s go inside and buy food,” he says.
I traipse behind them, giving myself a mental shake. Food, I can do.
In the marina shop, we peruse the offerings. I idly spin the postcard rack around, thinking of all the postcards I bought here to send my father over the years. I wonder where all those postcards ended up. The story of my childhood is scattered all over the world for anyone to read. After buying more snacks than it would take ten of us to consume over four days lost at sea, we head down to the boat.
“Wow,” exclaims Keri Ann when we see the yacht we’re approaching. “This one?”
“Dang,” I echo. “This sure beats tooling around in Cooper’s dirty old Carolina Skiff dropping crab traps.” I stop and step back. “This has to be, like, forty feet.”
I meet Keri Ann’s eyes over the top of both our sunglasses. Jack smiles like he’s happy he impressed us in our own backyard.
Devon hops aboard and speaks to the captain. Jack climbs on and reaches back for Keri Ann. Joseph does the same for me. I swallow, trying not to hesitate, and put my hand in his. His hand. The hand. Shit. “Thank you,” I murmur.
“You’re welcome,” he says, and today feels like it will last forever in awkwardness. I muster a smile and decide I will not even think about Joey right now. It doesn’t matter what he was up to the other night. Why he did what he did. Why the hell I did what I did. It just was. It’s over.
“Dan,” the captain says to me once I’m aboard as he has to each of us.
“Jazz,” I answer, shaking his salty paw. He shows us around. There are two cabins off the galley below deck, and Keri Ann and I put our stuff in one and head back up topside. Devon offers us a soda and we decide to go sit on the front sundeck. Jack and Joey are already up there. I pick a spot away from them, pointing my face up to the sun.
Dan slowly glides the boat along Broad Creek heading for open water. I tie my hair back from where it’s whipping my face, but strands still fly across my sunglasses. I ignore the spot in the water where my dad’s boat used to be.
“I wish Monica was here,” says Devon, referring to his wife I know about because they are like Hollywood’s power couple. “She loves the water. Loves being on a boat.”
“Where is she?” I ask.
“She’ll be here next week, we had a couple of projects we were finishing up.” If I remember rightly, Devon and Monica own a production company.
“So, what are we doing?” I ask him. “I’m happy to just lounge around on the boat, but are we doing something specific?”
“I wanted to get down here myself and check out the spots our locations department had listed,” he replies.
They’re going to film here? I’ll have to get the update from Keri Ann. “So, you’re approving them or something,” I guess.
“Well, normally we go with the locations people, but Jack thought we could make a day of it and check a few other places out ourselves.” Devon glances at Jack and they exchange a look.
Interesting.
I can’t help seeing if Joey caught their interaction. He’s facing sideways watching the marsh glide by, but I have no doubt he was listening to every word.
If Jack is going to be filming here, he’s going to be around for a while, and that means Joey is going to worry about Keri Ann. I want to tell him to chill out. My girl can take care of herself. I take that moment to catch Keri Ann’s eye and wink. I’m so happy for her.
Honestly, the way Jack keeps looking at her as if she might disappear in a puff of smoke, you can tell the guy is crazy for her. They just need to figure some shit out without Joey getting in their way.
I sigh.
Clearly, Keri Ann was spot on. She needs help with Joey today. I get to be buffer. Yay. Of all the freaking times. I lie back on the white vinyl cushion and soak up the rays. Although when it comes to me and Joseph, is there ever a good time?
Devon, Jack, and Keri Ann are talking about Marsh Tacky horses. I tell them I’ve heard about Marsh Tacky races on the beach on Daufuskie Island.
“That must be a sight to see,” says Joey, joining the conversation. Hallelujah.
“I spoke to a local guy who keeps a few on the island,” says Jack. “So that’s what we’re headed to do today. Race horses on the beach.”
I sit up abruptly. “Oh my God, seriously?” My excitement comes out as a squeal. “That is so freaking cool!”
 

 
DAUFUSKIE ISLAND IS only accessible by boat, so it feels like you’re a million miles away from real life when you’re there. It helps that the whole island has such history and legend associated with it, from Indians to pirates to plantations.
The stable owner’s land is right next to the ocean, and in true Lowcountry style, the trees are a sparse mix of snaking live oaks and pin straight pines causing dappled sunlight to filter through to the pine needle carpet at our feet.
I’d lagged behind to make sure I was lathered up with sunscreen, and now I get to hear the tail end of Jack challenging Joseph to a race. I laugh as I realize Joseph’s told the stable boy he’s defending his sister’s honor and the kid’s gone running off to get him a faster horse.
God, Joseph needs to take a freaking chill pill about his sister already. But I have to say, annoyingly, it’s kind of endearing.
Jack looks serious for a moment as he assesses Joey. “If I win,” Jack tells him. “I get to stay on this island tonight with your sister. Alone.”
Beside me Keri Ann practically melts.
“Shit, that was hot,” I say, wishing someone would feel as intensely about me one day as Jack clearly does about my best friend. We follow the guys and the horses out to a marked out section of the beach.
Jack toes off his shoes and then abruptly pulls his shirt over his head, leaving him just in jeans. Oh holy mother.
Joey pulls his shirt off too. For the seventeenth time that day I’m glad I have my sunglasses on. Jack is chiseled and lean. Joey is slightly broader but no less drool worthy. And bigger, stronger, bodies just … do it for me. “Oh my …” I lose capacity to speak.
I fish in my purse for a napkin to wipe my drool or at least get my phone out. This has to be recorded for posterity. Lana Del Rey’s words float through my head.
“Oh that grace,
Oh that body,
Oh that face,
Makes me wanna party …”
The two finest specimens of male I’ve ever laid eyes on sit shirtless and barefoot astride their mounts. I’m so turned on, it’s hard to look. So sue me for being shallow. “I think I just orgasmed,” I whine.
“Shut up, Jazz,” says Keri Ann amused, but her voice tells me she’s equally mesmerized. She’s also going to be cheering for Jack to win so they can stay on the island together tonight. They are basically eye fucking right now already.
I can’t cheer for Jack, that would be weird.
But ugh. I have to cheer for someone. This is too cool and exciting. With a yell, the race starts. And Joey immediately pulls ahead, the wind making his hair wild.
Double fucksticks. I give in. “Go, Joey,” I yell and point my phone straight ahead because, my God, I never want to forget this.
“Are you seriously cheering for me not to get laid tonight?” Keri Ann laughs incredulously. “Go on, Jack!” she screams.
I have no new words. “Seriously, this is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”
Sometime during the turn and the last half of the race, Joey loses his lead. He almost slides off the horse in the water, and my heart skips a beat. But it’s amazing to see that he doesn’t care. He’s smiling as he races, a look of pure, awed, joy on his face. I’ve never seen Joseph look like that. He always has the weight of the world on his shoulders. Like if he has too much fun, someone might die. Maybe it comes from losing his parents so young and feeling so responsible. But as long as I’ve known him, he’s always carried a crease between his eyes and a burden behind them. Seeing his radiant carefree happiness in this moment, punctures something in my chest. I swallow down an odd panicked feeling and keep screaming for him to win.




 
 
 
AFTER THE BOYS cross the finish line, Keri Ann and I get a turn to ride, and instead of racing, we walk the horses along the beach and into the waves.
The sun is high and hot, and the water feels cool against my feet.
I’m not sure why I do it, but I can’t stop looking up to see where Joey is, and each time I do he looks away as if I’ve caught him staring. And if he’s not looking at me, he’s watching his sister and Jack. It’s starting to wig me out.
After deciding to ride the boat over to the sandbar and go swimming, I stay close to Devon in an effort to avoid the awkwardness with Joey. I ask so many questions about the movie industry, I think Devon’s starting to think I might hit him up for a job.
When we reach the sandbar, a stretch of sandy ocean floor that appears only at low tide, we drop anchor. On the weekends and during the summer, we’d be lucky to find a spot. But during the week in May, we have the place to ourselves.
“Who’s going in first?” Jack asks.
“No way,” says Keri Ann. “I’ll wait ‘til the boat drifts closer then I’ll wade in.”
I chuckle. “Pussy,” I tell her.
“Like you’re going to jump in,” Joey says, a challenge in his eyes. I walk over to the controls and look at the depth finder, making sure there are no submerged oyster beds lying in wait, and then I climb up to the roof of the boat.
“You’re crazy,” calls Keri Ann.
“Probably,” I reply. In the bright sunshine and without my shades, the white roof of the yacht is bright and blinding and really high. I gingerly stand, keeping my legs bent for balance. Grabbing the bottom of my skirt, I pull my dress up and off, tossing it down to Keri Ann. I just hope I don’t lose my bikini when I jump. I loosen my bun, putting my band on my wrist. The cool wind immediately picks up and tosses my hair.
I glance at Joey who’s no longer hiding his blatant staring. My heart thumps heavily. “You wanna jump with me, Joseph?”
A few seconds pass, then I don’t wait any longer for his response. Counting to three in my head, I take a deep breath and scream as I leap off the roof.
I leave my stomach behind, and my breath stops as I hit the cold water. The sea closes over my head and for a moment as my momentum slows, I’m weightless. I haven’t done this in years. I revel in the feeling of the cold water surrounding me, staying as long as I can before my lungs feel it.
The face I see as I close my eyes is blue eyed.
Things have changed.
Why now?
I can sense it. Sense him changing. Opening up.
Now? Now, when I’m not sticking around. I guess now it’s convenient for Joey. He’s home for the summer before residency. I’m a sure thing. He didn’t have a problem walking away before. Why would now be any different? I’ve loved him so many years, I wonder if it’s still real. Or whether it’s just become this thing that I believed so long, it’s separated from me. If I cut the cord, will it still exist?
My lungs burn. The water explodes in front of me as a body sluices downward. I kick to the surface. My bikini is still on, I adjust the top and burst through the surface. I kick for the sandbar, not waiting to see who jumped in after me. My feet find sand and I pull myself from the water into the cold breeze and bright sun, the salt thick on my lips.
I trot up the sand and find a spot to collapse and worship the sun, the sand sticking to my body. Keri Ann is on Jack’s shoulders as he wades heavily from waist deep water. She has my towel and my shades.
“Bless you, my love,” I say to her as she drops them down to me.
It wasn’t Joey who jumped in after me, it was Devon. Joey wades ashore with our picnic supplies, and then swims back and around the boat several times with powerful strokes. I guess it’s his workout today.
I help Keri Ann unpack the food. I’m starving.
Joey walks out of the water, rivulets streaming down his body to his faded navy board shorts. He flicks his hair, made darker from being wet, and runs his hands through it, combing the longer hair off his forehead.
I fiddle with the colored thread and jewelry around my ankles, taking a sudden, massive interest in whether the clasp on one of them is coming undone. It’s not.
I look up as Keri Ann thrusts a sandwich under my nose. She lifts an eyebrow at me, flicking a glance at her brother. I scrunch my nose at her and take the sandwich.
After we all eat our fill, we loll about on the sandbar chatting until the tide starts coming back in to shrink our little island. It’s so weird that Jack Eversea, currently one of the most famous actors on the planet can act so down to earth. People always say about celebrities, that they’re just human. It’s so hard to see it that way until you actually see it that way. Jack, Joey, and Devon talk about sports, music, the best burger they’ve ever had, funny stories about being stuck in a hotel room because of a security issue, and one of the film crew blowing the doors off the bathroom, and none of them could get away from the stench. Normal human stuff. Joey grosses us out with stories of cadavers from med school.
On the surface, it’s one of the most relaxing days I’ve had in so long. It’s the undercurrent that seems to be turning into a riptide every time I glance at Joseph that I’m concerned about. There’s a tsunami of energy swirling between us. It’s unresolved feelings about what happened in the kitchen, poured like lighter fuel on the smoldering remains of what happened between us years ago. And those few words he uttered that changed everything. I’ve tried to keep them out of my head since I heard them because they make no sense, but now they are all I can think about.
I never said I didn’t want you.
The boat heads back to Daufuskie Island to drop Jack and Keri Ann off for the night. I give her a tight hug. My friend is on the cusp of throwing her entire soul into this relationship with Jack Eversea. None of our lives will ever be the same no matter what happens. Today seems like a pivotal moment in life for all of us.
As we head back to Butler Cove, Devon claims he has calls to make.
I climb up to the front sun deck, my towel around my shoulders over my dress to keep me warmer in the evening wind. As we head across the Calibogue Sound, I spot fins from a pod of dolphins, and it makes me smile. I sense someone behind me, and then the smell of Joey envelopes me as he folds a sweatshirt around my body. I close my eyes behind my sunglasses and breathe in slowly. I feel him settling down beside me.
When I open my eyes, he’s next to me, his knees bent, arms leaning on them and staring out at the horizon. The low sun makes his skin glow. He’s so beautiful. Painful and beautiful. I swallow the lump in my throat. My photographer’s brain captures the image, the straight nose and forehead. The curve of his Adam’s apple. The wind whispers through his hair. He looks for a moment as if he’s lived lifetimes since he was born. And I suppose in a way he has. How does that song go? How a face can change when a heart knows pain? Or is it fear?
“You’re staring.” He turns to look at me. His eyes have something in them I can’t decipher. I hold his gaze, not knowing how to respond, but not looking away.
He reaches up and hooks his finger on my sunglasses, gently pulling them off. My instinct is to retreat, pull them back, look away or crack a joke. I do nothing, and he looks into my eyes. I feel suddenly naked.
Only milliseconds pass, but I can feel myself tensing incrementally, drawing up my armor, locking and sliding each piece into place.
“Don’t,” he says.
“Don’t what?”
“Back away.”
I roll my eyes, breaking his gaze. “I’m not moving.” I push my sunglasses back to my eyes, and he lets me. It disappoints me on some level.
He’s looking at me like I’m lying to myself, and I try to mentally shrug it off and glance back out to the metallic colors of the water before us as the sun sinks lower.
He lets out a long breath next to me. A sigh maybe, but it’s caught in the wind.
“You seem to be liking Eversea more,” I say to make conversation. Albeit a prickly subject.
“I’m worried he’s going to crush her.”
“I know. Me too.”
“Really?” he asks sarcastically. “You seem to be cheering them on.”
“I want her happy, you idiot. Of course, I’m cheering them on. He makes her happy.”
“All I’ve seen is him making her miserable.”
“Then you’re not looking close enough.”
He shrugs. “Didn’t he come to Butler Cove in the first place because the tabloids were ripping him apart? Now he’s going to have my sister as collateral damage the next time they decide to go after him. And worse than that, they could go after her. The whole thing is just a fucking disaster waiting to happen.”
“What did he say to you on the beach after the race?”
Joey squints out into the sunlit horizon. “He said, he knew I didn’t like him, but that he was completely in love with her, and that he’d … he’d rather rip his own heart out of his chest than ever let anything hurt her. That he’d protect her from his life the best he could. And he promised me he wouldn’t interfere with her plans for college and what she wants to do with her life … whatever she decides that is.” Joey rakes a hand through his salt and windblown hair. “He said he’d give up his dreams before he let her give up on hers.”
I’m silent.
Absorbing.
Wow.
“So.” He clears his throat. “So, your mom must be proud of you. Congrats on finishing in three years.”
Subject change. I tell myself I’m grateful. “Thanks,” I say. “You know it’s not that hard. I’m not quite sure why they make college four years anyway. You know in Europe, actually pretty much everywhere, it’s only three years.”
“Well, obviously they have to have built in goof off time for us Americans.” He chuckles.
“True. Send people off to college to live without rules before they are even allowed an alcoholic drink, and watch them implode from the freedom. It’s like the country’s largest social experiment.”
He nods. “Highest rate of alcoholism is in college age kids.”
“Is that so, Doctor Butler?” My tone is flirtatious before I even realize what I’ve done. Oh shit, and I’m mentally back in the kitchen.
He looks at me sharply. I guess his mind went there too.
I grunt. “Get your mind out of the gutter.”
“Between your legs is hardly the gutter.”
Oh fuck. Oh fuckity fuck. My stomach freefalls off the side of the boat.
I have nothing to say. Like, nothing.
“Do you know something?” Joseph asks.
No. I know nothing. “What?” My tone wavers.
When he doesn’t answer, I look up to meet his eyes. We’re disconnected because of my sunglasses. For some reason, I pull them off and watch as surprise registers, and his eyes flicker. Jesus, the color of them is something else. Bluer than the ocean around us. A tiny speck of brown like a beauty spot below the pupil in his left eye. It fascinates me. That tiny mark of imperfection.
“What?” I ask again.
“You haven’t looked me in the eye for three years.” His voice is full of grit.
He’s right. I haven’t. Apart from in the kitchen the other night. It’s been a childish attempt to avoid the pain of it. Looking into his eyes hurts.
It’s hurting me right this minute. But I keep doing it, like holding my hand to a hot stove.
His gaze pulls from mine and wanders over my face as if he hasn’t seen me for a while. He takes a piece of my hair and wraps it around his finger.
My heart has clawed its way up my chest into my throat. Obviously I lost my stomach several nautical miles ago. Gone are all my witty jabs I can usually pull out at his expense. I hardly register we’ve entered the mouth of the estuary that is Broad Creek.
It’s only when we pass the spot where my father’s boat used to be that I become aware of my surroundings. Joseph is aware too I think because he looks around at some of the other boats anchored here and there.
And as if we’ve fallen into some vortex or portal that occurs only on this piece of water, he drops his hand to mine on the white vinyl cushion and slides his fingers between my fingers. It’s both erotic and shocking.
He looks up at me. “Spend the night with me tonight.”




 
 
 
“STOP THINKING,” JOEY says as we pull up outside the grocery store in my car.
He shocked me on the boat when he asked me to spend the night with him. I keep reminding myself that we are two consenting adults. It doesn’t mean anything that he asked, or that I said yes.
Ever practical, we also need to eat dinner.
I have zero appetite, it’s been taken over by a bundle of nerves. But Joseph, being a guy, has to eat before having sex apparently.
“God knows I’ve had to.”
“Stop thinking?” I’m finding it hard to even stay focused on the conversation because I can’t stop thinking.
Sex.
Joseph.
Spending the night.
Sex.
In his bed. All night.
Sex with Joseph.
Again. Not a great idea.
“Actually, you’ve made it impossible to think straight.” He turns to me and fingers a piece of my hair that’s come out of my hastily tied up bun. “You always have.”
I mash my lips together. “I don’t understand you.”
“I’m tired.” He leans back in his seat and smiles ruefully, looking unseeing out the front windshield.
“What does that even mean?”
“I’ve spent years feigning indifference to you.” He shakes his head.
It’s been feigned? Could have fooled me.
“But it’s like the damn elephant in the room every time we’re around each other. It makes me say stupid shit. It makes you say shit that drives me insane.”
“Thanks.”
“All I’m saying is I’m tired of pretending. I’m not,” his eyes roam my face and drop to my mouth, “indifferent.”
My heart punctuates his statement with a hard beat. “Gee, thanks. I’m completely flattered. Seduced even.”
He acknowledges my sarcasm. “And I can guarantee I will always cock up and say the wrong thing. Or do the wrong thing.”
A nervous laugh sneaks out of me. “That’s a racing certainty.”
“But please don’t overthink … this … right now.”
“What? Overthink getting groceries?” I ask.
“Just do me a favor and take it at face value. For now.”
Overthink us? I’d never dare. He’s still on the fence. Half acknowledging his feelings. Half not getting too close. It makes old anger and resentment surface, but I shove it down. What would it accomplish right now? I’m leaving soon anyway.
He laughs lightly. “Come on. Steak and salad?”
“Sure,” I say breezily, getting out of the car.
 

 
“IT’S A ZUCCHINI,” I say emphatically as we stand in the vegetable aisle at the Pig.
“It’s a squash,” Joseph argues.
I grab the offending vegetable out of his hand and brandish it in his face. “It may be squash family, but people don’t call them squash, they call them …” I look down at the phallic object in my left hand and the two tomatoes I’ve just grabbed in my right and suddenly get an attack of the giggles. “Ok, never mind.” I set everything back.
Joseph rolls his eyes, but he’s smiling. “You’re such a child.”
“Tell me you didn’t think Nature’s Dildo right then.”
“Jazz,” he lowers his voice, his eyes darting around. But apparently we are the only one’s buying vegetables at the moment.
I roll my eyes. “You’re so easy to shock.” I lean close to him. “Dildo,” I whisper. “Can you say it without going into spastic shock?”
“I’m not saying it. Now grab the salad. I want to get home, I’m starving.”
“Dildo,” I say.
“Stop it.”
“I’ll stop when you say it.”
“No.”
“Go on,” I urge. “You’re so restrained. It’ll loosen you up. C’mon.”
“No. Stop it. And I’m not restrained.”
“Yes, you are. It’s driving you crazy that Jack Eversea’s probably schtupping your sister. Right. This. Moment.”
“Jazz,” he warns.
I purse my lips. “Can’t bear for her to be having fun.”
“It’s not that. It’s him. It’s—”
“Joseph,” I whine. “Say it.”
“Dildo.” He huffs the word out, spitting it off his tongue he’s so exasperated with me. Then his eyes go wide, and damn but I’ve never seen Joseph blush. His face goes beet red. I turn around and see Pastor McDaniel paused with a head of lettuce in his hands.
“Pastor,” I murmur in greeting.
Holy shit.
Whoops.
“Miss Fraser,” he returns, then looks at Joseph. “Mr. Butler.”
“Hi.” Joey sounds hoarse.
“Seeing you in Church this Sunday?” The pastor looks back and forth between Joseph and me.
How does he do that? We’re not even sinning. We’re standing in the middle of the vegetable section at the Piggly Wiggly.
“We haven’t sinned yet,” I say, earning a choked sound from Joseph. “But we plan to. Tonight actually. So all going well, I guess we will see you Sunday. To repent and all.” I wink.
Pastor McDaniel’s eyes bug, and he clears his throat, putting the head of lettuce back. “You’re just like your mother,” he says. His words drip with disgust.
I bristle, my stomach flooding with acid.
Joey tenses at my side.
“What the hell does that mean?” I ask.
Pastor McDaniel stands tall, his chest puffing out like a caricature. “There was no hope for her either.”
Well, that was uncalled for. I swallow down my offense. “Still making it to your AA meetings?” I ask, watching with interest as Pastor McDaniel’s face seems to swell. Maybe his collar is too tight. Having been friends with his son, Jasper, all through school, we’d all had a front row seat to the town pastor’s fall off the wagon.
“Jazz,” Joey hisses at me and takes my arm. I shrug him off, smiling through my inner discomfort. “No, it’s fine. I need to go pick up some steaks anyway.” I bite my lip. “Good to see you, Pastor. Tell Jasper we said hi.” I walk off, stuffing my temper under a tight wrap. I expect Joey to follow but he doesn’t.
I dart into the next aisle to gather myself.
Hearing Joey’s voice, I strain my ears to eavesdrop.
He’s talking quietly but firmly. “Don’t you dare insult Jessica Fraser.”
“Look, son, you’re a bright young man, but you have to know how it reflects—”
“She’s one of the bravest and most soul deep beautiful girls I’ve ever known.”
I put my fist to my mouth, biting on my knuckles.
“And keep your filthy hands off my family home,” Joey adds.
I wish I could see McDaniel’s face right now. Actually, I’d like to see what Joey looks like when he’s mad at someone other than me.
Realizing Joey is about to walk around the corner, I tiptoe quickly down the aisle and around the other end cap, beelining for the meat section. My mind is reeling. I blink rapidly as my eyes sting. It’s one of the most beautiful things Joey has ever said about me, and I wasn’t supposed to hear it.
And it sounds like Joey and Keri Ann are still having problems with the town council about their house. The Butlers of Butler Cove are supposed to be a legacy, and their house is supposed to be a monument to the town’s founding, not an eyesore. But leave a dwindled family fortune and two orphaned kids trying to get an education and there isn’t a lot left to fix up houses with. Hence why Joey is so focused on getting through school and into a solid career as fast as possible before they lose the house. The responsibility he feels must be overwhelming. My chest tightens.
 

 
STANDING IN THE entrance hall of the Butler house, a home I’ve practically grown up in, suddenly feels foreign. The dark wood floors, the grey walls, the high ceilings with dentil molding, it’s all familiar. But this is different.
In this reality, I’ve willingly come here to spend the night with the one man who is uniquely equipped to snap my heart clean in half. Actually, what am I saying? There’ll be nothing clean about it. It will probably be a jagged ripping and shredding, leaving two unusable parts. So painful, I may never recover.
Yet, here I stand.
I’ve gone ahead into the house without him. Joey is still grabbing the groceries as if we are some domesticated couple who buys groceries together. I want to hang up my beach towel and change out of my bikini. But I’m paralyzed, having not gone farther than a few steps into the house. What are we going to do? Make dinner? Watch a movie? When we go up to bed, will he just assume I’m coming to bed with him? Will I just assume I am? I’m starting to panic.
His footsteps are coming up the porch steps. He opens the door behind me. “Hey—”
I turn to face him, and something flickers across his face. He uses his foot to close the door behind him and carefully sets each grocery bag down on the floor not breaking eye contact.
I think he’s trying to figure out what’s going through my head. If I’ve changed my mind.
Have I changed my mind?
He looks as if he’s about to approach a spooked horse. His dark blond hair is tousled, windblown from the boat.
I must look the same. My skin feels tight from sun and salt.
“Jazz,” he says softly.
Words are stuck in my throat. I want to tell him I’ve changed my mind. Spend the night with him? I must have taken leave of my senses. I have been thinking after all, I’d say. That this is a very, very bad idea.
He walks toward me.
I take a step back, careful to put my hands behind me to check how close the wall is. Close.
He doesn’t say anything. Just waits. I want to be thinking this through, but his nearness makes my mind blank.
And, like taking my jump off the top of the boat today, I act before I can talk myself out of it. I reach my hands up and tug his face toward me.
He lets out a breath that sounds like relief and steps into me. Our mouths meet. It’s been too long.
His lips open within seconds, and I groan at the feel of his tongue.
The hunger is immediate. Lips bruise and teeth clash accidentally. Three long years, and I never forgot the taste of his mouth. Something uniquely him, mixed with the faint taste of his mint gum. My hand tightens in his hair so I can have his mouth at my mercy. I’m not letting him up. I’m overwhelmed with him, the smell of his body, salt and sweat, and the taste of him, and the feel of his hands roaming over me.
He’s got me around the waist, then he’s in my wind-tangled hair before his hands are holding my face. God, Joseph did always do that so well—take control of the kiss. I let him. I give in to the kiss. To him. Completely.
The heat rises, the pumping of my blood feels thicker, more urgent.
His breath grows shallow.
Our mouths become violent in their assault. His greedy tongue skates down my neck before finding my lips again like he can’t stop drinking from me.
He’s pressing closer, and God, the feel of him. He’s hard. The loose fitting board shorts do nothing to keep his arousal discreet. His hand pulls at the spaghetti straps of my dress until the fabric is only caught on the swell of my bikini top. Then his fingers are following. They close over my breast, kneading, his thumb flicking my nipple that’s straining to get free.
A sound climbs out of my throat, and my hands are under his shirt raking at his hot skin, my lower body pressing back to meet him.
“Shit,” he groans out the word against my mouth
My fingers fist in the fabric, and I pull it up his back.
He pulls away from our kiss to grab his t-shirt behind his neck and wrenches it up and over his head. His hips are pinning me to the wall. He uses this new leverage to lean his upper body back and rock against me, his hands back on my breasts.
“Please,” I whimper. I want him inside me so badly, the need is almost suffocating. Then he’s lifting my dress, his hands running up my leg. No, not just my dress, he’s lifting me. I hang on, my legs coming around his waist.
“I need to be inside you,” he growls. “Pill?”
“Yes, and condoms.” I make no sense. I mean I’ve always used condoms so I’m safe. But my tongue can’t form more words.
“I’m clean,” he grits out. “Please.”
I’m helpless. I nod. It happens so fast. He’s clumsily freed himself from his shorts, and my legs are around his waist, my long dress falling either side. His hands are tugging my bikini bottoms.
Frantic.
Sinning.
Epically sinning. For some reason Pastor McDaniel flashes through my mind.
It’s almost comical except that my skin is so hot it’s burning me alive.
And then he thrusts inside me.
Oh God.
My head drops back against the wall, every part of me focused on the feel of him between my legs.
“Fuck,” he mutters into my neck and draws out, thrusting into me again. So hard. As if he can get deeper. Take more of me.
I cry out.
It’s too much. I hang on to him as he takes me over and over. I’m trembling. My muscles straining, my heart screaming.
His face and hot breath are in my neck.
I suddenly want to cry. I want him to look at me. His desperate need to have me is breaking me in half. Does he even know he’s holding pieces of me against the wall? The part I hate the most is that it feels so good. It’s never felt this good. Before I know it, I’m chasing the edge, pushing back against each of his thrusts with everything I have. I’m holding his head, my hands bunched tight in his hair.
“God, Jazz.” His voice breaks. “I need … I can’t … you …” His hips jerk forward in one last punishing onslaught, not waiting for me. “Fuck.” The word explodes out of his throat, his body shuddering.
Water splashes on my knuckle, my face is resting against my hand that’s in his hair, and I realize I’m crying even as I’m gasping for breath.
He moves back, adjusting himself, and I slide down the wall.




 
 
 
“SHIT,” JOEY SAYS as he sees me collapsing down the wall.
I’m crying so hard, I can’t breathe. My face is a silent grimace, water streaming down my temples to my ears. I keep sliding, just needing to sink to the floor for some solidity. My legs have no strength.
He catches me before I hit the floor, and we both go down. He wraps his arms around me and holds me together as I break apart. “I’m sorry,” he says into my hair. “Shit, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
I shake my head as if I can assure him I’m okay, but I can’t speak. I have years and years of swallowed down emotions, brushed aside feelings, pretenses and heartbreak erupting out of me. And the absolute irony of it all is that I know now that Joey feels something for me. Something deep and beyond what just happened. But it’s too damn late for us.
I’m grieving, I realize.
I’m grieving what we could have had. And Joseph, clueless as ever, has no idea that I’m crying because I’m saying good-bye to my childhood dreams of him and me. I’m leaving Butler Cove and my childhood behind me, and it can’t happen soon enough. Though, God, maybe he does know this is goodbye for me. I can’t believe I let him have me again. “I have to go,” I manage. “Let me up.”
“Please,” Joey says. “Speak to me. Please. Did I hurt you? What the hell just happened? Please stay.”
“I can’t.” My voice is barely above a whisper.
“Please. I’m sorry,” he begs. He threads his fingers through the hair at my temple pushing it back from my face. His lips fall urgently to my skin there. “Please. Stay.”
I shake my head. “No.”
Pulling back, his face slowly bleeds free of emotion, like he folds it all carefully and deliberately away. He nods and stands. His hand comes down, and I take it so he can pull me to my feet.
Swiping the heels of my hand against my cheeks, I try to dry the tears. When I look at him, he’s got his hands linked behind his neck, and he’s raised his face to the ceiling, his eyes closed. His bare chest is broad, billowing up and down, and sun kissed from the boat today. There are red marks from my nails on his shoulders. His board shorts are slung low.
When he opens his eyes, I swallow hard and look away, casting about for my bag. Seeing it by the door, I grab it. I wince. I’m sore and uncomfortable. I twist the door knob to go out, and his palm comes down on the door in front of my face holding it closed. His breath is warm against the back of my head and the tops of my shoulders.
“Did I hurt you just then?”
I shake my head.
“I want you to stay. I don’t want you to go. I want the record to state that you’re the one leaving right now.”
I nod. “I’m okay with that.”
“You’re running.”
“No, Joey. I’m walking away.”
The air around my neck stirs as he inhales sharply. His hand fists briefly before it lifts off the door, and I open it and step out into the deepening dusk.
 

 
WITH ANY LUCK, now that Keri Ann and Jack are working their future out, I won’t be at the Butler home much. Less chance of seeing Joseph. Anyway, he has his residency coming up. He hasn’t told us where he’s going. Perhaps he doesn’t know yet, though I doubt it. I know he’s kept in touch with Dr. Barrett. They became good friends after Joey worked with him that one summer, despite it being brief. Even though I can’t stand the guy, I know he’s a good doctor.
I’m leaving soon, and all these details—people, places, plans—will be footnotes in my life. They’ll be interesting pieces of news and that’s all.
My tears are all dried up by the time I drive from Joseph’s to the marina. I stop in at Woody’s and order a burger with everything. Dirty Harry is in his spot at the bar. I clap him on the shoulder, then I walk to our apartment and unlock the sliding door to my room. My mom left yesterday to go stay with an old high school friend who just lost her husband.
I strip my white gypsy dress off my body and pull my bikini off. I’m sticky between my legs and I immediately get into the shower, gasping at the cold as I turn the water on. I don’t wait for it to heat up as I cool my puffy eyes and lather up my hair. I cleanse my body of the events of today. This morning it all seemed so fun, and now I almost wish I could go back in time. This thing with Joey should have remained untouched. Undisturbed. Buried history. Easier to move on from.
I walk out of the bathroom and open my chest of drawers ignoring the framed black and white print of a kitesurfer in mid somersault over the waves, back muscles bunched and rippling. Drops of water suspended in mid air like an explosion. It’s one of the most beautiful pictures I’ve ever taken. It was part of the portfolio that earned my minor in photography. To think I’d taken it before I even went to college. But my professor hadn’t needed to know that. It’s one of the only reckless things I’ve experienced Joseph Butler doing. The only other one I know of is when he took my virginity. And perhaps watching him ride today.
I drag a comb through my tangles and pull on jeans and a shirt, making it back to Woody’s just as the man himself sets a plate down at the end of the bar. “Didn’t feel like shrimp tonight?” he asks. “Josh scored a massive haul this morning.”
Josh is a local fisherman turn broker who bought and sold the other boats’ shrimp too. Fresh local shrimp. There is nothing like it. “Nah,” I say. “I had my heart set on a steak earlier and this is the next best thing.” I upend the ketchup bottle above my plate.
“So what? Are you a professor yet?”
“Ha ha. No. But you are looking at the first Fraser of Butler Cove to have a college degree.”
“Congratulations. You have to wear a cap and cloak or something?”
I laugh. “It’s a cap and gown. But actually, I won’t be here for the graduation ceremony. It’s a formality anyway.”
“I’m proud of you, kid. You could have gone the other way, you know? Seen too many latch key kids ending up with the wrong sorts and getting in trouble. But you always had a good head on your shoulders.”
I finish my mouthful, feeling oddly choked up. And it’s not from the burger or my earlier break down. “You know, Woody, other latch key kids didn’t have someone like you looking out for them after school every day and making sure they got something to eat.”
“Your momma fed you.”
“No. A lot of the time she didn’t. Let’s be real. If it wasn’t you, it was Nana Butler.” I think about the day of my eighteenth birthday, when he gave me the worst news I could imagine. I’m glad he was there. Not to mention he’d saved my life when the boat went down. “You’re a good man, Woody. The very, very, best.”
“I wish you’d hurry up and make some money so you can buy this bar from me and I can retire.”
I snort. “You’ll never retire. I can’t imagine anything worse than you hanging over my shoulder while I’m trying to measure shots.”
“I miss mini bottles,” he laments. “The perfect amount. That’s why I can’t leave the bar, all the bartenders bleed me dry.”
“Plus, I thought you were leaving it to me in your will,” I deadpan. “Why would I buy it?”
“Hey!” Dirty Harry slaps a hand down on the bar. “He’s leaving it to me.”
Woody chuckles, and grabbing the remote, flicks through several sports channels until he finds the Braves. “In your dreams, Harry. I guess my loser son will be back to claim it when I finally kick the bucket.”
“Playing for the Braves hardly makes him a loser.” Though I know he’s joking. He’s the proudest father I know. “You heard from him recently?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “No, he’s far too busy for his old man.”
“And your ex-wife, how’s she?”
“Ha! Virginia’s getting married. Can you believe it?” He sets the remote down. “Finally found some poor old dude up in Pelzer to grow old with. It’s a load off my shoulders, I can promise you that.”
“What?” Harry laughs. “You thought she was gonna take you back?”
“Well, no, but we ain’t gettin’ any younger. And who wants to be alone in their old age? She coulda decided to come back.”
“You’re not alone. You’ve got me,” Harry reminds him.
“Temptin’”
I don’t offer much more to the conversation as the two old friends talk shit as they always do. When I’m done eating, I thank Woody and say good night.
My phone buzzes and I hesitantly get it out my pocket. Expecting Joey, my stomach sinks as I see it’s Brandon.
“Hey,” I answer.
“Hey,” Brandon echoes. And for the first time, he doesn’t sound like his happy-go-lucky self.
I grit my teeth. “You back from Florida?”
“Yeah,” he says. “Look, Jazz, I’m sorry, yeah? I know I acted like a clown down there.”
“It’s fine, Brandon, really. I’m not mad.”
“You’re not?” He sounds hopeful.
“No, I’m not. But—”
“No, babe, don’t say ‘but.’ You’re gonna break up with me, aren’t you?”
I sigh.
“Aw. Come on, please don’t.”
“It’s really not about you. I really wanted to tell you in person, and I’m sorry. But yeah, we’re breaking up.”
I wince. I’m a shit for doing it over the phone. But I can’t drag this out. And it’s not like we had some kind of epic love.
There’s no reply for a while.
“Brandon?” I ask. “You okay?”
He sniffs and clears his throat. “Yeah, I’m cool. I really liked you.”
“I liked you too.”
“Is it coz of your posting? I saw the board. I know you probably don’t want to do some long distance thing.”
I imagine him blinking his chocolate brown eyes, the long lashes lazily opening and closing as he did so well. It’s hypnotic. Eyelashes like that on men should be banned. They make girls do reckless things.
“You’re right. I don’t want a long distance thing. But also, we’re not right for each other. But you’re a good guy, Brandon.”
“Just not for you.”
“No hard feelings?”
He sniffs again and sighs. “Yeah. No hard feelings. But I gotta hang up now coz I’m getting choked up.” The phone goes dead.
I look at the phone in my hand.
Jesus. What a day.
I slip into my room and face-plant onto my bed.
It feels like I only slept for five minutes, but my phone is going nuts. I grab at it, keeping one eye closed against the bright screen. Dawn is creeping into my bedroom.
 
Jay Bird:
Call me. It’s urgent.




 
 
 
Jay Bird:
You’re not answering. I need your help.
Jay Bird:
Did I mention it’s urgent? I know u r mad at me, but could u just call me?
 
I’m not mad. I simply feel defeated when it comes to Joey and me. After what happened in his hallway last night, it all seems so pointless.
 
Jay Bird:
IT’S ABOUT KERI ANN AND JACK EVERSEA
 
I sit upright, swinging my legs off the bed. I shake my head and tie up my hair. I fell asleep with it wet so I probably look like medusa.
 
Jazzy Bear:
Keep your pants on. I was asleep. Give me a sec.
 
Bad choice of words. I cringe, wondering if our interactions will continue to be minefields. I hustle to the bathroom, and when I’m done I brush my teeth, splash cold water on my face, dry it, and put on tinted moisturizer and lip balm. My hair just … is. I pull on clothes and call Joey back within five minutes. “What’s up?” I ask when the line connects.
“Some asshole reporter woke me up ringing the doorbell at six this morning. He’s about to publish a shit stinking tabloid piece about Jack, saying Keri Ann was his home-wrecking piece on the side. He says Keri Ann caused Jack’s girlfriend to miscarry their baby. Shit.” He huffs out the last word. “Is it true?” He doesn’t pause for me to answer. “I thought he was broken up with Audrey Lane when he got together with my sister. Tell me I haven’t believed some bullshit.”
“Okay, calm down, okay? First. No, you haven’t believed bullshit. This story is bullshit. His ex girlfriend is a lying cow. But you know people will believe whatever is printed. So we’re just going to have to deal with it.” But I felt sick with nerves for my friend. Keri Ann wouldn’t have to deal with it alone though. Joey and I would do whatever we could to help her through it. We, we, we. “Give me a second, okay. Let me get online, see if it’s out yet.”
“I don’t think it is. I think he wants to give them a chance to make a comment or whatever.”
“Big of him. I’ll check anyway and call you back. Actually, I’ll come over.”
“No. This asshole is here, sitting outside in his car. I guess he’s hoping I’ll lead him to wherever Jack and Keri Ann are.”
“Okay. Take K’s bike, you can take the cycle paths here to the marina. He can’t follow by car, he won’t know where you’re going. We can catch Dan before he takes the boat back over to get them from Daufuskie.”
He lets out a long breath. “Okay. Thank you. See you soon.”
“See you soon.” I hang up. Then I text him immediately.
 
Jazzy Bear:
If he gave you a copy of his story, bring it. K and J are going to need to see it to know what they’re dealing with.
 
Here I was hoping not to have to see much of Joseph so I can dissect what the hell went on with us yesterday in his hallway. And also make sure it doesn’t happen again. And now fate has conspired to throw us back together. Fabulous.
I pull up an internet browser and type in Jack Eversea.
Oh shit!
That damn Ashley girl from USCB who Keri Ann told me was all over Jack a few nights ago at the Snapper Grill has apparently decided to post her pics. I scowl at the picture of Jack with Ashley attached to his face like a sultry barnacle as she snapped a selfie. Granted Jack was looking off somewhere else, presumably at Keri Ann since she said he’d eye stalked her all night. But it’s still pretty damning. It only serves to make his ex, Audrey Lane, look further vindicated. Ugh. Talk about bad timing.
I call Keri Ann’s phone and as expected it cuts straight to voicemail. I text her to call me too, just in case. Then I lose track of time checking all the sites and reading the comments from the trolls. Ashley’s Facebook is blown up with jealous friends from college. Some girls I know. Ashley’s a temporary celebrity herself. I guess that’s what she was going for. I shake my head. People are so weird. I wish I’d thought to tell her to hold the pics, but who knew the reporter was about to do a number on Jack.
I try Keri Ann’s phone again. Still nothing.
There’s a sound at my sliding glass door and I jump. “You don’t sleep with this unlocked, I hope,” Joey says as he slides it open and slips inside in running shorts and a hoodie. I hold my breath. I’m assailed with images and sensations of him pinning me against the wall last night. Letting my breath out slowly, I try to act normal. This is going to be so freaking hard.
I probably did forget to lock the door last night. It’s typical that it would be the first thing Joseph says.
“She’s not answering her phone,” he says.
“Cell service is for shit on Daufuskie,” I say, then nod at my computer. “So it gets worse,” I go on and angle my screen so he can see.
He looks over my shoulder and the scent of him freshly showered causes me to cross and uncross my legs. He left me unsatisfied after all. That’s all it is.
And about that … what a jerk.
I instantly feel better.
“Who is this?” he asks at my screen.
“That would be Ashley. I went to school with her. And no, nothing happened apart from her engineering that idiotic selfie of her making out with Jack’s ear.”
Joey scowls at the picture.
I close my laptop, breaking his trance. “I’m thinking I should go with Dan on the boat to intercept them at Daufuskie,” I suggest. “He leaves in an hour. You said the reporter is hanging around the house, so we don’t want to go back there. I can see if Dan can drop us at a dock in Savannah instead, then you can take my car from here and meet us there.”
“Good idea, but you go to Savannah, I’ll go to the island to get her.” Joey folds his arms.
“No offense, but K is going to need her best friend not her overbearing, judgmental, I-told-you-so brother.”
“Wow. Tell me how you really feel.” He sounds fine, but a flicker of hurt crosses his face.
“Sorry. No filter. As you know. But think about it.”
He stuffs his hands in the pockets of his hoodie. “Yeah, I can see your point. Also I might feel inclined to deck Jack’s smug face. He spent the night debauching my sister while leaving this fucking mess in his wake.” He pulls the folded pages out his pocket, holding them out.
“It’s not his fault, Joey,” I say, taking them. “I know it’s a sore spot for you because she’s your sister. But he’s a good guy. I promise.”
He purses his lips but doesn’t say anything.
I scan through. It’s pretty bad, but it will be old news soon. I just have to convince Keri Ann she can deal with it. “Anyway, I’m sure what they did last night was probably closer to making love than what we did against the entryway wall in your house. If anyone was ‘debauched,’ I was. And by the way, what century are we living in? Debauching? Seriously?” What on earth possesses me to just bring it up like this? I don’t believe myself sometimes.
“Are you done?”
I shrug.
“What we did last night wasn’t debauched. Granted it wasn’t how I imagined it would be when I got to be inside you again.”
My stomach drops at his words. He’s imagined being inside me … again?
“We fucked,” I offer up the explanation as a bizarre means of protection.
He pins me with his blue eyes, then leans down and gets in my face. “It was way more than fucking and you know it.”
I swallow as heat flashes through my veins and my throat constricts. “Actually, I don’t. Besides,” I can’t help adding, “it wasn’t that good for me, anyway.”
Joey sets his arms on either side of me and leans down closer, his face inches from mine. His eyes haven’t left me. “I love how you just say whatever the hell is on your mind. And I love that I’m on your mind.”
“You’re not. At all.” I shake my head.
He smiles. “Liar.”
“Remove yourself from my personal space, Joseph,” I warn.
“I’m planning on getting very, very intimate with your personal space.” He lifts up slightly, a hand coming between us and flicking open the top button of my jeans. “We have an hour, and I intend to use it wisely.”
My hand grabs his. “What the hell are you doing?” I ask and cannot stand that my voice is breathy.
“You quite rightly pointed out my ungentlemanly and thoughtless behavior.” His hands continue working on my buttons, and then he’s curled his fingers over the waistband and is tugging. “I think I should be allowed the opportunity to set things right.”
“I—”
He cuts me off with his mouth on mine, his tongue slipping lazily between my lips.
It’s my weakness. I love his mouth.
My hand lets go of his and reaches up to thread into his hair. Why am I so easy when it comes to Joey? I can’t let him decimate me like he did last night. He kisses me deeply. He kisses me over and over until I’m a gooey mess of memories of our make out sessions.
I’m stuck deeply in nostalgia and arousal. It’s not a healthy mix. “Stop,” I manage on a breath.
Joey blinks like he’s in a fog. I ignore the jig my heart does that he can lose himself in me too. “Jazz,” he whispers. Then he’s picking me up effortlessly and depositing me on the bed. He’s tugging my unbuttoned jeans down my bare legs and over my bare feet. I’m not stopping him. Why am I not stopping him? I’m watching his face, that’s why. I’m seeing his eyes fix on my pale pink underwear. His jaw flexes and his nostrils flare. A lock of his dark blond hair falls across his eyes, and he looks up at me through it. Is he waiting for me to stop him? Because he looks so delicious looking up at me hungrily like that, there’s no way I want him to stop. Plus, my body is burning up from the inside out. He better be able to put me out of my misery.
Biting my lip in case I say something completely idiotic, defensive, or worse beg him to continue, I say nothing and wait for him to move again. I’m not resisting. That should tell him everything.
He unzips his hoodie and shrugs it off. He didn’t even stop to put on a t-shirt this morning. I want to press my face against his skin. Dammit.
Walking over to the sliding glass door, he locks it then pulls the thin curtain across the window, casting us in half light. His intent pours even more fuel onto the fire that’s burning under my skin. I’m so turned on, it doesn’t feel normal.
“My mother’s not here,” I say, my voice catching as I see him start to the bedroom door. I pull my knees up, my feet flat on the bed. “You sure are making a production out of this. It better be good.” My tone belies my quaking need.
He chokes out a laugh and shakes his head as he comes back to the bed. “You know, I think I just adjusted my goal. Not just to make you come but to make you speechless. Give us all a break from your ball busting.”
“Go ahead then.” I lift my head and fold my hands underneath. “Give it your best shot.”




 
 
 
HE KNEELS ON the end of my bed and runs his warm hands up my calves to my thighs. I expect his destination to be my underwear, but he surprises me by continuing on up over my belly, slipping under my shirt, over my ribcage, and skimming my breasts. My heart is beating in my clogged throat.
“I think you’re off course. I’ve never come from someone playing with my nipples before,” I quip breathily.
“You can’t play the whole course if you don’t start on the front nine.”
“Yes you can.”
“Shut up.” His thumb and forefingers close over my nipples through the fabric of my bra and tug.
I gasp. “Didn’t bother you last night.”
“It did bother me.” His legs follow his body up the bed, kneeling over me. “But I got a mainline hit of the smell and taste of you. I’d been watching you in that tiny fucking bikini all day¸ and I got … what should we call it … tunnel vision?”
“Did you just call my girl parts a tunnel?” I ask, incensed. But I arch up helplessly as his fingers continue their glorious work. I’m feeling the pull deep inside me. I’m feeling it between my legs. I’d like it to be his mouth and teeth, not his fingers.
He uses the arch of my back to slip a hand underneath me and wrangle my bra snap. The fact it’s tricky for him, makes me melt further. “Did you just use the term ‘girl parts’?” he asks. “I’ve never known you to ‘beat around the bush,’ so to speak.”
My loose bra pushes up easily, baring my chest to him. His fingers return to their work and I close my eyes.
“You’re …” Gasp. “The … one … beating around the bush.”
“All in good time.” He chuckles, his breath close to my skin. “I’d kiss you to shut you up, but I’d rather do this.” His hot mouth closes over my nipple, the sharp sensation ricocheting through every inch of me. I gasp and grab his head. Oh yes. My hips squirm uncontrollably as his lips nibble, his teeth graze and his tongue soothes. And he pulls deeply. A long desperate moan emanates from me as he moves to my other breast, my body arching off the bed. “Holy shit,” I mumble. “Feels … so good.”
“Are you sure you can’t come from this?” He groans the question.
“Keep it up and we’ll see.”
“I think I could. Come, I mean.”
“You need me to suck your nipples?” I joke.
“Jesus,” he says, over a mouthful. “You don’t ever shut up? No, from listening to you.” He sucks hard.
I let out a sharp whimper. “Are you sure you want me to shut up? Don’t you need to know if I’m enjoying it?”
Suddenly his hand is cupping me between my legs. Like a reflex, I’m instantly thrusting against his hand. God, yes. Please.
“I know you’re enjoying it.” He laughs.
Of course he does. I’m soaking wet. “Stop laughing.” I bite my lip.
The pressure of his hand increases, moving against me. “Why?”
“You’re enjoying this far too much.”
“Yes. Yes, I am. You have no idea.” The smile falls from his face, and his eyes grow hot and hard. His fingers slide under the fabric of my underwear and slip into my wet heat.
I mash my lips together trying not to cry out, and my body trembles from the restraint.
Then his fingers are gone, and he’s dragging my underwear down my legs. He spreads me wide and drops his head.
I’m making sounds I don’t recognize. Needy, breathy, desperate sounds. He’s not even there yet, and I’m dying.
“Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he says. He’s looking at me laid bare. The tone of his voice, hard, desperate, longing, is tripping the orgasm nerve, it’s so damn intense.
“Shut up and make me come,” I snap with embarrassment and because his comment freaking nearly just sent me over the edge. His comment.
“Are you self-conscious?” He grins, looking up at me with his mischievous blue eyes from between my legs. “I never knew you were capable of it.”
“No,” I say and level with him. “I’m so turned on right now, I’m about to come with or without you, and I’d really like your mouth on me when I do, or I’m not letting you claim credit.”
A breath expels from him, sharp and hard, icing my wet flesh. And then, his hot mouth, his tongue, and then oh holy mother of all that is …
I wasn’t kidding about how close I am. My spine flexes. I grab his hair. “Ohgodohgodohgod.” My climax explodes through my body. It’s white behind my eyelids. White. I’m hurtling through space, I think. I’ve never …
I can’t think. The wave keeps on coming, he’s slid a finger into me, and I’m crying out. He’s not letting me off easy. He’s going to make me give him everything I have. I think I might be dying. As I slowly ride the wave to shore, I’m limp. Boneless and breathless. And shell-shocked. He slips from my body, peppering light kisses over my belly. Then he’s above me looking down into my eyes. His eyes are dark and raw and probing, seeing into parts of me I really would rather not show. But I’m stripped so emotionally bare that I can’t hide. Instead, I turn my face and curl up into a ball on my side, ripples of my orgasm still shuddering through me in aftershocks.
Joseph surprises me by lying down too, molding to my back and slipping his arm over me. I feel his heart pounding against my spine.
My mind is finally blank. My words are gone.
I think we are both speechless.
Minutes tick by, and our breathing slows.
We can’t sleep, we have to deal with this reporter crisis. Though I’m so languid right now, I’d love nothing more than to fall asleep with the feel of his skin and his breath at my back. It’s dangerous, this feeling.
The danger of it stirs me. As if he can sense my mind and my mouth reengaging, he sighs and pulls back slightly, giving me room to turn. But I don’t yet.
“I—” he starts then clears the huskiness from his tone. “I don’t know what your plans are now that you’ve graduated, but I’ve put in a request to transfer my residency to MUSC.”
“In Charleston?” I ask. It’s two hours away.
I feel him nod. “It’s the best university hospital in the area. I’d try to do Hilton Head or Savannah, to be even closer, but I need a good internist program. It’s the best compromise I can think of.”
“Internist? You no longer want to be a cardiac specialist or a surgeon?”
“I just want to be a doctor. I want a practice. I saw how much Dr. Barrett’s work destroyed his personal life, I don’t want that.”
The mention of Dr. Barrett’s personal life sends a ripple of disgust through me. I shift onto my back, turning to look at Joey. He’s propped on his elbow resting his head on his hand, looking down at me.
“Dr. Barrett destroyed his personal and family life all on his own,” I say. “He couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. He needed to constantly feel adored. That’s what serial womanizers do. That’s a psychological problem, not his job causing it. You’re a better person than he is.”
His lips quirk and his eyes blink lazily down at me.
“Wait.” Something else he said occurs to me. “You said transfer. Where are you going now if you don’t transfer?”
“I got a spot in Seattle.”
“Washington?” I ask, my eyes wide. “That’s clear across the country.”
“Exactly. Hence my request to transfer somewhere closer.”
I swallow. Whether he goes to Seattle or not no longer affects me, I remind myself. “Keri Ann’s starting school soon, finally,” I say. “The time for you needing to be closer to her has probably been and gone. She’d be so mad at you if you changed your focus just to stay here and breathe down her neck.”
His lips drop to my forehead, grazing it gently before he lifts his face back up. “It’s you I want to be closer to.”
My whole body stills, unsure if I’ve heard him correctly. “What?” I practically mouth the word, it’s so quiet. The air in my lungs required to force words out of me seems to have finally been used up. I’ve been running on reserves since my orgasm anyway. I grow lightheaded. It’s a good thing I’m lying down. “Say that again?”
“You. I want to be closer to you. I want to see you. I want us to …” He pauses and swallows. “This is hard to say.”
“Give it a try.”
He exhales a nervous laugh. “I know you think I’ve been a jerk the last few years. I avoid everything to do with you. Being in the same room, the same conversation even. The same damn train of thought.” He winces. “It’s exhausting.”
“Sounds it,” I offer warily.
“It’s not because I don’t like you.”
I already know he’s attracted to me. And after what he said to Pastor McDaniel last night, I know he cares for me. But caring plus attraction do not equal love. Not by a long shot. My father was attracted to my mother briefly, but that didn’t translate to love. My father cared about us too. But if he’d loved us, he would have stayed.
I know the difference because I love Joey. I love him. I’ve loved him for three years. Maybe longer, if the truth be told. Maybe I’ve loved him since I was eleven years old, and he saw me tripped up by Bethany Winters and came to my rescue. Even though he swears he didn’t. That’s the strangest thing about love—there doesn’t seem to ever be a beginning or an end. It just is.
“You were right three years ago,” I say.
His brow creases. “About what?”
“That I’d fall in love with the first boy I slept with. And you know I hate it when you’re right.”
“You just hate being wrong, generally.”
“No, I don’t mind being wrong. Except when it comes to you.”
“So wait.” He shakes his head, swallowing thickly. “You actually fell in love with that Chase guy?”
“You are so fucking dense.”
“Gee thanks.”
“You, you loser. You were the first boy I slept with.”
Joey stills.
I frown. “I thought you knew. I—I thought you could tell.”
Color leeches from Joey’s face.
“I—”
The full force of everything hits me all at once. I push at him, and he offers no resistance. Sitting up on the edge of the bed, I grab my jeans from the floor. With shaking hands, I pull them right side out, then pull them up my legs, standing quickly to do them up.
I turn.
Joey is lying on his back, his hands covering his face, his bare chest rising and lowering with his breath.
I reach under my shirt and do my bra back up, then fold my arms over my stomach.
He pulls his hands away and sits up, swinging his legs over the other side of the bed. His back is to me as he rests his elbows on his thighs. “You should have told me.”
“I thought you knew.”
“No. You didn’t.” He stands up to face me. “You didn’t tell me because you knew I would never have slept with you if I’d known. Especially when I found out everything that was going on. I felt blindsided. If I’d known that too, there was no way.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“You should have told me,” he repeats.
I grit my teeth. “I. Thought. You. Knew. I thought that was why you freaked out afterwards. Because you knew. Because I’d lied to you. Why the hell does it even matter now?”
“Jesus. I always knew you thought I was an asshole.” He barks out a strangled and painful laugh. “But I guess I never knew how much.” He grabs at his hair.
“So you don’t actually have an excuse for freaking out afterwards and acting like an utter dick.”
“Fuck.” He breathes the word out and rubs a hand down his face.
I swallow. “Why did you leave Butler Cove that summer?”
He opens his mouth as if to speak, then stops and snaps his mouth closed. Moments tick past, and he seems to struggle with what to say. Finally, he points to his chest. “I left because when I was with you, I saw my future barreling down the road toward me, and I wasn’t ready.”
“I—” I shake my head. “What?”
His jaw gets tight like the words are hard. “I was young, and ambitious, and I wasn’t fucking ready. I was a selfish sonofabitch, and I would have crashed and burned us before we even got started.”
He left because I made him think of his future?
My throat aches.
He walks around the bed to me.
“What does that mean?” I ask. “What are you saying?”
“I left because you scared me shitless. And I didn’t know it consciously then, but I left because if I’d stayed any longer that summer, I would have been helpless against you.” He takes a piece of my hair. “You’re like a hurricane, Jazzy Bear. You would have changed everything. If you’d asked, I’d have given up my plans and my dreams. Some part of me knew I couldn’t afford to let that happen.”
God.
I feel vaguely nauseous. Awash with conflicting emotions. “You’re changing your plans now. Trying to transfer to MUSC. For me?”
“No, I’m doing it for me.”
It should feel amazing hearing these words, and it does in a small way. But …
He squeezes his eyes closed. “God, if I even think about that day, and then everything afterward, it makes last night even more thoughtless. More ...” He scrubs a hand down his face. “I’m sorry.”
“You’ve said sorry before.”
“But I don’t think you believe that I am.”
I want to hear more. But it’s too big for right now. We have to think about Keri Ann today. “I think what you just did goes some way toward making it right,” I say in an attempt to deflect him and hiccup a laugh.
It seems to work. “Not even close, but we’ll work on it, yeah?”
I step into him and he folds his arms around me, kissing my forehead and then resting his chin on my hair. He doesn’t say anything for the longest time. “We should get going,” I say. “In case Dan leaves early. I’ll try Keri Ann’s cell phone again.” I pull away eventually to look at him.
When I do, he’s not looking at me, he’s staring at the picture above my dresser that’s right next to us. The one of him kitesurfing.
“Is that me?” he asks, a small crease between his eyebrows. “I can’t believe I did that.” His eyes grow vague, seemingly caught up in the memory. “I think that was when I borrowed a friend of Colt’s gear. I need to do it again. I forgot I loved it. This picture is amazing.” Stepping out of our embrace, he leans closer to the picture.
“Thank you.”
When his eyes lower to the folder on the dresser top, my heartbeat falters. I’m not eighteen years old, I remind myself. I will not let my heart rule my head. I steel my emotions for what’s coming.
“You’re moving to Cape Town?” he asks in confusion.




 
 
 
STANDING AT THE boat dock on Daufuskie Island in the morning sun, I deliver the ghastly news to Keri Ann that her relationship with Jack Eversea is about to become a tabloid sleaze-fest. I not only have to watch her throw up at the news but also watch her and Jack’s fragile new relationship unravel before my very eyes.
The new glow they had when I first saw them approaching the dock to meet the boat seems like I must have imagined it. They can barely meet each other’s eyes. The worst part is I can see they are each in so much pain and needing the other but for some reason aren’t facing this crisis together. I really thought they had something stronger than that.
During the boat ride, Jack Eversea spends the entire time on the phone “managing the crisis” with “his people” and Keri Ann draws further into herself.
If I wasn’t so emotionally spent myself, I’d say something to Jack and tell him to stop being such a meathead to Keri Ann. Couldn’t he see she needed him right now? Couldn’t he see that he needed her?
Devon meets us in his Jeep at a dock on Tybee Island and drives us to downtown Savannah.
“Joey is meeting us here later,” I tell Devon when I see Jack raise his phone to his ear again. “Keri Ann and I need to go dress shopping anyway.”
Devon nods. His gaze also swings between Jack and Keri Ann who are basically ignoring each other. “Okay,” he says dubiously. “We need to go speak to this guy, see if we can change the story. Just text if you need a ride.” He rattles off his number and I program it in my phone.
I catch his eye and shrug my shoulders, and he does the same. Clearly neither of us knows how to deal with our friends’ respective emotional shutdowns. Hopefully Devon will talk some sense into Jack. I’ll have to see what I can do with my best friend.
Keri Ann does still need a dress for her art auction event where she gets to be belle of the ball as a featured artist. I’m going to be wearing a short red cocktail dress I wore for a college formal I had to attend last Christmas.
After several stores and seventeen hundred awful dresses, I’m ready to go home. The shopping is a complete bust. I tell her we should go see Mrs. Weaton when we get back. She’s bound to have some vintage beauty hidden in her closet. She has such a mysterious air about her.
I can tell Keri Ann’s really hurting over the way things are with Jack. We end up going for a coffee at the Sentient Bean instead, and I text Joey to let him know where to meet us. For some reason when Keri Ann asks about Brandon, and I tell her we’re done, I decide not to mention what happened between Joey and me. I don’t like to keep things from my best friend, but I’m not really sure what to say.
When Joey pulls to a stop in my car, he gets right out and hands the keys to me before walking to the passenger side. He knows I like to drive my own car. Keri Ann climbs in the back seat, leaving Joey to the side of me.
“Hey,” I say and start the car.
“Hey,” he returns.
“Any trouble?”
“Driving a car?” he asks with an edge. “No.”
For the rest of the journey, I try to keep Keri Ann’s mind off Jack by asking her about details. She tells me all about how gorgeous the cottages are on Daufuskie. Eventually, both Joey and I try to reassure her that no matter what shit gets printed, it will be over soon, and people will move on. It’s nice to agree with him on something.
Yet the way Joey and I left things this morning hangs over me—like his eyes as he asked me about moving to Cape Town. Worse, the way he looked when I told him he should have kept his spot in Seattle. And now, the way he keeps glancing at me as I drive, tension radiates off him.
 

 
LATER THAT NIGHT I get a text.
 
Jay Bird:
Thanks for today with Keri Ann.
Jazzy Bear:
You’re welcome.
Jay Bird:
I’d like to be your date for Keri Ann’s event. Will you let me do that?
Jazzy Bear:
We’re going in a group. I don’t think I need a date.
Jay Bird:
Humor me.
 
I roll my eyes but my stomach flutters.
 
Jazzy Bear:
Fine. I’m getting ready at your house, so I guess we can meet in the kitchen.
Jay Bird:
I’ll take it. I’ll meet you in the kitchen at 4:45 PM sharp. If you’re not there I’ll come upstairs to get you.
 
Letting out a long breath, I try to ignore the feeling in my belly. Then my phone rings with an unfamiliar number.
After a brief hesitation, I answer.
“Jazz, it’s Jack Eversea.”
I know I’ve met him a handful of times already, and even saw him yesterday and this morning, but I still have an instant starstruck reaction to hearing him announce himself on the phone. My heart jumps into my throat. “Uh, hi.”
“Sorry if I caught you by surprise, but I need your help.”
“What is it?” I ask, not committing until I hear what he has to say. Also my voice will sound strangled if I try any more words. How on earth does Keri Ann deal with him being so famous?
“Keri Ann asked me not to come to her event tomorrow night. She’s worried about me overshadowing her. But I really want to be there to support her. I’m thinking of going anyway. But I need to know if she’ll be okay with it. I won’t go if you think it’ll make her push me further away.”
“Oh boy.” I blow a sharp puff of air through my closed lips.
“I know. This is a tough spot. But, I love her. I want her to succeed. I—” Hearing Jack Eversea so vulnerable—just a guy with girl problems—calms my nerves.
“I get it,” I tell him. “I told her the same thing when we were dress shopping earlier. If I could use any influence to help her, I would. We all would. So I totally understand where you’re coming from, and I told her so. I’ll support you and put in a good word when you show up. But seriously? If you waltz in there and flash your millions and buy all her art, I’ll skewer you with my stiletto. I bought a very high, very strappy pair to go with my dress, and I wouldn’t think twice.”
Jack laughs into the phone. “Can I buy at least one of them?”
“Ugh. Fine. One.”
“Are you sure she’ll be okay with me showing up?”
“She loves you too, Jack. She’s hurting. Trust me, whatever she says, she wants you there.”
He lets out a long audible breath. “Also, I haven’t managed to put a lid on that reporter, so I need to ask you an even bigger favor.”
I purse my lips. “Listening.”
“Can you pack Keri Ann a go bag? Like if we need to leave town fast? I don’t know when the story is going to drop, and I promised her and Joey I’d do my best to keep her away from the paparazzi. I have a feeling it may happen tomorrow night, during her event. It would be just the kind of asshole thing Tom Price, the reporter, would do.”
“So, wait. You want me to pack Keri Ann a bag and not tell her?”
There’s a pause. “Yeah.”
“You know, Jack, you’re asking a lot.”
“I know, I—”
“I’ll do it. But listen. I have a pretty vivid imagination, and if you ever fuck with her, I’ll make up a juicy story and sell it to the tabloids myself.”
“Noted.”
“Okay. See you tomorrow and sweep my girl off her feet, okay? She deserves it.” I hit the end button.
Even if I didn’t want to, I’d keep my date with Joey so I could have a few minutes alone with him and let him know what was going on.
 

 
“YOUR HAIR LOOKS amazing,” Keri Ann coos.
I laugh. “You’ve said that, like, a million times. Does it usually look awful?”
“No, idiot. It’s just they made it so silky and wavy, you just look so ‘worth it.’”
“Ha.” My hair actually does look spectacular. I feel a little bit like a princess. In the best way.
“You look amazing too,” I tell her. Keri Ann is wearing an original vintage beaded dress from the twenties and her hair and makeup are professionally done to compliment the look. She’s stunning.
We’d arrived back from Savannah and immediately gone to see Mrs. Weaton. It was absolute luck that she still had the vintage gown that had belonged to her mother. It was a true work of art. And absolutely the perfect style to fit my best friend’s unique personality.
I smooth my hands down my red dress.
“You’re nervous too,” Keri Ann says to me. “I thought I was the only one.”
“It’s Joey. He’s making me nervous. I’m going to go down before you and have a chat with him. Have you thought more about your decision to ask Jack not to show up?” I deflect back to her.
She sighs. “I can’t stop thinking about it. But it’s a bit late now. What’s done is done. I just want to get through tonight and then I’ll concentrate on working out our relationship.”
I want to tell her I know exactly how she feels. Instead, I smile and air-kiss her so I don’t mess up her makeup and tell her I’ll see her downstairs in fifteen minutes. I’ve already packed a few things of hers in one of my bags I’m putting on the porch for Jack to pick up on his way to the event later.
Walking into the kitchen, I’m treated to the back view of Joey in a well-fitting black tux.
He turns as I enter, a bottle of sparkling wine in his hands, the foil half off. His eyes, that are looking particularly vivid tonight, rake down my body from my head to my toes, ending with him letting out a long exhale.
I kind of feel like doing the same. I want to loosen that bow tie and mess up his perfect hair.
“Wow,” he says after another few seconds pass.
“Wow, to you too,” I return.
He clears his throat. “You look amazing.”
“Thank you. Is that Prosecco? I’m parched.”
He smiles. “Yes.”
“So I need to tell you something quickly, while we are alone.” I close the gap between us, inhaling his woodsy cologne surreptitiously as I get close.
He leans into me. It’s hard to think clearly when he’s looking and smelling so delicious.
“Shoot,” he says.
“Jack Eversea called me. He wasn’t able to kill that story. It will probably break tonight.”
“Shit.”
“Yeah.”
“What are we supposed to do?”
“I packed a bag for her, they’re probably going to have to skip town for a few weeks while it calms down. I think it’s the best idea. And I need you on board.”
Joey pinches the bridge of his nose. “Yeah. Okay. It’s probably the best thing. Still can’t believe my little sister is running around with a celebrity.”
“Trust me, I know how you feel. Never would have seen it coming in a million years.”
“We’re not telling her about the story yet, right?”
“No. God. She’ll flip out. She’s nervous enough. But she needs to know. I’ll tell her as soon as the party is over.” Or Jack will.
Joey sets the bottle down and folds his arms across his chest. “So does she know about you yet?”
“Know what?”
“That you’re leaving.”
I let out a breath, hating how much I was hiding from Keri Ann at this moment. “No. Not yet.”
“Are you really going?”
“Yes, Joseph. I’m really going.”
“How soon?”
“Honestly? Not soon enough.”
He uncrosses his arms. “When? Give me a date.”
“None of your business.”
“Okay.” He blows out a puff of air. “How long for?”
“Why do you want to know?” I roll my eyes.
“I—I just do.”
“It shouldn’t make a difference to you if I’m leaving next week or next month. Or if I stay six weeks or six years. Up until three days ago you weren’t even here. You haven’t been interested in anything I’ve done for the last three years.”
“So it’s temporary?”
“What makes you say that?”
“You just did. You put a maximum time on it of six years.”
I huff out a breath. “Whatever.”
“So how long?”
“I haven’t decided yet. And I can promise you one thing. It will have nothing to do with you.”
I hear Keri Ann on the stairs and step away from Joey.
But he reaches out and takes my wrist. “You’re right. It shouldn’t have anything to do with me,” he says in a low voice. “But don’t think it won’t affect me.”
Pasting on a smile, I free my wrist and turn to see Keri Ann walk in, looking breathtaking.
 

 
THE ART AUCTION event, held at a hotel on Hilton Head Island, where Keri Ann’s work is being exhibited, is amazingly successful. It was an honor for her to get picked to be part of a representation of up and coming Southern artists. There are tons of super art buffs among the attendees, and they all love her recycled style and use of natural materials and sea glass.
She gets some great press, and of course Jack Eversea shows up and shows everyone in no uncertain terms that Keri Ann is the center of his universe.
It is epically romantic. An electromagnetic love pulse. You can almost feel the hearts of millions of women breaking in an outward ripple across the globe. The romance in the air is palpable. If I’m not careful, I’ll read far too much into the way I’ve caught Joseph watching me all evening from where he’s hanging out with Colt and Colt’s date not too far away.
Jack and Keri Ann disappear off to talk with a local reporter, and rather than look like a spare part I head for the fresh local shrimp display.
Joseph joins me as I walk. “Eversea said the story broke. He’s going to take Keri Ann away tonight. Apparently he has a plane on standby at the private airfield here.”
I smirk. “Of course he does.”
Joey shakes his head. “I hope she knows what she’s doing.”
Irritation surges. “It’s not like you plan who you fall in love with,” I snap. Luckily we’ve reached the shrimp and a waiter walks past with a tray of champagne. “Thank goodness,” I say, stopping the waiter and snagging a glass.
Joey takes one too, less hurriedly than I had mine. “Thank you,” he says to the server, then looks at me over the rim of the glass, his blue eyes burning. “To the utter foolishness and bad timing of love” he says. Then he raises the glass and brings it to his lips.
“I assume you’re talking about your sister and Jack Eversea. I’m not drinking to that.”
Joseph shrugs, and I watch him take the sip, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows. I’m staring at his throat. I wonder if his skin tastes salty. “How about to forgiving someone for their mistakes? Will you drink to that?”
Shaking my head, I raise my glass. “While I am happy for Keri Ann, I’d personally like to raise my glass to one’s head ruling one’s heart. Something I’m sure would be your normal toast.” I take a sip.
“I’m not going to beg you to stay.”
My heart lurches into my throat, causing me to almost choke on the bubbly liquid. “Why on earth would you?”
“I should. I want to. Because I never should have let you go to begin with.”
I stare at him.
A muscle ticks in his jaw. He’s totally serious.
Too little, too late I want to shout at him. “But you did.” I shrug, trying to make my voice casual.
“Well, I don’t want to make your choice difficult by asking you to stay.”
“I’ve made my choice already. And can you even hear your arrogance? Why would you think asking me to stay would spell a tough choice for me?”
“Because you didn’t have all the information when you made it.”
Joseph’s blue eyes glow in the room that’s dim apart from spotlights shining down on various pieces of art. Standing in front of me in his black tie, with his hair brushed back, and his handsome face brooding with intensity, I feel like he should have his own spotlight shining on him. His words are confusing me. Even though he said he’s taking up his residency closer, I’ve been trying so hard not to read anything into anything he’s said to me. He even told me not to ‘overthink’ his invitation to sleep over the other night. Now he’s staring at me like he’s willing me to see something.
I bring the champagne to my lips and swallow the whole lot. I end up hiccupping.
Putting the glass down next to the shrimp, I fold my arms across my chest as if I can somehow protect myself. “What is all the information, Jay Bird? You’re going to have to spell it out for me.”




 
 
 
“COLT’S WALKING OVER here,” says Joey instead of answering my challenge.
I close my eyes briefly, then turn and smile at Joey’s best friend and his date, Karina. She’s exotic and beautiful.
“So Karina and I are going to head back to Savannah,” says Colt.
Joey claps his best friend’s shoulder. “It means a lot that you were here, thank you.”
Colt shrugs. “No sweat. Wouldn’t have missed it.”
We finish our good-byes and they leave us. And if my eyes don’t deceive me Jack and Keri Ann just made for the exit as well.
I look around, then back at Joseph. “We can share a ride back to Butler Cove but don’t read into it. This is not me coming home with you.”
He puts his hands up. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
“Yes. Yes, you would.”
Before I notice what he’s doing, he slides a hand around my waist and pulls me flush against his body. Then he dips his face down close to my neck, inhaling deeply and setting my nerve endings alight. “You’re right,” he says, his voice rough as gravel. “I do dream of it. Often.”
Heat travels through my body fast as lightning.
Then he lets me go and steadies me by the elbow as I stumble in my ridiculously high, strappy heels.
I elbow him in the ribs. Hard. Then walk away to ask the concierge to call a cab.
I’d like to say I feel his eyes boring into my back, but I have a feeling they’re on my ass.
 

 
AS IT HAPPENS, as soon as we get to the lobby of the hotel from the event space, we bump into the cast of characters who came from Butler Cove to support Keri Ann. Latching onto this safety raft, I immediately procure us spots with them. No hour of alone time in the back of a cab for Joey and me.
I breathe a sigh of relief.
Joey’s jaw tightens but he goes along with it.
The ride home is loud and jovial. Mrs. Weaton and Paulie from the Snapper Grill are discussing the other folks they see at Canasta on Wednesdays. The gossip is rife.
Honestly, I hope I have this much of a social life when I’m almost eighty.
“You have to teach me Spite and Malice,” says Paulie. His white hair is long and tied back in a ponytail. He’s probably fifteen years Mrs. Weaton’s junior, and they’re chatting like best buds. And, if I’m not mistaken, flirting. Age is such a funny thing. The more years on your clock, the shorter the years seem as a measurement of distance. And, as my mom always points out, the shorter they seem as a measurement of time.
Maybe my time away from Butler Cove will fly by. It could become forever. And maybe, the time will drag if my heart doesn’t make the journey with me, and I’ll be dying to come home.
I’m hanging on as tightly as possible to what little of my heart is still in my possession. It was so dumb that I’d given away the bulk of it at eighteen years old.
And worse that Joey now knows it.
 

 
THE GROUP DROPS me off at my apartment. I bid them all goodnight.
Joey climbs out too.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“Seeing you to your door. We’re on a date.”
I purse my lips. “Why are you so difficult?”
“I’m difficult? You’re impossible.”
“Okay kids,” calls Mrs. Weaton. “Stop arguing and just sleep together already.”
Both of us and everyone in the car turn to look at her, mouth agape.
“I’m right, aren’t I?” She shrugs.
Fuck it. “We already tried that, he wasn’t any good.” I shrug back at her.
Paulie lets out a huge bellow.
Joey folds his arms, looking more handsome than he has a right to with his irritated expression and suit stretched across his shoulders. “You really enjoy baiting me, don’t you?”
I smirk. “You’re an easy target.”
“Is your mother home?”
“Probably.” She isn’t. She still isn’t back from visiting her high school friend.
“Then get back in the car.”
“Why?”
“So I can prove you wrong.”
Paulie whistles.
“I can’t believe we’re having this conversation in front of everyone.” I huff.
“You started it.”
“Actually I think I did,” says Mrs. Weaton. “Come on, Jazz, love. Get in the car.”
“Yeah, Jazz,” mimics Joey. “Get in the car.”
I scowl. “Just for acting like children, the answer is most definitely no.”
Joey unfolds his arms. He takes two steps toward me and pulls me to him. One arm snakes around my waist, the other along my jaw tilting my face up to his. In the milliseconds it takes for him to drop his mouth to mine, I glimpse a multitude of emotions flashing through his expression. Exasperation, arousal, determination, and oh my God, his mouth tastes so good. So him. So addicting. And then I know the other emotion I saw flashing briefly by in the myriad of emotions. Something else that struck me deep inside. Something I recognized. Fear.
Fear I’ll say no? Or fear I’ll say yes? I’m not sure. But it’s enough to make me want to know more. But not tonight.
“Good gracious,” says Mrs. Weaton. “Looks like that boy knows how to kiss.”
He lifts his face from mine, slowly, his breathing shallow.
I set my hands on his hard chest, pressing him gently away. “I’ll come and see you tomorrow. We’ll talk.”
“Maybe he’s not that good,” Mrs. Weaton goes on. “It looked it though. Didn’t it, Paulie?”
“Okay, this is just weird,” I say at her gawking.
“Mmm hmmm,” hums Mrs. Weaton.
I look back at Joey, we both wear equally incredulous expressions at Mrs. Weaton’s weirdness.
“Never knew she had it in her, the saucy minx,” says Joey with a snort.
Paulie rebuckles his seatbelt. “Tonight’s been the best damn entertainment I’ve had in years.”
“Can you give me three minutes, Paulie?” asks Joey, then he takes my hand, and we head down the path to the side of the apartment building where the sliding door to my bedroom is.
“This lack of security annoys me,” he says.
“Yep. I know. The worst thing that’s ever happened within a mile of here was when those drunk assholes hit my dad’s boat and got arrested.”
Joey pulls on my hand, stopping me. “Thinking about that day makes me feel like shit.”
“How do you think it makes me feel?”
“I know. Shit. I know. God, Jazz. You have every right to hate me.”
“I don’t hate you. I never have.”
He expels a humorless laugh. “I know that.”
It may not have been hate, but I was very, very angry with him for a long time. Am I still? I can’t tell.
Reaching up, he caresses my cheek. His dark blue eyes are locked on mine.
Heat bubbles under the surface of my skin.
Then he reaches for a lock of my hair, winding it around his finger. “You look absolutely stunning tonight. This will rival the best image I have of you in my head.”
My heart hammers wildly at his words. Of course I want to ask him what the best image he has of me is and why he even has the need of a favorite image. But it could just be one of those things people say.
“You want to ask me, don’t you?”
How does he do that? “No, I don’t.”
“Yes, you do. I guess I’ll tell you when we have that talk you promised.”
Lowering his head, a lock of hair falling across his brow, he touches his lips to mine, nipping gently, sensuously, just enough to have me wanting more. Before I can respond, he pulls his mouth from mine. “Come over tomorrow around five pm,” he says, then turns and walks away down the path.
I slip into my room, both my body and my heart aching with want, and throw myself down on my bed, face first.




 
 
 
MY PHONE WAKES me up, and when I stare it bleary eyed and see it’s past eleven in the morning, I’m shocked. The missed call is from Keri Ann. Damn.
I call her back.
“Hey,” she says as soon as she answers. “You won’t believe where I am.”
“Shock me.”
“Lake Tahoe. Or Tahoe as Jack calls it. You should see this house Jazz. It has these massive windows overlooking the lake and the mountains. It’s unbelievable. We got in around sunrise and all the mountains were pink and blue. And I flew. In a plane. I was terrified, but Jack kept filling up my champagne.”
My heart feels warm in my chest, and I smile into the phone to hear her so happy. “Sounds amazing,” I say.
“God, Jazz. This is it, you know. I love him so much. I’m scared. Am I crazy going for this?”
“No. He loves you too. You guys are going to show the rest of us how it’s done.”
She lets out a long sigh. “Thank you. And thank you for always knowing the right thing to say.”
“Whatever.” I snort.
“Okay, well you always say the right thing for me when I need it. Oh, and thanks for packing my stuff. Including the matching pink lace underwear. You really are the bestest friend ever.”
“Nah.”
“Oh hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you since you got back from Florida. Did you get your job posting?”
I let out a long breath. “I did. Cape Town.”
“Oh my God,” Keri Ann squeaked. “That’s what you wanted, right?”
“Yeah. How long will you be gone? I may have left by the time you get back.”
“Oh no!”
“We’ll talk lots via Skype.”
“You don’t sound excited. Look, I’m happy but selfishly not excited to see you leave. What is it? Is it Joey?”
I suck in a breath. “What makes you say that?”
“Please. We’ve been best friends forever. How are you guys? Looked like you were going through some heavy moments. I almost interrupted something in the kitchen again, didn’t I?”
“Honestly, I don’t know what to make of the way he’s being. I’m confused. Did you know he requested to transfer his residency to MUSC up in Charleston?”
“He told me yesterday. I accused him of doing it to interfere with Jack and me. He said he had his own reasons, but he was very cagey about it.”
“He told me …” It’s hard to form the words. They seem to get stuck in my throat.
“What?”
I lick my lips and try again. “He said he requested to transfer so he could be closer to me.”
There’s dead silence on the other end of the line.
“Keri Ann?”
“I’m here. Ho-leeeeee shit.” She laughs. “This is fantastic.”
That isn’t quite the word I’d use for it.
“This is good, right? Or, wait. Have your feelings changed? I mean, I wouldn’t blame you. It’s been three years.”
“Not least of all the fact I’m leaving.” I flop back down on my pillow.
“Wow, talk about shitty timing.”
“It really doesn’t matter how I feel about him. I’m not going to be ‘that girl.’ The one who gives up opportunities for the chance with a guy. Especially a guy who’s already demonstrated he’s not sticking around when shit gets real.”
Only my mother, and presumably Lizzie, know how really real it almost got. I know I should have told Keri Ann. But I didn’t want to put her in a tough spot with Joey. He was her brother, after all.
“I know I can’t defend him,” Keri Ann says.
“Don’t.”
She lets out a long breath. “Oh, Jazz.”
“I know. This sucks. Part of me wants him to beg me not to go. To prove how much he wants me. But I’d hate him for doing that. For putting me in the situation of picking between my dreams and him. I’m supposed to go over there later so we can talk.”
“Can I say one thing?” She goes on without waiting for my answer. “The way you just described ‘that girl’? You could have been talking about me with Jack. Yet here I am taking a leap of faith with him and his crazy celebrity lifestyle. It doesn’t mean I’m giving up my plans and dreams. If I can do this, you can too. You can have both.”
“That’s the thing. I’m just not sure I can. I’m not sure I want to anymore.”
There are few more beats of silence.
“Just hear what he has to say, okay?”
“Okay.”
 

 
JUST AFTER FIVE that afternoon, the sun low but still burning hot, I pull my car into the crushed oyster shell driveway of the Butler house. I park under the long curving branches of a live oak tree.
I’d spent the afternoon down at the beach reading. After all my studying for college, I hadn’t read a good old love story in a while. It helped take my mind off the evening ahead.
I’m wearing a short cotton sundress in bright buttercup yellow that makes my suntanned skin glow. My skin has finally faded to brown after my sunburn last week.
I take a deep breath and open the car door, startling when I realize Joey is standing in the open front door, leaning against the frame with his shoulder. Wearing faded jeans and a faded blue t-shirt, his feet bare, his arms are crossed across his chest and his legs are crossed at the ankles.
I hate that I always feel the impact of seeing him like a punch to the gut.
“Impatient grasshopper, aren’t you?” I call out.
“It appears so,” he concedes.
I trot up the steps.
He’s looking at my empty hands. “What, no wine?”
“Why would I bring wine?”
“Isn’t that what people normally bring when someone asks them to dinner?”
“You didn’t ask me to dinner. And what is this? The geriatric early bird special? It’s five o’clock in the afternoon.”
“Technically, it’s ten minutes past. You’re late. Hence my impatience. I meant to ask last night. How’s your sunburn doing?”
I quickly show him my back.
“You put stuff on it?”
“As much as I could, Dr. Butler.” I roll my eyes. “But my mom’s out of town and I’m not a contortionist.”
“More’s the pity.”
“Anyway, I’m fine now. Are we going to stand on the porch all evening?”
“It’s such a nice afternoon, and I finally fixed the wiring to the fan out here. Check it out.”
I follow his finger pointing upward. “That’s awesome,” I say. “A man of many talents.”
“Yeah. So let’s sit here on the porch swing. You want a beer or something?”
“That’d be great.” I glance across the side yard to the small cottage. “You realize Mrs. Weaton is probably staring at us through a gap in her blinds.” I waggle my fingers in her direction, my eyebrows raised.
Joey laughs. “Probably. Be right back.”
I plop down on the wooden porch swing, memories of Keri Ann and me through the years cross my mind. And for some reason I remember the picture Keri Ann showed me the night Nana Butler died. My eyes stray to the porch steps where the two of us sat, Joey watching us. It’s weird to think about that picture right now. I’ve been on this porch a thousand times since, and it never crossed my mind.
Joey comes out with two open bottles of beer. He hands me one and we clink the necks together.
“What are we drinking to today?” I ask.
He sits down next to me, and the swing rocks gently. I fight the urge to lean closer to him and inhale.
“I think I’ll stick with my toast of last night. To the foolishness and bad timing of love.”
I lick my lips and think about my conversation with Keri Ann this morning. “I guess I’ll drink to that.” I look him in the eye, touching my beer to his again, then bring it to my lips. He holds my gaze. Then when the bottle leaves my lips, his look falls to my mouth.
“Aren’t you going to drink?” I ask. “It’s your toast.”
He brings the bottle to his mouth and takes a long deep drink. How he makes that seem erotic is beyond me. But it is. The condensation on the bottle, the way his lips mold to the glass lip, the way his throat works to swallow the liquid down, the way his eyes are still burning into me.
I clear my throat and pull my bottom lip between my teeth. How am I supposed to talk to him when all I want to do is climb onto his lap? Chemistry is so weird. How can we have all this heaviness between us, and I still want him? The sooner I get some distance the better.
“Tell me your favorite image of me,” I say. My voice comes out husky.
“My favorite image of you …” He pauses, take a sip of beer, and seems to have an internal debate. Then he sets his jaw and looks me in the eye.
His eyes are bright and vivid.
I wait expectantly.
“My favorite image of you is when I was in the water, and you ran down the beach toward me in that tight red swimsuit, a massive It’s-My-Birthday button pinned on your boob, and you just kept coming until you popped up through the waves right in front of me.”
I smile faintly at the memory of that day.
He takes a deep breath and a sip of beer. His fingers are fidgeting with the label. Then he looks back at me. “It was at that moment it felt like you skewered me through the chest. I’ve never felt anything more terrifying or more painful. I fell in love with you.”
I’m frozen. I think my mouth is open. My chest feels tight.
If anyone’s chest was skewered it was mine, just now.
Fuck.
I can’t breathe.
Lurching to my feet, I accidentally drop the beer bottle and the contents foam all over the wooden decking.
I round on him. “Don’t lie to me,” I croak, my voice lost. My finger points in his face.
He grabs my finger, gripping it tight as he rises to his feet to tower in front of me. His eyes are flashing with some untamed emotion. “I’m not lying.” His jaw flexes. “And you fell in love with me too. You admitted it.”
“That was three years ago!” I spit out the words, enraged.
“Three years ago? Who the fuck cares when it happened? It may as well have been yesterday,” he growls back, his voice rising to match mine. “For me anyway.”
Tears sting my eyes and burn in the back of my throat. “It’s too late now,” I tell him.
He blows out a breath and runs his free hand down his face. His other hand grips mine. “How long do I have?”
“You don’t. I’m leaving next week.”
“I’m not asking you not to go. I’d never do that.”
“Of course not. You just want to make it hard.”
“No. God, I don’t. But I can’t lose you. If you get on the plane not knowing how I feel, I’ll never have a chance.”
“I want to punch your face right now.”
His eyes widen.
“Not literally, jackass. But the fact you can stand here after three fucking years and tell me what you should have told me then …” The pain in my chest right now makes it hard to breathe. I try to free my hand from Joey’s, but he holds on tight. “You changed me, Joey. I miss the person I was then. I miss her so much, I ache with it. She was full of life and hope. She was sarcastic and fearless. Before she was betrayed. Before she had her heart shattered. And I know it wasn’t just you. It was losing my father at the same time. But you will always be wrapped up with that. My father died. But you? You will always be the one who chose to walk away from me in the moment of my greatest pain. You chose to kick me while I was down.” And suddenly the truth is blaring. I’ve never tried to drill down exactly how angry I am at him, but here it is erupting from the depths of me. “I don’t …” Taking a deep breath, my thoughts become crystal clear. “I don’t think I can ever forgive you for that.”
The words hang out there. And shock me with their truth. With their finality.
Joseph looks in physical pain. His mouth is tight, his skin pale.
He says nothing.
I shake my head. “Do you even understand what you did to me?”
Stepping back, he sits down, still gripping my hand and rests his head on my belly. The reminder slams into me. I haven’t even told him about what happened after.
Before I can open my mouth, he looks up.
“The way I handled it after we slept together was awful. I know it was. I have no excuse. It freaked me out. You freaked me out. The way I felt about you. God, then I heard about your dad and realized you’d known about him when we slept together. You’d been grieving. You were in shock. And it fucking broke my heart that I slept with you with you knowing. And I was pissed at you for not telling me and letting us do that. Christ. I felt so ashamed at the way I’d handled us. I still do. Then after the boat going down, the whole thing just got bigger. It’s no excuse. I was a coward. The emotions I was feeling were the most terrifying things I’d ever felt. I didn’t know how to even say sorry. I mean how do you apologize for something like that? I didn’t know. I was young and stupid.”
“You ran.”
He nods and looks down. “And fuck, then I find out it was even worse. I took your virginity that night. You entrusted that to me. And look at how I repaid you. I don’t blame you for how you’re feeling.”
Just say it, Jazz, I tell myself. Just throw it out there. “I got pregnant that night and lost the baby within weeks.”
His head snaps back, his eyes widening in shock. If he paled before, it’s nothing to now. His lips actually turn white.
Just saying it aloud after all these years shocks me too. My mouth feels dry, and I work to get some saliva to swallow.
“Oh, God,” Joey whispers. “Oh my God.” His eyes well and he expels a sharp puff of air.
He stands abruptly and steps past me, his fists bunching. His arms fold, then unfold repeatedly across his chest. Then he grabs behind his neck. He paces. He’s having a complete freak out without saying a word. He walks to the railing and leans against it, his neck and head seeming to sink between his shoulder blades.
Finally, he turns.
Looking at his face right now, I feel like I’m looking at his soul stripped bare. I can see all his pain and all his regret.
“I’m so sorry, Jazz. I’m so fucking sorry.”
And I can tell he is.
My hand comes up of its own accord, resting on his cheek. But he doesn’t lean in or take the comfort I’m offering.
His jaw is tight, and I can see the moment when he sees the fall out. He inhales, like it’s the hardest breath he’s ever drawn. Like my hand is not on his cheek but buried deep in his chest, digging his heart out. “There’s no hope for us, is there?” he asks.
“I don’t know,” I answer.




 
 
 
I’M ONLY TAKING one suitcase, but inside it I’ve packed another one. I’m not that stupid. I know I’m going to buy tons of useless shit all over South Africa and try and haul it all home with me. “I can handle it, Mom,” I tell her as she tries to take over removing it from the trunk of the car in the airport parking lot.
She sniffs. “Just let me do one more thing for my baby.”
“God, Mom. I’m not dying. I’m just going to another country.” I laugh, but I’m insanely touched that my departure is affecting her so much.
Keri Ann has texted me a gazillion times today already. And sent me instructions from a friend of Jack’s taken from the “dark web” on how to “jail break” my phone so I can use it internationally. I haven’t had a minute to even think about it.
Joey has shown up every day without fail. Just to hang out and accompany me on my ridiculously long list of errands. He hasn’t done one thing to come on to me or to talk about us. He’s simply been relentlessly friendly and kept me laughing. It’s strange to see this side of him again. The Joey who offered me a ride to do my lifeguard training, to drive me home, to drive Keri Ann and me everywhere we wanted to go when we were too young to drive. I can’t imagine the physical effort it’s taken to pretend everything is okay and friendly between us. But I accepted it gratefully. And by the time my departure day rolled around, almost believed we had a true friendship back.
He offered to take me to the airport, and when I told him my mom was doing it, I expected him to insist or at least tag along. But he nodded. And a small part of me hated that he didn’t fight harder.
He’d come by this morning and handed me a small box with instructions to open it on the plane. He hugged me hard and kissed me on the forehead. It was painful as much as it was a relief we wouldn’t have a long drawn out good-bye. Then he slipped out my sliding door and that was that.
I can’t lie. Our talk last week had shattered me. But it had been cathartic in a way. When I look deep inside my heart, all I know is that the pain and anger may be finally seeping away. I’m still in love with Joseph Butler. I love him. But I am letting him go. We both need time to heal. If we find our way back to each other one day, we’ll have a chance. More than a chance, I hope.
Mom and I walk into the small airport terminal in Hilton Head. There’s one check in desk. Only one airline. I’ll change planes in Charlotte. I recognize the girl behind the counter as someone who’d been in school a few years ahead of me. She checks my passport, asks me about the contents of my bag, looks at my hand luggage, and then before I know it I have my boarding passes in my hand for the next three legs of my flight.
That’s when my heart starts pounding with nerves, prickling cold sweat breaking out across my neck and forehead.
There isn’t even a snack bar in the one room airport building. I could really use a shot or something. I can’t believe I’m really doing this.
“You got your camera?” Mom asks.
I pat my backpack and think about Joey’s gift in there too.
She walks me to the single metal detector that makes up the security section of the airport. I can see the small plane about two hundred yards away out the window. There are only nine or ten other passengers, and they are all sitting near the door out to the runway.
“Okay, Mom. I guess I’ll go through and sit down for a bit.”
“You’ll be sitting for the next thirty-six hours.”
“I’ll be sure to walk around while I’m in transit.”
“You do that.”
I draw my mom into a hug, holding her close and breathing into her hair. Her sweet floral perfume invades my senses. “I love you, Mom. Thank you for everything you did for me. For getting me here.”
She pulls back, tears filling her eyes.
“Don’t cry,” I admonish. “We promised.”
“I know.” She laughs and hiccups, the tears spilling over anyway. “It’s good crying. I’m so proud of you.”
“You know what? I’m proud of you too, Mom.”
We hug again.
“Jazz!”
I spin around and see Joey wrestling with a revolving door.
“What the hell?” I whisper.
“Is that Joseph Butler?” Mom asks.
“Yes. But I have no idea what he’s doing here.” He gets through the door, out of breath and smiling. Smiling? He’s wearing his jeans and dirty white Vans and a grey t-shirt. His hair is all over the place. He’s dressed up for the occasion, clearly.
He stalks toward us. “I fucking hate those doors.”
“An airport scene, Joseph?” I greet him. “Really?”
“Our love story needs one, don’t you think?”
“We have a love story?” I ask.
“Don’t we?”
“Ma’am,” says the Butler Cove High School girl. “You need to come through security. Oh hey, you’re Joey Butler.”
He grins at her. “Yeah, I am. Oh hey. Miss McCallister’s class. Missy, right?”
“Yes. Missy Meyer.” She laughs. “You moved back here?”
“Helloooo,” I interrupt. “Our love story, Joey?” Suck on that Missy Meyer.
“Oh yeah. Okay wait. This first.” He swoops forward and kisses me. Then just as abruptly lets me go.
“And then?” I ask bemused.
“You have to go through security for the next part.”
“What?”
“Just go.”
“Okay, but for the record that was the lamest last kiss ever.”
“Ugh, okay.” He rolls his eyes and steps into me. In classic Jay Bird style, he slips a hand around my waist and the other along my jaw and into my hair. He tilts my face up to his. His eyes are vivid and beautiful as his gaze roams my face. Then when my heart is pounding hard, and my lips tingling, he drops his mouth to mine. Immediately his tongue slips inside and I moan. Oh wow.
I return his kiss, winding my fingers up into his hair.
“You mother is standing right here, Jessica,” my mom’s voice breaks through my haze.
I reluctantly pull away.
Joey is smiling down at me.
“Why are you so happy? I’m leaving.”
“Because you’re coming back.”
“I am?”
He nods. “Go do your thing. Find your thing that matters. Take however long you need. But we’re not done yet. I’m going to give us a different ending.”
I close my eyes and a kiss lands on my nose.
He releases me and turns to my mom. “Hi, Mrs. Fraser. Sorry for my rudeness. I was in a time crunch.”
My mom pats his arm.
I shake my head and give her one last hug. I hurry through the security procedure. It’s also given by this Missy Meyer girl. Seriously. This airport. Then she heads to the gate to be the gate attendant too.
“Jessica Fraser!” Joey yells as soon as I’m through. He’s curved his hands around his mouth to really amplify his voice, even though we’re in, like, the smallest space ever.
Passengers turn around.
I glare at him, mortified. Seeing he has my attention he puts his hands around his mouth again.
“I love you!” he yells. “Come back to me one day!”
I hear audible swooning and sighing around me. Even from the male passengers.
Gah.
Then his hands drop from around his mouth, and he puts one on his chest. He just smiles. It’s blinding and beautiful and I’ll never forget it. I honestly can’t even believe this is the same cocky, distant, overbearing guy I grew up with. Who is this guy, laying his heart on the line in public?
I wish I’d known him before.
As I walk away, I hear my mom’s voice talking to him. “You know she’s only going for three months, right?”
Goddammit, Mom.
Way to fuck up my exit.
 

 
I WAIT UNTIL I’ve changed planes in Charlotte, North Carolina, and I’m buckled into my seat in a much larger plane on the way to Amsterdam before I delve into my backpack for Joey’s gift. I’ll be in Amsterdam for the day until I have to board another overnight flight. I know he was expecting me to open it on the first flight and maybe text him from Charlotte. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it.
I’m glad because I’m feeling homesick already, and the thought that I might open the present and go running home was a clear and present danger.
The flight attendant comes around taking orders for fish or chicken and handing out wine. I gratefully accept, even though when I see the size of the bottle I want to ask her for five more. Then I set the small brown box down in front of me on the tray table and pull the two ends of pink ribbon.
Opening the box, I take out a small folded note. Underneath is a pale grey felt pouch, like the kind a jeweler might use. I open the note first.
 
This was impossible to find. In the end, I had it made. This is to remind you you’re still in there somewhere. That girl you were? You’re still her. Not even an asshat like me could change that.
Stay true to what you want, Jazzy Bear. Don’t change your plans for anyone. Including me.
But I will always love you.
Maybe, if you come back to me, I’ll let you know what I really said to Bethany Winters that day she tripped you outside school. It was the first day I saw you. You had hair of silk and sunlight and a laugh that moved my soul.
I’ll never forget it.
Jay Bird
 
I don’t even know what the present is, and I have tears sliding down my face. Luckily, I’m sandwiched between an older guy snoring and half a window. And thank the baby Jesus I waited to open this when I was in a tiny metal cylinder above the Atlantic and not still on American soil in a building with an exit and only one state away from him.
Shit.
Turns out I am “that girl.” You know? The one who’ll change her plans for a guy.
Except, I’m not.
Not really.
I want to run to the pilot and tell him to turn the plane around, but even if that was a viable option, I know I wouldn’t do it. I actually have a choice to do it or not. I feel a sense of peace knowing that.
I’m heading to the last place I ever heard from my father. I want to see it for myself. I want to experience something new, something so different than the world I grew up in. And I plan to document my entire experience in word and picture from beginning to end. And then? Then I’ll be done. I love photography. But it doesn’t consume me like it obviously consumed my father. There’s a relief in knowing that too.
I open my tiny bottle of wine, pour some in the plastic cup and take a sip.
Then I open the pouch and slide the contents into my palm.
A thin silver chain slithers out, with a charm attached.
It’s a boot. A pink, sparkly, enamel, cowgirl boot, set in silver.
I huff out a breath of surprise as I stare at it.
I can’t believe he remembered the pink sparkle cowgirl boots box I kept on the boat. The box that had held physical remnants of my relationship with my father. And of course, the memory of the little girl who’d worn pink sparkly cowgirl boots on her feet until they’d fallen apart.
Again, I congratulate myself on my decision to wait on opening the damn gift. With shaking hands, I fumble the clasp and get it around my neck. It takes about seventeen tries and an elbow into the chin of the snoring man next to me, who weirdly doesn’t even flinch. I finally get it on. The length of the chain puts the boot next to my heart. Okay fine, it’s nestled right in my cleavage. Same thing.
I fish out my phone and take a cleavage selfie, making sure to use my arms to pad my boobs a bit closer together and perkier looking. I also make sure to see a bit of my bra and of course to keep my blubbering tear-stained face out of it. It’ll be the one and only thing I send to Joseph for three months.
“You need me to take the boob shot?” the guy next to me offers.
“Jesus,” I squeak, nearly jumping out of my skin. “You were sleeping.”
“And now, I’m awake. It’s hard to sleep with all this crying and ‘angst-ing’ going on next to me. And also, the elbow. I didn’t appreciate the elbow.”
“You always ask girls half your age for boob shots?”
“No. I’m gay, sweetheart.”
“Oh. And I’m sorry about the elbowing. And the ‘angst-ing’ or whatever.”
“No sweat. These sleeping pills are for shit anyway. My boyfriend stole the good stuff out of my travel bag for his last trip.”
I raise my plastic cup. “We could just drink ourselves to sleep. I’m Jessica, by the way,” I add, reinventing myself on a whim.
“I’m Allen.” He points to my cup. “It’s a plan. So where are you headed?”
“Cape Town.”
“No shit. Me too. Moved there last year. I’m in advertising, I own my own business. We shoot a whole ton of commercials in Cape Town. Fell in love with the place. So instead of living in Charlotte and visiting down there nine months out of twelve, now I live there and go home three months out of twelve.”
“That’s awesome.” I’m super impressed by this. Someone just willing to move countries like that. “No offense, but there’s got to be a faster way than via Amsterdam, right?”
He proceeds to discuss the merits of various airlines and cities. He loves Amsterdam, so loves to stop there and leave the airport to have lunch in the city and visit the Van Gogh museum.
That sounds like a blast, so I totally wrangle an invitation to join him.
And about midway across the Atlantic, I have the next three months of my life in Cape Town planned out, not forgetting lunch the next day. And I’m so glad I didn’t let a boy change my mind, even if my heart is still aching in my chest.
Hopefully, Joseph will still be where I left him when I get back.
Besides, I really do want to know what he said to Bethany Winters that day.
 
 





 
 




 
 
 
THE SMALL PLANE jolts, and I bang my head on the window where I was watching the Lowcountry marshes come into view. Wincing, I pull away and rub my brow.
Returning to Butler Cove after a whole year feels nerve-wracking. I’m changed inside by my time away. And I know my deliberate and prolonged absence means other things may have changed too.
I’m nervous about that.
Joseph and I have only stayed in touch sporadically with a few random texts. I was glad he hadn’t sent a bunch of ‘I’m sorry’s. I knew he was. I was too. And the regret was somehow more powerful for its silence. He sent a birthday text right after I left, and then every major holiday since then. And the minor ones. President’s Day for example. I smile and roll my eyes at the memory.
I was out on Allen and Dave’s boat enjoying a rare day off in South Africa’s midsummer. Their boat rivaled the one we’d spent the day on with Jack Eversea when we went over to Daufuskie to ride horses. I was sunbathing on the top deck, and my WhatsApp dinged with an incoming message.
 
Jay Bird:
Today on President’s Day, it’s winter and it’s depressing as all hell. So to really wallow, I decided to think of the ways I was disappointed by you. You already know my best image of you. But here’s the most disappointing one: You remember the day you jumped off the top of the boat into the Calibogue Sound? I was really hoping you’d lose your bikini top that day. I was extremely disappointed you didn’t flash me. I mean, you couldn’t have even flashed one? Just one boob?
 
I grinned, brought my phone up and snapped a cleavage shot, not a nipple to be seen in my bikini top. I was still wearing my pink cowgirl boot necklace, so I hoped that made up for it.
“Why do I always catch you taking pictures of your boobs?” Allen’s head emerged up to the top deck at exactly the wrong moment. “Are you sure you don’t want to give the poor guy just a whiff of nipple this time?”
“No. Trust me. That would be even meaner.”
“I disagree. I dare you.”
I looked down to my balconette type bikini top. It wouldn’t work if it had been a triangle one. Too obvious. But I could maybe scoot one of these cups down ever so slightly. It was pretty low cut anyway. I’d have to put my face in the picture though, to make it really look accidental, otherwise he’d know what I was up to.
“Okay,” I told Allen and handed him my phone. “Let’s do this.”
I put my sunglasses on so I didn’t squint but let my hair down into a wild untamed mess, especially in the wind. Then I put my back to the magnificent view of Table Mountain behind us and tugged down one side of by bikini top.
“Okay, that’s enough,” said Allen. “Don’t make me squeamish.”
I burst out laughing, and he took the shot.
 
Jay Bird:
That’s just mean. You just took my breath away. And who the fuck took that picture?
 
I had a split second of temptation to make him jealous, but I couldn’t do it.
 
Jazzy Bear:
He’s gay, twice my age and my second best friend in the whole world.
 

 
A SMILE TUGS my mouth at the memory. The plane jolts again. Ugh. I hate small planes.
I have an assistant manager position set up and waiting for me at one of the smaller resort hotels on Hilton Head Island. It’s a position I’ve been trying to zero in on for months. My experience in Cape Town the first three months, plus Allen’s contacts, landed me in one of Cape Town’s top luxury hotels. The Cape Grace. It was hard to make the decision to stay in Cape Town after being there my allotted three months, but to be honest, I wasn’t sure I was ready to see Joey again. And I knew I’d never have an opportunity like the one being offered again.
I worked my butt off in the luxury hotel, a more high end establishment than anything Hilton Head Island had ever seen, earning a promotion in four months. Only then did I start applying for coveted positions back home. I applied, knowing I’d only go back for the right thing, and willing to keep living in Cape Town for as long as it took. As it happened, it didn’t take long.
I absolutely adore Cape Town. I hope I’ll go back there to visit a lot. Especially for Allen and Dave’s wedding next January. But it turns out I’m really a Lowcountry girl at heart. I miss my friends. And I miss my mom. I miss the marshes, and I miss the dark soupy ocean that’s actually warm enough to swim in. The ocean in Cape Town is blue, clear, and beautiful. But also freezing. It is close to Antarctica after all. The penguins on Boulders Beach are cute, but they smell. And I miss looking for sea turtle nests.
The day is so clear and we’re at just the right altitude that I can see for miles. Hilton Head Island comes into view ahead, and I trace the coastline south until I find Butler Cove Island nestled in just near Savannah. I spot the Tybee Island lighthouse in the distance. My eyes come back to Butler Cove and my heart thuds heavily with happiness. Home.
As soon as we land, my phone beeps with an incoming message from my mom. “Can’t wait to see you.”
Smiling, I grab my carry on bag, smooth my shorter, shoulder length hair and head down the steps and out into the soggy humid heat. It’s uncomfortable as hell, but I love it.
Entering the small airport building, my eyes adjusting from the bright sun outside, I’m greeted by cheers and whistles from Keri Ann and my mom. They’re holding a banner with the words, “Welcome Home, Jazz.”
I laugh at them and drop my bag so I can grab them both into a massive hug. The banner crumples between us. “Hey, I worked hard on that,” Keri Ann grumbles.
“Dork. Can’t believe you made a banner.” I shake my head, matching her grinning face.
Mom is smiling and crying. I wrap her up in another hug. “I’ve missed you so much,” I tell her.
“Don’t ever go away for that long again,” she answers me and pulls back. Her hands cup my cheeks. “I missed your beautiful face.”
Keri Ann’s gaze wanders to the left and I turn my head.
Joey.
My heart lurches against my ribs.
He’s standing off to the side, I don’t know when he came in. His arms are folded, his denim-clad legs apart, his head cocked to the side, his shaggy dark blond hair flopping across his forehead. His blue eyes are burning into me, his mouth looking like he’s fighting a smile.
He looks the same. But different.
“We’ll go look for your bags,” Keri Ann says, and I sense rather than see her and my mom back away.
I take a few steps toward Joey.
And he drops his arms and takes a few steps toward me.
“Hey, Jay Bird,” I whisper as we stand face to face.
The smell of laundry detergent and his woodsy scent sink into me, making me lightheaded with memories.
“Hey, Jazzy Bear.” His gaze roams my face, stops on my lips, then drops to my chest.
I feel his fingers nudge my buttoned shirt apart. When he sees my necklace, his shoulders visibly relax.
We stare at each other. There’s so much time between us. I wondered what it would be like to see him again. I worried about it. If I’d still feel the same. If he would.
There’s nothing but love left in me. I feel no anger, no irritation, no regret. Just love. My heart aches with it. My chest hurts. A hot flush is crawling up my neck and tingling in my lower belly. And lust. I still want this guy. God, I want him so bad. I want everything. I want him forever.
His look moves to my mouth again. Kiss me, I want to say. But he’s waiting for me.
I reach up hesitantly, slipping my hand around his neck.
As my fingers graze his skin, his eyes flicker, and he releases a small breath.
“Jay Bird,” I whisper again, and then coming up on tip toes, I touch my lips to his.
Tentatively our lips slide together. My hand tightens on the back of his neck, and I deepen the kiss. The fresh taste of him floods my senses.
Immediately, his arms snake around me and crush me against his strong body. “Thank God,” he croaks against my mouth and then drops his face into my hair. I feel his heart pounding heavily against me as he holds me tight. “Thank God.”
 

 
WE STAND LIKE that, holding each other, for whole long minutes. Then he pulls away.
It takes a while for words to come. We just smile at each other. In the end he starts first. “You have to go do a whole bunch of people stuff. But later, and after you’ve rested. Maybe in two days or so, can I take you out on a date? I’d like us to start over.”
I grimace. “I don’t know,” I say and see his look falter. Oops. “It depends on whether you put out on the first date,” I add quickly.
He breathes out roughly. “You know, sometimes, it is not appropriate to try and be funny. My heart just stopped.”
“It’s always appropriate to try and be funny.”
He shakes his head, bemused.
“So?” I ask.
“It depends on how hot the girl is.” He shrugs and purses his lips.
I punch his shoulder.
“But yeah, this particular girl is so hot, I can’t imagine a situation where I wouldn’t want her in my bed as soon as possible.”
“We get to do it in a real bed finally?” I ask.
“Yes and I’d like to make love to her all night and well into the next morning, and for many, many days and weeks, and probably years.”
My heart triples its pace. “About this ‘making love’ business. Does that mean there’s no debauchery?”
“Would she like some debauchery?”
I shrug. “A little. I’d hate for those days, weeks, and probably years, to get boring.”
“I can promise you, it will never, ever get boring.” He leans in to my ear, inhaling deeply. “And I can be very, very debauched.”
“Jazz!” my mom calls in the nick of time before I spontaneously combust. “I think these are both yours. Are these both yours?”
I turn and nod when I see my two overstuffed suitcases sitting on the cart.
Joey strides forward and grabs the cart handle, heading toward the airport exit.
Keri Ann slips her arm through mine.
“So tell me all about your life as a celebrity’s girlfriend,” I say as we head out into the Lowcountry heat.
 

 
THREE DAYS LATER, after I’ve caught up with everyone, and slept for what feels like seventy-two hours, I’m getting ready for my date with Joey. My stomach is doing somersaults inside me, making me feel sick. I don’t know why I’m so nervous.
It’s Saturday evening. On Monday I start my new position over on Hilton Head Island. I’m nervous and excited about that too, but I can’t even think about it with my “first date” with Joey just moments away.
I settle on a simple pink strapless sundress I found in Cape Town. It’s the exact shade of pink as the boot on my necklace. I fell in love with it straight away. I shower and let my hair dry to its natural wave, taming it a bit with some expensive product that makes it look silkier. I got used to wearing more make up while I was away, but I keep it simple and just do eyeliner and mascara to make my eyes stand out. I almost tear my drawers apart looking for my Cotton Candy Clouds lip gloss, finally finding it in the small wrist strap purse I used to use when we went out in the evenings in high school. It’s so old, I get nervous. But when I open it, it still smells and looks exactly the same. I swipe some on my lips
I spin around when I hear a noise in the apartment. Someone’s knocked on the front door. I hear my mom open it.
“Hi, Joey,” she greets.
“Good evening, Mrs. Fraser.”
He came to the front door? For some reason this strikes me as ridiculously romantic. And I get how serious he is about us starting over.
I head out of my room, and Joey freezes when he sees me. He’s wearing black pants and a pale blue button down shirt. His slightly damp hair is curling over his collar. He looks incredible.
My heart beats in my throat.
His eyes sweep down my body, and he visibly swallows.
“Oh, Jessica. You look lovely,” Mom gushes. “Doesn’t she look wonderful?”
“Yes, Mrs. Fraser,” he answers, not taking his eyes off me. “She’s the best thing I’ve ever seen.”
I pick up my purse, that’s big enough to stash the rolled up shorts, t-shirt, and toothbrush I put in there earlier, and go hug my mom. “I won’t be home tonight,” I whisper. “Don’t wait up.”
I’m sure that’s hard for a mom to hear, but I know she supports me and this thing with Joey.
 

 
JOEY IS LAUGHING as I regale him with stories about Allen and Dave. We’re at a new restaurant that opened on the south end of the island while I was away. We don’t recognize anyone in there, which was totally the point of the choice. We’ve shared a bottle of red wine and are lingering over a crème brûlée dessert.
“I hope I get to meet them one day,” he says.
“Me too. I’m going for their wedding. I think you should come with me.”
He looks at me, his blue eyes glowing indigo. “I missed you.”
“I missed you too.” Being able to admit this freely to him feels amazing.
He smiles, and we lapse into silence just looking at each other. His long fingers fiddle with the teaspoon in front of him.
“So,” I start. “Is your date hot enough?”
“To put out on the first date?”
“Yeah.”
He shrugs. “She’s incredible. Funny, sexy, amazing, and beautiful.”
“So when are you taking her home?” I raise my eyebrows.
He holds a hand up. “Check please.”
I chuckle. Especially as the server falls over herself to respond to Joey’s signal.




 
 
 
“YOU’VE REDECORATED,” I remark as Joey leads me by the hand into what used to be his parents’ bedroom. Looking around helps keep my nerves in check.
“Keri Ann did.” The walls are pale grey, and the wood of the king-sized bed frame is stripped and distressed. The big fluffy comforter is white and crisp, dressed with throw pillows of varying sizes and textures. It’s a man’s room without being cold and too masculine.
He turns to me and takes my bag off my shoulder, setting it on a chair in the corner, then steps in close. A hand slips around my waist and another brushes over my shoulder and slides around the back of my neck and up into my hair. Goose flesh erupts over my skin. I’ll never get tired of the way he gets ready to kiss me. It’s so sensual, so intense, so utterly erotic.
My own hands climb up his biceps and cradle his strong jaw. The skin is smooth and freshly shaved. My thumb brushes over his full lips. His eyes are half-closed and glittering beneath his lids as he looks down at me.
“I love you,” he whispers. “I absolutely love you.” And he lowers his lips to mine.
His mouth is warm.
I kiss him back, loving every give and take and nip of his lips. I taste the tip of his hot tongue. Red wine and crème brûlée. I seek more.
He groans, pulling me hard against him. I can feel his erection pressing against my belly. His fingers tangling in my hair bunch and grow tight, tilting my mouth up, opening my mouth farther.
My breathing comes fast. A moan emanates from my throat.
His lips leave mine and slip down my neck.
Pushing him back for a moment, I catch his gaze with my own and hold it as I step out of my shoes.
He toes his shoes off and gets to work on his shirt buttons. I watch in fascination as he opens them all the way down and pulls the shirt off his shoulders, revealing his broad, beautiful chest.
Reaching to my side, I slide the zipper down my body with shaking fingers and let my dress drop to the floor.
Joey’s jaw flexes, his mouth pressed tight, his eyes roaming my body.
The way he looks at me is stoking the fire deep inside until it’s roaring, the flames licking upward, stealing my breath.
“Your turn,” I tell him. My voice is scratchy.
He unbuckles his belt, and I can see how hard he is. Then he flicks the button on his pants, slides the zipper down, and pushes the fabric past his hips until it too drops to the floor.
We’re standing in our underwear. It strikes me as funny, and I smile. The smile becomes a chuckle. I’m so happy. I’m so damn happy right now. I can’t believe he’s standing in front of me—the boy I can’t ever remember not loving.
And he loves me back.
He laughs too and gathers me up against him. My feet leave the floor. The feel of our bodies coming together skin to skin feels amazing. He walks us backward until we fall across the king sized bed, and he rolls, pulling me on top of him.
Our mouths find each other again, and our hands roam. His fingers pull down the cups of my strapless bra.
I shift and lower my breast to his mouth. My necklace dangles against his cheek. He wastes no time drawing me into his mouth. He licks and sucks, and I strain toward him, giving more and needing more. The tug of his mouth pulls through my whole body.
I gasp, and holding his head, keep his mouth on me. Needlessly, because he’s holding my breast to him, urgently like he’s worried I’ll pull away, tasting and sucking and biting.
He switches to my other nipple, and building up intensity again, his teeth graze and his tongue soothes.
The sensations swirl, tightening, my hips are moving against him, finding his rigid hardness, using it.
“God, your mouth.” I gasp. “I love your mouth. Don’t … stop.”
He doesn’t. He’s sucking, working his tongue against my nipple. I grind against his lower body, seeking, searching. Oh, God. His teeth nip me, and I jerk my hips against his erection finding the perfect spot. His mouth is relentless, his hips push upward to mine.
Then suddenly I’m flipped onto my back, and he’s breathing hard. He yanks my underwear down my legs and spreads them. His face is flushed, his chest heaving, his mouth slightly parted as he drags in air. He moves between my legs and settles his mouth on me.
“Oh my God.” I groan the words helplessly, my hands finding his hair.
He works his tongue over me perfectly, over and over, until I’m arching up into him. His hands press my legs wide, his tongue searches out all my secrets. His fingers follow, slipping into me and coaxing me toward him. And I do. I come to him. I shudder helplessly toward ecstasy, his name leaving my lips on a long shattered gasp.
It does nothing to satisfy me. Not even close.
When his lips find mine again, I can taste myself on his tongue. He’s pushed off his underwear and he’s hot and heavy between my legs.
His eyes are vivid blue as he looks down at me. “Jazz,” he whispers.
I caress his cheek and he presses his face into my hand.
“Are we safe?” he asks. “I have protection. But I … God, I just want to feel you. I want all of you.”
I nod, burning arousal pulsing through me like it’s the only blood in my veins.
His eyes flare, and he raises up taking my hands in his, pressing them to either side of my head. His hips rock against me. I feel his length. I squirm, needing him inside me. Aching for it. Begging him with my eyes to hurry up.
The tip of him slips toward me, and we both inhale. A grin moves fleetingly across his mouth.
His eyes never leave mine as he presses in, the length of him pressing and sliding. God, the pressure. It’s exquisite.
I widen my legs. Seeking more. There’s no hard thrust. It’s hard yet gentle, steady but relentless, and my body gives up to him bit by bit. It feels like it should be this way. This relentless push into my heart. This steady and permanent and irreversible move toward forever. He pushes until he’s fully inside me, his hips pinning mine down into the bed.
“Shit,” he groans. His arms are trembling. “You feel so good. God, you feel so good.” He lowers his mouth to mine, and our tongues meet as he begins a slow rock.
I’m making noises I don’t even recognize. The feel of him, the look on his face, the love in his eyes. For a moment as I look into them, I recognize the way he looked at me, that night so long ago. And I know. He was telling the truth. He loved me then too. His rhythm picks up, his breathing quickens, and his body trembles and strains.
“Fuck,” he groans.
Then he rolls, pulling me on top of him. “I want to see you.” His hands anchor my hips and he presses me down, fusing us together, before thrusting up into me. His eyes are greedy watching my chest, then watching me. The look on his face is one of reverence and helplessness, like he wants to wait to make it last but he can’t. It doesn’t matter, I think. We’ll have other chances. And I can’t stop either. The sensations are too strong. This is amazing. This is what it’s supposed to feel like.
“Oh my God,” I manage, grinding down on him, taking him as deep as I can. “I can’t … too good. Oh God …”
“God, do it, baby. Let me watch you fall apart on me.” His fingers dig into my hips. “Please.”
My body pulls tight, burns, as I continue moving, rocking, pushing down, seeking the relief. The force inside me building to such an extreme, it’s almost painful, but I can’t stop.
“Oh fuck, the way you look right now, baby. God, I love you so much, Jazz.” The words tumble out of him, desperately.
I move once more, twice, and my climax rockets through me. I’m crying out my love for him too, spasms shuddering through me.
Somehow he sits up, burying his face in my neck as I continue to move on him, his hands on my hips drag me up and down. His fingers are bruising my skin, but I don’t care. His breath is hot and heavy and frantic against my skin, and I clutch him to me feeling the moment he gives in to his orgasm, letting it take him hard. I’ve never experienced anything sexier than watching him fight it, keep it at bay for me, and then letting it utterly decimate him. Pouring himself into me.
His heart is pounding so hard, I can feel it throughout his whole body.
We’re slick with sweat, and shaking. The fan above us chills my skin.
I tug his hair gently, urging his head back, and he tilts his face up to me.
“I love you too,” I tell him and press my lips to his forehead. “Now if you don’t tell me what you told Bethany Winters that day outside school, I’ll never let you do that again.”
He exhales and chuckles a surprised laugh. “You’re not ready to hear it.”
I arch back. “You’re kidding, right?”
He shakes his head. “Nope.”
“You’re an asshat, you know that?” I glare down at him.
“I may have heard that once or twice. But I’m glad you dropped the arrogant.”
He’s right. “You haven’t struck me as arrogant lately,” I say, surprised.
“I never was.” There’s vulnerability in his tone. “I was just trying desperately to keep my distance. But I’m completely helpless against you.”
I run my fingers through the hair at his temple.
“I’m sorry, Jazz,” he says again. And I know he’s still apologizing for that night.
“Me too,” I whisper. “I should never have slept with you the way I did. Without being honest.” I lift my shoulders. “And I’m so proud of you and your determination and drive. That part that had you keeping your distance is part of what I love about you. And it allowed me to find myself too.”
He closes his eyes and curves his back, resting his forehead against my heart.
We make love again, slowly, reverently, repeatedly. He explores my body and makes me his any way he can. I’m limp and utterly exhausted when I finally fall asleep in the crook of his shoulder, my hand across his heart.
 

 
SUNLIGHT FILTERS THOUGH the blinds. The body curved around mine is warm at my back and holding me close. I smile, utterly content. I would like to wake up this way forever. For the rest of my life. I don’t want to freak Joey out, so I know I’ll never say that out loud.
He stirs at my back, and I become aware of a broom handle poking my right butt cheek.
“Oh my God.” I laugh. “You are insatiable.”
“I can’t help it,” he groans. “You’re here. You’re naked. You’re in my bed. What do you expect?” His lips nip the back of my neck and my shoulder. “Good morning.”
“It is,” I agree. “But I’m a little … sore? May I ask if we can take some recovery time?” I roll onto my back to look up at him.
He’s propped up, resting his head on his fist. “Of course.” He sighs with a smile that makes my heart flutter. His fingers find the necklace and he fiddles with it, working the charm down from where’s it’s fallen off the back of my shoulder. He settles it between my breasts.
“So what are you doing after residency, Dr. Butler?”
“Well, I’d like to work over on Hilton Head in the hospital for a while, or maybe Savannah. And then …”
“And then?”
“And then, I was thinking I might want to have my own practice. Here. On the island. In Butler Cove.”
I widen my eyes. “That would be … wow. That would be really …” Words float in and out of my brain. Permanent, amazing, scary, amazing. Amazing won out. “Amazing.”
He watches me through my hesitation.
If he stays here, then what if I get another job up the career ladder in another resort town somewhere? I mean unless I open my own hotel sooner rather than later. But there are constraints to that. Experience. Money. Those are just the two big ones. Would I build something or convert something? If he has a practice here, he will be stuck here forever. Permanently.
“But like I said, I might want to.” He looks down into my eyes. “It all depends on if it’s the right thing at the time. What about you? You excited about this new job?”
I nod. “I am. It’s what I want.”
“Good,” he says and kisses my nose. “So did you hear Keri Ann and Jack are building a place out on Daufuskie?”
“Yeah.” I grin. “With his money and her style, can you imagine how gorgeous it’s going to be? Right on the water too.”
“He’s a good guy,” Joey admits. “All I want is for her to be happy. I wanted to save this house for her, but it looks like she saved it for me.”
I frown. “What do you mean?”
“Well, you know the town’s been trying to find a way to take it. Make it a museum or whatever. They even tried to take it through a tax foreclosure by raising the rates so high we couldn’t pay them. At least not while I’m in school anyway. Jack bought the deed. To keep it safe from the Town Council. For now, he owns most of the house.” Joey swallows. “It pissed me off, of course.”
I raised my eyebrows. “I can imagine.”
“But he was a gentleman about it, made it a business investment. So I was thinking, when the time comes, I could either have the practice here. Or …” He lets out a long slow breath.
“Or what?”
“If you were serious about running your own hotel one day. Maybe we could turn this into an inn. And you could have your own place.”
My heart stops and then starts.
“I mean only if that’s what you still wanted. It’s small. I get it. But maybe after a bit you could expand. Or—” He expels another heavy breath. “Well, shit. This was too much. I’m sorry. Don’t freak out. It’s just a thought. A crazy wild, random thought. And it would be years. Four years at least, I’m thinking.”
I lay my finger across Joey’s lips to silence him. My brain is flying through possibilities for this crazy old house that I love so much. It would be amazing. But he’s right. It’s years away at least. I need more experience. He needs to work and pay off student loans. So would I. And … wait. It would be his? And I’d run it? That’s not having my own place. But if we were together? I think he’s saying it would be ours.
Wow, yeah. This is huge.
I’m too afraid to ask him exactly what he means, what I hope he means, in case I’ve misunderstood.
“I guess after all that,” he says. “What I told Bethany Winters is kind of ridiculous to hold back.”
I swallow.
“Now bear in mind, you were eleven and I was fourteen, so this is going to sound beyond crazy.”
“I’m listening.”
“I told her, and this is not word for word, because I mean, who remembers shit like that?”
“For God’s sake, Joseph.” I roll my eyes good-naturedly. “It better be important after all this.”
“You were the one who made such a big deal out of it. You told me that was the reason I irritated you growing up, because I ‘fought your battles.’” He makes an air quote with one hand.
“Tell me already,” I squeal.
“Fine.” He rolls on top of me, settling between my legs and pinning me down with his weight. “I told her that she was messing with the girl I would grow up and marry one day.”
My eyes feel like bugging out of my head. “What?”
“I know. It’s crazy. The words just came out of my mouth. I told you I was struck by you that day. Your laugh. You’d made my sister smile. It was her first day of school. She was terrified. And I was in the middle school, next door but not able to look out for her. And there you were, like this angel who was simply there, being there with her. And I knew you always would be. The words just came out of my mouth.”
My mouth is dry, my belly doing weird flip flops like a fish out of water.
“That is crazy,” I manage. Then frown. “There’s no way that would have shut her up. She would have told everyone and made me a laughing stock.”
“I think it was weird and crazy enough to make her speechless for a moment. But, you’re right. I didn’t want her teasing you, so I told her if she mentioned what I said to even one soul, I’d tell everyone I saw her picking her nose and eating it.”
I bust out laughing, and laugh so hard, my sides hurt.
 

 
WHEN I FINALLY calm down, Joey flops to my side and takes my palm, pressing his against it. His hand is so much larger and stronger than mine.
“I do, you know,” he says.
“What?”
“Want to marry you one day.”
I turn to look at him, and he meets my gaze. My heart feels like it’s expanding so rapidly it might crack my ribs.
“I … I think I’d like that. One day.” My voice is crazy and breathless. A little squeaky.
“How about in about four years, when we have our shit together. Or even if we don’t.”
“I think that sounds like a very responsible, totally Joseph Walter Butler way of planning.”
“Is that good or bad?”
“It’s you. That makes it good. But I have one stipulation.”
He frowns.
“Let’s get married in a super small ceremony. On the beach. No drunk pastors who don’t really like the fact we’ll be epically sinning for the next four years.”
“Not just sinning. But epically sinning?”
“Yeah.” I smile and waggle my eyebrows.
He chuckles, a deep rumble in his chest. “How about we get married over on Daufuskie Island?” He expands on my idea. “Maybe at Jack and Keri Ann’s new place if they’re cool with it. That way, there’ll only be people we really want there.”
I spread my fingers against his palm.
Our fingers intersect and grip each other.
“It’s a deal,” I say. “In four years. On Daufuskie.”
“Deal,” he whispers and leans forward, his lips meeting mine.
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